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				For my brother, Naji 
Now please stop bringing up the sex scenes in the family group chat
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				[image: Alder’s Journal Chronicling Recent Events]

			

			It was Lettle who recommended I start writing down my memories–I say ‘recommend’, but there is no middle ground between do and do not with Lettle. She told me to, and so I did. She thinks it might help me remember who I was before.

			Before I joined the Nomads.

			Before I went to Mosima.

			Before I knew I was human.

			I don’t know my age, I never have. When I was found, I was dirty and incoherent, speaking a language no one could understand. The Nomads discovered me in a cave, obeah my only companions. They assumed I was at least twenty years old based on the smoothness of the scars across the tips of my ears–long enough to have healed since the peaks had been shorn when I’d been dismissed from the Crescent army. How else could they have explained the roundness of my ears?

			But I had never stepped foot in the Elven Lands, let alone partaken in the Forever War that rages on the Bleeding Field.

			And so for a decade the Nomads took me in, a lost elf, like all of them. Though I felt at home, I never felt like I belonged. Still, I lived a happy life, eventually becoming Wayfarer of the Nomads, guiding our steps as we moved through the east of the continent, season after season.

			I would have continued to do so, if it hadn’t been for that fateful night I had seen the obeah–and the people riding them.

			Fae.

			Sleepwalking, an affliction that was only getting worse, had led me astray from the Nomads’ sky camp, and I found myself a spy to a massacre of the worst kind. Elves’ bodies lay bleeding where they had fallen, struck by the fearsome magic wielded by Furi, queen of the fae.

			I learned afterwards that the dead hailed from the Waning tribe, Chieftain Salawa among them. But the elves had threatened the queen’s lover, Yeeran, and Furi was not to be threatened.

			And so, I fell from the branches into chaos, and blood, and anger.

			Like Lettle and Yeeran before, I was captured and taken to the fae realm, Mosima, to await my fate. Whereas the elven sisters had been prisoners, I was accepted as a guest, all because Lettle had prophesied my importance:

			In the early hours of the morrow’s new day, a tree will fall by the pathway to Mosima. Seek your answers in the night, dawn will bring you peace.

			I was the tree that had fallen from the boughs that day, named Alder–for I had forgotten my name too–by the Nomads who had found me.

			In Mosima, it was Golan who took me in, who taught me what he could of the fae’s customs. I learned that Golan is Lightless, a rare affliction in which the Fae do not bind with an obeah, and thus do not speak the fae language, or have access to their magic.

			Lightless he may be, but the spark I feel when I am around him is as bright as the sun.

			One night, I awoke after sleepwalking to find myself at the boundary of Mosima. It is believed that a curse binds the fae within the underground realm of the city. However, I found that I needed no magic to pass through to the forest beyond.

			I could have left then. But it wasn’t just the warmth of Golan’s gaze that lured me back. Something beckoned me towards Mosima. It felt like the answer to a question that I wasn’t sure how to ask.

			Maybe I would have discovered I was human sooner, if Lettle hadn’t been kidnapped by a group of rebel Lightless, whose extreme methods sought to capture the attention of the king and queen. But love is ever the kindling of wrath, and Rayan would not rest until Lettle was found.

			And found she was, on the southern plains, an outcrop halfway up the walls of the Mosima cavern. But Lettle hadn’t been helpless, she had killed one of her assailants, an older fae called Norey. I recognised the body, having met Norey briefly. He was Sahar’s partner, a significant relation because Sahar is Furi’s father, and Rayan’s grandfather. I swear, I have been caught in brambles with less tangles than the fae court.

			Sahar was consoled in his grief, but it soon transpired that he was the leader of the Lightless rebellion, known as the ‘Authority’. None of us knew, none of us guessed, even as he wept at Lettle’s return.

			In their ignorance, Rayan and Furi sought to draw the Authority out in a public setting. Lettle and Golan’s Free the Light Initiative proved the perfect cause for celebration, drawing all the Lightless of import to the palace. Though unaware of the trap the king and queen were setting, Lettle and Golan launched the new partnership between the Lightless and the fae court to much merriment.

			Lettle was not happy to learn she had been bait.

			But it had worked, and Sahar’s treason was uncovered.

			I know not the intricacies of Sahar’s motivation, other than it involved the Fates once more. Besides, it is here that my story branches apart from the others.

			Four days the Nomads had given me. Four days to find my answers. But all I had were more questions. I was human, Lettle had surmised. My core was bronze, unlike the fae and elves whose gold and silver centres shone differently. I have to take their word for it, as I know not what ‘core’ they speak of, for magesight evades me.

			The knowledge of my heritage only confirmed Lettle’s belief that I am important…and I was beginning to think her right. Four days had not been enough to learn who and what I was.

			‘Where the currents glide and the winds blow, the Nomads walk no path.’ The tribute makes my heart ache for the family I turned my back on: Mia, Dart, and the countless others I left behind.

			Now I am no one to them. The children of the Nomads call what I am a root-rotter, someone who has sought to plant themselves in one place. Though I did not stay still for long. Mosima is now many leagues behind me.

			I did not want to leave. Or should I say, I did not want to leave Golan. But when Lettle discovered her prophecy talismans had been tampered with by Sahar, and she was reunited with the Fates, what she foretold created a fissure through the heart of the royal court.

			Enslaved then bound, lost then found. Humans made low no longer. Cursebound to centuries on four fleet feet but soon their freedom beckons.

			Obeah were once humans. The revelation was both a surprise to me and somehow expected. I had no knowledge of this truth, but I felt as though it was irrefutable once Lettle voiced it.

			Truth–we seek it still, Lettle and I. Though I fear it. What will I find? Where will I find it?

			And most of all, who will I find looking back at me?
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			You have watched our children grow old. It was my last gift to you out of respect for the love we shared. But I did not tell them of you, as I told you I wouldn’t.

			Cursed to endure, cursed to survive. The magic wanted you to remember, even if our children didn’t.

			Now our children have passed, it is time for me too. I planned for this, you see. After the obeah massacre, I knew it would not end there.

			I know no one can stop you. But I must try.
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Chapter One

			 

			Lettle

			Lettle couldn’t remember a time when she wasn’t tired. The soles of her feet were cracked and bleeding. Her boots were packed with tarrow root to help ease the pain, but the herb’s lingering smell–a bit like decomposing fish–made her feel nauseated.

			Four months the three of them had been walking. Farhan’s faeguard uniform bore signs of every step they had taken, the seams coming apart, the gold thread splattered with mud. Even Alder’s frequent smile had tarnished, growing duller each day.

			Though I think it is less the trek and more his distance from Golan.

			Jealousy blossomed behind her eyes in the form of a headache, adding to her list of ailments. But she would rather feel the pain of it than linger in her thoughts. In one thought in particular: Rayan.

			‘We might love each other, Lettle, but without trust we cannot live for each other.’

			His words had grown blackened roots in her heart, poisoning her soul, so that day by day she felt a little less like living. She looked sidelong at Alder beside her. It was only her curiosity that kept her going now.

			‘Will we make it to Caperly tonight?’ she asked him.

			He hesitated before replying. ‘…No.’

			It was her, she was holding them up. But she couldn’t go faster, no matter how much she willed her body to move.

			The quicker we get to Caperly, the sooner we can uncover the truth.

			She stumbled, her attempt at speed failing, and fell heavily on her left elbow. She cried out in pain, the shortened muscles in her atrophied arm straining from the fall. The wasting pox had stolen all the strength in that limb and she struggled for a moment to sit back up.

			Alder grabbed her by the shoulder, easing her into a sitting position. In his other hand he held out the jar of owen tree sap. Lettle swallowed a mouthful of the sticky liquid and sighed when it took effect, easing the pain.

			She looked over the cliff edge. They were far from sea level now. The foliage had long become unfamiliar to her. The conifers, which Alder fondly called ‘Asase’s children’, lined the trail. When she’d asked him why, he shrugged and said that was just what the Nomads called them. Their pine cones scented the air with a fresh, citrussy smell that would have been pleasant if Lettle wasn’t thoroughly sick of it.

			She plucked the fruit from a nearby juniper bush, the berry bursting on her tongue with a bitterness she’d come to appreciate. She offered one to Alder, who shook his head.

			‘Are you all right now?’ Alder asked.

			‘No,’ she answered honestly.

			He nodded and looked to the horizon. Neither was he. That was the thing about travelling together for so long; she now knew his moods as intimately as her own.

			‘It will be sunset soon,’ he said. ‘Let’s stop here for the night.’

			Lettle should have felt relief, but the nights were harder than the day. The further they trekked up the mountain, the colder it had become.

			She looked to the sky and her dread deepened.

			‘Snow clouds,’ she said.

			Alder’s smile was proud, despite what she’d surmised. He’d spent many days teaching her to differentiate between the blurred edges of a snow cloud and the sharp outline of a rain cloud.

			‘It will snow more frequently now,’ he said. ‘Soon the village pass will be blocked by ice and snow.’

			‘What if it’s already blocked?’

			‘It isn’t,’ he said with certainty. Lettle had come to trust Alder’s word on everything relating to the environment. He simply knew things. Neither of them understood how he did, but they had begun to understand why.

			He was human. Or partly human at least. A race not seen or heard of for a millennium. And the only tool that she had to understand how he came into existence was another reason why she hated the nightfall–his sleepwalking. It was then that Alder was able to access the memories seemingly lost to him and he would talk in the human language.

			It didn’t happen every night, but she had to keep watch for when it did.

			Not that she could speak the human language.

			That’s what Farhan was for.

			‘Do you think he’s noticed we’ve stopped?’ She jutted her chin in the fae’s direction.

			Alder grimaced as Farhan continued walking up the trail, his slender frame an echo of the conifers that surrounded them. ‘No, definitely not.’

			‘Farhan!’ Lettle called.

			The fae’s obeah turned before he did. No matter how many times Lettle caught sight of an obeah, her heart would always stutter. Her father had been a hunter, so she was raised to regard them solely for the potency of magic in their skin.

			Now she saw them for what they were, and that unsettled her more. With the body of a black leopard and the antlers of a stag, they had the agility to both climb the tallest trees and navigate between the roots of the forest ground. Those bound to a fae had fur as black as a midnight sky. Their tails were adorned with a longer pelt, more akin to a fox’s.

			But it didn’t matter what they looked like on the outside–their souls were the colour of bronze. Like Alder, they were human.

			‘Shera,’ Lettle said, a little more quietly. The obeah’s ears could hear much more than Farhan’s. ‘Tell Farhan to turn around, we’re going to camp here for the night.’

			Shera’s horns were wider than any other obeah’s Lettle had ever seen, so when she dipped her head in acknowledgement, Lettle wondered at the weight of them.

			Finally Farhan stopped and turned. His wide face was a mask of surprise as he saw both Lettle and Alder sitting on the ground some twenty paces behind him.

			Lettle had never met a person with fewer thoughts in their head.

			Or perhaps he has too many thoughts and thus cannot follow the trail of one without getting distracted by another.

			They had lost him countless times. No matter how much Alder stressed the dangers of the terrain, somehow Farhan would go astray. Once, when bathing in a stream, he had decided to ‘watch the sky for a few moments’ and found that the currents had floated him half a league downriver.

			‘He is solely responsible for at least two extra weeks of delays,’ Lettle muttered to Alder.

			‘At least,’ Alder replied. ‘But we need him.’

			‘We need Shera, you mean.’

			‘And Farhan–he’s the one who tells her what I say in my sleep. Without him we would never know.’

			Lettle ground her teeth. It frustrated her that she hadn’t been able to figure out the human language Alder spoke during the night. She’d learned fae in less time, and that was renowned to be difficult–so difficult that they didn’t even teach it in schools.

			‘I know, I’m just irritable and tired.’

			‘When are you not?’ Alder said with a wry smile, but she didn’t have it in her to return it.

			‘Do you ever regret leaving Mosima?’ she asked.

			‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘I can’t think like that. We’ve come too far. If we don’t find out anything then that’s fine, but to leave that question mark there? Never knowing if we could have helped end the curse?’ He shook his head firmly. ‘No, I would not change it.’

			Lettle nodded. There is no point looking back. I am here now, and there is no other way but forward.

			But even though she told herself that, she felt her mind blurring like the edges of the snow clouds, until her thoughts turned to memories and she was back in the room where her quest was born.

			

			—

			Lettle threw open the doors to the royal chambers. Yeeran stood on the other side, her hand held aloft as though she were about to open the door herself.

			‘Alder spoke to—’

			‘The obeah were—’

			Words burst out of both of them, drowning the other out as they each sought to share what they’d learned. Their earlier quarrel was now an inconsequential thing of the past.

			Yeeran’s eyes were wide, her grin toothy as she crackled with excitement. But Lettle couldn’t fathom any news could be as important as hers, so she kept talking, saying over and over again, ‘Obeah were once humans. Obeah were once humans.’

			Eventually Yeeran’s excited chatter faded into shocked silence.

			‘Did you say obeah were once humans?’ Golan said beside Yeeran.

			For the first time Lettle looked around the room. Alder was staring bleary-eyed into the distance, as though he had just woken. Pila sat watching him, her paws resting on his feet–which would have struck her as odd if she wasn’t wholly invested in sharing her news.

			‘Yes,’ Lettle said triumphantly. ‘Obeah were once humans.’

			‘How?’ The voice behind her turned her nerves to ice. There was no warmth in Rayan’s voice and the single word was spoken like a command and not a question.

			I am just a subject to him now. Not a consort. Not a lover.

			Lettle swallowed the sob that lurched up her throat and turned to face him.

			‘The Fates told me.’

			There was a snort and Furi walked past Rayan’s shadow into the room. Yeeran took a step back, as though Furi’s presence had pushed her to the periphery. Lettle knew what that felt like. The king and queen were a presence to behold. Both astoundingly beautiful, both tall. And each dangerous in their own way. Furi held the tension of someone poised to strike at any moment. Rayan held himself like a soldier…but he was most dangerous beneath the sheets.

			Lettle tugged at her braids until her scalp grew painfully taut. The pain distracted her from her breaking heart.

			‘Well? Tell us everything,’ Furi prompted.

			And so Lettle did. She explained how Sahar had swapped her talismans to prevent her from speaking to the Fates. Then she told them of the prophecy.

			‘Don’t you see? Humans made low no longer. Cursebound to centuries on four fleet feet. ‘She pointed to Pila. ‘Four feet!’

			‘Many things have four feet, Lettle,’ Furi said dryly. Lettle felt the mood in the room shift to disbelief.

			‘Look at them in magesight, then look at Alder: they have the same bronze hue.’ Lettle was getting exasperated. Rayan refused to meet her eyes, so she looked to Yeeran.

			Her sister was mumbling the prophecy to herself. ‘Soon their freedom beckons…’

			‘Yeeran?’

			She looked up when Lettle called her name, her violet eyes wide and imploring. ‘You’re right, the obeah are humans.’

			‘Of course you would side with her,’ Furi muttered, but Yeeran didn’t rise to the bait.

			She spoke to Lettle alone. ‘While you were gone Alder spoke in his sleep again.’

			Alder gave a tired wave.

			Yeeran continued, ‘And Pila understood him.’

			‘What?’

			‘What?’

			Both Rayan and Furi exclaimed in tandem, but Lettle was not surprised.

			‘What did he say?’

			It was Alder who answered, his voice deep and distant. ‘The time for the curse to end is fast approaching.’

			Silence. But the silence wasn’t empty. It was full of questions. They bristled along Lettle’s skin, leaving the hairs raised.

			She knew that the faebound were conversing with their obeah. But she also understood from Yeeran that the creatures knew very little about who and what they were.

			Finally, when she could stand it no longer, she asked, ‘Well, what now?’

			‘We tell no one,’ Furi said. ‘Mosima is too unstable, we cannot afford to shake its very foundations with this knowledge.’

			This elicited a strong reaction from Yeeran, who was tired of lies. Rayan was of the mind to support Yeeran, which didn’t surprise Lettle–she had been his colonel, after all–but that only aggravated Furi further.

			They argued for an hour before Lettle grew frustrated enough to interject.

			‘You are all talking about what this means to the fae, and not what it means to the obeah. Do they not deserve to know who and what they are?’

			Pila looked at Lettle then, in her unnerving way, with eyes like clouds before rain.

			‘Yes,’ Furi said quietly. ‘They do, but we can’t answer that, not truly. There is so much we don’t know.’

			‘Then we find it out,’ Alder said.

			Lettle met his gaze and nodded encouragingly.

			‘We need to learn everything we can about your past. About you.’

			‘I don’t remember anything,’ he said miserably. Golan squeezed his shoulder and Alder gave him a weak smile.

			‘Nothing? Nothing at all?’ Furi stepped towards Alder as she spoke and Lettle saw him flinch from the intensity of the queen’s tone.

			‘What was your first memory?’ Lettle said more gently.

			Alder shrugged. ‘Being with the Nomads.’

			The disappointment his words brought was palpable. But Lettle didn’t want to succumb to despair.

			‘Where? When?’

			‘Somewhere near Caperly, ten years ago.’

			‘You must have been barely out of childhood,’ Yeeran remarked, but Alder shook his head.

			‘No, I am just youthful in looks.’

			It was true, he had told Lettle he was thirty-five based on what the Nomads had estimated. But he looked no older than twenty even now.

			‘One of the elders, Osei, found me outside one of the caves. He brought me to the village. I could speak no language, I knew of no home, but I don’t remember that.’

			‘This Osei, where is he?’ Furi asked.

			Alder grimaced. ‘He passed. Two winters ago.’

			Furi began to laugh but Lettle pressed on. ‘Was there anyone else who was there when you were found? Who might know more?’

			Alder bit his lip. ‘Dart might. He is Osei’s son and though he wasn’t there, his father might have told him.’

			‘And Dart is?’

			‘On his way to Caperly. But the Nomads won’t speak to me. I refuted their ways. Even if I stand in front of them, they won’t hear me, they won’t see me—’

			‘We have to go to Caperly,’ Lettle cut in. There was no one in this world who could ignore her for long.

			‘The journey will take four months,’ Golan said quietly.

			‘It has to be done,’ Lettle said. ‘We have no other leads, and you heard what the Fates said–the obeah are related to the curse.’

			‘We have the grimoire. We can get our best thinkers on it—’ Golan protested.

			‘And what, share this knowledge before we even know what it is?’ Furi said. ‘The foundation of our society is already cracking; this knowledge will break it down entirely. I wish to know what to do with the pieces when that moment comes.’

			Rayan nodded, relenting to her logic.

			‘I will go with Alder,’ Golan said.

			Lettle shook her head. ‘No, you need to stay here, Golan. You have to run the Free the Light Initiative.’

			‘You can do it without me.’

			She gave him a sad smile. ‘Sadly, I cannot. You are Lightless, you are the beacon of the initiative. It could incite another rebellion if you disappear without cause. It has to be me.’

			Rayan’s gaze snapped to hers. ‘You will go? Leave Mosima for four months? More, including the return journey?’

			‘There is no one else,’ Lettle said softly, avoiding his stare. ‘I can speak to the Fates and guide our path. This is my journey as well as Alder’s.’

			‘You’ll have to leave before we are under siege from the elven army,’ Furi said. This drew incredulous expressions until she explained what she had seen that evening.

			‘They’re close, a few days away, maybe less.’

			Lettle looked to the window, even though there was no sky in Mosima, no moon, no horizon. She imagined the army pouring through the cavern ceiling like ants and shivered.

			‘We’ll go tonight. There’s no reason to wait.’ No reason to stay.

			Rayan stiffened as though he’d heard her thoughts.

			‘What of my nightmares? Without an obeah you won’t be able to translate my sleepwalking,’ Alder said.

			‘I’ll go with them.’ It was like Yeeran had been waiting for the right moment to be the hero. Lettle tried not to roll her eyes.

			‘No, you know the elven armies far more intimately than anyone here. You will be needed for diplomacy. ‘Furi said the word like a slur.

			So it was decided that another fae would accompany them. Someone not important enough to miss, nor capable enough to be needed should they go to war.

			Farhan had been both a burden and a source of amusement for Alder and Lettle. He was beyond useless as a navigator or hunter, which was fine as they both excelled in one and the other. But he had a fantastic baritone and a plethora of tavern songs that he would belt out every evening. They’d had little entertainment over the last few months so his performances had brought a smile to their faces after a long day on the trail.

			He was an adequate cook, though his repertoire was limited and even Lettle had taken to experimenting with new recipes–much to Alder’s chagrin, when she nearly killed them all with poisonous mushrooms.

			‘They looked like greycaps,’ she huffed.

			‘Greycaps don’t grow this far east,’ Alder said as he threw the stew into a bush. ‘Check with me before you cook again.’

			So she didn’t cook again.

			‘We have about an hour until it snows,’ Alder said, bringing her back to the present.

			Farhan trotted up to them. ‘We’re stopping here for the night?’

			‘Yes, though I think we’ll need to build a shelter,’ Alder said.

			Lettle nodded and got to work collecting branches and logs. Farhan had to be prompted to begin weaving the roof–despite it being the hundredth time they’d done this–but he soon got to work, his long fingers moving deftly.

			Soon they had built a lean-to at the base of a large oak tree. Lettle took the first watch as she always did. Alder was prohibited from taking watch because of his tendency to sleepwalk, which meant Farhan and Lettle had survived on very little sleep over the last few months. If Alder began to speak, Lettle would wake up Farhan and he would in turn wake up his obeah.

			The translated words would make it into her prophecy journal which she pored over every night.

			Not that there was much to be gleaned from his talking, which seemed to mostly be riddles:

			‘The curse will end when freedom is spoken.’

			‘A meadow in a cave is what I call home.’

			‘The obeah will guide your path.’

			At first she had put significant stock in the phrases, trying to parse them like a prophecy. One day she’d even insisted they follow Shera, but the obeah just kept returning to a plum tree, so she’d abandoned that suggestion. Alder was not a god, he was not the Fates, he was simply a man lost.

			Besides, I spend enough time trying to dissect prophecies without spending even more on Alder’s gibberish, she thought.

			Every night, once the two men were asleep, she would gently remove her prophecy talismans from the pouch at her waist. The wood, made from the Tree of Souls in Mosima, was imbued with the same power as obeah. But instead of reading their entrails, and killing a fae, Lettle could simply throw the talismans.

			Under the light of the moon, she would cast her tokens out and ask the same question: How do I avoid killing Rayan?

			The Fates sometimes answered, but like the gods themselves, they were flighty things and told her what they chose. Sometimes the foretelling benefitted their journey, like a warning about flash floods. But most of the time the prophecies were obscure and unhelpful to her–or to Rayan–and so she would record them in her journal and await clarity.

			But still she tried. Every single night.

			Tonight, the talismans clacked against the frozen ground at the shelter’s opening.

			She looked behind her to see if the noise had woken Alder or Farhan, but neither turned to the sound. Even Shera lay content, tucked up against Farhan’s back.

			Lettle drew her furs tighter around her as a snow squall swirled around her, obscuring the mountainous landscape. She couldn’t see a thing, but she didn’t need her vision to read the Fates, only magesight. Though it wasn’t reading, not really. It was more complex than that. Each pearl of silver magic, each curl of fallen moonlight, denoted a different meaning.

			Once she was satisfied with her reading, she drew out her journal and wrote it down.

			You will fall once, twice, thrice. Then fall again. Each will be greater than before. The last will reap rewards.

			Lettle wanted to strike her head on the hard ground in frustration.

			‘What does this even mean?’ she whispered to herself.

			Her blood went cold with fear. What if it means I’m to fall in love again?

			She shook her head, snowflakes melting like tears on her cheeks–or was she crying?

			I could not love again. If I cannot be loved by Rayan, then I choose no one.

			She clutched the journal to her chest for a few minutes, imagining that instead of its pages she held Rayan. Only when that mirage became too painful to bear did she continue on to her next routine of the night–Afa’s grimoire.

			She’d been painstakingly translating what she could of Afa’s writings from the fragments of Alder’s sleep talking. She didn’t have a lot, and most of it was missing words–but there was one complete sentence that she had returned to time and time again.

			What I did was for the sake of humanity. Remember that in the end.

			‘What did you do, Afa?’ she murmured, her breath steaming in the cold air. The night answered, sending another gust of snow towards her, leaving her cheeks stinging.

			Then all of a sudden, the air was still. Even the animals were silent. Lettle held her breath, scared to interrupt the silence. She began to shiver, not from the cold, but from some deep instinct within her that told her: someone is watching.

			‘Hello?’ she called out.

			But then the moment passed and she hugged her knees to her chest, knowing that the only person who could ever answer her was long dead.
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Chapter Two

			 

			Yeeran

			Motogo dragged their gaze up from the marble table that separated them and Yeeran. It was not lost on Yeeran that the furniture would have taken a significant amount of effort for servants to bring all the way from Gural. It was a power play, as it always was with the new chieftain of Waning.

			‘If we must hand over all our obeah-enhanced weapons then you must double the fraedia amounts,’ Motogo drawled.

			‘You know that’s not possible. The fray cannot be tampered with, it literally keeps Mosima alive—’

			‘I don’t believe you. I think the fae hoard it for themselves.’

			Yeeran ground her teeth together and sat back in her chair, increasing the distance between them so she didn’t feel tempted to use her fists.

			‘You are negotiating in bad faith.’

			‘Bad faith?’ Motogo stood, the movement rattling the tent walls. ‘I allowed you into this camp, you who stood by while your very own chieftain was killed. You who have abandoned your race, your morals, your army—’

			Is it a prerequisite that all chieftains must be assholes? Pila asked lightly, and Yeeran nearly snorted.

			Motogo must have seen her lips twitch because they pointed a lacquered finger in condemnation. ‘You toy with us.’

			Yeeran rose from her chair. She was significantly taller than Motogo, so she didn’t need to sound threatening as she looked down on them. ‘I have abandoned no one. All I seek to do here is save lives. It has been months of discussions, months of negotiating this peace treaty. What I do is in the interest of all parties, especially the Waning army.’

			Motogo exhaled through their nose. It seemed for a moment that their anger was spent, but then their stare caught the drum strapped to Yeeran’s side. An exquisite piece of craftsmanship that had once been given to her by Salawa. Yeeran recalled how Chieftain Motogo–General back then–had made their jealousy clear.

			‘What would Salawa say if she could see you now?’ they said with a sneer.

			‘She’d probably ask why you were sitting in her chair.’ It was a petty insult, getting to the crux of the true thorn between them: Motogo was not well liked, by Salawa or anyone else.

			Motogo scoffed.

			‘Then,’ Yeeran continued, ‘she’d probably kiss me.’

			Motogo’s large face turned a deep purple. It had not been a secret that Yeeran was the chieftain’s lover, but she had never flaunted it. Especially not like this.

			Pila hummed with approval as she watched through Yeeran’s eyes.

			You’ve made them very angry.

			A tribute to Salawa. She found Motogo odious, Yeeran said to Pila. Though occasionally Yeeran felt a jolt of sadness still, she didn’t think of her old lover as often as she had before. The grief had calloused over, the memories of the bad times rising to the surface far quicker than the good.

			Motogo was quivering with anger now. ‘You should leave, before I do something I greatly regret.’

			Yeeran nodded; there was nothing left to be achieved here.

			Four months and this was what it had come down to.

			The elves had taken three weeks to let her into the camp, six more to agree to drafting a peace treaty. And now this, conflict after conflict.

			It was worse before, Pila said.

			That’s true.

			The first few discussions had been with all four chieftains: Waning, Crescent, Eclipse and Waxing. They had argued between themselves far more than with Yeeran. Eventually she had firmly suggested that one chieftain be the coalition’s mouthpiece for the purpose of progress. Motogo had been nominated given they had once been Yeeran’s general–the chieftains thought their pre-existing relationship was a benefit. But in truth, Yeeran had been disappointed when Motogo showed up that first day; she would have liked to have sat down with Chieftain Yao of Eclipse. She seemed the only one who wasn’t entirely driven by bloodlust.

			The rest wanted war, they craved it. Most of the elves did now that the Bleeding Field had been abandoned–a fact Yeeran still couldn’t quite comprehend. The Forever War had waged for hundreds of years. Strife was woven into the very sinew of every elf, for they all believed in the righteous cause they fought for–the fraedia crystals that lay beneath the bones and blood of the battlefield.

			But now the tribes had unified, setting their sights on a larger prize: the fraedia in Mosima.

			Convincing Furi to part with some of it had been another battle altogether. But it was better than bloodshed.

			Even if sometimes I regret it.

			Being ambassador for the fae was a thankless task. But there was no one else who could fill the role except Yeeran. She knew the elves’ way of life, knew the indoctrination the Forever War had scarred onto their minds. Even if the process was painful, at least there was a process happening.

			Anything to avoid another war.

			‘Please discuss the final points with the other chieftains, Motogo. We’re so nearly there. I’ll return in three days,’ Yeeran said, trying to sound contrite.

			Motogo nodded once, before dismissing her with a wave of the hand. ‘Go.’

			‘This way,’ the armed guard said as he started to escort her through the camp.

			‘I know where I’m going, I’ve done it enough times.’

			I am irritable today, Yeeran thought.

			The soldier didn’t appreciate Yeeran’s quip. His hand moved to his drum as he said, ‘No matter how many times you’ve done it, I’m not letting you out of my sight.’

			Yeeran sighed. Once she’d have been afforded significantly more respect. Once she had been colonel.

			But no matter the situation now, she could never go back to being a soldier who traded in blood. The last year had opened her mind as well as her heart.

			The war camp was a sprawling, noisy thing. It lived like a beast, its breath thick with cook fires, its ribs the tents that lined the mud-sodden streets. The claws were the many armouries, and its teeth, the soldiers who wielded the weapons.

			The noise of the camp was as familiar to Yeeran as her own heartbeat: the pounding of the drums as warriors practised their drumfire, the war songs of soldiers carrying out formations, the snorts of camels in their pens. If she shut her eyes the last year would fall away, and she’d be back on the Bleeding Field, Rayan as her captain, Salawa as her lover.

			A simpler time, when death was her only worry. Survival was a much weightier burden to carry.

			But now, Rayan is king, and Salawa is dead, she thought. Time has changed more things than just me.

			The guard escorting her took her down a different path than she was used to. ‘Why are we going this way? Isn’t it quicker to turn left here?’ she said.

			The soldier gave her an irritated glance. ‘There’s a flood up ahead.’

			That’s what happens when you set up camp in a marshland.

			The Wasted Marshes were a chieftain’s nightmare. The flash flooding, the wet ground, the poisonous creatures all made it an uninhabitable terrain. But the elves had not come unprepared. Ships full of timber had arrived at the coast to fortify the soil beneath the tents. Thicker tarp had been sent for to ensure the tents were waterproof. They had moved their livestock to the rockier ground, opting for goats and sheep rather than less agile cows and pigs. Dogs prowled the campsite to ward off smaller venomous animals.

			It appeared that once the four chieftains worked together, they could create something quite powerful: a city capable of laying siege for months, if not years.

			I could not stomach years of this, Yeeran said to Pila.

			Diplomacy is slow, and boring. Pila yawned from somewhere inside Mosima.

			It is.

			Can you come back now so we can go for a ride with Amnan and Furi?

			Pila knew her words would make Yeeran wince. It was her way of asking to heal the rift between her and Furi. And each day, Yeeran’s answer was the same.

			We can go on a ride on our own.

			It was difficult to feel lonely when you were faebound, but Furi and Amnan had become an important part of her life, and their absence left a dull ache.

			Not that Furi was gone. No, as the fae’s ambassador Yeeran saw her constantly. But they were no longer lovers. Furi had made it clear that their love only created more trauma. And that was not a penance she was willing to suffer.

			Yeeran was led past a group of soldiers practising hand-to-hand combat. The air smelled of boiled leather and sweat as they lunged at each other with bare fists. They grew silent as she walked by. Something about them looked off to her. Then she realised what it was.

			‘A new uniform?’ she whispered in disbelief. Stitched onto their sleeves were all four symbols of the elven tribes: Waning, Crescent, Eclipse and Waxing.

			The coalition was truly coming together.

			‘Move on,’ barked the soldier by her side. She hadn’t realised she had stopped and quickly stepped back in line with her escort.

			The camp was large, and it took some time for her to reach the edge of it. This new route moved through areas Yeeran hadn’t seen before and she tried to memorise as much of it as she could.

			They passed three greenhouses and two mess halls teeming with soldiers at lunch. As they turned a corner Yeeran heard strange squeaking sounds emanating from a tent to her left. It was larger than those that housed soldiers, but smaller than some of the greenhouses.

			‘What’s in there?’ she asked the soldier.

			He gave her a sardonic look. ‘You know I’m not going to answer that.’

			‘It was worth a try.’ She smiled ruefully and it seemed to soften him towards her.

			‘To be honest, I don’t know what’s in there. Whatever it is, it’s overseen by the chieftains, and I’m not high ranking enough to know.’

			She let her feet meander closer to the tent entrance, but the opening was guarded by two soldiers and she couldn’t look in.

			What would need an armed guard?

			‘Stick to the path,’ the soldier growled, all pleasantries dissipating as his hand hovered over his drum, but Yeeran wasn’t worried. There were conditions in place to ensure her safety–including exchanging her with a senior official.

			As long as she held her end of the bargain–namely, not to hurt anyone–then she’d be fine.

			The camp got sparser as they reached the end of it. A red flag marked the start of a section of land they had cordoned off as the neutral zone between the elves and fae. Another red flag hung limply in the distance where the fae’s territory began on the edge of the tunnel to Mosima.

			It was there that two faeguard stood above a young man marked with the insignia of a general of the elven army. Malak sat unconcerned on the rocky ground, his ankles crossed in front of him. He had long blond hair that ran in waves down his back. His face was boyish, but his eyes were a discerning blue, the lids narrowed as though he were constantly assessing you. Yeeran didn’t need to use magesight to know the faeguard held the general entrapped in a threaded cage made of their magic.

			Malak had once been a soldier in her regiment and Yeeran was impressed he’d been Motogo’s choice for general–probably the only thing Motogo had impressed her with.

			Yeeran gave the soldier from Waning a little wave as he stopped on the edge of the elves’ territory, and she continued into the neutral zone.

			Malak stood as he saw her approach, the magical cage falling away as he joined her in the neutral zone.

			‘Another bad day?’ he said as she drew near.

			‘Yes, is there any other?’ Yeeran said.

			‘My day was quite pleasant, though I must admit, that brute you brought with you today was very boring. He refused to chat.’

			‘They’re not here to chat, Malak. They’re here to ensure my safety.’

			‘If we wanted to kill you, we would,’ he said with a laugh which managed to not sound intimidating. That was the thing with Malak–he was so affable, even his threats landed lightly.

			‘I saw the new uniform,’ she said.

			‘You did, did you? Chieftain Kojo’s doing, he’s more interested in the army’s aesthetics than their strength.’

			‘Why would you need strength if this treaty is signed?’ Yeeran asked.

			Malak gave her a lopsided grin. ‘You tell me. Do you think the treaty will be signed?’

			Yeeran sighed. They had done this dance so many times.

			‘I don’t know. I fear Motogo’s lust for revenge sways their hand towards their drum. But war would be detrimental to everyone. I accused them of bad faith.’

			Malak whistled low. ‘A bad day indeed.’

			‘They will not bend on the fraedia terms. They believe I lie about the fray.’

			‘Show them, then. Tell your king and queen to let us into Mosima.’

			Yeeran shook her head. Furi would not. Her vitriol towards the elves had only grown more potent over the last few months, and she feared what the queen would do.

			‘Then we reach a stalemate,’ Malak said.

			Not for the first time, Yeeran felt as though the real negotiations were happening here, between the seams of the fae and elf worlds.

			‘I will request an audience again.’

			Malak clasped his hands together. ‘That is all you can do.’

			‘You’ll report all this back, won’t you?’

			Malak shrugged. ‘Just doing my job, Colonel Yeeran.’

			‘Ambassador,’ Yeeran corrected him, like she did every time he said it. He didn’t do it with malice; if anything, it reminded her of when she was his colonel.

			‘Ambassador,’ he said. His smile was wolfish.

			She smiled back. Malak was one of those people that it was impossible not to like.

			‘See you in three days?’

			‘Same time, same place,’ he replied, like he always did. Like they had a choice. But they were just pawns on a board. Their lives used as collateral for their rulers.

			They crossed paths, returning to their respective homes.

			Pila, alert Furi that I need to be let through the boundary.

			Pila grew distant for a second then she said, Furi is already there.

			Yeeran took a deep breath and braced herself for Furi’s wrath.

			But if she was truly being honest, she was looking forward to it too. Being the subject of Furi’s emotions, even if it wasn’t love, was exhilarating.

			‘Is it possible to ever truly move on from her?’ Yeeran had asked Jay, Furi’s former lover, earlier that day. Yeeran was sitting at Jay’s kitchen table nursing a hot mug of tea.

			‘I wouldn’t know. I never really moved on to her,’ Jay said as they righted their healer uniform. One of the positive changes implemented by Golan and the Free the Light Initiative meant that Lightless healers could now work in Mosima’s hospitals. Jay had been one of the first to sign up. ‘We were never in love like you were. Only lovers.’

			Lovers in love. Is that why it hurts so much?

			Jay had opened their home to Yeeran one day when the loneliness had become too much. They had listened attentively, offering advice and a place of solace.

			‘She looks at me so passively now, like she looks through me.’

			‘A defence mechanism. You know Furi as well as I. She will be hurting too.’

			Jay’s words had brought her some strange comfort. At least she and Furi were joined in one thing: pain.

			Yeeran was nearing the end of the tunnel now. No matter how hard it is to be around her, I still yearn for it.

			A drug, Pila said unhelpfully. She is like your drug.

			Yeeran’s steps faltered and she scraped her palm on the tunnel wall as she righted herself.

			It was times like these that Yeeran found herself wondering what Pila would be like in her human form, how her inquisitiveness would manifest through expression.

			The thought was followed by an overwhelming sense of grief. If Lettle is successful in uncovering the truth, she might be able to undo the magic that keeps Pila in this form. And I will lose her.

			As always, Pila was listening to Yeeran’s thoughts.

			You will never lose me, Pila said gently. I am who I have always been.

			Yeeran sniffed, realising she was crying. She wiped at her eyes.

			A pain in my ass? Yeeran said, laughing. Pila huffed out a laugh somewhere in the Royal Woodland.

			Yeeran quickened her pace, contemplating what Pila had said.

			Was Furi a drug to her?

			She saw the outline of Furi at the end of the tunnel and felt her heart begin to race. She pressed her hand to her chest to feel the thrum of her blood pumping beneath her palm.

			For a second she imagined her hand was Furi’s and she felt the ghost of the queen’s fingers move up to her clavicle.

			How she craved her.

			There was no question. Furi was the only drug Yeeran needed.

			If only she felt the same.
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Chapter Three

			 

			Alder

			The Osono mountain range had never made Alder feel nervous before. But that was because he’d known he was going home. Or as close to a home as the Nomads had. Caperly was the one settlement that they returned to during winter each year. It was where those who were too feeble or too young to wander remained.

			They were so close to Caperly now that when there was a gust of wind, he could smell the smoke of their campfires on the breeze. It made his palms clammy, despite the cold.

			‘I can tell you’re not concentrating,’ Lettle growled.

			Alder cracked an eyelid in Lettle’s direction. She did not look impressed.

			He sighed. ‘Meditation does not work. It has never worked.’

			‘It works for me,’ Farhan said. The fae was sitting cross-legged next to Alder, his eyes closed, his breathing steady.

			‘You’re not trying to uncover your memories, Farhan.’ Alder tried not to sound impatient but knew that he hadn’t succeeded when Farhan opened his eyes and frowned.

			‘Try again,’ Lettle said, ignoring Farhan completely. ‘Concentrate on your breath, feel the air as it surges through your body and your limbs.’

			Alder had never really been sure what Lettle meant when she said that, but they had done this far too many times for him to ask now.

			‘Now imagine your mind is a hallway. Walk the corridors until you reach a door. Behind that door is what happened yesterday. Enter and recall what you did.’

			The same as the day before, and the day before that: I walked. He would have said the words out loud, but he knew Lettle would spit fire if he did. So, he kept quiet and tried to concentrate.

			Lettle eased him through the exercise until he had to strain his memories to recall a year ago, five years ago, ten years ago.

			‘Now open the last door.’ Lettle’s voice felt far away now. ‘This door has been locked, but today it is open. It recalls your life fifteen years ago. What do you see?’

			‘Noth—’

			A pressure tightened around his stomach, like a rope knotted twice. His hands went to his navel but there was nothing there except his furs. Fear tightened its talons around his throat, but it wasn’t fear from the present moment, only an echo of it.

			A memory… he marvelled from somewhere outside of himself. An image began to form as though through dappled light.

			‘I’m in a cave, and I’m scared…’ Alder said.

			Lettle inhaled sharply. ‘What do you see?’

			‘I’m holding a letter…but the words, I can’t read them…it’s like the human language. There are obeah around me, they frighten me too. I turn around and run…’

			The memory cuts out, as if the sunlight that had shone on it had set.

			‘And? What else?’ Lettle probed.

			Alder opened his eyes. Lettle was sitting forward on her knees, her expression full of excitement.

			‘That was it.’

			Disappointment was like a physical blow against Lettle’s brow and she sat back on her heels.

			‘But that’s progress,’ Farhan said. He was watching them both, his eyes gleaming. ‘You might remember more tomorrow.’ His hopeful gaze was too painful to meet.

			‘Yes, just because this part wasn’t helpful, it doesn’t mean we won’t learn more tomorrow,’ Lettle said, as though assuring herself.

			Alder wrapped his arms around himself, the memory chilling him more than the frozen ground. ‘We should go, we’ve wasted half the morning. It’ll be sunset when we get to Caperly now.’

			Lettle stood first then offered him a hand up. ‘Farhan’s right, progress is good,’ she said quietly.

			He gripped her hand. ‘I suppose.’

			But it didn’t feel good. Why had he been so frightened?

			For the first time he wondered whether he was better off not remembering anything at all…

			

			—

			They walked until Caperly rose up ahead of them. The town had been built into the rockface of the mountain so that only part of it could be seen from the trail.

			What Alder could see had his intestines twisting in knots. Smoke curled up into the sky from large hearths where the Nomads were smoking fish. The earthy herbs they used reminded Alder of cold winter evenings spent around the fire. Elders moved through the narrow streets, laden with furs. Some milled by cave entranceways weaving baskets from hemp, while others simply chatted and exchanged pleasantries in the pale evening sunlight.

			‘Could that be Caperly?’ Farhan asked.

			Lettle snorted. ‘I would assume so, yes.’

			‘That is indeed Caperly,’ Alder said. Lettle looked at him, discerning the fear in his voice.

			‘They’ll listen to us, they have to,’ she said, her jaw set in that stubborn way of hers.

			Alder wasn’t sure. When he had refuted their ways, he had turned his back on them, abandoned them. There were few rules among the Nomads, but leaving was death to everything he had been to them. It was a form of self-preservation and it ensured that the community was always put first. And here he was breaking the most sacred rule of all.

			He was coming back.

			Lettle suddenly tore her gaze away from the town and turned quickly on her heel.

			‘What is it?’ he asked.

			She frowned at the trail behind them. ‘I thought I saw something in the corner of my eye.’

			Shera sniffed at the air.

			‘Nothing except birds and an obeah in the distance,’ Farhan confirmed.

			That didn’t surprise Alder; they’d seen many obeah on their journey east. The beasts were drawn to him.

			Though Lettle turned away again, she still looked unsettled. ‘We should go,’ she said.

			But when he told his body to move, to take a step off the path and into the village, his feet would not stir.

			Lettle must have noticed him in conflict with his limbs, as she looped her arm in his and dragged him forward.

			‘Staying still is not staying alive,’ she said, pulling him along. This elicited a smile from him. She always seemed to know what he needed.

			It had been a hard journey, made harder by the impending doom he felt as they drew closer to Caperly, and further away from Golan. But Lettle had been a balm to his malaise. He used to think she was too prickly a person to like, but beneath the rough exterior was a vulnerability that was endearing.

			She was quick-witted and clever, far cleverer than he could ever imagine being. She picked up instructions with ease, learning more on the trail than most elders knew after half a century as a Nomad.

			‘Thank you for coming with me,’ he said as she pulled him along. She paused and looked back at him.

			‘The truth is everyone’s burden; I’m not going to let you carry it alone.’

			The truth. That scared him too. Lettle could sense it and didn’t let him linger, squeezing his hand as they set off again towards Caperly.

			The elders on the periphery of the town spotted him first. They were taking turns to lean in and whittle a large wooden bowl.

			Scrash, scrash, scrash.

			Each chisel chipped away at the bark. Their tools stopped mid-air as he and Lettle approached.

			They knew who Alder was immediately. He’d been Wayfarer of the Nomads, not quite a leader, but someone who communed with the land to guide their path and was respected for it.

			‘Poppy, Geni,’ Alder greeted them. ‘Would you be able to direct me to Dart?’ But after the initial shock of seeing him, their gazes skittered away as though he was not there. There was a long silence.

			‘Hello?’ Lettle said, waving a hand towards them to get their attention.

			‘They won’t acknowledge you either, Lettle. You have arrived with me, so you are no one to them.’

			Lettle stood up a little taller–which admittedly wasn’t very tall. ‘We’ll see.’

			She marched through the streets, weaving between people and shouting, ‘Dart! Has anyone seen Dart?’

			Some people would start to respond before another would stop them and point Alder’s way. His cheeks flamed with humiliation as Lettle’s bellowing drew in a crowd.

			‘She is very loud,’ Farhan commented. Alder jumped, forgetting, as he often did, that the fae was with them.

			‘Yes, she is.’

			Farhan looked around. ‘Where do they sleep? I see no houses.’

			‘Within the mountain,’ Alder said.

			‘Fascinating.’ It was the most effusive Alder had ever heard Farhan be. His obeah lowered herself to the ground by their feet and began to clean her paws.

			They didn’t have to wait long before Dart pushed through the gathering throng of Nomads. He was a heavy-set man and though his heft lent to his presence, it was his self-assurance that distinguished him from the crowd. He had an air of quiet confidence that hardened his soft features. This was a man who had been to war. But he was also a man who had turned his back on violence and all its forms. His green eyes were kind, his lips, that were topped with a greying moustache, were pinched as he caught sight of Alder behind Lettle. She noticed and rounded on him.

			‘Are you Dart?’

			But Dart did not reply.

			‘That’s not very polite,’ Farhan said, as though commenting on the weather.

			Dart began to turn around but Alder called out. ‘Wait, Dart, this is important. I wouldn’t have come back if it wasn’t.’

			But still the large man turned away. Alder pushed through the crowd and the Nomads undulated away from him as though he were diseased. It gave him a straight path to his old friend.

			‘Dart, please, wait!’

			Lettle fell into step behind Alder and together they followed Dart into the mountain.

			The small pathways were lit up with gas lamps, illuminating the village built into the rock. Hexagonal doors marked rooms and bedsits, making the expanse of Caperly look like a beehive. The setting sun’s rays could only be seen through small pockets of rock, but where it shone, alpine flowers grew through the stone, scenting the air with fresh pollen. A stream fed by a glacier flowed between the cobbled pathways, each river crossed by a small wooden bridge.

			Lettle gasped, ‘This is incredible.’

			But Alder didn’t respond, he was too distracted trying to catch up. ‘Dart, wait!’

			They had reached one of the many resting rooms used in the village. Those that were occupied had a fern leaf tied to the door handle. No one had ownership of any of the rooms in particular, to keep the spirit of the Nomads alive for those who could no longer travel long distances.

			‘Dart, what’s the commotion?’ Mia was standing in the doorway, her swollen belly much larger than the last time Alder had seen it. Despite the circumstances, he couldn’t help grinning.

			‘Oh Mia, look at you,’ he said. Her dark hair was thick and glossy, falling like rivulets of spilled ink on either side of her almond face.

			She stared at him and her eyes filled with tears. ‘Alder?’

			‘Finally, someone can actually see us,’ Lettle said.

			But Dart shook his head at her. ‘Don’t, Mia, I don’t want you shunned too.’

			Mia hesitated, her arms twitching as if about to embrace Alder.

			‘I found something out that might change everything for everyone,’ he said.

			When they didn’t reply Alder continued. ‘And Dart, I think you might be able to help me learn more about it.’

			Mia made a pained sound in her throat but no words came out.

			‘Moon’s mercy, he’s human!’ Lettle shouted. Her voice echoed around the mountain, and every Nomad in earshot went silent.

			‘What did you say?’ Dart asked.

			Alder released a sigh of relief. ‘I’m human, or part human, I guess. Somehow I’m connected to the obeah too.’

			‘This is no trick?’ Dart said.

			‘Of course, we travelled for four months just to pull off this most elaborate jest,’ Lettle muttered.

			‘No, Dart. This is no trick. I need to learn everything I can about where I was found.’

			Dart and Mia exchanged a glance, communicating silently, as only those truly attuned to each other know how to do.

			‘We must vote,’ Dart said.

			Lettle growled low in her throat. ‘That doesn’t sound like a quick process.’

			It was not. While Lettle went to retrieve Farhan, who had somehow found himself fishing with a group of perturbed Nomads in a nearby river, Dart called together all the Nomads of voting age into the speaking hall. The room was used rarely, only when decisions of import had to be implemented.

			Alder hated the speaking hall. It was so large that your voice would echo much further than intended. Moss grew in abundance across the walls due to the constant dampness from the waterfall on the other side. Every memory he had of the hall was bad: How would they combat the impending floods? Three children were missing from a hunting trip. Who would be the next Wayfarer?

			The latter had been particularly terrifying as it had been Alder himself who had been nominated and elected. A role he had never asked for but had accepted willingly.

			Alder shivered and wrapped his arms around himself as the Nomads filed in.

			‘Why have you called us before No One?’ one of the elders asked when the room was full. Their voice boomed in the vacuous space.

			‘Alder has returned to us—’ Some tittered as Dart used Alder’s name. ‘He claims he has discovered important information and requires our help. I believe that under these circumstances he should be seen.’

			‘We see only No One,’ another Nomad said.

			‘Please, let me explain?’ Alder called out to the room. But still the crowd didn’t acknowledge him.

			Dart nodded to him, reassuringly. It was only because Dart was giving Alder this chance that he had not already been escorted away.

			‘You will have heard the news that the fae live among us,’ Alder began. People began to turn away, but then he said, ‘But so do humans.’

			A hush fell over the congregation. The Nomads turned their shocked gazes to Alder. His words had finally caught their attention, and though it was unnerving to be assessed by so many, this was his opportunity to convince them he was worthy of being seen.

			He explained everything that had transpired since he had left the Nomads, about the obeah and the curse, about the elven army heading to Mosima, everything he had learned and was yet to learn.

			‘So I need you to see me, and hear me, so I can find out everything I can of my heritage. It might be the answer to stopping a war, or at least, ending a curse.’

			‘We have no interest in the wars of others. The Nomads follow no path,’ someone shouted out.

			‘He’s probably lying,’ a young mother cried, a babe at her chest.

			‘I believe what Alder says,’ Mia said fiercely. ‘And I think we should help him. Because he is right, this will affect us even if we hide from it. Humans, curses, war? It may sound far away, but we all know the wind can blow hither or thither.’

			‘We move with the wind, and I will not let it blow me to a battlefield,’ another elf said.

			‘And what of Caperly?’ Mia asked, putting her hands on her belly. ‘What of our children and our elders? The elves will not stop at Mosima.’

			Despite her plea, the sentiment in the room didn’t seem to have shifted.

			‘We should accept him in,’ a gravelly voice said. Alder recognised Mortah as she stepped forward, leaning heavily on her wooden walking stick. The hair on her head was a glossy white, like spider’s silk. It made her dark brows stand out starkly on her face, giving her the illusion of a constant frown. It didn’t help that her thin lips were always puckered, like a knot in a rope.

			She had hated Alder from the moment he had joined the Nomads. So he was not the only one surprised that she spoke in his defence.

			‘This is a unique opportunity to set our own trail for the future. We cannot hide from a war as large as this. Let us help him,’ she said.

			Alder looked around to find more people were meeting his gaze. Mortah was well respected, her dislike of Alder well known. If she could accept him, then anyone could.

			‘I know I left, but I need you, I need you to help me find out who and what I am,’ Alder pleaded one more time, his last words echoing out, ‘What I am, what I am, what I am.’

			Dart cleared his throat. ‘It is time to vote.’ Then he turned to Alder. ‘If this does not go in your favour, you will leave here and forget us as we will forget you. You will be No One and Nothing and Never Again. You cannot return, you cannot stay.’

			Alder didn’t think Lettle would accept that, but he nodded and closed his eyes.

			All he could hear was the movement of hands as they were raised to the sky for either ‘Yay’ or ‘Nay’. He could not tell if the volume was greater for one or the other. It wasn’t until rough hands touched his that he knew it was over.

			Dart squeezed his hands, ‘It is done, Alder.’

			Alder. Not No One.

			Mia threw her arms around his shoulders. ‘I missed you so much,’ she said against his cheek.

			Alder let himself be held, his limbs shaking, tears making tracks down his tired cheeks. ‘I couldn’t bear it if you stopped speaking to me, I wasn’t sure you would ever welcome me again—’

			Dart’s arms wrapped around his back, joining in the hug. ‘You’re home,’ Dart said over and over to his keening. ‘You’re home.’
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Chapter Four

			 

			Furi

			Furi watched as Yeeran approached the boundary.

			‘Aiftarri,’ she said, and she felt the magic that made Mosima a prison stretch for a moment to let Yeeran enter.

			She had been waiting for over an hour for Yeeran to return. It was hard enough seeing her, but it was harder still to be apart. Every minute she spent topside was agony for Furi, each second filled with a new worry.

			Even though the role of ambassador had been Furi’s idea, it did nothing to ease her anxiety. And Furi was not used to feeling anxious, it irritated her.

			But as she took in Yeeran’s face, her frustration turned to horror.

			Blood streaked her cheek, and before she knew what she was doing, Furi had stepped towards her, her thumb running along her jaw.

			‘What happened?’ she said. Her eyes flashed with rage. If the elves had harmed Yeeran then Furi would ride to battle this moment.

			Yeeran stiffened with surprise as Furi regarded her, searching for the injury.

			‘You have blood on your cheek,’ Furi said.

			‘Oh,’ Yeeran looked down at her hands. ‘I must have cut my palm on a rock, and when I wiped my face…’

			Her gaze skittered away from Furi’s and they stood still for a moment, neither breathing as Furi’s hand rested just above Yeeran’s neck. Furi could feel Yeeran’s pulse racing beneath her fingers. It was the first time she had touched Yeeran since the night she had uncovered her father’s treachery. She recalled the moment.

			‘Death is all around us,’ she had said to Yeeran then. She had meant to walk away, but Yeeran had reached for her hand and held it so tightly their blood had beat as one.

			‘But we, Furi, are alive. Don’t walk away from me now. As long as you’re willing to fight for the love we have, I’ll be here, by your side.’

			She’d had two choices: fight, or lay down her sword. But Furi had been a warrior for so long. ‘I’m so tired of fighting,’ she had said. Then, she had unravelled her fingers from Yeeran’s and walked away.

			And that was it, the love they’d so carefully stoked had burned out. Well, that’s what she told herself.

			Now, Furi dropped her hand from Yeeran’s cheek, the reverberation of that night thrumming through her veins. She had been the one to break this thing between them. She had been the one who had given up.

			She knew she had taken the easy route. Their relationship had proved more than merely rocky, it was damn well mountainous. Then, after Sahar had been uncovered as the Authority, everything and everyone she had trusted had been destabilised. She had to let Yeeran go.

			But I never stopped loving you. Furi’s mouth drew together as though she were going to speak the words. Yeeran’s gaze rested on her lips, but no sound came out and the moment passed.

			Furi moved a few paces back until her heels rested on the cliff’s edge.

			Death behind and life ahead. But she wasn’t ready to take either step.

			‘How go the negotiations?’ she asked to distract her from her thoughts.

			Yeeran grimaced. ‘Not well, they want more fraedia.’

			Furi’s gaze snapped to Yeeran’s, her longing sharpening to anger. ‘They cannot have it. If they take any more, Mosima will cease to function.’

			‘I know that, and that’s what I said.’

			‘How were you gone half a day? Seems like a quick conversation to me.’

			Yeeran’s nostrils flared–the only sign of her irritation. ‘I tried everything, but they won’t give up their obeah-skin weapons if we don’t increase the fraedia.’

			Furi hissed, her fangs slipping out from her top lip. ‘They insult us. Let us skin their soldiers and see how they fare.’

			‘We cannot give them any cause for violence. They are so close to raising arms against us.’

			Furi laughed. ‘Let them. What can they achieve with us locked in here?’

			Yeeran rubbed her brow and Furi almost felt guilty for the lines she’d caused on her forehead. ‘We need to give them something—’

			‘You are not suggesting we let them continue with their obeah weapons?’

			‘Of course not,’ Yeeran snapped.

			She was more frustrated than Furi had realised. Anger bubbled beneath the surface of Furi’s skin, but for Yeeran it was often buried deep. Like a well, it had some way to go before it overfilled and affected her demeanour.

			‘Then what do you suggest?’ Furi tried to speak more gently, but she worried it sounded mocking.

			Yeeran took a breath. ‘We need to invite them to Mosima.’

			‘No.’

			‘Listen—’ With every attempt to speak, Yeeran stepped towards her.

			‘No.’

			‘They need to—’

			‘No.’

			‘Furi!’ Yeeran grabbed her wrists. A flush of rage ran from her neck to her collarbone. Her eyes were blazing, her touch hot. ‘We cannot go on like this. Something needs to give.’

			Furi let herself be bound by Yeeran’s grip for a second longer than she needed to before she shrugged her off, her shoulder knocking into the cavern wall. Whether it was that slight vibration, or the gods themselves, something creaked in the rock above them.

			When Furi looked up, it took her mind a moment to register the obeah-sized boulder falling directly where she was standing.

			I’m going to die, she thought. She’d never been frightened of death–only of leaving things unfinished: the treaty with the elves, reclaiming the Fae Lands, ending the curse…Yeeran. As Yeeran’s face filled her mind, Furi felt sure hands grip her waist and pull her backwards.

			The red stone landed in Furi’s shadow, making a dense thud and blowing up a plume of dust. A few smaller rocks followed the first until the cavern walls were once again still.

			You wouldn’t even be able to see my body beneath all that, she thought as she looked at the mound. She shuddered.

			‘You’re all right,’ Yeeran said, squeezing her waist before releasing her.

			Yeeran is always there, even now. The realisation sent her thoughts into turmoil.

			‘Thank you,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Rock slides are so rare.’

			Yeeran waved away her actions as though they were inconsequential and picked up the conversation from before. ‘You know I’m right about this. Bringing the elves into Mosima will also prove to them how essential the fray is. At the moment they have no reason to believe that we are not hoarding fraedia to spite them.’

			Furi shook her head wordlessly. She was still thinking about her near death. They were not far from where her cousin, Nerad, had fallen and died.

			Another traitor in her family. Another’s trust squandered.

			She glanced at Yeeran. But what if I’ve been wrong, what if Yeeran is the only person I can trust?

			She shook her thoughts free and tried to recall the thread of the conversation. ‘It’s too risky letting the elves into Mosima.’

			‘We’ll have precautions in place, no weapons, a small party only. Let us at least discuss this with Rayan; I think you will come to see reason in this matter.’

			‘Rayan has not left his chambers all week,’ Furi said tonelessly. ‘He is lovesick for Lettle. He cares not for this war.’

			‘That is not true, and you know it. He bleeds.’

			Furi looked at Yeeran, the words tumbling out of her before she could stop them. ‘We all bleed.’

			Yeeran’s head jerked as though startled.

			Furi knew the words laid bare the depth of her pain and she did not like feeling vulnerable, so she turned on her heel and called behind her, ‘Let us go then and find the king. See if you can both change my mind as you so clearly think you can.’

			

			—

			
				It turned out to only take two hours to change Furi’s mind. It wasn’t anything that Rayan had said that made her pivot; if anything, it was what he didn’t say.

			Over the last few months, they had resorted to meeting in his royal chambers. At first, they had been fearful of being overheard in the forest–they hid so many secrets now–and Rayan suggested they talk in his rooms. It went on like that for many weeks, until Furi noticed he rarely left them. She had then proposed they go to the war room where their map of the continent was, for easy reference. The next day Rayan had had the entire map and all its tokens brought into his living room. The chambers barely resembled their previous function. The sofas were lined with books as Rayan continued to research the humans, obsessively, some might say, and the walls were covered in notes. He had no reason to leave the chamber now, and he rarely did, preferring to eat amongst his work too.

			‘Rayan? Are you listening?’ Furi asked him. He had sat passively staring into the distance as Yeeran had presented her case for why they should welcome the fae into Mosima.

			‘I’m listening,’ he said quietly. Though Furi wasn’t sure he was. He was only ever half-present, his mind beyond the walls of Mosima, out in the wilderness with Lettle.

			She didn’t know what had happened between them, only that it had soured when Sahar uncovered Lettle’s lies.

			The one born of a storm’s mist shall be your beloved. But when the waning moon turns, you will grant them their death.

			Lettle had been stupid to hide the extent of the prophecy from them. Furi was glad she was far away, less likely to bring harm to Rayan in the meantime.

			He could die of a broken heart, Amnan said pointedly. The obeah lay by her feet, grounding her as he always did.

			True, she admitted. Sometimes when she looked at Yeeran, the pain was so great she thought she might die of it too.

			‘We should let them in,’ Rayan said.

			‘You understand what that will mean? Elves walking in Mosima?’ Furi said.

			‘That is nothing new,’ Yeeran said coolly.

			‘If they will not concede as Yeeran says, then what choice do we have?’ Rayan said.

			‘We negotiate harder.’

			Yeeran put her hands on her hips, making it very clear what she thought of Furi’s suggestion.

			‘The people will revolt, we cannot guarantee the elves’ safety,’ Furi said.

			Rayan shook his head, but his expression didn’t change. ‘Mosima isn’t the place it was four months ago. Golan’s work with the Free the Light Initiative has changed the mood in the city. Even with the army at our door, the Mosima is stable.’

			How would you know? Furi wanted to shout. Rayan had barely walked the streets since Lettle left. But she knew he was still close with Golan; more often than not the fae would join him to dine in his rooms. She wondered if it was Golan’s closeness to Lettle that made Rayan seek his company.

			Rayan’s voice dropped to a near-whisper. ‘We need to end this, Furi. We need to get back to the real battle: the curse, and what it means for the obeah.’

			Furi scowled. She had spent the last few months pushing everything about the curse from her mind. While the boundary stood, they were safe. Amnan was safe.

			‘Lettle will be in Caperly by now,’ Yeeran said, and at the sound of Lettle’s name, Rayan roused more than he had all day. ‘She might have learned more from the grimoire; perhaps soon she’ll be able to undo the curse entirely. We cannot take the risk of the boundary failing while an army camps at our door.’

			The curse, Afa’s grimoire, Alder–all of it–was too much. What the truth could mean, and the ramifications of it, were far greater than any one war.

			Furi paced around the table, the map of the continent swirling in her vision like a whirlpool. The others watched her, and eventually she came to a decision.

			‘One elf only–Motogo.’

			‘No,’ Yeeran said. ‘Two at least. Their general, Malak, I think he has more sway within the coalition than he has us think.’

			Furi didn’t want to concede, but Rayan looked so worn out from the conversation that she too wanted the debate to be over.

			‘Fine.’

			Yeeran sagged with relief. ‘When?’

			‘One week,’ Furi said.

			Rayan’s eyes snapped to hers. ‘That will coincide with the Flare festivities.’

			‘Exactly. Let us welcome them the best way we know how–with a banquet. Let them see that we do not cower from their siege.’

			The celebration happened once a year, when a pocket of sun that shone through the cavern ceiling touched the Tree of Souls. She hadn’t intended to hold a royal celebration this year. Not just because of the threat at the boundary but because the Flare Feast was the anniversary of her mother and aunt’s murder.

			It is a good thing that you are to be occupied that day, Amnan said.

			Yes, though I don’t think my mother would approve of elves entering Mosima.

			Amnan stretched outwards, his claws scratching against the flagstones. Elves didn’t kill the queens. Nerad did.

			He was right, the realm had seen plenty of violence before the elves marched on Mosima.

			‘I suppose the feast will showcase how the fray is essential to our livelihood,’ Rayan said. Though he still seemed unconvinced by the idea.

			‘And celebrating the sun striking the Tree of Souls will remind the elves that Mosima is still a prison, no matter how beautiful it is,’ Yeeran said. ‘It may make them more amenable to relinquishing the Bleeding Field.’

			‘The Fae Lands,’ Furi corrected her. She didn’t like it when Yeeran referred to her ancestral land as a battlefield. ‘And we can remind them Mosima is a prison, but that we are no feeble prisoners.’

			She smiled, and it must have looked a little bloodthirsty because Yeeran said, ‘You know you can’t threaten them, Furi.’

			Furi pretended to look hurt. ‘I would never.’

			‘I’m serious. If you make them feel unsafe at all, everything I’ve done over the last few months was for naught.’

			‘I will be on my best behaviour.’

			Yeeran got up to leave. She paused as she passed Furi and leaned in so she could feel her breath against her cheek.

			‘You and I both know that your very best behaviour often still needs discipline,’ Yeeran whispered.

			Furi shivered, her mouth falling agape as Yeeran left nothing but her maddening scent of cedar in her wake.

			She toys with me. The thought didn’t incite any malice. This was a game Furi enjoyed playing.

			She knew exactly what her next move would be.

			‘Rayan, I’m going to call on the weavers, see if they can source us two new outfits for the occasion.’ But the king had grown distant again, his eyes glazed over as though he were seeing something beyond his mere sight. ‘Rayan?’

			Furi stepped towards him and rested her hand on his forearm. He looked at her, startled. ‘Where did you go?’ she asked him.

			‘Far away,’ he admitted.

			‘You’ll need to be present for this banquet, Rayan. Yeeran’s right, it’s important that we represent Mosima as a unified front. Where’s Ajax?’

			‘Basking in the sun topside,’ he said with a small smile. She was glad his obeah’s pursuits brought him comfort, but she could see Rayan was lonely.

			‘Call him to you,’ she said softly. ‘I haven’t seen him in Mosima for some time.’

			He shook his head. ‘No. He prefers the sun to the fray.’ He stood from his chair and walked to the window then added quietly, ‘And so do I.’

			We all do, Furi thought but didn’t say.

			‘What if we walk away from all of it? Leave Mosima to rot?’ he said.

			Furi laughed until she realised Rayan wasn’t joking. ‘You would condemn the whole of Mosima to death?’

			The Jani dynasty was bound to the land: if either royal abandoned the city it would decay. Furi and Rayan had left for mere hours once and a frost destroyed a large portion of their plants. If they were to leave permanently, Mosima would not survive.

			‘The price of freedom is high,’ he said coldly.

			Furi was shocked. This was not the Rayan she had come to know, the Rayan who couldn’t kill a spider, and instead would diligently spend half an hour coaxing it outside.

			‘Look at me, Rayan,’ she said.

			He turned bleary eyes towards her. She often forgot how new he was to the prison bars of Mosima. The curse had been a constant in her life. ‘Cursed to endure, cursed to survive ‘was etched into the Tree of Souls, and so too onto the walls of her mind.

			The burden of the curse had been passed through generations, even though the origins of it had not. All they knew was that Afa had cursed them, and that was guilt enough.

			But Rayan had been born free under the light of the true sun. He knew what it was like to see the seasons change, to feel real rain on your face. Then in a blink he had lost it all; the moon, the sun and the sky.

			I do not envy him his experience.

			She rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying. Death to every creature? And what of the fae whose home this has been for a millennium?’

			‘When the blight was affecting the land, the plan was to relocate to the Bleeding Field anyway, right?’

			He pressed his thumb onto the map where the word ‘Lorhan’ was written in the centre of the Bleeding Field–the capital of the Fae Lands.

			‘Yes, but—’

			‘Why don’t we do that now?’

			‘The peace treaty Yeeran has negotiated includes an end to the occupation in the old Fae Lands. We will return one day, but if we go now without the infrastructure to build the city—’

			‘We’ll build a camp like the elves have!’ His eyes were wild.

			‘Rayan.’

			‘Let’s return to the Bleeding Field. Please, let me go home.’ His voice turned thick with grief, and tears filled his eyes.

			She realised now this wasn’t about Mosima, or the war, or even about reclaiming the Fae Lands. This was about turning back time.

			Furi embraced him as he shuddered out a sob. ‘You cannot go home again. The home you remember is written only in your past. Let the ink dry.’

			‘It was simpler then,’ he choked out.

			‘War is never simple. You and I both know that.’

			He pulled away from her and wiped at his eyes. ‘True, but I wasn’t king then.’

			‘Are you wishing away your royal blood?’ Furi said with mock horror. ‘Welcome to the Jani dynasty, none of us chose this. None of us want this.’

			Except Nerad, Amnan said. It was true, her cousin had committed murder to be on the throne.

			He did not know the weight of the crown’s load. To be tied to the land was to constantly feel the binds of a knot. Only those of Jani blood could manipulate Mosima like she could. Only we can open the boundary with the human language.

			‘We are keys,’ she said softly to Rayan. ‘But we are also prisoners.’

			Rayan exhaled slowly. ‘I wouldn’t have really done it. I wouldn’t have abandoned Mosima.’

			‘I know.’

			The silence began to stretch and Rayan’s eyes turned distant once more.

			‘Lettle will be all right,’ Furi said, drawing his attention back to the present. ‘But when she returns you must fix this thing between you two. I cannot rule with half a king.’

			He scrubbed a hand over his face, and when he looked back at her his eyes were brighter. ‘I’ll do my part at the Flare Feast. Just please don’t ask the weavers to make us matching outfits.’

			Furi laughed. ‘Fine, yours can be red, mine will be burnt orange.’

			He groaned and all was right with the world once more. If only for a moment.
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Chapter Five

			 

			Alder

			That night, Alder slept more soundly than he had for months. Mia and Dart had welcomed his little group into the resting rooms they had chosen that day.

			Alder stirred as soon as the sun rose. Though he couldn’t see a single ray of sunlight, his body knew that it was dawn. He had always had an aptitude for telling time and weather. He could predict animal migrations and know exactly when a plant would bear fruit. No one had taught him these things, and though the Nomads had always thought them odd, he hadn’t spent too long worrying about it. Now, his sensitivities to the earth could finally be explained. He was human.

			Lettle twitched in her sleep by the door. Dart and Mia had kindly offered to take over the watch rota, so Lettle and Farhan could get a full night’s sleep.

			Lettle made a sound as though she were in pain, before rolling over and mumbling Rayan’s name. It had been hard watching her fade from the world–with every step she took eastward, it was as though she walked further and further from her soul.

			They must reconcile when we return, she cannot go on like this.

			Lettle wouldn’t tell him the extent of their feud, other than it had been Rayan’s decision to walk away. The next time she’d opened up about it, Alder hadn’t intended to probe.

			‘Can I ask you something, Lettle?’ he’d asked, as they walked along a dirt path. They were still in their early days of their quest, and he was still wary of her. They did not know each other well, their circumstances the only reason they’d been brought together. He wasn’t even sure he liked her. He found her too volatile, her gaze too discerning. When she looked at him, he felt as though she were assessing him like her prophecy tokens.

			‘Please. I’m bored of my own thoughts.’

			‘Why do you always run your fingers against your neck? Is it an old injury?’

			All humour drained from her features and she looked haunted.

			‘Of a kind, I suppose.’

			Alder didn’t think she’d speak again, and when she did it was at least half an hour later and it took him a moment to remember the thread of the conversation.

			‘I used to wear a necklace. Yeeran made it for me when I was a child. We didn’t have a lot of money. In fact, we had no money at all. So each year she’d gift me with a nameday present that could be threaded onto the twine. Sometimes it was a shell, other times a pebble. Worthless to most, but precious to me.’

			Alder didn’t think Lettle had realised she’d stopped walking. She was looking to the horizon, but it was clear her mind was conjuring the memories in front of her.

			‘I lost that necklace before we got to Mosima. And Rayan,’ she laughed and shook her head. ‘He had noticed, and so he started collecting little things that reminded him of me. The first one was a polished seed that he threaded through a chain.

			‘Then when we argued on Conch Shore,’ she shut her eyes and tears seeped from the corners. When she spoke her voice cracked. ‘I threw the necklace into the sea.’

			Alder had never seen Lettle so exposed.

			Here she was…breaking.

			Alder wrapped his arms around her. At first she tensed up, but then she relaxed, the sobs racking her small frame. Alder helped hold her together.

			The next day before they bedded down for the night, Alder handed her two leaves he had plucked earlier that day.

			‘A snack?’ she asked hopefully. Farhan had got distracted cooking dinner and burned the stew.

			‘No,’ he said and sat down beside her. ‘This is giffy grass. Sturdy, waterproof and easy to weave.’

			She still looked confused, so he added, ‘I…I thought you could make it into a necklace.’

			Her face was impassive. He started to feel a little silly. ‘I thought it might be nice to make something for yourself. Maybe add some trinkets we find on the trail? There are some lovely rough sapphires near the mountains…and the seed pods from the fula tree are a beautiful red…’ Still she didn’t speak and he shrugged. ‘Sometimes you can make your own happiness too.’

			Then her arms were around his neck. ‘Thank you,’ she said as she embraced him.

			Now, she murmured once more in her sleep and then was still.

			Peace, Lettle. I hope only for your peace.

			Farhan on the other hand was almost too peaceful. He was curled around his obeah, smiling softly in his sleep.

			Alder was about to sit up when he heard whispering. He stiffened when he heard his name.

			‘You have to tell Alder,’ Mia whispered.

			‘They have come such a long way,’ Dart said.

			‘It’s not your fault your father didn’t tell you anything.’

			Alder’s stomach sank and he wished so desperately that he had remained asleep.

			If Dart knows nothing about where I was found, then this journey was pointless.

			And he could have stayed in Mosima, with Golan.

			As he sat up, Mia and Dart looked at him, ashamed. He was about to tell his old friends that none of this was their fault, when there was a knock at the door.

			Lettle sat up suddenly, her eyes flying open. ‘Alder?’

			He winced. She was so attuned to his sleep talking that he wondered if she’d ever have a restful sleep again.

			‘No nightmares last night, it was just the door,’ he said.

			She reached for her pack, which she always used as a pillow, and he knew she was checking for the grimoire and her journal–like she did multiple times a day.

			Mia started to rise to answer the door, but Dart waved her away, her swollen belly more of a burden than it had been on the trail.

			‘They’re big,’ Mia remarked when she saw Alder looking.

			‘They?’

			‘Twins. I think it’s two boys, Dart thinks it’s two girls.’

			‘Hopes it’s two girls,’ Dart said, returning. ‘I just think we all could do with more people like Mia in the world.’

			Mia stroked his cheek fondly as he sat back down next to her. ‘You honey-tongued thing.’

			Alder tensed as the newcomer entered behind Dart. Mortah swept into the room with more grace and presence than he could ever imagine having, even with a walking cane.

			‘Who are you?’ Lettle said, in her coarse way. Mortah just sniffed.

			It had been over a year since Mortah had relinquished the Nomad way of life to live in Caperly. Alder had thought she’d never retire from travelling. Even with her walking stick she’d been one of the fiercest hunters, the most proficient of foragers. And though she detested him, he always appreciated her candour and knowledge.

			She shuffled forwards, her joints clearly paining her more than they had before.

			‘Mortah, it is good to see you,’ Alder said.

			Her lips unwound into a small smile. ‘You thought me dead, eh?’

			‘No, not at all.’

			‘I thought you dead,’ she replied. Lettle snorted.

			‘Well, I’m not,’ he replied.

			There was a long silence as everyone waited for Mortah to explain her arrival.

			‘Thank you for speaking in my defence yesterday, it was a welcome surprise,’ Alder said, a touch awkwardly.

			‘A surprise it was not, it was predestined,’ she said.

			Again the silence rose up around them. Lettle gave Alder a look that said, How do we get rid of her?

			Dart cleared his throat, making it obvious Lettle’s glance had been less than subtle. ‘How about I go and get us something to break our fast?’

			‘No,’ Mortah said sharply. ‘You stay, send the fae and elf.’ She pointed to Farhan and Lettle.

			‘They don’t know where they’re going,’ Alder said.

			‘Dart should stay,’ Mortah replied firmly.

			Mia stood, understanding the subtext in the room before anyone else. ‘I’ll show them the way.’

			Farhan, who had remained asleep through it all, was awoken and gently ushered out of the room by Mia. As they walked away from the sleeping quarters Lettle could be heard saying, ‘If she didn’t want us there, she should have just come right out and said it…’

			Dart looked expectantly at Mortah. ‘Shall we sit?’

			The older woman looked around at the unmade blankets and bedrolls with distaste. ‘Yes, I suppose we should.’

			Again the strained silence. But Alder would not break it, for Mortah would not be rushed.

			‘As you know, I knew your father, Dart.’

			Though it was rather obvious, both Dart and Alder dutifully nodded. The Nomad community was not large, and everyone knew everyone.

			‘He was the one to find you, Alder,’ she continued.

			Again, they nodded.

			The story went that Osei, Dart’s father, had been hunting on the cliffs near Caperly and had come across a cave full of obeah…and Alder. He had led Alder back to the village and nursed him until he came back to himself–albeit without his memories.

			‘What we didn’t tell you is that I was also there,’ Mortah said.

			Hope swelled in Alder’s chest. Finally, a breakthrough.

			Dart’s brows pulled together. ‘Father never said.’

			Mortah’s expression went curiously blank. ‘No, he didn’t want your mother to know.’

			‘Oh?’ Alder said. Then he noticed the thunderous look on Dart’s face. ‘Oh.’

			‘You? And my father?’ Dart rose to his feet.

			‘Sit down,’ Mortah snapped and surprisingly, Dart did. ‘Osei didn’t want your mother to know, but I told her.’

			Anger ebbed from Dart’s face, and for a moment Alder thought he might weep. His mother had died five years ago and the grief seemed just as fresh.

			Then Mortah said, more gently, ‘She did not go to the grave with hate in her heart. She had long forgiven your father for his transgressions.’

			Alder squirmed beneath the weight of the questions he wanted to ask. But he knew he had to allow Dart a moment to acclimatise to his father’s affair.

			‘How long?’ Dart asked.

			‘How long did it last?’ she asked and Dart nodded. She sighed. ‘Too long.’

			Dart waited.

			‘Twenty-three years.’

			Dart let out a strange laugh, somewhere between a hiccup and a gasp.

			Mortah’s frown was back. ‘I said it was too long.’

			‘Long? Five years would be long. Two decades? More? That’s a lifetime.’

			Alder could see the conversation unravelling. Grief, anger, sorrow, guilt, love, all vying for purchase, all gasping for air to lend a voice.

			‘We don’t have time for this,’ he cut through before Mortah could respond. ‘I’m sorry, Dart, and I’m sorry, Mortah, but I need to focus on what’s important here–the curse…and unfortunately me.’ They both looked at him and he felt a flush rise in his cheeks.

			‘You’re right,’ Dart said eventually. ‘Mortah, I am sorry that you were burdened by this secret all these years.’

			‘You do not loathe me?’ she whispered.

			Dart looked surprised. ‘My father was the one who created the boundaries with my mother. You were not the one to cross them, he was.’

			Tears filled Mortah’s tired eyes and she dashed them away with gnarled hands before clearing her voice as though nothing had happened. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting to know where you came from, Alder.’

			His head bobbed. ‘Yes, tell me everything about where I was found.’

			‘I won’t tell you.’ She must have seen the despair on Alder’s face because she held up a hand and continued, ‘But how about I show you?’
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Chapter Six

			 

			Lettle

			‘If she didn’t want us there, she should have just come right out and said it,’ Lettle said as she, Mia and Farhan left the resting room.

			‘Mortah has her peculiarities,’ Mia said, looking at Lettle sidelong, almost as if she was accusing Lettle of the same thing.

			But Lettle was unfamiliar with Mia’s temperament and didn’t want to assume, so she simply said, ‘Indeed.’

			They wound through the mountain streets of Caperly at a brisk pace. The morning air was warmer than she expected, the rockface protecting them from the weather.

			‘Where are we going?’ Farhan asked. Shera trotted beside him.

			‘We’re going to the dining hall. There’ll be food there. We each take it in turns to cook. Though I admit, few let me near the hearth any more.’

			‘Bad cook?’ Lettle asked.

			Mia looked as though she was assessing Lettle’s words for the insult. So Lettle added quickly, ‘I say as someone also with the affliction.’

			Mia grimaced. ‘Yes, it is an affliction. No matter what I do, the food either ends up too burnt, too sour or too salty.’

			‘Yes, my talents lie firmly in reading the Fates.’

			‘You’re a diviner?’

			‘She is,’ Farhan answered for Lettle. ‘The best there ever was. During our travels she once predicted we’d see a baby deer by the road. And guess what? We did.’

			‘Impressive,’ Mia said. And it was Lettle’s turn to search for the insult in her words.

			‘My prophecies aren’t always so…elementary,’ Lettle said. ‘I foretold Alder’s arrival, and the obeah’s connection to the humans.’

			‘That they are humans,’ Mia said softly.

			‘Yes.’

			They each retreated into their thoughts and Lettle took the chance to take in more of Caperly. She’d seen so little of the city last night, and it was a different place in the daylight.

			Though the village was set deep into the chest of the mountain, there were openings in the rock that showed the blue sky beyond. It wasn’t as bright as the fray in Mosima, but the sunlight and the gas lamps were enough to drench Caperly in a warm glow.

			Moss and ferns glittered with morning dew on the paths beside them, and more than once Lettle jumped back from a rabbit crossing by her feet. She winced as she landed heavily on her blistered heel.

			‘You are limping,’ Mia noted.

			‘I am not used to travelling long distances.’

			‘Caperly is very far. The edge of the world, some think.’

			‘I’ve been using tarrow root to help heal the blistered skin, but I’ve run out.’

			‘I can get you some more,’ Mia said.

			‘Thank you—’ Lettle’s words clogged in her throat as they turned the corner. The mountain opened out into a spectacular view, stealing her words.

			Sunlight and water poured through a gap in the rock above, creating a shimmering rainbow that ended in a pool of dark water below them. A staircase wound its way around the waterfall where Lettle could see more resting rooms set into the mountainside, their hexagonal doors painted bright colours.

			From this vantage point, Lettle could see the number of streets that weaved through the mountain. But most of them were empty.

			‘It’s so much bigger than I realised.’

			‘There are entire floors we haven’t even ventured to; the city is much larger than anyone will ever know.’

			‘Were the Nomads much more numerous before?’ Lettle asked.

			‘No, our population has grown in recent years,’ Mia rested her hand on her stomach, ‘Caperly was built long before the Nomads arrived.’

			Curious.

			An obeah pranced through some of the water spray, its jaws snapping at the rainbow.

			‘You have obeah here too?’

			‘Yes, many. They are welcome, we do not harvest them for magic like root-rotters do.’

			‘Root-rotters?’ Lettle asked.

			Farhan laughed as though he had heard the phrase before, but Lettle doubted it.

			‘It’s what we call the elves bound to a tribe, to a place.’

			Lettle quirked a brow. ‘I see.’

			‘It’s an insult,’ Mia clarified.

			‘I understood that.’

			‘Good.’

			They looked at each other, neither breaking eye contact. Until Mia’s lips twitched into a rueful smile, and something shifted between them.

			‘I’m glad Alder had someone to take care of him on the journey.’

			Lettle looked away, her hand going to the threaded twine around her neck, dotted with tiny treasures. ‘It was him who took care of me, truly.’

			‘Well either way, I’m happy you had each other.’

			They both turned to Farhan who had wandered to the edge of the cliffside. He was trying to cup the rainbow with his hands.

			Mia laughed.

			‘I really think he might manage it,’ Lettle said.

			‘Shall we see how long he tries for?’ Mia said with a wicked grin.

			After ten minutes Lettle put Farhan out of his misery and they continued on.

			They turned a corner and Lettle noticed that the walls were streaked with colour. She paused, taking in the mural. The flaking paint made it obvious the imagery was old, the brush strokes faded and incomplete. Her fingers trailed the shape of the red streaks, outlining the animal it was supposed to be.

			‘Is it a fox?’ Lettle asked. It was similar to the woodland animal, but the tail was larger, almost like an obeah’s.

			Mia shrugged. ‘We’re not sure, the markings were here before we arrived. We think the animal must have gone extinct some time ago.’

			‘Are there many drawings like this around?’ Lettle asked.

			‘Some.’

			‘Do you ever wonder where they came from?’

			‘Not really. We see so many signs of our past during our travels. We appreciate them, preserve them when we can, and move on.’

			‘The Nomad way of life sounds exhausting. I can’t imagine travelling so often.’

			‘I can’t imagine sitting still,’ Mia countered.

			She led them through a wide doorway towards the dining hall, which turned out to be less a hall and more of a storage room which stank heavily of salted fish and ageing cheese.

			‘Take what you like,’ Mia said.

			Shera and Farhan headed straight to the fruit. Mia directed Lettle to some small pastries which were a speciality by someone called Orla.

			‘Ever since I got pregnant, she started to hide me a portion behind the dried herring.’

			She handed Lettle a small, sticky bun.

			‘Honey and cardamom.’

			It was delicious.

			‘Let’s have one more and tell Dart that there weren’t any today,’ Mia said.

			Lettle found herself warming to Mia.

			Once they had sated their appetite, they bundled together a parcel of bread and preserved figs for the others and headed back.

			Lettle had always struggled with directions, and Caperly was more difficult to map than any other city she had been in. Stone bridges criss-crossed above her, connecting staircases that were carved into the rock. The lanes were cobbled and winding, seamlessly curving through the mountain as though they had always been there. Nothing in Caperly seemed made; instead, it felt organic, like it had grown from the very earth.

			‘How do you keep track of where you’re going? Every path looks the same.’

			‘I was raised here, so the routes are familiar, but I admit there is no one alive who doesn’t get lost in Caperly at some point. And when we do, we just look at the stone signs.’ Mia pointed to an unassuming rock ahead of them.

			As they approached, Lettle could see that the stone was engraved with symbols. She crouched down and ran her hands over the engraving.

			‘The one that kind of looks like a star leads you outside. The swirl to the fresh water well. The triangle towards the food stores and the circle to the resting rooms.’

			There was something about the symbols that seemed familiar. Her finger trailed the grooves and curves–they were shapes she recognised.

			They look like letters in the human language.

			‘These were all here before the Nomads?’ she asked Mia.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Interesting.’

			‘If you say so.’

			Lettle was beginning to form her own theory about Caperly’s origins. It consumed her thoughts for the rest of the journey back to the resting room.

			‘We come with food,’ Mia announced as they walked in.

			The atmosphere in the room made Lettle’s skin prickle. She looked from Alder to Mortah to Dart. All wore very different expressions, somewhere between frustration and trepidation.

			‘There weren’t any pastries today,’ Mia lied, then she saw Dart’s face, which was on the angrier side of the scale. ‘You always know when I’m lying.’

			‘What? It’s not that. It’s just Mortah…’ Dart looked helplessly to Alder.

			‘Mortah was with Osei when he met me. So she’s able to lead us to where I was found,’ Alder said.

			Mia frowned. ‘Why was she with Osei?’ She looked between Mortah and Dart, then back again. ‘Oh.’

			Lettle wasn’t following, but neither did she care about the intricacies of anyone’s feelings, especially after Alder had spoken.

			‘You know where you were found?’ Lettle said.

			‘Yes,’ Alder replied.

			‘Is it far?’

			‘Half a day, maybe more,’ Mortah said.

			‘Well?’ Lettle said, cutting through the silence. ‘Why are we sitting around like legless spiders? Let’s go.’

			Mortah raised her eyebrows. ‘Who are you?’ she echoed Lettle’s earlier crudeness.

			‘I’m the person who has walked four months across the continent to find you. So if you don’t mind, I’d like to leave now.’ Lettle shouldered her pack and looked around the room. ‘Are you coming or what?’

			Mortah looked to Alder, who nodded.

			‘Let’s go.’

			

			—

			Lettle’s impatience only grew when she realised it was snowing.

			‘You said half a day–we’ve been going longer than that.’

			‘The snow has hampered us. We’ve got another three hours, at least,’ Mortah said.

			Lettle groaned into her fur scarf. At least they’d had the foresight to pack more than the breakfast she and Mia had brought. Each of the Nomads carried a well-worn satchel of waxed leather. Their bags were their livelihoods and each one had been lovingly cared for. They were all of equal size and make, with small personal details. Mia’s had been patched with a bright red thread, whereas Dart’s was woven with small crescent moons, perhaps in homage to his prior home. Mortah’s bag had deep cracks in the leather and knots in the shoulders to keep it higher up on her stooped frame.

			Alder on the other hand wore something a little different. Just as lovingly preserved, but from a different place entirely. Made from naghla leaves, a palm-like frond native to Mosima, it was overly adorned with chains and charms in gold and silver. An opulent item that looked entirely out of character on Alder, who rarely wore shoes, let alone jewellery.

			Lettle knew it was Golan’s make-up bag, and it made her grin every time she looked at it. Even now, during the blizzard, it brought a smile to her face.

			Her gaze was tugged to the left as she thought she saw something move in her peripheral vision, and not for the first time she felt as though someone was watching her. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself.

			She hated snow, how it fell silently, leaving a hush across the landscape. The silence meant she had only her thoughts to listen to.

			‘Is it downhill all the way—’ Lettle tripped on a tree root, stubbing her toe.

			‘Three gods,’ she swore, clutching her foot.

			‘The path is arduous, it only gets worse,’ Mortah said unhelpfully, walking briskly past her.

			Alder was by her side in moments. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘I’m fine,’ Lettle said through clenched teeth, waiting for the pulsing pain to abate.

			‘And to answer your earlier question, yes, it is all downhill. We are headed to Raven’s Valley, east of here,’ Mortah said.

			Lettle groaned again. Going down meant going back up, and she’d just spent two weeks climbing the mountain.

			‘Raven’s Valley was made by glacier erosion,’ Alder said, his eyes lit up with excitement. ‘It’s not often that you have such a deep valley on a mountain. It’s fascinating—’

			‘Is it?’ Lettle gave him a flat stare and he laughed.

			‘I’ll tell you later when your toe stops hurting.’

			‘I think it’ll be hurting for a few years yet.’

			He gave her a wry smile and continued on.

			The ice on the trail was treacherous and it was Mia who slipped next, her feet skidding forwards. Dart caught her before she fell. ‘I wish you had stayed in Caperly,’ he muttered.

			Mia had refused to be left behind. The friction between the two of them hadn’t eased since they’d argued about it.

			‘I do not grant wishes, Dart,’ Mia said with tight lips.

			Lettle enjoyed listening to the two of them bicker. It was a strange sort of comfort to her.

			If she hadn’t been eavesdropping maybe she would not have slipped on the exact same patch of ice as Mia. But there was no one to catch her.

			She fell face first, scraping her chin. The pain was sharp and stinging.

			Alder offered her a hand. ‘You’re getting clumsier.’

			She could feel her blood dripping into her scarf.

			‘Twice in an hour,’ she scolded herself.

			Twice… Her blood ran cold.

			‘What is it?’ Alder said. ‘You look like someone’s walking along your spine.’

			Lettle removed her prophecy journal and read her last foretelling: ‘You will fall once, twice, thrice. Then fall again. Each will be greater than before. The last will reap rewards.’

			‘You’re a diviner?’ Mortah said, retracing her steps until she was beside Lettle.

			Lettle nodded, wary. Few elves put much trust in the Fates. ‘I am.’

			Mortah sighed. ‘I’m afraid it sounds like you’ve got to fall two more times before we find anything that will benefit your quest.’

			‘It does sound like that, doesn’t it?’ Lettle said, relieved she wasn’t going to have to prove her power.

			‘Are we really putting trust in the Fates?’ Dart said.

			There it is. There’s always one.

			Lettle girded herself for the confrontation, but Mortah stepped in before she could respond.

			‘Yes, we are. The Fates cannot lie and if this elf has communed with them, then absolutely we will be trusting her.’

			Dart raised his eyebrows but said nothing further–which was probably due to the look Mia was giving him over anything Mortah had said.

			Mortah rummaged in her pack. ‘Here, take this. If each fall will be worse than the one before, then we should be prepared.’

			The rope was well worn but the weave was still tight and strong.

			‘Thank you,’ Lettle said, and she meant it.

			‘I knew a diviner in Gural. That was many decades ago now.’

			‘You were from Waning?’ Lettle asked.

			‘I was. Once.’ Three words had never sounded so brittle.

			Lettle noted that Mortah’s ears did not have the cut that indicated she had been dismissed from the army. She must have left Waning by choice.

			Lettle had so many more questions but Mortah clearly did not want to discuss it.

			‘The snowstorm is getting worse,’ Mortah said. ‘We should pick up the pace. Lettle, you stay in the middle of the group so we can keep an eye on you. Do you have a bandage for that graze? Good. Then let’s keep going.’

			They moved more slowly after that. Even though they knew Lettle’s next fall was inevitable, she wanted to minimise any pain.

			As Mortah predicted, the blizzard worsened as time wore on. The snowflakes became as fat and plump as cotton flowers, the wind blustering around them until Lettle could barely see in front of her face.

			‘The visibility is too poor, we need to find shelter,’ Mortah shouted back at the group.

			Lettle pointed towards a copse of conifers by the cliff’s edge, their leaves laden with snow. The little group began to move towards them. Inch by inch they shuffled until they were beneath the trees’ boughs.

			Lettle released a breath of relief. ‘No fall yet…’

			But even standing still Lettle couldn’t prevent the inevitable.

			One of the drooping branches snapped beneath the weight of the snow, dumping ice straight onto Lettle’s head. She cursed as snow fell down the back of her scarf and instinctively stepped back–onto nothing.

			The cliff’s edge was far closer than she had anticipated and down she fell.

			Despite acknowledging somewhere in her mind that this was likely the third fall, she was still utterly convinced she was going to die.

			Rocks tore at her clothing, and branches scratched at her skin. She tried to grab hold of a tree root, but her hands were slow from the cold. Eventually, when she no longer believed she would ever stop falling, her head struck a tree and she was able to cling onto its trunk.

			‘Lettle!’ Alder’s voice sounded distant over the ringing in her ears.

			‘Lettle, are you all right?’ he shouted down to her.

			She touched a hand to her head and drew it away. No blood at least.

			But that didn’t mean there wasn’t any damage. She’d seen enough impact injuries creep up on soldiers on the Bleeding Field. One second they were fine, only a headache to complain about. Then they’d go to sleep and never wake up again.

			She groaned as she stood.

			‘This is the worst prophecy I’ve ever foretold,’ she muttered. But she knew that was a lie…

			You will grant them their death—

			‘I’m all right!’ she called to the group above her. ‘I’ll need some help back up though.’

			She silently thanked Mortah’s foresight for giving her the rope as she tied one end to her wrist. Shera picked her way down the cliff to retrieve the other end of it.

			‘Thank you, Shera,’ Lettle said as the obeah began to drag her back up the steep slope. Though the blizzard had begun to ease, the amount of fresh snow it had left made the rescue more difficult and despite Shera’s claws, she struggled to find purchase, slipping downwards and causing Lettle to fall further.

			For a frightful moment Lettle thought she was going to tumble halfway down the mountain, but then something soft pressed against her back, nudging her forwards.

			Shera regained her balance with the help of Farhan, who had sent a thread of magic to pull Shera up. As soon as he was also able to see Lettle, he manipulated his thread to wind around her waist too. It took both of their strength to haul Lettle back onto the trail, Farhan pulling on his magic and Shera dragging up the rope.

			When Lettle crested the edge, she collapsed to the side, panting along with the others.

			‘That was not fun,’ she said. She rubbed at her wrist where the rope had left friction burns.

			‘Thank you, Farhan,’ she said breathlessly. The fae nodded, his own breathing laboured.

			It was then that she noticed he was lying crookedly, his leg twisted unnaturally in front of him.

			‘Farhan, are you all right?’

			He pursed his lips. ‘I will admit to a sharp pain in my ankle.’

			Mortah muttered something about being an idiot before demanding he take off his boot for her to inspect.

			The whole group recoiled as Farhan brandished his broken ankle, the bone pressing unnaturally against the skin as though it might break through with the slightest breeze.

			‘We need to go back,’ Dart said. ‘He can’t walk on that.’

			‘I’ll ride Shera, I’ll be fine,’ he said.

			‘No, that needs setting, or you might never walk again,’ Mortah said.

			‘Go back to Caperly, Farhan, we’ll find you afterwards,’ Lettle said.

			Farhan shook his head. ‘I can’t leave you, I promised the king to protect you.’

			Lettle felt her lips begin to lift with the beginnings of a laugh, but she held it back. The idea of Farhan protecting anyone was enough to make her chuckle. The royals had only sent him because he was so clearly a hindrance to the faeguard.

			‘We’ll be all right, don’t worry,’ Lettle said as gently as she could.

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Yes, go back to Caperly.’

			It took all of them to help him onto Shera’s back, and it was only after he had gone that Lettle recalled the feeling she’d had when she’d fallen.

			It was as if someone helped me, she thought.

			Lettle peered over the edge. But there was nothing except Shera’s footprints in the snow and the muddy track marks Lettle had left where she had been dragged.

			‘What is it?’ Alder asked, joining her.

			‘I’m not sure. I thought I felt something, but I must have imagined it.’

			‘Maybe you should take a few steps back,’ Mia said behind them. ‘Don’t want you to undo all our efforts of getting you up here.’

			Lettle and Alder returned to the trail.

			‘The mountain is precarious but this is definitely the Fates at work,’ Mortah said.

			‘It will be worth it if we learn about Alder’s past,’ Lettle said, half to remind herself.

			Mortah reached for her walking stick. ‘We’re not far now.’

			‘Do you need to rest more?’ Alder asked Lettle.

			In answer, Lettle stood and set off down the trail. Mortah laughed somewhere behind her and the group continued on.

			The trail grew overgrown the further they walked. They had to pick their way through brambles until the plants thinned out, revealing Raven’s Valley.

			Pine trees lined an expansive dip in the landscape. The sky had cleared of all clouds and its colour was reflected on the frozen blue lake that shimmered ahead of them. It sparkled like a sapphire set into the centre of the valley. Due to the mountain’s height, the valley almost felt like it floated, the edges of it blurred by the sky and the mountain’s edge. Lettle would not have been able to dream up something this ethereal.

			‘Bosome above, this is beautiful,’ she said as the others joined her.

			‘Isn’t it? Do you want to hear how it was made now?’ Alder asked eagerly.

			‘No.’

			Dart laughed.

			‘This way, not far now,’ Mortah said.

			‘Only one more fall to go,’ Lettle replied miserably. Her head was throbbing and bright stars still sparked in her vision.

			‘Take some owen tree sap,’ Alder prompted.

			‘I already have.’ She didn’t want to admit she’d finished the bottle after the first fall. Now she had none left to temper the pain for the next one.

			They walked along the valley basin until they reached the lake.

			Alder paused by the shore. ‘You see the hue of the water? It’s caused by particles from rock flour, that’s why it looks so powder blue. Guess what causes rock flour?’

			‘Alder, stop trying to teach me about glaciers!’ Lettle said.

			‘Aha, but you see, you learned something.’

			‘This way,’ Mortah called, beckoning them towards her where she stood within a grove of trees.

			When Lettle drew near she noticed that Mortah was trembling. Her eyes were glazed as though she was looking at the landscape through the clouded glass of memories.

			‘Are you all right?’ Lettle asked.

			Mortah turned to her, her eyes regaining focus. ‘It’s been a long time since I have been here. My arrival heralds the end of something.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘You are not the only one to have been guided by the Fates this day,’ Mortah said quietly.

			Lettle was about to ask more but then Alder spoke.

			‘The trees…’ he breathed. He was looking up at the skeletal branches, the veins in his neck protruding.

			‘What is it?’ she asked.

			He turned to her with glistening eyes. ‘They’re alder trees.’

			Lettle looked up into the boughs and noticed for the first time the distinctive catkins that set alder trees apart.

			Of course, his namesake.

			Mortah smiled at Alder. ‘We found you in the caves, just beyond them.’

			Alder went to one of the trees and rested his hands on the bark. His breath fogged around him.

			‘Are you OK?’ Lettle asked.

			He nodded, but she could sense his thoughts were in turmoil.

			‘The cave, is it far?’ he asked Mortah.

			‘No, less than fifty paces this way.’ Mortah pointed and Alder strode forward in the direction she indicated. His jaw was set with determination.

			As Lettle was about to set off after him, she heard a branch snap behind her. She turned around, unsettled, but couldn’t see anything. She hadn’t shaken the feeling that someone was watching them.

			‘Lettle?’ Alder called up ahead. His finger pointed to the edge of the tree line.

			‘Am I seeing things?’ he asked.

			It took a moment for Lettle to see them, but when she did, she gasped. A dozen obeah stood between the trees, all standing as still as statues.

			‘Are they breathing?’ Lettle asked.

			Alder walked towards them.

			‘Alder, be careful, we don’t know who they are bound to,’ Lettle said, but the obeah dashed away as he approached.

			Only to reappear again once Alder stopped walking.

			‘They’re leading him to the den,’ Mortah said. ‘Where he was found.’

			Lettle followed her line of sight but saw nothing that looked like a cave until they walked further into the forest. The terrain dipped between the trees, and Lettle realised they were following a dried riverbed.

			Alder had paused up ahead.

			‘It’s well hidden,’ he said as she came up beside him. His voice was shaky. ‘But the obeah went in there.’

			The opening in the rockface was small, only just large enough for a person, or an obeah.

			‘Do you remember anything yet, Alder?’ Lettle asked.

			He shook his head, looking anxious. She watched as he hesitated on the threshold of the cave.

			Dart let out a slow breath as he and Mia joined them. ‘Maybe one of us should go ahead, make sure it’s safe?’ His gaze flickered to Mia.

			‘I’ll go,’ Alder said firmly.

			‘I’ll go with you,’ Lettle said. She wasn’t going to let him do this alone.

			He gave her a weak smile before nodding and plunging into the darkness of the cave.
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Chapter Seven

			 

			Yeeran

			It had been a whole year since the last Flare Feast but for Yeeran it felt like a lifetime. So much had changed.

			Back then it had been Vyce and Chall on the throne, though their reign was fated to end after they had sipped from the poisoned chalice. Mosima had never really recovered from losing the queens. With Rayan, an unknown half-fae, being proclaimed king, trust in the crown had begun to fracture. It wasn’t surprising that the Lightless had rebelled. Golan was still healing the rift that had developed there. Yeeran watched him as he twirled across the dance floor.

			He was dressed in a blue linen shift lined with gold beading. His long hair was braided in plaits down his back, the tails of which were tied off with bright red bows. The make-up on his face was extravagant, swirling an intricate pattern of vines from the corner of his eyes down to where he’d drawn on his beard.

			Politics suits him, Pila said as she too watched Golan from the periphery of the dance floor.

			Yes, he has done much good. Look how many Lightless are here, Yeeran replied.

			Pila hummed deep in her throat. Politics does not suit you, though. As ever, Pila’s honesty was as subtle as a blunt knife to the heart.

			Yeeran looked sidelong at Motogo and Malak next to her. Four hours it had taken to convince them to come along. Four long hours of back and forth until Yeeran had wanted to pull her hair out and tear at the skin on her scalp.

			‘Are you enjoying the evening?’ Yeeran asked, as pleasantly as she could. The two elves had said very little since arriving in Mosima.

			‘You should have let me bring a guard. Or at least a weapon,’ Motogo growled. ‘I feel outnumbered.’

			‘That’s because you are,’ Yeeran said dryly. ‘But luckily for you this is not a war zone, this is a party.’

			‘And instead of combat, there is dancing,’ Malak said. His eyes were glazed with a film of wonderment as he watched the fae writhe and twirl in their near-to-nothing clothing.

			Just wait until the fire is doused… Yeeran’s gaze flickered straight to Furi. The queen wore a dress made of glowing fraedia crystal, each gem strung together with lace. A cloak spun in gold thread was tied at her neck, the train billowing behind her when she walked. The outfit was ostentatious, gaudy, and a flagrant display of their resources. But most of all, it was beautiful.

			‘The tailor called this weave “a kiss to crush”,’ Furi had whispered as she walked past Yeeran earlier. It was almost as though the queen was toying with Yeeran. Though Furi had made her feelings clear–their relationship had inflicted more pain than pleasure.

			But Yeeran couldn’t help gazing along the seams of Furi’s dress. The lace revealed an overwhelming amount of her copper skin, and Yeeran’s eyes followed the curve of her breast to the cluster of fraedia that covered her nipple. Yeeran’s fingers twitched as she recalled circling them, tasting them—

			‘All this time we thought they were imprisoned–threatened–by our siege. But it is a paradise down here,’ Motogo said.

			Yeeran sighed from the rude interruption of her musings. ‘Everyone says that. But Mosima is still a prison, no matter how beautiful the bars of the cell. Remember this entire festival is to celebrate the sun touching the Tree of Souls.’

			Malak tilted his head to the side. ‘Explain the Tree of Souls again?’

			‘It ties the king and queen to Mosima.’

			‘Like a binding? Similar to the obeah?’

			‘I suppose,’ Yeeran said, considering. ‘Yes, you could say that.’

			‘This binding–it unlocks access to their magic, and the fae language? Right?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And if an obeah dies, so too does the fae?’

			‘Indeed.’ There was something about Malak’s line of questioning that made Yeeran feel uncomfortable.

			He is asking questions very thoughtfully so that you answer a question he is yet to speak, Pila said, pinpointing Yeeran’s exact feelings.

			‘But not all fae are bound to an obeah?’ he pressed on.

			‘No. A few hundred years ago some of the fae stopped binding to obeah. The theory is that the elves…we…killed their potential soul partners in our quest to make weapons. The fae call those unbound the Lightless,’ Yeeran said.

			‘What do they call you?’ he said softly as he looked at Pila. ‘An elf who defied their natural laws and bound to one of theirs?’

			Yeeran folded her arms. ‘They call me Ambassador Yeeran.’

			Malak noticed Yeeran’s change in tone. He bobbed his head in apology and gave her a wide smile.

			‘Sorry, my curiosity has always been unmatched. And I must admit, I am a little jealous of your bond with the creature.’

			‘Pila,’ Yeeran said. ‘Not creature.’

			‘A second apology then.’ This time he looked directly at Pila as he said it, ‘I’m sorry, Pila.’

			The obeah considered him for a moment before yawning and looking away. Malak laughed, taking no offence.

			‘She knows her mind,’ he said.

			‘That she does,’ Yeeran confirmed.

			How would I not know my mind? This man is very odd, Pila said.

			He is.

			‘The fray is larger than I imagined,’ Motogo said. They had been silently listening to Malak’s questioning, letting him take the lead. It was another indication to Yeeran that Motogo deferred to Malak much more than they realised.

			‘Yes, it is large, but do you see now why you cannot mine it? Mosima would perish.’

			Yeeran could see Motogo’s eyes gleaming with greed.

			‘It would be a genocide,’ she added.

			‘It would,’ Motogo said carefully.

			They would do it, Yeeran realised with horror. They would truly commit to the mass murder of all fae. Have I misjudged this? Are they only here to plot their invasion?

			The boundary–do not forget it protects us, Pila said.

			For now. What if Lettle discovers how to remove it?

			That is a problem for tomorrow. Right now, the queen is coming–be the ambassador you have claimed to be.

			Yeeran smoothed her brow lines and smiled as Furi came towards them.

			‘Queen Furi,’ Yeeran said. ‘We were just discussing how important the fray is to the fae’s way of life.’

			Furi stood so close to Yeeran that she could smell her. Her golden hair had taken on some of the smoke from the fire, adding a mellowness to her usual sweet perfume. Yeeran had to hold herself back from pressing her nose into the soft skin of Furi’s neck.

			‘Way of life? The fray is our life,’ Furi said, her eyes flashing.

			‘Of course. It is essential, we can see that now,’ Malak answered before Motogo could.

			Yeeran shot him a grateful glance. Her hopes rested firmly with him now–if Motogo was intent on mining the fray, then Malak would be the only one who could convince them otherwise.

			Furi addressed the chieftain. ‘Are you enjoying the banquet?’

			Yeeran had encouraged Furi to keep her engagements with the elves to a minimum. Not because she didn’t trust her, but because she didn’t trust them. Furi was a unique personality, and her fiery temperament could often be misconstrued as a threat.

			Because it often is, Pila said. The obeah had gone to join Amnan in the Tree of Souls. Their tails curled and intertwined with each other’s as they lounged among the tree’s branches.

			True.

			‘It is hard to enjoy anything while my people starve,’ Motogo said.

			Malak’s eyes twitched as though he were going to roll them but stopped just in time. Yeeran understood the feeling.

			‘Why would you bring your people to the Wasted Marshes then?’ Furi said lightly. ‘There is even less to forage here than in your Elven Lands.’

			Furi caught Yeeran’s eye as if to say, Look how well I’m doing at diplomacy.

			‘You killed one of our own, and we will always retaliate,’ Motogo said.

			Yeeran watched Furi carefully. They were crossing a very rickety bridge, and if she swung the rope, they’d all plunge down.

			But the comment seemed to trickle off her like water on feathers. She even smiled.

			Oh no.

			The queen turned her fingers through the fraedia necklace she wore and said to Motogo, ‘Which one are you again? The chieftain of Crescent or…?’

			Motogo reached for an invisible drum, and Yeeran had to step between them before all her months of working on the peace treaty turned to dust.

			‘You say you want peace but you insult me!’ Motogo shouted. Malak held onto the chieftain’s shoulders. He nodded grimly to Yeeran as he steered Motogo away.

			I am a glorified shepherd, Yeeran thought as she too pulled Furi in the opposite direction.

			The queen was laughing.

			‘Furi…that was not smart.’

			‘No, but it was funny.’ She was still smiling, attempting to draw Yeeran into her amusement.

			Yeeran was not amused, and when Furi realised it, her smile dropped into a scowl.

			‘It’ll be fine, Motogo wanted to see the fray and they have. All they have to do is report it back to the other chieftains. Motogo is not the one in control, I’m sure it’s Malak.’

			She looked back at the general who had seemingly calmed Motogo down.

			‘Anyway, they’re about to forget all about their worries. It’s time to douse the flame, and let’s just say I’ve made arrangements for an unforgettable end to the evening…’ Furi’s hips swayed as she sauntered off, leaving Yeeran’s mouth agape.

			‘Did you warn the elves what happens when the flame is doused?’ a voice said behind her.

			Yeeran turned to Golan with a heavy sigh. ‘No, I did not. And Furi’s arrangements make me even less inclined to warn them.’

			She remembered the first time she had experienced the fae sate their desires under the cover of darkness. ‘The true party’, as Furi called it. Banquets were the ultimate indulgence, and what was more satiating than pleasure?

			Yeeran had been fascinated by the tradition, and a little shocked. But most of all she had been aroused. The Royal Woodland came alive with the sounds of passion. Bioluminescent star gliders lit up the forest as they flew by, revealing flashes of glistening skin and hungry mouths. The flying lizards gathered most where Jani blood flowed, and so Furi was illuminated most of all.

			Yeeran felt her face flush at the thought.

			‘Will you be participating?’ she asked Golan, just to distract herself from the heat of her memories.

			‘No, it’s not the same without Alder.’ Few fae were monogamous. When you felt like a prisoner, sometimes all you could do was find solace in the arms of another. So Yeeran was surprised, and it must have shown on her face.

			‘Pleasure is pleasure, but with him…it’s different.’

			‘Like every time is new.’ She looked at Furi.

			‘Exactly. So though I can go and enjoy myself, I enjoy my memories of him more.’ Golan wrapped his arms around himself, shrinking his small frame.

			Like Rayan, the simple act of missing his lover had shrunk his spirit. ‘Alder will be back soon,’ she said gently.

			He looked at her bleakly. ‘But who will he be when he returns?’

			She wasn’t sure what to say to that. No one knew Alder’s history, and this quest might yet resurface old memories for him. How that would change him, no one could know. So she decided to move the conversation on.

			‘How goes the Free the Light Initiative?’

			A true smile spread across Golan’s cheeks. ‘We’re making real change, Furi’s been generous with us. We’re nearly through overhauling all legislation. The Lightless will have the same rights as the faebound soon enough.’

			The news was a bright light in the darkness.

			And it might have come too late. If I fail with this peace treaty, violence will follow.

			It will not be your fault, Pila counselled her. All you can do is guide the currents, but some things are like the tide, predestined to happen whether you want it to or not.

			As ever, so wise.

			Would you like a strawberry? I can get you one if it will help.

			As the spell of her sageness was broken, Yeeran had to stop herself from laughing out loud. ‘That’s wonderful news, Golan. You were born to be a leader, it seems.’

			‘No. I was not,’ he said a little sharply. ‘Being born into something suggests that I did not have to work hard at it. And I have, every single day. My tongue is raw from biting down on it. I have learned diplomacy the hard way, and I now understand those who simply refuse to play by the rules.’

			Yeeran chuckled. ‘Like Furi. Did you hear how she spoke to Motogo?’

			‘I caught a little of it. Remember she is struggling too.’

			Yeeran looked at the queen writhing and dancing next to the musicians. ‘Struggling with what?’

			‘With a broken heart, like you.’

			‘It was her choice to end things.’

			‘Was it? Or was she simply grieving too many things to let herself be happy?’

			‘You act like I did not fight for her. I did, I told her how I felt. How I still feel.’

			‘When? The night her father was imprisoned?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And since then?’ He was speaking gently, without judgement, but Yeeran was getting irritated–a feeling that normally only Lettle could rouse.

			‘I do not take it upon myself to bare my soul every single day. I told her how I felt, and she didn’t care. I will not beg, I will not plead.’

			‘Peace, Yeeran. I did not mean to anger you.’

			‘I’m not angry.’

			Golan smiled at that, which elicited a sheepish grin from her too.

			‘Perhaps you should find yourself a partner this night. Pleasure is pleasure, after all,’ he said.

			She looked around the forest. The fae were beautiful, that was undeniable, but no matter who she looked at, her gaze always led her back to Furi.

			The queen stood next to Rayan by the fire. Now the fray had set, her glowing dress had turned opaque and Yeeran could see the darkened skin around her nipples. She held a chalice in her hand, which both she and Rayan had already sipped from. As she tipped the cup towards the fire her eyes found Yeeran’s and she thought, just for a second, that there was an invitation there. But as the water struck the flames, all hope sizzled away as Furi followed a red-haired fae into the cover of the trees.

			The rejection felt like a bee sting, sharp and painful at first, then quickly spreading, leaving her skin throbbing and angry.

			‘Maybe I will find someone tonight,’ she said to Golan. But when she turned the fae was already leaving. She watched as Motogo and Malak were pulled into the depths of the forest by the arms of the fae.

			Yeeran walked quickly in the other direction. Though night had fallen, and the darkness had come, she did not want to stumble across either of them out of uniform.

			‘Follow me,’ a fae whispered. Her voice was low and sultry and she smelled of mint tea, warm and refreshing. In the dappled light of the star glider glow, Yeeran recognised her as Cely, one of Furi’s royal guards.

			She was beautiful, there was no doubt. Her blonde hair shone against the dark skin of her heart-shaped face. Who better to sate her desires?

			If Furi will not have me, I will not swear a vow of chastity.

			The fact that Cely led her towards where Furi had gone held no bearing on whether she followed the fae or not. None whatsoever.

			But follow she did, removing her shirt as she went.

			The shadows grew thick beneath the forest canopy. Branches and leaves tantalised her hot skin as she brushed past.

			Yeeran could see a silhouette of people lying on a bed of moss ahead of her. Cely grasped her hand–calloused like Yeeran’s–and pulled her towards the writhing group of bodies.

			Lips pressed against her bare shoulder, trailing down her back. Another mouth moved over her breasts and down her navel until it met resistance from her waistband. Yeeran undid the buttons and someone else pulled the trousers down.

			I’ve gone from self-inflicted celibacy to revelling in the talents of three fae…maybe four? Well, I might as well enjoy myself.

			She reached outwards, her fingers brushing across the jawline of the fae who had removed her trousers. Their mouth trailed down from her chest, the kisses firm and hungry.

			Yeeran’s heart began to pound. She buried her hands into the fae’s curls, silky and familiar.

			Could it be…?

			The other fae who had welcomed her to the group had become preoccupied with each other. Either way there was only one person who held Yeeran’s attention now, and her lips had reached the molten core of her.

			Yeeran arched into the fae’s mouth as her teeth grazed her most sensitive part. There was only one person who knew her rhythm, who could match her longing.

			She didn’t need the cluster of star gliders to confirm it. This was Furi.

			The queen’s fingers slid inside her, below her mouth, and began to curl in and out. Yeeran started to pant, her breath joining the orchestra of pleasure around her as Furi welcomed in the overture.

			‘Furi,’ she said hoarsely. The queen stilled for a second, and Yeeran had a sudden fear: What if she didn’t realise it was me?

			But then Furi continued, the tempo faster than before. It pulled Yeeran over the brink and she welcomed the torrent of ecstasy. Like a hurricane it swept across her body, leaving her decimated in its wake.

			Furi began to move away, but Yeeran was not ready to let this moment go. If this was all the queen would give of her, then she would have it. She would savour it.

			‘Lie down,’ Yeeran said hoarsely.

			Furi complied, the star gliders illuminating her salacious smile, her lips glazed with Yeeran’s desire.

			Yeeran had thought of Furi like this often–laid beneath her, her legs and mouth parted, her gaze wanton.

			‘I’m going to take my time with you,’ Yeeran vowed, and to her delight, Furi shivered.

			First she rained hungry kisses across her breasts, sucking and teasing them until Furi begged for more. And only then did Yeeran turn her attention downwards.

			If Yeeran could feast on one thing for the rest of her days, it would be Furi.

			She was sustenance enough.

			And when she trembled from release, Yeeran thought there could never be a more beautiful image than Furi laid bare in bliss.

			As the aftershocks of her pleasure abated, Furi pushed herself onto her elbows and chuckled. ‘It’s always better than I imagine.’

			Yeeran smiled and pulled her into her arms. ‘So you’ve been imagining this?’ she said against her hair.

			‘Yes,’ Furi said seriously. She pulled away from Yeeran and took a deep breath. ‘I’ve thought about you a lot actually.’

			Yeeran braced herself.

			‘We don’t need to talk about it now, let’s just have this moment,’ Yeeran said, pulling Furi close again, but the queen shook her head.

			‘No, we have to do this now, I don’t want you to misunderstand what this is.’

			Yeeran felt her eyes begin to burn with incoming tears and she looked away. She could not bear to be rejected by Furi once more. Gentle hands touched her cheek, guiding her back to Furi’s gaze.

			‘I did not mean it like that,’ Furi said.

			‘What did you mean, then?’

			Yeeran waited for Furi to say the words that she had longed to hear. But the queen’s silence was answer enough.

			‘Furi—’

			A bloodcurdling scream cleaved through the night.

			And Yeeran knew in her gut that someone somewhere had died.
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Chapter Eight

			 

			Alder

			Darkness settled around Alder like a cloak.

			He’d never been curious to visit his origins before. Osei had told him of the den, and that had been enough to satisfy his curiosity. What was exciting about a cave after all? Caperly was full of them.

			And maybe he’d been a little scared to see the squalor he’d been living in. Embarrassed that he couldn’t even remember his own name, so Osei had taken it from the trees that surrounded his home.

			‘I can’t see a thing,’ Lettle said behind him. Her voice was tight with concern, probably because she was yet to fall for the fourth time. But Alder could not be preoccupied with anyone’s fear but his own. His heart was fluttering like a caged bird in his chest, bursting to get free of his ribs.

			‘I’ve been here before.’ Even in the dark he recognised it. ‘The vision I had yesterday…it’s the same place.’

			It was the smell he remembered first, sweet and earthy, like moss and ice.

			The warm glow of fraedia light filled the cave as Lettle removed the crystal from her pack. But Alder wasn’t yet ready to face the truth of his origins so he squeezed his eyes shut.

			The air got hotter as Lettle approached him, holding the gemstone torch. She rested her hand on his shoulder. ‘You can open your eyes; it’s just a cave.’ It was always a surprise when she spoke so gently.

			He let his lashes flutter open.

			The cave was empty, the obeah having disappeared entirely. The only shadows on the damp walls were their own. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, dripping calcium-rich deposits onto the ground which in turn grew stalagmites. The formations looked like teeth, jagged and scowling. The maw of the cave narrowed ahead of them.

			Alder drew his arms around himself despite it being warmer in here than out by the lake. There were still pockets of frost glistening on the wood sorrel leaves, but they grew by the entrance where the small slip of light could nourish them.

			A bat flew out of the darkness and Lettle screamed, dropping the fraedia to the floor with a clink.

			Alder bent down to retrieve the crystal. It had fallen in a shallow pool of water, sending shards of light through its multi-faceted reflection.

			‘I fell down,’ he whispered. ‘I fell down here.’

			The memory was still faint, but he could now begin to see the broad strokes, if not the colours or details.

			He began to slow his breaths without Lettle prompting. Their months of work had led them to this moment.

			The cave wavered around him, merging with his past. The tightness around his stomach returned, and when he looked down, he could see the rope knotted tightly around his waist. Obeah lurked in the shadows watching him with eyes devoid of life–but not dead, just empty and haunting.

			‘It’s the same memory, only clearer. I’m scared, no, I’m terrified. I don’t know where I am. I’m holding a letter. No,’ he shook his head as the vision solidified. ‘It’s not a letter, it’s an open page of a book.’ He snapped his head to Lettle, refocusing on the present once more.

			‘I’m holding Afa’s grimoire.’

			Lettle recoiled in shock. ‘The grimoire? Are you sure?’

			Alder swallowed and dashed away the tears on his cheeks. The fear within his memory was so palpable it was hard to linger on. ‘Yes.’

			Lettle was shaking her head in denial, even as she withdrew the grimoire and showed it to him. ‘This book? This was in your memory?’

			‘Yes.’

			Lettle’s breath fogged out long and slow. ‘Rayan’s father said he found the grimoire in Afa’s tomb.’

			Alder passed the fraedia light back to Lettle, his shaking hands causing the light to flicker around them, making him feel dizzy. ‘I must have been looking for it too.’

			Lettle’s skin turned sallow. ‘Alder, the prince found the grimoire thirty years ago.’

			‘Is it safe?’ The voice made them both jump and they turned to the newcomer.

			Dart’s worried face peered through the narrow cave opening. ‘You were meant to scout ahead and let us know.’

			‘Sorry, Dart,’ Alder said. ‘I started to remember something.’

			‘That’s good!’ Mia said, pushing past Dart and into the cave. ‘Was it helpful?’

			Lettle and Alder exchanged an uneasy glance. ‘Not really,’ Alder said.

			‘So, this was your home?’ Mia said, whistling low as she turned around the small cave.

			Home. It didn’t feel like it. He felt nothing of what it felt like to be in Caperly or with the Nomads.

			‘Mortah definitely meant here, right?’ Mia asked.

			‘Yes, I did,’ Mortah replied as she entered. She looked more haggard than she had by the lake, and he knew she’d likely had to cross the smog of her own memories to reach the cave’s entrance.

			‘We found you sitting right here, in the middle of the cave, surrounded by obeah,’ she said.

			‘Was he holding a book?’ Lettle asked. ‘One that looked like this?’

			Mortah frowned. ‘No, nothing.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Lettle said, pushing the grimoire into Mortah’s hands.

			The Nomad ran her fingers along the spine and shuddered. ‘No, definitely not. I’d recognise a book bound in skin.’

			Lettle’s mouth hung agape. ‘Skin?’

			Alder took a closer look at the grimoire. He hadn’t realised, but now he scrutinised it, he noticed the tell-tale signs of stretched skin.

			‘What type of skin?’ Lettle asked with horror.

			‘Something larger than a sheep,’ Mortah said, a dryness to her tone. ‘Just look at the pores.’

			Lettle placed the grimoire gingerly back into her bag. ‘I wish I didn’t know that.’

			A droplet of water fell from the ceiling and rippled out across the shallow pool of water in the middle of the cave.

			Was that the only way to quench my thirst? What did I eat?

			Beyond the wood sorrel and moss, nothing could grow in such darkness.

			The fraedia light did not reach the end of the cave. ‘The obeah must have gone somewhere. I’m going deeper,’ Alder said, more to encourage himself than anything else.

			‘I’m coming too,’ Lettle said, matching his stride as he edged around the pool of water.

			Twenty paces in and they had to walk single file. Another ten and the walls had closed so tightly around them they had to inch sideways.

			‘The obeah’s horns would not have fit down here,’ Lettle said. She sounded on the verge of panic. Strangely, the rock pressing against his chest and back was soothing to Alder. He paused, resting his head on the damp stone.

			It was getting easier to recall the memory–though it was still singular. The tightness around his waist always came first, and this time, he followed the pull of the rope.

			‘No, it’s not this way, we need to go back.’ He let his senses lead him as they returned to the others.

			He could feel Lettle watching him, waiting for some big reveal. But again, there came a point when the memory cut out as sharply as though it had been cleaved away.

			‘I fall, the book falls next to me, then nothing.’ He shrugged, embarrassed by his failure.

			Lettle lowered herself down to the ground. ‘You said you fell here?’ She pointed to the water.

			‘Careful, it may look shallow, but caves around here hide pockets of water that could immerse you twice over,’ Mortah said.

			But Lettle simply splayed her hand over the pool, proving its shallowness.

			‘That’s odd,’ Mortah said, crouching down next to her.

			Alder hadn’t considered the pool of water to be anything other than what it was. But then Lettle gasped.

			‘What is it?’ he said, kneeling next to her. He looked into the water but all he could see was his own reflection.

			Her expression turned pensive, like it did when she was reading the Fates.

			‘Magic, so much magic,’ she leaned forward until both her hands were submerged. She let out a laugh of wonderment. ‘It’s just like the boundary in Mosima.’

			‘Human magic?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, Alder, touch the water.’

			He ran his hands through the icy pool. They sank deeper than Lettle’s.

			‘And just like the boundary, you can cross it.’

			Alder sat back on his heels, withdrawing his hand as though he touched fire and not ice.

			‘I can’t go down there.’

			‘You have to, Alder.’

			‘What if I drown?’

			‘You can swim, right?’ Lettle’s eyes were bright with fevered excitement.

			‘Yes, but still, I don’t know what could be beneath the water,’ he said breathlessly.

			‘Neither do I, that’s why you have to go.’

			He began to back away from the pool. ‘No, Lettle, I have a bad feeling about this.’

			Lettle set her jaw and he recognised the look, but he couldn’t predict what she was going to do next.

			‘If you don’t go, I will.’ Then she pressed her palms to the water and said, ‘Aiftarri.’

			Alder’s heart stuttered and he saw Lettle move as though through the haze of his memories.

			Her hands disappeared beneath her and she pitched forward into the pool. Her braids floated on the surface of the water for a few moments before being pulled by her body downwards. The fraedia light in her hand dimmed as she sank deeper and deeper, plunging them back into darkness.

			Alder dropped to his knees and thrust his hand into the water as though to grab her.

			‘Lettle!’

			There was a hiss and a smell of burning oil on cotton as Mortah lit a torch.

			Alder blinked into the sudden brightness, his gaze homing in on the pool. But all that was left of Lettle were a few bubbles.

			‘What just happened?’ Mortah’s eyes were wide.

			‘She said the human word for “open”. The magic will have parted to let her through,’ Alder said in disbelief.

			She left me. The thought was so utterly selfish he felt his cheeks heat with shame. But his feeling of abandonment was second to his fear, which traversed the line between the past and present.

			If he followed her, nothing would be the same ever again.

			Mia was the first one to say it. ‘We have to go after her.’

			‘You’re certainly not going to be the one to go,’ Dart said with a nervous laugh.

			‘Don’t start, this is serious. It was obviously her fourth fall–she could be injured, drowning even.’

			‘Exactly, we’ve no idea where the pool leads,’ Dart replied.

			Alder hugged his shaking knees to his chest. This was all too much.

			There was a sound at the cave entrance and they all turned to see an obeah run towards the water. In one leap, the obeah plunged into the pool after Lettle, but not before Alder noticed its broken horn.

			Ajax.

			‘That is the king’s obeah,’ he said with numb lips.

			‘I have no idea what is happening here,’ Mortah said slowly. The oil she’d used for the torch must have been old, as it poured smoke as it burned. The haze it left only added to the hallucinatory nature of the moment.

			Alder unwound his arms from around his legs and stood. He could not leave Lettle out of fear. No matter what was to come, he had to help her.

			And so he ignored the warning in his gut and said, ‘If I’m not back in an hour, go home.’ Now he’d made the decision, his feet took him quickly to the pool’s edge.

			‘Alder, wait!’

			Alder didn’t hear Mia’s shout because his feet had already touched the water. There was no resistance into the pool’s depth. He slipped through like an eel through the shallows, barely disturbing the surface.

			The water was so cold it burned his skin, and he gasped, releasing air from his lungs in a swirl of bubbles.

			His body seemed to hold no buoyancy and he sank quickly. Though he’d never been able to master magesight, he opened his eyes as he fell. The pool was deeper than any of them could have imagined. Light emanated from the fraedia somewhere below and it lit up the ground beneath him. He found himself looking into yet another pool. He knew it didn’t make sense, but the bottom shimmered like a body of water and through it he could see Lettle sprawled across the floor.

			The mirage is like a bubble, separating me from Lettle, he realised. As he sank closer to its surface something akin to muscle memory triggered in his mind, and he felt himself call to the stone below.

			Come to me, his mind whispered, and the earth responded.

			A deep rumble permeated his chest, releasing the last of his breath, as stone steps grew out of the ground to meet him.

			His feet landed nimbly onto the first step. The next would break the surface of the bubble.

			There was no more hesitating. His body was beginning to panic from the lack of air and he had to fight his body from breathing in the water.

			He had no choice–he stepped through the pool into the beyond.

			This time, the transition was not gentle. As his body moved from water to air, it felt as though his mind tore in two.

			The fabric of who he was began to unravel, remaking anew a tapestry he would no longer recognise.

			And as his body struck the ground next to Lettle, Alder was no more.
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Chapter Nine

			 

			Rayan

			As soon as the fire was doused, Rayan retired to the palace. He had no intention of partaking in the activities of the night. His heart beat for one person alone and he wasn’t sure he’d ever enjoy the touch of another.

			So I must accept I am alone for the rest of my life.

			Not alone, Ajax reminded him.

			The obeah was somewhere north-east.

			Not alone, Rayan agreed. He missed the obeah, but he was needed exactly where he was–following Lettle.

			Rayan hadn’t told anyone that he’d asked Ajax to keep on her trail; he knew Furi wouldn’t approve. She’d noticed the obeah’s absence but he’d brushed it off time and time again.

			He knew she thought he was lonely, but the truth was, he wasn’t. He’d been by Lettle’s side this whole time.

			The first night after Lettle had left, Rayan had been plagued by nightmares about her journey. He’d woken filled with regret for all the things he wished he had said, all the things he wished he’d done.

			Kissed her, held her, whispered how much he loved her.

			Told her that I had forgiven her.

			He’d realised it during one particularly harrowing night terror, where Lettle had fallen five hundred feet to her death. He’d run down the cliff’s path to reach her, only to find her barely breathing.

			‘Lettle,’ he’d sobbed in his dream. ‘Stay with me, please, stay with me. I can’t live without you. I don’t care that you lied to me, I don’t care that you will one day kill me. Please, Lettle.’

			He had cried against her chest until her breathing rattled to an end.

			I don’t want to live without her, he’d thought as he’d awoken, his cheeks wet with grief. The trust between them had fractured, but they could mend it. They had to.

			Or this will be the thing that kills me; the pain of not being loved by her.

			So that morning he’d gone to the boundary edge and stood by the tunnel that led to the world beyond. He was so close to following Lettle out, turning his back on Mosima and everyone in it.

			But to do so would condemn them to death. He could not leave for long periods of time without causing untold devastation to the city. They’d be forced to evacuate, straight into the front line of the elven army.

			Let me go, Ajax had said. I will make sure nothing befalls her.

			She cannot know you are there. He wasn’t sure how their time apart had changed her. After all, she’d been the one to insist that she go on this journey.

			She will not see me, Ajax said.

			Only intervene if necessary.

			So off Ajax went, following Lettle at a distance. Rayan would spend hours of the day watching her through his obeah’s eyes. It was part of why he often retreated to his royal chambers. There he wouldn’t be bothered, there he could be with his love.

			He took the stairs to his rooms two at a time.

			Ajax, where are you now?

			Lettle has entered the cave where Alder was found, I am watching her, Ajax replied.

			How was the journey? Rayan was annoyed that preoccupation with the Flare Feast had kept him from following along.

			She fell from the cliff, but I was able to help her.

			Rayan stumbled as he crossed the threshold to his room. An image of Lettle dying flashed across his vision. She fell? Was she hurt?

			She hurt her head, but she was well enough to make the rest of the journey.

			And now they’re in the cave?

			Yes.

			The air in the royal chambers was stale with the smell of old food and discarded clothing. Rayan had banned servants from attending ever since he’d brought all of his work up from the war room. He couldn’t afford for any of his notes to go missing.

			He went around the room lighting the torches with a flint. The flames vanquished the darkness, revealing the table in the centre of the room.

			A map of the continent stretched across the wood. Once he would have been preoccupied with the tokens on the western side: the Elven Lands. But his mind was now wholly focused on the east, and the two little polished beads that represented Lettle and Ajax.

			He sank into his chair, glad to finally be on his own. The arrival of Motogo and Malak had proved a distraction, and Furi would hear none of his excuses for staying in his chambers. So he had played the puppet for the day and been the king he knew the elves needed to see.

			Now he could get back to Lettle.

			It was easy to slip into Ajax’s sight. He more often looked through the obeah’s than his own nowadays.

			Though the obeah’s senses were much more heightened than his, Rayan’s mind accounted for that fact, translating what he saw and smelled into sensations he could understand. At first he had found it overwhelming maintaining his own sense of self while embodying Ajax. But now he could fade away from his present moment, even with his eyes open, and cross the leagues between him and Lettle.

			Ajax was watching her from the branches of an alder tree. The small party could just be seen through the gap in the rock.

			Can you get closer? It had been a tricky balance avoiding Shera’s scent trail during the journey. On one occasion she appeared to recognise Ajax’s smell, but then the obeah had rolled in fox dung to put her off the trail.

			Shera and Farhan have returned to Caperly. But there are more obeah here. I do not want to mask my scent again.

			I need just a minute, I want to hear what is happening.

			Rayan could sense Ajax’s disdain. For a creature of the forest, he was deeply conscious of cleanliness.

			Perhaps it is the human in him, Rayan mused. He was less perturbed by the concept of obeah being humans than Yeeran was. Ajax had always been a person to him, with the same peculiarities that made any elf or fae unique.

			I am what I am, Ajax said.

			And I am glad to know you.

			The obeah hummed a sound of happiness deep in his throat before jumping down from the tree. He crept forwards, his belly low to the ground, then pressed himself to the side of the cave’s entrance. Here he could see Lettle in her entirety.

			She is so beautiful, Rayan thought, as he gazed at her. She was lit by a fraedia crystal, her braids tied in a knot above her head, revealing the curve of her neck. He longed to run his fingers along it.

			She was speaking to Alder. ‘If you don’t go, I will.’ Her lips were bloodless and pinched, her eyes narrowed. Rayan knew this expression well–Lettle was about to do something risky. Something she probably shouldn’t.

			She pressed her hands into a shallow puddle and said, ‘Aiftarri.’

			The word jolted Rayan out of Ajax’s senses for a moment. The sudden change of being in his own body made him gasp and he looked around the room, confused.

			It took him a few breaths to realise what had happened and he reached for Ajax’s sight once more.

			She disappeared, Ajax said.

			What do you mean, she disappeared?

			She fell forward into the water and sank.

			Rayan felt like he was mishearing Ajax. She’s just gone?

			Yes.

			You have to go after her, Rayan felt his heartbeat begin to stutter, pulling him back into his own body.

			They’ll see me.

			I don’t care. Go, Ajax!

			The obeah needed no further encouragement; he launched through the cave and into the water.

			All he had to follow was the light from Lettle’s fraedia.

			It felt like it took forever for Ajax to reach her, though it was probably only half a minute.

			Rayan could feel Ajax’s panic as he struck the bottom of the pool, but instead of meeting resistance he fell through the bottom and onto a stone floor. He landed on his feet next to Lettle.

			She was lying on her stomach, blood seeping from a small cut on her head. Her eyes were closed.

			Is she breathing? Rayan asked.

			Yes.

			Ajax nudged her onto her side with his nose. The cut on her forehead looked shallower than Rayan had feared.

			Try waking her, Rayan said. He was pacing up and down his chambers. His sight connection to Ajax had become tenuous as he tried to contain his panic.

			It was like his dream all over again, and he was helpless to prevent it.

			Ajax pawed at Lettle’s chest and licked her cheeks, but neither action woke her.

			Lettle disappeared from Rayan’s sight and he thought that he’d returned to his own gaze until he realised Ajax was looking up. He had heard something.

			The ceiling of the cavern was uncanny to look at. The water was contained with what Rayan assumed was magic. It made Rayan feel lightheaded to look at it, like he was gazing at a pond upside down.

			Someone’s coming, Ajax said.

			The floor shook beneath him before stone and rock grew up from the ground to form a staircase.

			Rayan’s first thought was: It looks just like the steps in Mosima that I conjured from the earth there.

			But the thought was dismissed as the newcomer descended. Rayan recognised Alder even before his face appeared. He paused as he crossed the threshold from water to air, then continued, a small smile spreading across his features.

			His clothes were sodden, his strawberry hair slick to his forehead. But as Rayan watched, each lock began to dry, curling upwards. His clothes too were changing from dark brown to pale, and as the water evaporated steam began to surround him.

			He stepped through the cloud and noticed Ajax and Lettle for the first time.

			‘La uda’anyuh huna?’ And who do we have here? Ajax translated.

			Alder was speaking human. He approached Lettle and Ajax, his smile more lopsided than Rayan remembered.

			Rayan knew with certainty: This is not Alder.

			Ajax growled and extended his claws so that they scratched at the stone.

			‘Alakhun, bagerah, khamsa’ah.’ Peace, brethren, I pose you no harm.

			Ajax sheathed his claws and sat back on his haunches.

			I don’t trust him, Ajax, be on your guard.

			I–I can’t. It was rare that Ajax couldn’t clearly voice his thoughts. A surge of emotion crossed their connection and Rayan felt a wave of tranquillity calm his beating heart.

			He told Ajax to be at peace and he is…

			Rayan found himself walking to the doors of his chambers. He knew he wasn’t able to get to Lettle, but he also knew he couldn’t just sit and watch. Whatever was happening to Alder was significant. He had to tell the others.

			‘She looks like she took a fall,’ Alder said. Rayan hated the delay as Ajax translated.

			He tried not to trip as he walked down the stairs to the Royal Woodland, his gaze still flickering between his own and Ajax’s.

			Don’t let him go near her, Ajax. This isn’t the Alder we know.

			Ajax stepped in to block Alder from approaching Lettle.

			‘Move aside,’ Alder said…and Ajax did.

			Rayan cursed as he watched Alder crouch down and place two fingers to her neck. ‘Still alive,’ Alder said. He moved a braid from her face. ‘Beautiful too.’

			Get off her. Rayan’s thoughts were hot with rage and Ajax began to whine.

			Alder cocked his head at him.

			‘You’re bound to someone watching, aren’t you?’

			Rayan felt as though his flesh were being flayed as Alder scrutinised Ajax.

			It’s like he sees me too.

			Ajax heard them before Alder, and he looked up.

			Lettle’s travel companions were coming down the stairs. The pregnant elf, Mia, descended first, shivering and wet. She slipped on the last step and fell on her bottom. She was quickly joined by her partner whose landing was even less graceful. Only the elder Nomad Mortah seemed to keep her balance as she crossed from water to air.

			‘I knew I’d get the word eventually,’ Mia said with triumph.

			‘Are you OK, did you hurt the babies?’ Dart cradled her stomach.

			‘I’m fine. How is Lettle?’ she asked.

			To Rayan’s relief Mortah was already treating Lettle, dabbing at the graze on her forehead. He paused before entering the Royal Woodland, watching to make sure Lettle was safe.

			‘She’s unconscious and might have a concussion. I have some herbs that will help bring her round,’ Mortah said.

			‘Alder? Why do you look so strange?’ Mia asked. It was true he looked odd. His expression was one of fascination, his lips stretched into a roguish smile.

			‘Are you all here for me? ‘Alder said, but the elves didn’t understand him. ‘Ah, you speak the common tongue only?’ he said, changing language.

			‘Have your memories come back to you?’ Mia said with sudden excitement.

			‘I have returned to who I am, if that’s what you mean?’

			‘Alder—’

			‘Why do you keep calling me Alder?’

			‘That’s your name.’

			Alder laughed and it was like listening to a melody you knew being played in a different key. ‘No, it most certainly isn’t.’

			Rayan moved between the trees of the woodland now but it was hard to keep track of both realities while looking for Yeeran and Furi.

			A scream split the air, stopping him in his tracks. His first instinct was to check on Lettle. But to his relief, Mortah’s medicine was working and she was coming round.

			The scream had come from deeper within the Royal Woodland and it was quickly followed by heaving sobs.

			Dread crept along his skin, leaving the hairs raised. The cries reminded him once more of his nightmares. It was the sound of fathomless grief.

			It was the sound of a lover losing their love.
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Chapter Ten

			 

			Yeeran

			Yeeran dressed as she ran. She’d picked up Furi’s cloak knowing she wouldn’t have even considered clothing before she’d followed the scream.

			It was easy to trace the queen’s steps–she had pulled a horde of star gliders to her and they illuminated a path through the woodland to where she had stopped ahead.

			Furi’s head bowed low as she spoke quietly to someone. Yeeran picked up the tail end of the conversation as she drew near.

			‘…she just died in his arms,’ Anyah said. Furi’s second-in-command had arrived before them. She had shaved her hair since Yeeran had last seen her and it sharpened her petite features which would have otherwise been deemed cute.

			Anyah had been an unorthodox pick to replace Berro after she died. She was an indentured servant in the palace, finishing her sentence as a food taster, when Furi chose her. That would have been controversy enough if she wasn’t also Lightless. It had surely been a hard battle for Anyah to instil authority over the far more experienced soldiers of the faeguard. But from Furi’s reports she’d been doing well.

			Yeeran went to the queen and laid her cloak around her shivering shoulders. Furi didn’t seem to notice.

			‘What happened?’ Yeeran asked her. She was surprisingly out of breath; her months of sitting behind desks had taken a tithe on her stamina.

			‘One of the faeguard is dead,’ Anyah said grimly. She moved out of the way, revealing the scene beyond.

			A woman lay supine on the ground, her blonde hair fanning around her like the petals of a sunflower. Yeeran’s heart began to race as she recognised Cely.

			Her mouth was parted in a soft smile, serene in death.

			Less than two hours ago I was touched by those lips.

			But how did she die? Yeeran could see no wounds on Cely’s naked skin.

			‘She was off duty,’ Furi said quietly. Her eyes were shimmering with unshed tears. ‘She was so excited to end the night with Zayed.’ Furi pointed to the man keening on the ground next to Cely’s body.

			The queen took a small step forward, then another and another until she was by Zayed’s side. The grieving fae turned and sobbed onto her shoulder.

			Anyah watched Furi with a compassion that surprised Yeeran. ‘It must be so hard for her, especially since this time last year…’

			Furi had been gifted with a very rare and invaluable thing in the world of a soldier–Anyah’s unquestioning loyalty.

			A crowd was gathering, drawn in by Zayed’s scream. The fae parted as Rayan pushed his way through.

			‘Yeeran? What’s going on?’ Rayan’s eyes were wide and hollowed, like he hadn’t slept in the four months he’d been apart from Lettle.

			Anyah answered him, pointing to Cely. ‘A faeguard was killed.’

			Yeeran instinctively reached for Pila. Where are you?

			Amnan and I are on our way. We’re crossing the neutral zone now.

			You are topside? Yeeran hated when Pila left the city. It was risky to venture beyond the boundary, especially with an army at their door.

			Yes, we were chasing moonbeams.

			Yeeran’s anger softened. Though she had only been in Mosima for a short time compared to the fae, she had come to understand how stifling a world without a sky could be.

			‘I’m going to call on more of the faeguard. We need to disperse the crowd,’ Anyah said.

			Yeeran’s memories of the night the queens died were still fresh–it had been so easy to ignite the flame of the crowd’s anger and they had quickly turned from an audience to a mob.

			And their ire had been directed at her.

			‘Identify where Motogo and Malak are, too, we don’t want this to escalate,’ Yeeran said.

			Anyah nodded before slipping away.

			‘Were they lovers?’ Rayan asked. All the blood had drained from his face as he watched Zayed weep.

			‘Yes. But I don’t know how she died, she has no wounds.’

			Furi was whispering soothing words in Zayed’s ear.

			‘Could it have been poison?’ Rayan asked.

			‘Perhaps, though I’m not—’

			Yeeran, look. Pila’s words were urgent. At the same time, Furi gasped and Yeeran knew whatever she was about to see, the queen was already viewing in Amnan’s sight.

			For a dizzying moment, both realities presented themselves in Yeeran’s mind: Cely lying dead in Mosima and her obeah lying dead topside.

			‘No,’ she uttered as the trees of the woodland fell away and she saw the obeah in its entirety.

			Its side was pockmarked with wounds. Not one or two, but dozens of them. Yeeran had caused enough deaths to know the tell-tale signs of drumfire.

			Pila’s gaze moved suddenly upwards as she noticed something by the edge of the elf side of the neutral zone. The flash of a figure, a uniform, a drum. Then they disappeared into the night. But not before Yeeran had seen the silver thread stitched into their back. A single symbol of a waning moon.

			Shall I go after them? Pila asked.

			No, you need to stay safe, come back to Mosima. Now.

			‘You did this?’ Furi said, the ire in her voice pulling Yeeran straight back to the woodland.

			Motogo and Malak had been brought forward by two faeguards, and Furi was rounding on them.

			‘Is that fae dead?’ Motogo’s performance–if that’s what it was–would have convinced Yeeran of Waning’s innocence, if she hadn’t seen the obeah’s body.

			‘What else would you expect? You killed her obeah,’ Furi spat.

			Malak took a shocked step back. ‘How? I don’t understand.’

			‘Her obeah was killed by drumfire in the neutral zone,’ Yeeran said quietly.

			The gasp rippled through the crowd. There was no containing this secret. Furi had already accused the elves, and the citizens of Mosima would have eventually demanded answers.

			Zayed started to stand, and Rayan went to help him up. His shaking legs found strength as his grief hardened into something more powerful–vengeance. ‘Why did you do this?’

			The crowd growled as one, fangs gleaming in the star glider light.

			Malak’s gaze shifted left and right as he took in the fae around him. His hands trembled by his sides. Motogo, on the other hand, didn’t recognise the danger they were in.

			‘If you haven’t noticed, I’ve been here all night. We had no hand in this!’ Motogo shouted.

			‘Are you not the chieftain of Waning, responsible for all soldiers under your jurisdiction? Is it not true that your tribe favours drumfire most?’

			Furi looked to Yeeran for confirmation. Malak’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, waiting for Yeeran’s response.

			She nodded once, and for some reason it felt like betraying Salawa all over again.

			‘But I told my soldiers—’ Motogo’s voice had risen an octave.

			‘Do not kill obeah. That was the final term on the treaty that you were yet to sign,’ Furi said quietly. ‘You were invited here as guests—’

			‘Guests?’ Motogo said in disbelief. ‘You invite us to the heart of your battlefield to flaunt your riches in the sky.’

			‘Mosima is no battlefield,’ Furi’s voice dripped with venom. ‘No one here wields a weapon.’

			Motogo seethed, ‘You are the weapon!’

			‘You would do well to remember that,’ she said, her eyes flashing.

			Yeeran and Malak exchanged a glance. Their hopes for this encounter had been dashed the moment Cely died. It lay with them to salvage it.

			‘Queen Furi, you are of course right,’ Malak said sincerely. ‘The responsibility for the fae’s murder should be laid at the feet of my chieftain. But we did not order her death; our only crime is not signing the treaty sooner.’

			Furi scoffed. ‘If we killed one of yours, would you have pardoned us on such a technicality?’

			Motogo began to speak, spittle glinting in the star glider light. ‘You already killed one of ours—’

			Malak cut them off with a sharp glance. ‘Perhaps not at first, but we would give you time to investigate the crime thoroughly before reaching a conclusion.’

			The crowd had gone silent, and Yeeran took her own opportunity to smother the flames. ‘Furi, I don’t think they would have intentionally targeted the obeah.’

			‘There must be a penance,’ Zayed said to Rayan and Furi. ‘We disrespect her legacy if we do not take what was taken.’

			His words were mead poured over a dying ember. The fae began to shout, ‘Penance! Penance! Penance!’

			Furi raised her voice to be heard above the cacophony. ‘Was this all a ruse, to distract us from the violence beyond our borders?’

			‘Why would I accept your invitation and then order the killing of an obeah?’ Motogo’s lips curled in scorn.

			‘You have never wanted peace with us; you came here to browse your bounty. Admit it, you have no intention of signing the treaty.’ Furi had stepped forward until she was less than a foot from Motogo’s face. Only now did the chieftain realise the threat.

			‘T-t-that is not entirely accurate,’ Motogo said, their gaze flickering to the boundary. ‘Let me speak to the coalition, find out how the obeah died—’

			‘Murdered!’ Zayed screamed. ‘She was murdered.’

			‘What is the sentence for murder in your land?’ Furi said so softly Yeeran almost didn’t hear her.

			Motogo took a tentative step backwards. ‘A trial, we always set a trial.’

			‘There are no trials on battlefields, just one soldier facing the other. And you have already stated you think Mosima a battlefield.’

			The crowd began to close in on the elves and Yeeran found herself pushing through the mob to stand in front of them.

			How has it come to this?

			‘Stand aside, Yeeran,’ Furi said.

			Yeeran’s gaze was pleading. ‘There’ll be no going back,’ she said.

			‘We have no choice,’ Furi said. Rayan, who hadn’t seemed present for the encounter, now spoke.

			‘She’s right,’ he said quietly. ‘They will do it anyway.’ He nodded to the undulating crowd.

			Yeeran’s shoulders drooped in defeat and she stepped aside.

			‘Yeeran, wait—’ Those were the last words Motogo ever said.

			Furi’s magic wound tight around Motogo’s neck. The crowd began to cheer as the elf’s face grew red, then purple, then blue.

			Malak looked on, his expression one of utter horror. He couldn’t use magesight, but if he could, he would have seen more threads join Furi’s.

			One by one, those who were faebound wove their magic around Motogo’s neck, each partaking in the death sentence.

			Yeeran’s hand went to her own throat. She remembered how it had felt when she too had been subjected to the same verdict. Only binding with Pila had stopped them before snapping her neck.

			Motogo had no such luck.

			Yeeran looked away as she heard the snap of death. Malak’s expression had turned impassive, shock rendering his features slack.

			The crowd went silent.

			‘I’m chieftain now,’ Malak whispered to himself. She felt a wave of sympathy for him. Neither of them had asked for this.

			Badum, badum, badum. Anyah had arrived with a retinue of soldiers at her back, their footfalls the only sound in the woodland. Even the animals seemed to have quietened.

			‘Go back to your homes,’ Furi shouted to her citizens. ‘Let your conscience rest easy knowing justice was served well this night.’

			As the fae began to disperse, Pila arrived.

			I’m so glad you’re here. Yeeran buried her face into her fur. She didn’t mourn Motogo’s death–they had never been particularly warm to her–but she was still shaken.

			Two murders in one night, is not a very good night, Pila said grimly.

			No, it is not.

			Pila looked at Malak. The elf hadn’t moved. Did Rayan turn him into a stone too?

			Thankfully not, though I’ve no idea where we go from here.

			Furi noticed Yeeran watching him. ‘You know we can’t let him go back to the elves, right?’

			Yeeran didn’t meet her eye. There was so much left unspoken between them. And now this. Death haunted them both.

			‘Make sure he’s taken care of, though,’ Yeeran said. What else could she do? Malak had been privy to a crime that would bring war down on Mosima.

			‘Take Malak to the prison,’ Furi said to Anyah. ‘And give him provisions to last a few days.’

			This brought Malak out of his shock. ‘I am a prisoner of war now?’

			‘You are a guest, being assigned new quarters,’ Rayan said placidly.

			‘Yeeran, are you really going to let them do this? What about all our work?’

			‘The treaty turned to ash the moment the obeah was killed,’ Yeeran said honestly. ‘And that, Malak, is not my fault.’ For a second she saw Malak’s temper flare in the depths of his eyes. She flinched from the heat of it, but then it cooled as quickly as it came.

			‘Motogo did not do this, you’ll see,’ he said, and Yeeran believed him. ‘But do what you have to do.’ Then he let himself be led away.

			Once the woodland was empty of all fae, Rayan turned to the grieving Zayed. ‘Do you have family nearby that you can go to?’

			He nodded, tears still streaming down his face.

			Rayan called forward another faeguard. ‘Escort him home. Have another soldier carry his love.’

			‘No,’ Furi said. ‘Amnan will carry her–if you would let him.’

			Yeeran was shocked. It was an intimate thing to touch an obeah you were not bound to. It was a sacred rule that respected the sanctity of the binding. When Amnan had reached for Yeeran in the past she had known how exceptional the moment was and she’d cherished it.

			Zayed bowed low. ‘You honour her,’ he said, his voice raw.

			Furi beckoned Amnan who had arrived with Pila. Then she removed her cloak and tenderly wrapped Cely in it, veiling her nakedness.

			Silent tears fell down Furi’s face and Yeeran wanted to go to her, but she was unsure whether she should. ‘I don’t want you to misunderstand what this is,’ Furi had said.

			So she stood apart from the fae and watched as Furi and Rayan positioned Cely on Amnan’s back.

			Once she was secure, Zayed turned to Furi and said, ‘Thank you.’

			In those two words were an ocean of gratitude. She had sated his vengeance before it had consumed him. Furi had claimed another loyalist for life.

			Amnan left with Zayed by his side.

			Now it was just Furi, Rayan, Pila and Yeeran left. And Motogo’s body.

			The only sound was the flapping of the star glider wings, until Furi spoke, ‘I killed another chieftain.’ Her voice cracked at the end.

			‘Yes, you did,’ Yeeran said with a sigh. ‘There will be war.’

			Furi lifted her chin. ‘That is all you have to say? Where is your wrath? I know I deserve it.’

			Yeeran assessed her feelings. And to her surprise she wasn’t angry. Would she have killed Motogo in that situation? Probably not, but neither had she ever hoped to be in that situation. The crowd had been as dangerous to the elves as to the royals. The Lightless rebellion was still fresh in all their memories.

			‘I’m not angry. I’m just sad, I think,’ Yeeran said.

			‘I’m sorry that all your work was for nothing, Yeeran.’ Furi did sound remorseful.

			But that was not all Yeeran was sad about. Furi’s words from earlier rang out in her mind. She tried to quash the pain of it; there was too much to think about.

			‘Do you think they really did it? Ordered the obeah’s death?’ Yeeran asked.

			Silence again. Yeeran stole a look at Rayan. He had closed his eyes. She wondered if he had fallen asleep standing up.

			‘I do not think that it mattered really,’ Furi said. ‘The fae would have wanted war either way. By killing Motogo I sated their need for violence.’

			‘For now,’ Rayan said.

			So he was listening.

			‘We need to come up with a plan. We don’t have long before Malak and Motogo are expected back at their camp,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi looked down at Motogo’s body. ‘Why don’t we do nothing?’

			‘We can’t do nothing. If Malak and Motogo don’t return, the elves will take it as an act of war,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi pointed to the body of the chieftain. ‘War has begun already.’

			‘What do you think, Rayan?’ Yeeran asked. He looked so haggard as he opened his eyes.

			‘I’m happy to do what you suggest,’ he said.

			‘Where has this deference come from?’ she asked. ‘As my captain you always had an opinion.’

			‘And you so often ignored it,’ he reminded her with a small smile.

			She didn’t return it. ‘It doesn’t matter; you’re no longer captain now, you’re king. Rule like one.’

			Yeeran was rarely sharp, especially with him, but the night had grated on all of them.

			‘I’m sorry I’ve been so distracted.’

			‘That’s all right,’ Furi said. She was more forgiving towards him than Yeeran was. ‘I think we keep Malak here,’ she decided. ‘Right now, if they don’t return there will be questions, but if Malak is released, they’ll know the extent of what happened here.’

			‘But all we’ll be doing is delaying the inevitable,’ Yeeran reminded them.

			‘The delay will be to our benefit. We need to recall every single bound obeah back to Mosima. They’ll be the first people who the army will attack.’ Rayan made a good point. Ajax was one of the many obeah who had been spending most of his time topside, despite the danger. Yeeran wasn’t sure how Rayan could stand the anxiety of it and she idly wondered how much that had contributed to his listlessness.

			‘Hopefully it will give us a day or two,’ Furi said. ‘I’ll get the message out immediately.’

			Yeeran kneeled beside Motogo. ‘We need to move the body.’

			‘We cannot send it back to the elves,’ Rayan said.

			Furi lowered herself next to Yeeran and pushed her hands into the dirt.

			The ground opened up like the jaws of a lion. Motogo was quickly consumed by the churned-up soil. Green seedlings began to push through the dirt as the queen extended her own power. The shoots grew into blooming daisies, bright white and pure.

			Yeeran ran her fingers through the flowers, disturbing the star gliders who had already settled on the buds. She felt as though she should say something. There was no love lost between them, and if they had ordered the obeah killed then Motogo was not only obnoxious but heinous. But the loyalty instilled in her in the Waning army was hard to shake.

			‘You were my general once,’ she said quietly. ‘And I didn’t always agree with you. Though I respected the chain of command, and in turn you respected me. For that I will always be grateful. Lay down your drum and rest now. The battle is over.’

			She saluted, pounding her chest once with a closed fist. She looked to Rayan, expecting him to be doing the same, but his gaze was elsewhere, his mouth hanging agape.

			‘Rayan? Are you all right?’ she asked.

			He jerked as though coming round from a dream. ‘I’m fine…but Lettle is not. Alder, he is not either.’

			Yeeran felt her palms begin to sweat. ‘What do you mean? How do you know?’

			Rayan’s eyes focused on hers, and he said miserably, ‘Ajax.’

			Yeeran sat back on her heels. The broken pieces of Rayan slotted into a shape she finally understood. She felt foolish for not realising it sooner.

			‘He’s been with Lettle all this time?’ Furi whispered. Yeeran could see that she too felt guilty for not knowing. But they had been preoccupied and more inclined to pass Rayan’s disquiet off as lovesickness.

			‘Yes. And there’s much to tell.’

			Yeeran’s heart felt as though it was beating in her throat. ‘Tell us everything.’
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Chapter Eleven

			 

			Lettle

			Lettle opened her eyes and realised that she must still be in a dream.

			‘Ajax?’ The obeah stood over her, concern emanating from his green eyes. He mewled softly and rested his head on her chest.

			‘What a lovely dream, I’ve missed you so.’ She ran her hands through Ajax’s fur.

			‘It’s not a dream, Lettle,’ Dart said behind her. Ajax raised his head so she could sit up, but as soon as she did her head began to pound.

			‘Dart? What happened?’ The Wayfarer was rubbing his beard so vigorously she thought it might just fall off.

			‘You fell through the pool of water that was concealed with human magic.’

			‘The fourth fall.’ Lettle laughed for a bit longer than perhaps she meant to.

			‘Careful now, don’t stand up too fast,’ Mortah said.

			Lettle poked her tongue out. ‘Why does my mouth taste like camel dung?’ She giggled. ‘Camel dung, camel dung, camel dung.’

			‘I had to give you nerba root to bring you round. You might feel a little…strange.’

			Somewhere in the back of her mind Lettle acknowledged that nerba root was a stimulant, which, despite the pain, accounted for her slight mania.

			‘I feel amazing,’ she said. Then she looked at Ajax. ‘You’ve always been with me, haven’t you? Ever since we left Mosima.’ The obeah dipped his head.

			Oh, Rayan. You foolish, lovable man. She didn’t realise she’d spoken out loud until someone behind her said, ‘And who is Rayan?’

			The voice sounded like Alder, but also not like Alder. The accent softer, with more of a staccato inflection.

			She turned to look at him. He leaned back against the wall of the cave, his ankles crossed in front of him. His hands rested on his lap as though he were relaxing on the shore of a lake, and not in some strange underground room. The eyes that looked back at her were Alder’s, yes, but the grey in them seemed almost silver, touched with an intensity that was not entirely sane. His smile was lazy, almost taunting.

			Whether it was the drugs, or her own discernment that brought her clarity, she knew with certainty: ‘That is not Alder.’

			‘Something’s happened to him,’ Mia said. She sounded on the verge of tears.

			‘They are afeared of me,’ Alder-who-was-not-Alder said. Even the way his lips moved was different. ‘Ought I not be the one frightened? To find strangers in my home?’

			‘Alder, what is the last thing you remember?’ Mia asked urgently.

			‘Are you a jester? Or merely a fool? I have told you again and again, my name is not Alder.’

			‘What is it, then?’ Lettle asked.

			The man who was not Alder didn’t answer.

			‘Could he have struck his head?’ Mia said. Her denial of the situation was laughable–so Lettle did laugh.

			‘I assure you that I am trim,’ he said.

			Lettle couldn’t stop looking at his mouth, and the odd sounds that were coming out of it.

			‘You sound so strange,’ she said.

			That unsettling smile again. ‘It has been many years since I last spoke to another.’

			‘That’s not true, you spoke to me just a moment ago,’ Mia’s voice warbled with fear.

			Dart wrapped his arms around her. Even though the act was supposed to be comforting, Lettle could see how tightly he held onto Mia, as though she held him up.

			Should I be sad too? Maybe the drugs have affected me more than I realise. The thought was fleeting as another question occurred to her.

			‘Where are we?’ She looked around. The hole they had fallen down had landed them in another cave, but she could not see the end of it.

			‘It was once a sanctuary,’ Alder whispered. ‘But it ceased being that centuries ago.’

			‘Were you born here?’ There was no way Alder had lived past her thirty-three years.

			His laugh was dry and grating. ‘You could say that.’

			Mia began to moan, low and bereft. ‘Where has Alder gone?’

			The man who was not Alder looked at Mia and said, ‘So he is beloved, this Alder?’

			Mia winced, tears leaking from her eyes. ‘Yes, very much so.’

			‘It is good that I am loved beyond these walls.’ His sorrow pierced some of Lettle’s euphoria.

			‘Who are you?’

			Mia moaned again. And suddenly, through the haze of the drug, Lettle recognised the tone of her cry, unique to one condition. Both she and Mortah said at the same time: ‘The babies.’

			Mia fell forward onto her knees. ‘It hurts so much.’

			‘Are the babies coming early?’ Dart asked. He shook like a leaf in a breeze. Though she knew him little, it still seemed odd to see the Wayfarer shaken so.

			‘Dart, help me lower her to the ground.’ Mortah’s command seemed to give him strength and he moved quickly to guide Mia down.

			Lettle watched, her hands still clutching Ajax’s fur, the room spinning ever so slightly. Like a boat, she thought. A gentle voyage down the river.

			She heard Mortah speak quietly to Mia, though none of the words truly seemed to permeate Lettle’s mind. ‘I’m going to have to examine you,’ Mortah said.

			‘Will it hurt?’

			‘I’ll be gentle.’

			Mia whimpered beneath Mortah’s touch but it was over quickly.

			‘Are the babies OK?’ Mia asked.

			‘Yes, there is a little bleeding, but I don’t think you’re in labour.’

			Mia let out a slow breath. ‘The pain is easing.’

			‘Good, but I still think we should get you back to the midwives. They’ll know more than I do.’

			‘You are not a midwife?’ the man who was not Alder asked.

			‘No,’ Mortah replied before Lettle could. ‘But all Nomads who are as old as me learn a little something about healing over time.’

			The man suddenly brightened, and Lettle almost jerked backwards from the sudden change of expression. He seemed to experience extremes only, and right now, he shone like a ray of sun.

			‘You agree then, time and intelligence are entwined? One cannot pass without the other?’ It was such a strange question, and Lettle wasn’t sure how Mortah would respond.

			‘No, I know many people whose intelligence only lessened with time, and not the other way round. I think perhaps knowledge will always increase, but certainly not intelligence. That must be earned through willingness and study, and even then some people end up stupider than before.’

			Mia laughed then grimaced and held her belly.

			‘I’m not sure I’ll make the journey back to Caperly,’ she admitted. Her skin had turned pale and Lettle knew she was in more pain than she was letting on.

			‘You speak of the city in the mountain?’ Alder’s eyes narrowed.

			‘Yes, our home,’ Dart said, then he turned to Mia. ‘I’ll carry you if I have to, but we should leave—’

			The sound of grinding rock rattled Lettle’s eardrums, drowning out the rest of Dart’s words. She watched in shock as the stairs that led to the pool churned as though made of mud and then melted away into the earth.

			‘No one leaves,’ Alder said quietly.

			‘Did he just remove the stairs?’ Lettle asked, checking that the others had seen what she had.

			‘He did.’ Mortah’s lips pulled taut in fear.

			Lettle had only seen power like this once before–from the Jani dynasty.

			Dart rounded on Alder. ‘Whatever you did, undo it.’

			‘No,’ he said.

			Mia groaned again.

			‘Can’t you see she needs help?’

			‘Give her the drugs you gave that one.’ Alder pointed at Lettle.

			Mortah looked horrified. ‘No, it would be too dangerous for the babies.’

			‘Then we must all hope she is not labouring,’ Alder said. It was such an un-Alder thing to say that Lettle lost all patience.

			‘Who are you?’ she shouted. ‘Where has all your compassion gone?’

			He seemed to be considering her question. ‘I think it faded, like all things, with time. I don’t miss it.’

			Lettle was shocked into silence for a second. Nothing made sense about this new Alder. ‘You really aren’t him, are you?’

			‘That’s what I’ve been trying to say.’

			Mia let out a whimper and Dart said, ‘Please, whoever you are, just let us out.’ The Wayfarer was crying as he cradled Mia’s stomach.

			Alder frowned then turned to Ajax and said, ‘Maun’aant farjav a’ant galur?’

			Ajax growled low in his throat before dipping his head.

			‘Turfaan al’hudah la eeftah.’

			Again Ajax nodded.

			Lettle’s mouth hung open. ‘You’re speaking the human language, aren’t you?’

			‘Yes,’ he said.

			She rummaged in her pack and withdrew the grimoire, thrusting it under his nose. ‘Can you read this?’

			Her heart beat so fast she thought he must be able to hear it.

			Alder’s expression changed from guarded to frenzied and he reached for the grimoire, but Lettle snatched it back before he could touch it. ‘Where did you get that?’ he asked.

			‘It doesn’t matter. Can you read it?’

			‘Tell me where you got it.’ His mouth had twisted into a snarl, his eyes widening in horror or fury, Lettle couldn’t tell.

			Mia’s heavy breaths were like a ticking clock in the background and it gave Lettle an idea.

			‘Let them go and I’ll tell you everything,’ she said.

			Alder looked at Mia, his eyes wild, but Lettle wasn’t sure he was actually seeing her.

			‘Do you really want to have the death of twins on your hands?’ Her question seemed to permeate his mania and he jerked, his eyes filling with sudden tears.

			‘Twins?’ he whispered.

			‘Yes,’ Mia said with the fierceness of a protective mother.

			He turned on his heel as quickly as his emotions had changed and beckoned to them. ‘Come.’

			Lettle was the first to follow, Ajax matching her pace. Despite her trepidation, she couldn’t deny she was a little excited about finally getting answers.

			Mia leaned heavily on Dart, with Mortah by her side. The three of them shuffled after Lettle.

			She smelled the wildflowers before she saw them. Sweetpea and camomile, mint and hemlock; the aromas of their blossoms reminded her of meadows on the Bleeding Field where the war had long passed by. The bodies that had once fallen fertilising the battlefield into something far more beautiful than the bloodshed that had come before.

			The light was what she noticed next. With her fraedia crystal behind her now, the warmth of a new light source filled the cavern the deeper they went. The moss on the rockface turned to ferns the closer they got to the light, until the pathway opened up to a whole new cavern.

			It was large enough to steal the breath from Lettle’s chest but small enough to see the entirety of it. A glade of blooming flowers basked in the fraedia light that hung in pockets around the ceiling. Bees and butterflies moved between each blossom, some startling into flight as a rabbit pranced through the meadow.

			She immediately looked around in magesight and what she saw confirmed her suspicions.

			‘You have a magical boundary here too, just like Mosima,’ she whispered.

			‘Mosima?’ Alder said, his eyes narrowing. ‘You have been there?’

			Lettle pinched her lips shut, making clear that she would only speak again when he showed them the exit.

			Alder gave her a sly smile that was so unlike her friend’s. ‘This way,’ he said.

			An obeah slunk out from under a plum tree. He murmured to it in the human language and it moved away.

			Alder saw Lettle’s gaze linger on the obeah and he said, ‘My brethren have always been welcome here, though few bound to the fae have discovered my location.’

			He led them past a shimmering pool of water towards the far end of the cavern. It was only then that Lettle realised the mottled surface of the cave’s walls wasn’t stone, but books. Rows upon rows of books.

			‘I’ve never seen so many books in all my lifetime,’ she breathed.

			‘They took a while to garner,’ he said, smiling, and it was an expression she recognised from the Alder she knew. Both proud and unassuming at the same time.

			Lettle’s hand automatically reached for the spine of one of the tomes, but Alder was there before her, his nails bared like claws to strike her away.

			‘Those are not for you!’ His voice took on an otherworldly growl. It left her shaken.

			I cannot let my guard down; this is not the man I once knew. The thought pierced her heart with a grief she was not ready to acknowledge.

			‘Here.’ Alder pointed to a slip in the rock, calm once more. The sound of water coursed behind it and as Lettle drew near she could see the water rushing down.

			‘That’s not an exit—’

			‘That’s the waterfall in Caperly,’ Mia said, sweat peppering her brow despite her wet clothes.

			Dart stepped forward, ducking his head through the gap. He returned drenched once more in freezing water.

			‘It’s Caperly,’ he confirmed. ‘But I’m not exactly sure how you expect us to climb down from here. We’re behind a waterfall pouring hundreds of gallons a second.’

			Alder held out his hand and a plant grew from the soil between his toes. Lettle watched in horrified fascination as it grew thick and long, its bark woody but its branches flexible and thin. With deft hands he manipulated and wove the plant into an object Lettle didn’t understand until he handed it over to Dart.

			‘Silkvine,’ Dart whispered, turning the harness over in his hand. He held it as though it were glass. ‘You mean for us to use this to descend?’

			‘There’s a ridge below that leads to a pathway into the centre of the city. But you must lower yourself down to it,’ Alder said.

			Dart scoffed. ‘Come, Mia, we’ll figure another way out through the pool–this is too dangerous.’

			Mia stumbled, her knees giving way. ‘Dart.’ He caught her before she fell.

			‘We have no choice, Dart. Even if the stairs were still there this would be the better option. The quicker option. She needs help,’ Mortah said. She moved forward and inspected the harness. ‘Silkvine is strong, it will hold.’

			‘I’ll go down first,’ Dart said.

			‘No,’ Mortah replied. She looked at Lettle. ‘Will you be all right here?’

			Lettle knew what Mortah was going to do and she nodded once. ‘Yes.’

			Though Lettle wasn’t sure why she was so certain. She was in a strange land with a man she no longer knew, who had power she could not begin to fathom.

			But he’s Alder, her mind said. I know who he is, even if he doesn’t know himself. And he wouldn’t hurt me.

			Right?

			‘Look after my stick,’ Mortah said, then she winked and lowered her voice. ‘It has bite.’ She reached for Lettle’s hand before pressing the walking stick into it, ensuring Lettle could feel the hinge in the wood.

			Lettle met her eyes, conveying that she understood Mortah’s gift–a hidden blade.

			I hope I do not have to use it.

			Then, Mortah pulled the harness on. ‘You’ll know it’s safe when I remove the harness.’ Without a backwards glance she jumped out of the crag. She did not scream as she fell, but they knew she had stopped because the rope went taut.

			Lettle leaned over the edge but she could not hear or see anything but water. Then the silkvine went slack and Dart pulled it back up.

			‘It must be safe,’ he said. He still looked sick with worry as he helped Mia into the harness.

			Alder was watching with his arms folded, his eyes glittering.

			‘Lettle,’ Mia said as she stood on the precipice. Her voice was tight with pain. ‘Bring back Alder, all right?’

			‘I will,’ Lettle said, before really considering what she was agreeing to, and if it was even possible.

			Is Alder lost for ever? The thought was cold and unwelcome, so she pushed it away.

			Then Mia jumped. Lettle could see Dart was holding his breath until the rope went slack. He gave Lettle a cursory nod before jumping after his love.

			‘And then there were two,’ Alder said.

			‘Three,’ she corrected him. Ajax stood by her side, an immovable protector.

			Alder smiled as though indulging a child. ‘Indeed.’

			She shivered. The drugs Mortah had given her had distracted her from her wet clothes, but now they were wearing off, she felt chilled to the bone.

			Alder noticed and he ran his gaze over her clothes. In moments Lettle felt a warmth spread over her body as the clothing dried.

			‘How did you do that?’

			He didn’t answer her. The sound of rushing water filled the air. ‘Tell me then, what do you know of the book you cradle so tightly against your chest?’

			‘I know it was written by Afa, the last human.’

			‘Afa,’ the name caught in his throat. ‘I haven’t heard that name in a long time.’

			‘Do you know of him?’

			He looked like he might nod, but then he said, ‘No. Tell me, who is he?’

			Lettle shrugged. ‘Growing up I had thought him a faerytale only.’

			The Wandering Human had been her favourite story as a child. She’d had few possessions, but that book had been one of them. Yeeran had found it battered and bruised in the pocket of a soldier on the Bleeding Field. Their father had read it to them so many times that Lettle had learned it off by heart.

			‘With teeth of knives and eyes of fire, the fae killed every human, for humans were the most magical of beings,’ she recounted the words from memory. ‘Until only one human remained. Afa he was called. The last of them. Damned to wander the land alone. He travelled across seas, across continents, gaining knowledge wherever he went. The knowledge enhanced Afa’s power, and when he returned to the Fae Lands, he cursed the fae for what they had done, banishing them to Mosima, a land entombed in time.’

			‘A faerytale it is,’ the man said.

			Lettle narrowed her eyes. ‘So, you do know Afa?’

			Once more he didn’t answer.

			‘Who are you?’

			Again, silence. Her frustration was growing by the minute and part of her wanted to jump after Dart too.

			But I’d be abandoning Alder. She couldn’t do that, not when they’d come this far. Her eyes threatened tears and she squeezed them shut.

			‘That grimoire was not for you,’ Alder said. Lettle cracked open an eyelid.

			He was watching her, examining her.

			‘Well, whoever it was for, it’s mine now.’

			This got a reaction from him: ‘No, it’s not. It’s mine.’ Lettle was learning he was a proud man, this new Alder.

			‘This was found in Afa’s tomb.’

			Alder laughed, genuinely amused. ‘A tomb indeed.’

			Lettle shuddered. The truth was a spider along her back, crawling slowly to realisation. She felt the dread of its many legs. ‘The grimoire was found over thirty years ago. You would have been a child.’

			‘It has been a long time since I was a child,’ he said.

			Lettle shook her head, denying his words. ‘No, that’s impossible.’

			‘Nothing is impossible,’ he whispered.

			Lettle thrust the grimoire in front of him, opening the pages. ‘If this is yours, can you read it?’

			‘I don’t need to read it.’ He looked to the water. ‘I can recite it in its entirety.’

			‘How?’ She knew the answer, even as her brain rebelled against it.

			‘I wrote it.’

			Her teeth were chattering and it was no longer from the cold. Ajax sensed her distress and began to growl. ‘But this was penned over a thousand years ago.’

			‘A thousand years? It feels like longer, I admit.’

			Realisation was like ice down Lettle’s neck.

			She stood up and walked towards Alder-who-was-not. ‘If you wrote this, then that means you’re…’ Her voice quavered into silence.

			‘Say it,’ he said, his eyes hungry.

			‘Afa.’

			His smile was slow and more than a little frenzied. ‘Nice to meet you.’

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Part Two Letter written by the first queen of the Jani dynasty]

			

			I have felt you in my mind these hundred years. I know when your eyes see with mine. Sometimes I have lingered longer at the mirror so you could see me. I should not love you, I know that.

			But I love the memory of you, not who you became in the end. Who I nearly became with you.

			We did terrible things in the name of justice, didn’t we? We’d be doing it still if you hadn’t done what you did.

			No one’s rage should tear down cities.

			No one’s power should decimate a people.
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Chapter Twelve

			 

			Furi

			The evening had been both the best and worst Furi had had in many months. It was the anniversary of her mother and aunt’s deaths, so she’d already woken with the heavy weight of grief on her shoulders. Add to that a nerve-wracking meeting between the elves and fae, along with hosting the Flare Feast, and she was wrung out before the night had even begun.

			But the night…that had been worth the ordeal. That was, until Cely died.

			Furi had known her for twenty years. They’d been lovers once, before she’d been part of her royal guard. Cely’s appetite had been vast and she was well known for her skills under the sheets. It was why she’d been the first person Furi had thought of when organising Motogo and Malak’s evening pleasure.

			‘I know of a few people who will be more than obliged to attend to the elves. Maybe even Zayed,’ Cely had said, her eyes glinting. Zayed, her partner, was also often sought out once the fire was doused.

			Furi hesitated.

			‘What is it?’ Cely asked, sensing the queen’s trepidation.

			‘There is one other who could benefit from your talents…’

			‘Oh yes? You?’

			Furi flashed her teeth. ‘Always, but not this night. Tonight, I’d like you to find Yeeran O’Pila.’

			Cely was surprised. ‘Your consort?’

			‘Not consort…’ They had broken the thing between them too quickly for the title to be formalised like it had been for Lettle and Rayan.

			Cely’s smile was sly. ‘I’ll spread the word then…I know a few who have been circling her. There’s a rumour that elves are the best to bed. Something about desperation because they don’t live as long—’

			‘No,’ Furi growled. She’d taken an inadvertent step towards Cely, who startled backwards. ‘Your vultures can keep their distance.’

			‘Yes, my queen.’

			Furi winced inwardly; she hadn’t meant to enforce her rank. ‘Of course, if Yeeran approaches someone there is nothing I can do to stop her.’

			What if she is already bedding someone else? Maybe Jay? She has been spending lots of time with them.

			Furi went cold at the thought.

			‘But you would like me to pleasure her?’ Cely asked uncertainly.

			‘Yes, no, I mean…’

			Furi regretted bringing Yeeran up at all.

			Cely laid a gentle hand on Furi’s wrist. ‘How about I entice her to a secluded part of the woods where you and me and maybe a few friends will be?’

			‘I—’ This was the moment to lie and say that she hadn’t meant that at all, that this hadn’t occurred to her the second she called on Cely. She looked at her former lover’s fingers on her wrist and thought of all the ways they had brought her pleasure in the past.

			But Cely’s was not the touch she craved.

			I yearn for one person alone.

			So Furi did not correct Cely and allowed her to carry out her plans for Yeeran, leading her to Furi’s corner of the woods.

			It had been an evening of pleasure, and then once again a night of pain.

			‘Alder is Afa? You are sure?’ Yeeran asked for the third time.

			Rayan ran a hand through his dishevelled hair, also for the third time. ‘Yes.’

			They were still sitting by the daisies that marked Motogo’s grave. The fray was lightening around them; it heralded the start of a new day that was entirely different from the one before.

			Alder was Afa. It confounded her mind.

			Did you know Ajax was with Lettle? she asked Amnan. He was on his way back from delivering Cely’s body to her home.

			I knew he was not in Mosima these last few months, but many obeah spend their days enjoying the real sun.

			Furi had thought Rayan’s malaise had been from missing Lettle, but in fact he’d been with her every step of the way. She was too tired to be angry at him, and the intelligence he’d just brought could change everything.

			‘But Lettle’s safe?’ Yeeran looked so anxious, her fingers tearing at the daisies, pulling them out by the root.

			Rayan looked away, a glaze going over his eyes which Furi now understood meant he was looking through Ajax’s eyes. ‘Yes, I think so. They’re still talking, though it’s turning night there.’

			‘Good, that’s good.’ Yeeran was speaking as though to reassure herself.

			‘Yes, that is good,’ Furi said. She was never very adept at comforting people; she communicated best through touch.

			So touch her, her mind screamed.

			‘Yeeran, come to me,’ Furi said, opening her arms. And Yeeran did, tears of worry pricking the corners of her eyes.

			Yeeran felt so solid beneath her touch, but so soft too. Because Furi knew all of her; beyond her thickened exterior she was a passion fruit, sweet and tart in the centre.

			Together again. Now, Furi could not bear to be apart.

			She looked over Yeeran’s shoulder to see the imprint in the grass where Cely’s body had fallen and her happiness was pierced with a blade of grief.

			Cely was another unexpected loss she would have to weather in this unending storm.

			Yeeran noticed her tense and she pushed her to arm’s length. ‘Here you are looking after me, but you’re the one who has lost a friend.’ Because of course Yeeran knew what Furi was thinking. She knew all of her, too.

			‘I’m fine,’ Furi lied.

			Yeeran cocked her head at her. ‘You will be fine, and that’s OK too.’

			Furi’s eyes began to sting with oncoming tears and she looked away. Her gaze snagged on the rootless daisies Yeeran had plucked from Motogo’s grave and Furi’s grief turned into heartache.

			She had once told Yeeran that murder was all that bound their love, and this was just another example of it.

			But even in her despair, she had another thought: Does love grow stronger in blood-soaked soil?

			She reached for Yeeran once more and crushed her against her chest, savouring the smell of her, the feel of her, the warmth of her—

			‘Furi…You’re squeezing me too tight…’

			‘Oh sorry,’ Furi stepped away, the gap between her and Yeeran feeling like a gulf.

			Yeeran seemed to sense it too, because she moved back into Furi’s arms.

			‘Is this OK?’ she said as she entangled her fingers in Furi’s.

			It is more than OK, it is all that is joy in the world.

			‘Yes.’

			Yeeran relaxed back into her with a sigh and Furi could feel the steady beat of her heart.

			My favourite sound.

			‘Afa’s tomb and Alder’s cave are one and the same,’ Rayan said, his eyes coming into focus as realisation dawned on him. ‘I wish I could ask my father about his obeah’s journey there.’

			Afa’s tomb was where Najma had found the grimoire in the first place. Not for the first time, Furi longed to talk to her brother again–there were so many things she didn’t know about him or his research.

			‘Has Alder said anything about the curse on the fae?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘Afa,’ Rayan corrected her sharply. ‘This is no longer the Alder we know.’

			Whatever he was seeing had left him on edge. Furi realised he was more worried about Lettle than he was telling them.

			‘Afa, then, does he know how to end the curse?’ Yeeran said.

			‘I’m not sure yet.’

			‘Do we want the curse on Mosima to be lifted? It’s the only thing protecting us from the elves,’ Furi reminded them.

			She rendered them all into silence.

			Then Yeeran spoke with tenuous hope, ‘Keeping Malak prisoner has bought us some time.’

			‘True, but that time needs to be spent recalling the obeah; I will not have what happened here repeated. Speaking of which, we should not dawdle. I’d like to get those missives out with the new day. Then we should all get some sleep.’

			Yeeran nodded but Rayan was frowning, and though he stared off to the distance, Furi could tell he was consumed by his own thoughts rather than following Ajax.

			‘What is it?’ she asked.

			Rayan shook his head. ‘We’re talking about how this affects us, but not how it affects the obeah. We know nothing of the curse that has also made humans beasts. It could be related to the boundary,’ he said. ‘We could be prolonging their imprisonment.’

			Yeeran seemed to understand the thoughts he was wrestling with better than Furi. ‘Only Afa can answer these things, and no matter how close you think you are to the situation, you are here, and Afa is not,’ she said.

			‘We cannot make decisions on things we do not know or understand. Go to bed, Rayan,’ Furi said. ‘Ajax can fill you in later. We’ll have a lot to discuss and I’ll need you awake.’

			Rayan looked like he might protest, but then a yawn racked his body and he nodded.

			‘I’ll organise the missives, you go to bed–and no sleeping in your chair,’ she said.

			‘Yes, my queen,’ he said with some of his usual warmth.

			‘I prefer auntie.’

			His laughter rang out behind her as she and Yeeran began to walk back to the palace.

			‘You know he’s going to sleep in his chair, right?’ Yeeran chuckled.

			‘I know, but at least I tried.’

			Anyah was already waiting for orders outside the war room and it didn’t take long for Furi to instruct her on sharing the message: all obeah on the surface are to return to Mosima immediately.

			When her task was completed, Furi found herself excited about going back to her chambers. Sleep desperately beckoned but so did Yeeran. She looked at her from the corner of her eye.

			Does she feel like I do?

			Yeeran had been staying in her old quarters, which she had formerly been assigned with Komi, Lettle and Rayan. But when they’d been together, they’d spent a lot of time in her royal chambers. That was where Furi wanted to take her now–to finish what they had started in the forest.

			Furi was about to tug her hand in that direction when Yeeran shook her head. Furi’s blood began to race from the incoming hurt she was about to feel. She dropped Yeeran’s hand and crossed her arms to guard herself from the pain.

			‘You said to me before that you didn’t want me to misunderstand what this is,’ Yeeran said. She sounded apologetic and it made Furi’s temper rise.

			No sorry will mend this rejection.

			‘Tonight may have been mere comfort for you, but it wasn’t for me. I have missed you, Furi, desperately. I have dreamed of this night every day since we last parted–well, not the murders–but you, in your dress and…why are you laughing?’

			‘I did not want you to misunderstand my intentions, and yet you have, for I didn’t finish my sentence.’ All of Furi’s anger had ebbed in a moment of realisation. ‘Listen well now: I want all of you, Yeeran. No matter how many days are left in this world, I want to spend them with you.’

			Yeeran’s breath caught in her throat.

			‘Truly?’ she whispered.

			‘Truly.’

			Yeeran’s arms wrapped once more around Furi’s waist and she felt herself being lifted into a kiss. It deepened, sending shivers along her skin.

			‘Let’s go to my chambers,’ Furi said against her lips.

			‘No,’ Yeeran said.

			‘I don’t entirely oppose the war room. With the map gone, we do have the table, I guess…’

			‘I want to go somewhere new, without memories. Where we can just be us, and forget all that has come, and all that is to come.’

			‘There isn’t anywhere in this palace I haven’t been,’ Furi said.

			‘Then let’s leave the palace.’

			‘Mosima becomes very small when you’re a queen.’

			‘Tie your hair back, hide your features–no one will know you.’ Furi could tell Yeeran was getting excited now and it was nice just to bask in it.

			She gave her a small smile. ‘All right, let’s go exploring.’

			They donned a pair of faeguard uniforms they found. Yeeran clearly felt slightly uncomfortable wearing different insignia than she was used to, but Furi appreciated the figure she cut in the leather armour.

			Pila and Amnan were waiting for them at the bottom of the Tree of Souls.

			Where are we going? Amnan asked as Furi mounted him.

			Anywhere, was Furi’s answer.

			He needed no further encouragement and began to lope through the Royal Woodland and out to the city beyond. Pila gave chase and soon Mosima was a blur beside them. It was early in the morning and the fray was still the colour of a conch shell, warming with the coming of the day.

			Furi kept turning to Yeeran, just to see the radiance of her smile.

			I want her to be this happy all the time. I want to be the cause of it.

			Love, this was love. She had known it all along, but their time apart had only solidified her depth of feeling.

			‘What’s that?’ Yeeran asked, breathless and beautiful. She pointed to a building on the riverbank.

			‘Looks like a water mill.’

			‘So you haven’t been inside before?’

			Furi shook her head.

			‘Then a bedroom it shall be.’

			Yeeran’s words made Furi shiver.

			The last league to the mill seemed to take forever. It felt as though Amnan slowed beneath her, but when she questioned him he seemed affronted.

			Am I not the fastest obeah in Mosima?

			You are, you are.

			Then let me be fast.

			When they eventually arrived Furi was the first through the door. The water mill was empty, save for the farm cat who prowled in search of mice. The building itself was stocked high with bags of milled flour. Though the hopper was empty of grain, the millstones still ground together from the waterwheel outside.

			Cushca, cushca, cushca.

			The room smelled of toasted wheat, and the earthy aroma that comes from being so close to a riverbank.

			‘It’s perfect,’ Yeeran said, coming up behind her.

			The obeah had slipped away, leaving them alone.

			‘I missed you,’ Yeeran said into her hair.

			‘Oh no, remember we’re not to discuss the past, or the future. Just this moment. We are two people coming together, for the first time.’

			‘The first time?’ Yeeran’s breath was hot on her neck. ‘You had better tell me what you want, then.’

			‘Undress me.’ It was a simple command, but Furi’s favourite.

			Yeeran took her time. Each button revealed more skin that she had to savour, to kiss, to knead.

			Furi quivered beneath her touch. But she wanted more and she told Yeeran so.

			‘Then guide me.’ Yeeran took Furi’s hand and placed it along her jaw. ‘Tell me where you want me.’

			Furi smiled. This was a game she was going to like very much. First she drew Yeeran’s mouth to her chest. Her other hand she used to pleasure herself, while Yeeran teased her breasts.

			The first ripple of ecstasy came quickly, too quickly. She guided Yeeran’s lips lower.

			‘I don’t want to ever let you go,’ Yeeran said. Had she meant now? Or always? Either way, Yeeran looked back at her sincerely.

			‘Then don’t,’ Furi replied.

			And then Yeeran lowered her mouth to her navel and all talk of the future was forgotten.
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Chapter Thirteen

			 

			Lettle

			Neither of them had spoken for some minutes. Lettle wasn’t sure what to say. Here in front of her was a man over a thousand years old.

			‘How?’ she said after the silence became too much.

			His silver eyes lost a little light. ‘Afa is what my mother called me.’

			‘No, but how? How are you here? How are you alive?’

			‘Alive.’ He looked to the waterfall. ‘It is a peculiar conception, is it not?’

			‘…Are you not alive?’ Lettle leaned into Ajax, taking comfort from his warmth.

			‘Oh, you think me an apparition?’ His laugh grated on Lettle’s ears. ‘No, I am animated by the same blood that circulates in your body.’

			‘Then how are you here?’

			He was silent again as though considering something. ‘I will answer your questions, but first you must fulfil your side of the bargain. Where did you get that grimoire?’

			Lettle held it against her chest like a shield. ‘I told you, it was found by an obeah in the cave above.’

			‘But who?’ he said with an intensity that frightened her.

			‘A fae called Najma, he was a prince in Mosima.’

			‘Of the Jani bloodline?’ He stepped towards her and she backed away slowly. Ajax started to growl.

			‘Y-yes.’

			Afa’s relief was as palpable as Lettle’s, and he stopped advancing.

			‘It worked, it veritably worked,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Only half the plan was foiled. No matter, we have other options. Yes, yes, we have other options.’ His gaze snapped to Lettle’s and his lips spread into a smile.

			It perturbed Lettle more than a little.

			‘I–I’m not sure what you’re talking about,’ she said.

			‘Worry not.’

			But worry she did. Her hands tightened in Ajax’s fur. Afa noticed.

			‘The obeah cannot harm me,’ he said.

			‘He will if provoked. Ajax will protect me at all costs.’

			Afa cocked his head. ‘He is bound to your lover, then?’

			‘I—’ she hesitated.

			‘He still will not hurt me.’

			‘Ajax, is Rayan watching through your eyes?’ Lettle whispered to the obeah. He shook his head in a clear ‘no’.

			He must be asleep then.

			She felt uneasy.

			‘You’ll still protect me, won’t you, Ajax?’ The obeah let out a small mewl, his green eyes sorrowful.

			‘I can hear you, and no, he won’t,’ Afa said, his head turned towards the waterfall.

			He was so sure that Lettle began to doubt her own conviction. She was about to ask why when he spoke again. ‘It has been many years since I looked at this view. The waterfall was not always here, you know. There was a shift in the mountain a few hundred years ago which caused the streams to converge. Year on year it has grown in a fascinating example of environmental evolution.’

			He looks just like Alder when he teaches me something. It made Lettle’s heart ache and her voice cracked as she said, ‘What happened to my friend?’

			Afa looked at Lettle as though she had spoken a language he didn’t understand. Then he clapped his hands together, making her jump. ‘My apologies, I have not even offered you any refreshment, my mother would be ashamed of me. Please sit, sit.’

			Startled by his frantic hospitality, Lettle found herself being led into an alcove by the waterfall.

			‘Partake in the waterfall. The rivers are fed from the snow on the mountain tops and I have been told the water is very refreshing because of it.’

			Lettle was thirsty and her mouth still tasted of the nerba root Mortah had given her. She removed her flask from her bag and filled it. She was about to put it to her mouth but a prickle of uncertainty washed over her.

			Could he have poisoned the waterfall?

			No, that didn’t make sense, the entirety of Caperly would have been killed. But as she pulled the flask away from her mouth she found Afa watching her curiously.

			‘It’s not poisoned,’ he said.

			‘Then why aren’t you drinking it?’ she asked.

			‘I’m not thirsty.’

			It was such an odd exchange that Lettle wanted no more than to break eye contact, so she sipped from the flask.

			‘Fresh, is it not?’ he said.

			‘Sweet, almost.’

			‘Are you hungry? The crops have grown a little unruly since my time away, but I think there was a strawberry thicket somewhere near.’ He pressed his hands into the dirt and between his fingers sprouted strawberry plants laden with glistening fruit as though kissed by morning dew.

			Lettle nearly choked on her water. ‘What are you?’

			‘I am a human, no more, no less. I was once emperor of these mountains, also known to the common folk as the Human Lands. But we called it Kaa’pah’lie.’

			The word seemed familiar but different. Then it dawned on her. ‘Caperly, of course.’

			His mouth twisted in disgust at her pronunciation. ‘The elves who live there have stolen that from us too.’

			She wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she said nothing.

			‘What are you?’ he asked, his smile returning.

			‘I am an elf, no more, no less. My name is Lettle, I’m a diviner from the Waning tribe in the Elven Lands.’

			‘A diviner? What are you doing so far from your temple?’

			‘Temple?’

			‘Your temple to Bosome?’

			Lettle laughed. ‘There are no more temples to Bosome; divining is not a well-regarded profession.’

			Afa looked shocked. ‘No temples to Bosome–what has happened to the elves?’

			‘The Forever War is what happened to the elves.’

			‘The Forever War?’

			She waved a hand dismissively. ‘It is a foolish war that rages on the Bleeding Field between the four tribes.’

			‘When did it begin?’

			She shrugged, thinking it an odd question. ‘I’m not sure, a few hundred years ago, maybe longer. For as long as our history accounts for it.’

			‘Hmm.’ Afa became engaged with his own thoughts so she tried to draw him out before he wandered too deep.

			‘How are you still alive? How are you in Alder’s body?’

			‘Those are two questions.’

			‘Fine, the latter.’

			‘Alder, as you call him, does not exist. He is simply me without my memories.’

			She swallowed the ball of grief in her throat. Alder is not gone.

			‘What do you mean?’ she probed.

			‘My being, what makes me me, is bound to this warren. Beyond it, I am nothing but a shell.’

			Lettle’s nostrils flared.

			‘Alder is no shell. He is a living, breathing person with thoughts and dreams.’ Her voice shook with emotion and her cheeks flushed.

			Afa’s eyes flashed in annoyance. ‘He is me; you seem to be forgetting that. There is no Alder.’

			‘He exists.’ Her throat began to close with an incoming sob. ‘The person you are beyond here has a life and people who care for him. What happens to all the memories he has? The life he has built?’

			‘You love him?’ Afa looked shocked.

			‘Yes, he is my friend.’

			Afa didn’t answer.

			‘Don’t tell me I’ve lost him,’ she begged.

			Afa jerked as though struck by an idea; his movements, like his mind were occasionally erratic.

			He stood and went to the waterfall. Then he put on the silkvine harness. When he looked back at her his expression was threatening. ‘There is nothing to be gained by letting me leave. I cannot answer your questions beyond these walls.’ Then he jumped.

			Lettle ran to the edge, spray from the waterfall drenching her again in moments.

			‘Wait!’ she shouted.

			Afa hadn’t fallen far, and he swung back and forth through the waterfall water.

			He looked up. ‘Lettle?’

			Though there was no physical difference between Afa and Alder, there was a softness in her friend that wasn’t tangible; an innocence that could not be described.

			‘Alder?’ Lettle said and automatically began to pull up the rope.

			It was only then that he seemed to realise where he was and began to scream. ‘What’s happening? Where am I?’

			He began to struggle in the harness, causing him to swing further into the rushing water. She heard him choke as he struggled to breathe.

			‘Lettle!’

			‘You’re all right, you’ll be all right,’ she sobbed as she tried to pull him up.

			His eyes were wide with horror as he moved in and out of the waterfall.

			Lettle’s hands were raw and bleeding from the rope, but she didn’t notice. All her attention was on saving Alder.

			Inch by inch she hauled him up until his fingers were able to grip the ledge. His face was red from the force of the water and his eyes streamed with tears.

			‘Help me,’ he said. She grabbed his hand and pulled him back into the cavern.

			‘You’re safe now,’ she said and they both wept in each other’s arms.

			It took her a moment to realise his shoulders weren’t shaking from crying. Alder was laughing.

			It’s not Alder…

			Lettle recoiled and crawled backwards until she felt the warmth of Ajax at her back. She glanced at Mortah’s cane which was on the ground, just out of reach.

			‘My heart is aflutter but I have no notion as to its cause,’ he laughed and sat back on his heels. ‘How riveting!’

			Lettle watched with revulsion. The brief glimpse of Alder had left her feeling more bereft.

			I will get my answers from Afa, then I will bring back Alder.

			‘How have you lived this long?’

			Afa noticed the strawberries and stopped laughing abruptly. He plucked one and bit into it. ‘I had hoped being away meant I would be able to taste again, but it appears not.’

			He acted like he hadn’t heard her, so she tried a different tactic.

			‘Was it human magic that did this to you?’

			He squished the uneaten strawberry in his hand, the juice trickling onto the ground. ‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			A slow moan emanated from him and he began to rock back and forth. Then he exhaled, and said bleakly, ‘Because I was a fool.’

			Lettle moved to sit down next to him. Her movements were slow, as though approaching a wild cat. ‘My father always said there are only two things that make us fools: love or power,’ she said carefully. ‘Which one was it?’

			‘Both,’ he said.

			‘Were you really down here alone for a thousand years?’ she asked.

			From the touch of madness in his eyes, she had already ascertained the answer.

			‘Yes, but I wasn’t always alone. And I wasn’t always awake.’

			Though Lettle was frustrated with Afa’s piecemeal answers, she contained her annoyance. She thought she was beginning to understand him a little, and his reticence seemed more likely a symptom of his loneliness.

			He wishes to draw out the conversation…

			Lettle had an idea. ‘Why don’t we strike another deal. Let me tell you the entirety of my life, and then you do the same.’

			Afa’s smile lit like a spark, his expression greedy. ‘It will be a long night.’

			Ajax raised his snout to the ebbing fraedia. Night was drawing in.

			‘It will.’

			Afa crossed his legs and looked up at her, waiting. Sometimes Afa seemed ancient, almost otherworldly, and then sometimes, like now, he seemed a boy, young and innocent.

			Lettle began. She spoke of the Bleeding Field and the Forever War, how she had been raised looting bodies, and foraging for food. To her embarrassment, tears wetted her cheeks when she spoke of her father and his death. She brightened when she came to talk about the Gural diviners, and the community she had found there.

			By the time her tale reached Mosima, her throat had grown hoarse. She told him everything she could of the fae realm, hoping to pre-empt any questions. Finally she ended with the impending war at Mosima’s boundary, and her journey here with Alder.

			Afa was quiet, his eyes reflecting the dimming fraedia. When he spoke, he barely whispered, ‘You have lived a rich and tragic life, thank you for sharing it with me. It has been a very long time since I have been moved by words alone.’ Some of the madness in his gaze had abated.

			‘Will you tell me your story now?’ Lettle’s hands twisted eagerly in her lap.

			‘I admit I do not want to. And when you proposed this exchange I had already decided that I would garner all I could from you and offer nothing back.’ He smiled ruefully and his resemblance to Alder was a punch to the stomach.

			He is Alder. The reminder disconcerted her.

			‘But after your generosity I see no reason not to comply with the terms, no matter how painful it will be nor how it will disturb the peace betwixt us.’ He took a deep breath.

			‘I did not always live in Kaa’pah’lie. I was born in a small hamlet in the foothills of the mountain. My mother,’ he winced, ‘I barely remember her face now–time has robbed me of that too–she named me Afa like I said. I had a younger sister, who was born just a year after me. Her face I do remember. We looked so similar with our grey eyes and fair curly hair that no one could distinguish one from t’other. But as the years lengthened our bones and sharpened our minds, our paths diverged. I grew dissatisfied with the village we were raised in, ambition luring me across borders.’

			He crossed and uncrossed his ankles. ‘I spent a year in a Bosome Temple in the Elven Lands, learning everything I could about divination. I spent two seasons in the Fae Lands, studying fraedia crystals and the fae’s magic. I traversed from continent to continent, read books, studied at universities. I had a veritable hunger for knowledge, but nothing could sate me.

			‘I had decided there was only one thing that would satisfy my curiosity–learning the magic of my ancestors. Human magic in my time was feared, its knowledge hoarded by those with power. But none of that lore lay with my people. Our language is the crucible of our magic, and we had lost so much of it over the years. We knew small things, like verasis.’ He touched the bud of a flower next to him, and the flower bloomed. ‘But our language had disappeared from circulation. Because like all magic, it must be spoken with intention to have an effect. For example, I can say verasis now, without meaning, and naught will transpire.’

			It was true, the second bud he touched did not open.

			‘That’s all there is to it? Intention?’ Lettle asked.

			He shook his head vigorously and for longer than was socially normal. ‘All magic requires sacrifice. Even the gods could not create from nothing; we are the pieces of them. Humans were made from the very seeds of the earth, and so our magic can wield all that the world proffers.’

			‘How do you define the terms of the sacrifice?’

			Afa looked at her, and she felt his gaze see her very soul. ‘You have uncovered the perils of this magic quickly. I understand now why you are such a successful diviner.’

			He stood up and pulled a book out from the wall. ‘Everything in the sanctuary outlines different spells, with their probable sacrifices. I say probable, because magic evolves, it changes over time, just like animals and plants. This spell here will increase your corn yield; the words translate as: Corn grow fast and sturdy. The expected sacrifice for abundant crop is that the adjacent field will become barren overmorrow.’

			‘Does it have to be those exact words?’

			Afa screwed up his features. ‘Words have more power than you can ever imagine. They hold purpose; every single word in a spell has to be considered.

			‘See this flower,’ he pointed to the plant he had made bloom. ‘It wilts, for it was too early for it to bloom. I had asked it to open its petals but I lacked due care with my words and now the flower will perish–that is the sacrifice I have wrought. That is the balance and care you must have in order to wield the greatest power in this world.’

			‘A language imbued with magic must be dangerous to use in basic conversation,’ Lettle said.

			He winced as though she had pricked a memory.

			‘Yes, it hadn’t been in circulation for many millennia before I was born. Besides, one thing you should know about the humans: we were content with the world our god had blessed us with. We farmed and traded and largely stayed out of the politics that drew in the elves and fae. We had no government, only small hamlets who governed themselves. And that was not enough for me.’

			The resentment towards his own people made Afa’s mouth twist with bitterness.

			‘You see, I had discovered in my time with the elves that they were sacrificing magical beings in order to speak to the Fates. And the fae, the fraedia crystal they used to grow their crops and warm their houses, was not a gift from their god.’

			Afa turned to Lettle.

			‘How do you think these magical things came to be?’

			He waited for her to answer, his eyes alight now with the crux of his tale.

			‘Human magic?’

			‘Precisely! They had taken what was ours and enhanced their own societies, while the humans were content in their ignorance. So,’ he smiled, his teeth glinting in the orange light. ‘I started to steal it back. It took me many years, and in that time I had gathered a following of other students–not all humans–who saw the righteousness in my task.

			‘They called me Emperor, and I united the mountain range under my rule. I reintroduced the human language among my most trusted advisors, for it was a precious thing to mould the world beneath your fingertips with just one word. We called ourselves sorcerers.’

			Afa laughed abruptly, making Lettle jump. ‘Trust, I had once thought an incorporeal thing, but I believe now that it is glass, and once it shatters, it is impossible to mend.’

			‘…without trust we cannot live for each other.’ His words stirred up Rayan’s voice from her memories. She felt a tug in her heart, and Ajax nuzzled her hand. Afa didn’t seem to notice.

			‘Forgive me, I jump ahead. I continued my studies, but this time I did not enter the universities as a willing student. I went as a reaper, to harvest all I could, leaving their shelves barren. I stole back the magic that was mine.’

			‘The books,’ Lettle murmured. ‘These are those books.’

			She looked at them with newfound appreciation. Some must have been thousands of years old.

			‘Yes, everything that was ever written in the human language exists in this cavern.’

			‘How have they survived this long?’

			‘They are bound in the leather of magical beings. Even in my time there were few left. Wyvern and efrit existed only in books. Though star gliders and haba were still very common. Oh, and obeah, of course.’

			Curious, star gliders and haba are both creatures only found in Mosima.

			‘Have you read every book in here?’

			‘Many, many times.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Though back then I only had a tenth of this collection. I shared my knowledge with my cadre so we were not defenceless. We wielded magic unmatched.’

			Lettle shivered. His words echoed with a prophecy once told to her by Shaman Imna: You will wield magic unmatched, speak prophecies unspoken. You will be the leader we seek, and the leader we are due.

			Afa thought she shivered with fear, and he nodded at her, leaning in as though to frighten her further. ‘We each had our strengths. Guso could call on the trees to twist and pull at your skin. Cevar could make it rain ice daggers with a few words. Bish could turn metal molten in your hands, so no swords could stop us. Each spell of course required sacrifice, but we were all willing to pay it for the cause–even Guso, whose thigh bone shattered through his skin every time he spelled.’

			Lettle swallowed the bile that burned up her throat. Afa seemed unaffected by the tale.

			‘What was your strength?’

			‘H-Hady,’ he stumbled on her name, ‘and I, we specialised in one thing–bindings.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘We learned how to weave souls together,’ he said proudly.

			‘What is the benefit of a binding?’

			She had seen Afa the child, now here was Afa the teacher. ‘Bindings enhance the capability of your power. For example, on my own I could call on the fastest camel; bound with others, I could simply create the fastest camel.’

			Lettle was horrified. ‘But the sacrifice…’

			He nodded. ‘Was great.’ Not would be. He had done it.

			‘So you bound to Hady?’

			‘Yes, my first mistake.’

			First? she thought. She had counted many more already.

			‘The magic allowed for us to communicate within our mind, as well as amplify our spells, which I have said already. What I have not said is that Hady was fae.’

			Lettle felt a thread of an answer unravel in her mind.

			He paused and looked over to the waterfall. Tears began to swim in his eyes as he continued, ‘And the other thing you should know about Hady is that I loved her with more than my soul, more than my heart. If I was captivated by knowledge, I was equally captivated with Hady. She was everything to me.’

			Again a pause. ‘What happened next?’ Lettle prompted, conscious of the ever-growing darkness around them.

			‘We had heard of a tome in the fae court that had spells that we could add to our library. The fae queens were not willing to part with it. Our extraction failed, causing more commotion than we had anticipated.’

			‘You say extraction, but what you mean is you attacked the fae court?’

			He shrugged. ‘It was a small fire, that is all–but what are buildings in the face of our mission? Human language is as old as the earth, and it deserves to be in the hands of those who were blessed with it. The fae sent their army across the continent–they believed sorcerers an abomination, and they wished to rid the world of us. Though we had our magic, we had no army. The humans had no infrastructure to support it. I was the first leader to unite the hamlets in over seven hundred years. The most we had were farmers and scythes.’

			‘Could you not have taught them your spells?’

			A muscle twitched in Afa’s jaw. ‘There was no time for that. We had studied for years just to perfect the ones we did know. I could not in good conscience allow the human language to be improperly used.’

			Lettle didn’t think he’d appreciate her pointing out the irony. He hoarded the knowledge he’d gained instead of giving it back to his people.

			‘OK, so you had no army. And the fae, I assume, had a big one?’

			‘Yes, the largest on the continent. We needed soldiers and we needed them swiftly. So we decided to create one, with the grace of the shadow deer, the strength of the mountain leopard and the speed of the snow fox.’

			Lettle’s stomach began to churn with horror. ‘I’ve never heard of those animals before–are they native to this mountain range?’

			Afa folded and refolded his hands in his lap. Then continued as though Lettle hadn’t asked the question at all. ‘Hady, Guso and I all sacrificed one of the animals as I wove the spell, hoping it was enough of a penance for the magic. But it was not.’ He looked at her with those mad eyes and said, ‘The reason you have not heard of those animals is that they all went extinct that day, and in their place the obeah came to be.’

			‘You made them.’ Her hand tightened in Ajax’s fur. ‘You made them from a spell. That’s why you know they won’t hurt you.’

			‘Come,’ he said–just one word–and all the obeah in the meadow rose up and went to him. They surrounded Lettle and Afa in a circle.

			Ajax growled low but didn’t rise up in her defence as the obeah closed in. She realised now why he couldn’t; Afa’s power held him, too.

			Lettle had never noticed how utterly terrifying obeah could be. Their powerful shoulders rippled as they prowled towards her. Their sharp horns glittered pearlescent in the fading fraedia light. Their teeth, which she’d only ever seen eat fruit, looked deadly as their jaws hung open, ready to bite.

			An army of them was a frightening thing to behold.

			‘Stop,’ he said, and the obeah lowered themselves to the ground. ‘I am both maker and destroyer. Now you see the extent of a human’s power.’ He looked proud again. Proud he had wiped three species off the earth. Lettle was sickened. If she wasn’t convinced by his insanity before, she was now. Afa had lost all sense of reason, all sense of morality.

			What if he sacrificed it?

			She had to look away as she asked, ‘And did you win? The war?’

			He was silent for so long that Lettle had to drag her gaze back to him. He sat as still as a statue. She was about to prompt him when he said one singular word: ‘Yes.’

			‘What happened?’ She wanted to shake the explanation from his chest, but there was something dangerous in his gaze that made her tread carefully. This was a man whose very words could bind her.

			He sighed. ‘They could only be tamed by their makers, but we realised too late, and though they killed many of the fae, they killed my people too.’

			He looked into the distance and said quietly to himself, ‘That, I think, is when Hady began to change.’ Then he added, as if to reassure himself, ‘It was the violence; she could not abide the sight of blood.’

			‘But you managed to tame them.’

			‘Yes, eventually, though they were strange things, good for the purpose for which we had made them, that is all.’

			Lettle returned to her burning question. ‘How have you survived this long?’

			Again the unnerving smile. ‘I wove a binding, of course. To the oldest thing I could think of–the earth itself.’

			‘Why?’

			He laughed and she knew it was forced. ‘Look around–one lifetime was never going to be enough time to read all these books.’

			‘And this is where you have remained.’

			‘And this is where I have remained.’ He spoke as though in conclusion.

			But there were too many holes in his story for this to be the entire truth. They regarded each other, both aware of his omissions, but unfortunately Lettle didn’t know exactly what they were.

			‘Night has drawn in,’ he said. ‘Come, there is a field of moss nearby that makes a suitable bed.’

			The fraedia was the colour of twilight; soon the light would fade completely and they’d be in total darkness. It was already dark enough that Lettle could no longer see Afa’s expression.

			‘Do you sleep?’ she asked as she followed him.

			‘I do. I suffer from the same needs as any other human.’

			But he wasn’t any other human, he was a sorcerer bound to the earth. Lettle shivered.

			‘Here we are.’

			The moss was more comfortable than she expected, but Lettle didn’t expect to sleep.

			As Afa lay down and rolled away from her, she said, ‘Sleep well. We can talk more in the morning.’

			He hesitated, before he answered, ‘Sleep well.’

			Afa may have lived a thousand years, but my determination is relentless.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			



	

Chapter Fourteen

			 

			Yeeran

			Yeeran woke to the sound of the cat catching a mouse. She heard its jaw clamp around its neck, and the mouse’s death-squeak as its heart stopped beating.

			What a lovely wake-up, she thought as she stretched. But then Furi nuzzled closer into her neck and she whispered with real feeling, ‘This is a lovely wake-up.’

			‘Hmm?’ Furi mumbled.

			Pila, what colour is the fray?

			Like a lemon skin.

			‘Furi, we need to get up, it’s midday.’

			The queen rolled over. ‘No. Comfy.’

			Yeeran saw something move in the corner of her vision. She instinctively reached for her drum before she realised the shadow was just the cat. Its prey hung limp in its mouth.

			‘That’s a very big mouse, little cat,’ she said.

			The animal dashed forward, depositing the mouse on Furi’s back as an offering.

			‘Oh, that’s not a mouse, that’s a rat.’

			Furi made a sound Yeeran had never heard her utter before. It was a cross between a scream and a yelp.

			‘Did you say rat?’ Furi said, jumping up. The dead creature fell to the floor with a thump.

			The cat slunk away, annoyed that its hunt hadn’t been well received. Furi shuddered, clawing at where the rat had touched her skin.

			Yeeran couldn’t stop laughing. ‘I told you it was time to get up.’

			‘I didn’t realise that the alternative was to be accosted by dead things.’ Furi’s voice was higher pitched than usual and it made Yeeran laugh all the more.

			As she wiped at her tears, Furi stilled.

			‘What is it?’ All mirth had gone from her face.

			‘The rat, it looks strange.’

			Yeeran had seen many rats in her life. The Bleeding Field was rife with them. But this one was not like any she had seen before. Its mouth was blackened with decay, its eyes, now unseeing, were shot through with blood.

			‘It looks diseased,’ Yeeran said. ‘Is that normal?’

			Furi shrugged. ‘It’s rare that a serious disease enters Mosima. We have our share of illnesses but they tend to cycle through the seasons.’

			Rayan is looking for you, Pila said. Yeeran relayed this to Furi.

			‘Yes, we should probably get dressed and head back to the palace.’

			The extent of all that had befallen yesterday flooded Yeeran’s mind. Her mood immediately plummeted.

			‘Motogo and Malak will have missed their meeting time with the other chieftains by now,’ she said bleakly. ‘They’ll know they’re not returning.’

			‘Yes. I hope all the obeah have made it back to Mosima.’

			‘Me too,’ Yeeran said. Her thoughts went to Lettle on the other side of the world. At least she was safe, away from all of this.

			Then she remembered Afa. She dropped her head into her hands.

			‘What is it?’ Furi asked.

			‘I am sick with worry. The coalition, Lettle, Afa, Rayan, Malak…’ Yeeran pointed to the rat and added miserably, ‘Even that rat. There’s so much to worry about.’

			‘I know, but we must look at it a part at a time.’ Furi’s smile turned mocking. ‘And forget about the rat, it’s already dead.’

			Yeeran gave her a weak smile in return.

			‘I do have another solution,’ Furi said, weaving her arms around Yeeran’s waist. She was still naked, and Yeeran appreciated the feel of her skin on hers.

			‘Hmm, and what solution is that?’

			‘We could never leave,’ Furi said wistfully. ‘Pretend the outside world doesn’t exist. Abandon our mantles of ambassador and queen.’

			‘And what would we eat?’

			Furi pointed to the milled flour. ‘Bread, of course! And we have the river for water. It’ll be basic, but we’d be free.’

			Yeeran’s smile wavered. Though the morning had been a true wonderment, they had a lot of healing to do, and Yeeran knew they could not do it within the confines of the mill. ‘You want to stay in here with that?’ she said, looking at the rat.

			Furi turned a shade of green. ‘No, thank you.’

			She dressed quickly after that.

			The midday air was humid in Mosima and Yeeran found herself yearning for the hot springs that ran beneath the city, but she’d have no time to bathe today. She had to speak to Malak. Somehow, they needed to get through this.

			Pila, are you far?

			No, in the mango trees with Amnan.

			They waited for the obeah by the river, each immersed in their own thoughts.

			‘Is that the tomcat from earlier?’ Furi pointed to a ball of ginger fur. He had tucked himself by the wheel of the mill and was mewling softly.

			‘Looks like it.’

			Furi bent down to coax him out. ‘He doesn’t sound very happy.’

			Her capacity for gentleness always shocks me. She so rarely shows that side of herself.

			‘Come here, little one, let me see you,’ she cooed. The cat limped out from the shadow of the mill.

			‘It looks like he’s hurt his paw,’ Yeeran said.

			‘Yes, I’ll call on Jay, they’ll be able to help him.’ Furi bundled up the cat into her shirt.

			Yeeran smiled. ‘If only the chieftains could see the fierce fae queen now.’

			Furi stuck her tongue out at her just as Amnan and Pila arrived. The obeah nudged her nose against Yeeran’s hand.

			‘Pila, your mouth is sticky with mango juice,’ Yeeran laughed.

			That’s because I ate mangoes, she said.

			Yeeran jumped onto her back.

			‘I’m going to go see Malak,’ she told Furi. ‘See you back at the palace?’

			‘Wait!’ Furi called before Pila set off.

			‘What is it?’ Yeeran asked, her heart stuttering with Furi’s sudden concern.

			‘I just wanted to do this, one more time as two nobodies.’ Amnan brushed up against Pila so that Furi was alongside Yeeran. Then she reached for the nape of Yeeran’s neck and pulled her towards her.

			The kiss was long and slow. It would have gone on for longer if the cat hadn’t squirmed beneath Furi’s shirt, breaking the moment.

			‘I should get this cat to Jay. See you soon.’

			Furi released her, leaving Yeeran dazed.

			Shall we go, or would you like to keep staring at Furi’s behind?

			I’m not staring at her behind!

			Then you’re staring at Amnan’s. So pick what truth you’d rather go with.

			Yeeran laughed and nudged Pila towards the prison.

			

			—

			It had been a long time since Yeeran had been to this side of Mosima. Not since she was a prisoner there herself.

			Before we were bound, Pila said.

			Yes.

			The jail itself was a crumbling old building, rarely used. Justice worked differently in Mosima with crimes being punished by labour, not by isolation. So the cells had only ever been used on elves who were unfortunate enough to have stumbled upon the fae.

			Not that Yeeran could still stand by that conclusion. Not with Furi’s kiss still lingering on her lips.

			I am very fortunate indeed.

			Malak, on the other hand, was not. He looked miserable in his cell.

			‘Bad night?’ she said.

			‘Oh, thank the light, Yeeran, please, let me out of here.’

			She shook her head. ‘It’s not going to be that easy.’

			He groaned. ‘At least get me a cooked meal–they’ve only sent me stale bread.’

			Yeeran had asked the faeguard to take care of him, but clearly, they had their own definition of what that meant.

			The fae will have even more reason to hate the elves after Cely’s death.

			Wounds can’t stay open forever, Pila said. All things eventually heal.

			The obeah’s hope lessened some of Yeeran’s despair.

			‘The water too was brackish. I’m not convinced the guard didn’t spit in it,’ Malak said.

			‘I’ll see what I can do, but in the meantime, if I remember correctly…’ She went to the cell opposite and lifted one of the floorboards. ‘Komi used to keep a bag of pistachios here. Aha, there we are. They might be a little stale.’ She shrugged and handed them over with a smile.

			Malak didn’t take them. ‘Pistachios aren’t going to fix this. I’m a prisoner, Yeeran.’

			‘A guest,’ she corrected him.

			He sat back on his heels.

			‘Come on, it could be worse,’ she said.

			‘Yeah, I could be Motogo,’ he said. He met her gaze, laying bare the accusation.

			Yeeran looked away first.

			‘I can’t believe Motogo’s really gone,’ he said quietly.

			‘I know.’ The two officers who had been Yeeran’s seniors were both now dead.

			Malak scrubbed a hand over his face. ‘I thought the whole thing might have been a nightmare.’

			Yeeran chewed on a pistachio. ‘You’re chieftain now, you know.’

			‘I suppose.’

			‘Do you still want peace?’

			She watched his expression change from annoyance to frustration. ‘All I have ever wanted was peace. War has stripped me of everyone I loved.’

			‘Who did you lose?’ she asked softly.

			But he didn’t answer the question.

			‘Yeeran, let me go and explain everything to the coalition. If Motogo did what you think they did, then the other chieftains need to be told. Motogo broke the terms of the ceasefire and suffered for it.’

			‘Your freedom is not my decision.’

			‘You tell me that I have power, but so do you. I see how the queen looks at you. And the king, Rayan, he was your captain once.’

			She liked Malak, she really did, and she hoped one day he would serve as the chieftain the Waning tribe had always needed. But it wasn’t going to be today.

			‘What would you do in my place?’ she asked him. She filled her mouth with more pistachios.

			I don’t know when I last ate, she realised.

			Give me some, Pila said, pushing her snout into the bag.

			You’ve just got them all sticky with mango juice.

			Tastes better that way.

			Yeeran pushed the bag towards Pila so she could finish them off.

			‘Honestly? I would use me as a political prisoner. Negotiate to get the peace treaty back on the table.’

			She appreciated Malak’s candour. ‘You think the coalition will negotiate again with another chieftain dead at the queen’s hands?’

			Malak’s lips screwed up in an uncharacteristic sneer. ‘The other chieftains hated Motogo. They gave Motogo the task of negotiating because they all knew it would be a burden. If I offered myself up, I think they’d be amenable to the treaty.’

			‘You’ll tell them how well we treated you.’

			‘I’ll be sure to mention the pistachios,’ he smiled, all scorn disappeared.

			‘The problem remains: why did Motogo order the killing of an obeah?’

			Malak’s fingers absently worried a crack in the tiles. ‘Motogo wanted war.’

			His admission shocked Yeeran. She had thought Malak’s loyalty ran more than skin-deep.

			‘Motogo wanted the glory of doing what Salawa could not,’ Malak continued. ‘Lighting every home with a fraedia crystal.’

			Salawa’s purpose had long gone awry before she died, Yeeran thought but didn’t say.

			‘Release me, I will tell the story favourably. The queen had no choice.’

			Malak was saying all the right things, but she knew that desperation could sweeten any tongue. Besides, this wasn’t her decision alone. Yeeran turned to go.

			‘I’ll discuss your release with the court.’

			Panicked, Malak stood up and gripped the cell bars, his knuckles going white. ‘Yeeran, heed my warning–the coalition has contingency plans for everything. If you do not release me then this peace treaty will be a thing of the past. It may even be too late already.’

			‘What could they do with us in here?’ Yeeran said.

			Malak opened his mouth as though to answer but then closed it again. So, she left.

			Pila, I think this is going to be a very long day.

			Yes, but at least you have already slept through half of it.

			Yeeran laughed. True.

			Something small dashed across the path ahead of them. It moved too fast for Yeeran to recognise what it was. But then another followed the first, and then another.

			It was only when the fourth rodent ran past Pila’s paws that Yeeran realised they were rats.

			Pila didn’t react. Her ears had pricked up and she looked to the cavern wall.

			What is it? Yeeran asked.

			Can’t you hear that?

			It took Yeeran a while to pick up the sound. It sounded like the patter of rain. She looked to the stairs that led to the tunnel in the distance. A black mass of dots covered the steps. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Coming closer and closer with every second.

			Yeeran stopped, her feet frozen to the spot. ‘Are those…?’

			Rats, Pila confirmed.

			Yeeran lurched onto Pila’s back as the obeah spun around, away from the incoming tide of vermin. In her haste Yeeran nearly fell, but Pila lunged to the right to steady her.

			Yeeran looked back. The sea of rats spread like water through the streets, churning her stomach.

			Fly fast, Pila. Take us to the palace.
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Chapter Fifteen

			 

			Yeeran

			Malak knew this was going to happen,’ Yeeran said as she paced up and down.

			‘We must take it as a sign that the war has begun,’ Rayan said. They were back in the clutter of his rooms. Golan was there when Yeeran arrived, his eyes red as though he’d been crying.

			Furi had already sent soldiers out to rid the city of the vermin–‘target practice’, she’d called it. Now she was curled up on the couch, the tomcat mewling in her arms. She stroked it tenderly, her eyes skittering to the door, anxious for Jay’s arrival.

			Yeeran smiled despite how fraught the moment was. Mosima might be overrun with rats, but Furi’s compassion knows no bounds.

			‘What did Malak say exactly?’ Rayan asked.

			Yeeran sighed, her smile dropping. ‘He tried to warn me; he said that the coalition had contingency plans for everything.’

			‘Rats are barely a contingency plan,’ Furi said with a sneer.

			‘What I want to know is how did they manage it? There can’t be this many rats in the whole of the Wasted Marshes,’ Rayan said.

			Yeeran’s realisation was sudden. ‘Of course, the tent.’

			‘The tent?’ Rayan said.

			‘There was a tent guarded by soldiers that I saw on my way out of the camp. I heard strange noises coming from it.’

			‘You think the rats were in there?’

			Yeeran wanted to bang her head against the table. ‘Yes, they must have been breeding them,’ she said miserably. ‘I should have pushed for access, I should have looked harder.’

			Rayan patted her on the shoulder but it brought her no comfort. ‘You couldn’t have known.’

			The tomcat made a forlorn sound somewhere between a meow and a whimper. Furi clutched him closer to her chest.

			‘They must have brought the first batch with them,’ Yeeran said.

			‘I knew they never planned to sign the peace treaty,’ Furi said with triumph.

			‘I’m not sure,’ Yeeran said. ‘If I put myself in their place, I too would think of all the ways I could infiltrate Mosima should the treaty fail. I don’t think Malak was lying–this was simply a contingency plan.’

			Rayan nodded. ‘A beacon to herald the war. We have underestimated them.’

			Furi snorted. ‘Have we? Rats aren’t exactly a weapon.’

			‘Fear is a tool.’ Golan spoke up for the first time. His red eyes shimmered. ‘Those who know how to wield it can wound deeply.’

			Rayan looked at him and his expression turned mournful. ‘The rats aren’t our only problem,’ he said.

			‘Lettle?’ Yeeran asked, afraid of the answer.

			‘She’s fine, but Ald–Afa…has revealed more of his life.’

			Golan took in a quivering breath and walked to the window as though to hide his tears. But Yeeran could see his glistening face in the reflection of the glass.

			‘What do you mean?’ Furi asked.

			Rayan recounted Afa’s life as it had been told to Lettle. It was a story that chilled Yeeran to the core.

			‘A faerytale come alive,’ Yeeran whispered in disbelief.

			‘Some faerytales come true,’ Furi reminded her.

			‘Yes, he calls himself a sorcerer,’ Rayan said. ‘He created the obeah from beasts that are now extinct.’

			‘He made the obeah?’ Yeeran asked.

			Pila, are you hearing this?

			I am. The obeah didn’t seem too perturbed. Aren’t we all made from something?

			Both Furi and Yeeran spoke at the same time.

			‘—This doesn’t answer how the humans came to be obeah?’

			‘—How do we break the curse on Mosima?’

			But it was Golan’s voice who cut through them all. ‘What of Alder?’

			Yeeran had never seen Golan angry. His gentle temperament was something she had always admired, and to see rage twist his features hurt her heart.

			‘You speak of curses and spells, but you have not once asked what has happened to him,’ Golan said, looking between Furi and Yeeran, his gaze ablaze.

			Shame sent a flush up Yeeran’s neck.

			‘Lettle spoke with Alder, briefly,’ Rayan said. He looked haunted by the recollection. ‘He only exists as we know him outside of the sanctuary where Afa resides.’

			Golan clenched his fists. ‘How do we get him back?’

			‘I don’t know yet. I am learning what I can through Ajax, but night has just fallen on their side of the continent. When they awaken, I’ll find out more.’

			Yeeran went to Golan and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. At first, he bristled at her touch, but as she spoke, he softened. ‘If this Afa is as powerful as he appears to be, there must be a way for him to bring back the Alder that we knew,’ she said.

			‘I hope so,’ Golan whispered. ‘I need to go for a walk. I’ll be back later.’

			He pulled free of Yeeran’s embrace and went to the door. As he opened it, he let out a startled sound.

			Jay was on the other side of the door, their hands held up as though about to knock.

			‘Oh! Hello, Golan,’ Jay said with a smile, but it wavered as they saw Golan’s expression.

			‘Sorry to miss you, I was just leaving,’ he said, pushing past Jay. Yeeran wanted to go after him but she wasn’t sure if she’d be any help. Besides, she was needed here–they had a war to plan.

			Furi began to stand to greet Jay but then winced and sat back down.

			‘Are you all right?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘Twinge in my back, that’s all. Must have slept in a strange position.’ She gave Yeeran a small smile.

			‘Too much exercise, eh?’ Jay said, looking between them.

			Yeeran refused to meet their gaze as Rayan stifled a laugh.

			Jay set their medicine bag on the table, scattering the tokens Rayan had lovingly placed on the map. He began to right the dispersed markers, but Jay’s gaze was on the cat in Furi’s arms.

			‘It’s been quite an odd morning–first rats and then your message, Furi. You said the cat is hurt?’ Jay said.

			‘Miller, I’ve named him Miller,’ Furi said. He had gone limp against her but was still breathing.

			‘I must say, when I became a healer in the royal hospital, I didn’t think my jurisdiction would include felines,’ Jay said, smiling. ‘Where did you find him?’

			‘He caught a rat this morning and dropped it on my back,’ Furi said dryly.

			‘Oh, you clever boy,’ Jay cooed as they approached.

			‘He was fine last night, but as we were leaving, I noticed he was limping,’ Furi said.

			‘Leaving? Spent the night somewhere, did we?’ Jay raised their eyebrows at Yeeran but she was lost in her thoughts. Furi had reminded her of the rat in the water mill. She hadn’t considered before that it could have been part of the wave of vermin the elven army had released.

			What if the rats’ purpose is more than just fear?

			‘Jay, stop,’ Yeeran said, halting the healer before they picked up the cat. ‘Have you got gloves?’

			‘Why?’

			‘I think Miller might be diseased,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi looked at the cat, her eyes wide. Rayan was gazing from Furi to Yeeran, not comprehending why they both looked so shaken.

			‘I always come with gloves,’ Jay said slowly. Then they cocked their head and added, ‘But if that cat is diseased, I wouldn’t recommend cuddling it.’

			Furi swallowed and glanced at Yeeran. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she said, and Yeeran wondered if it was more to herself than to Yeeran. Still, she refused to be parted with Miller.

			Jay put on gloves and began to assess the cat. ‘It’s as though the muscles in his leg are stiffening…I’ve never seen anything like it…’ Jay murmured.

			‘The rat Miller caught had a blackened mouth, as though its jaw was decaying,’ Yeeran said.

			‘Yes, I can see those symptoms presenting here. The cat’s skin is mottling, like his very muscles are atrophying…’ Jay’s voice trailed off into a whisper.

			‘Atrophying?’ Yeeran’s whole body broke out in goosebumps.

			‘You know what it is.’ Furi had interpreted Yeeran’s expression.

			There was only one thing that had caused such symptoms in the Elven Lands. Yeeran had got to know the disease intimately when caring for Lettle.

			‘The wasting pox.’

			Rayan swore.

			‘W-what is that? Is that what Lettle had?’ Furi had paled.

			‘Yes,’ Yeeran said heavily.

			‘I need to know how it spreads,’ Jay said urgently, their hands shaking. ‘Is it airborne?’

			‘No.’ Jay’s relief was short-lived as Yeeran continued, ‘It spreads through direct contact with the infected skin, but it’s extremely fast spreading and very contagious.’

			Yeeran and Furi locked eyes. Neither of them spoke the obvious, but Furi’s hands shook as she pulled Miller closer.

			‘They must have given the rats the disease then released them on Mosima. A cruel thing,’ Rayan said as he tugged at the roots of his outgrown hair.

			Jay withdrew a needle from their bag. ‘I’m going to give Miller some painkillers. While I do that, tell me everything you know about this disease.’

			‘It ravaged Crescent when I was a child,’ Rayan said, his voice distant as though walking the roads of his memories. ‘It eats at your muscles, spreading from limb to limb. It’s fast-acting, immobilising your body until your organs begin to shut down. By the time you know you’ve caught it, it’ll be too late; you’ll have already spread it to ten more people.’

			‘How long does it take for symptoms to appear?’ Jay asked. The cat quietened as the drugs took effect.

			‘A few hours,’ Rayan said. ‘The first way of knowing you’re infected is a purple rash along the left side of your neck; it’ll trace its way along the artery closest to your heart.’

			Furi’s hand went to her neck. The skin there was unblemished, but she covered it self-consciously.

			Jay stepped away from their patient and carefully removed their gloves, disposing of them in a pouch they then sealed tightly. ‘And what is the recovery timeline?’

			Yeeran couldn’t look at Furi as Rayan said, ‘Most don’t recover.’

			Furi abruptly laughed. Then looked shocked that she had.

			‘But some do,’ Yeeran said earnestly. ‘For some people it strikes in one area, like Lettle. It took around three weeks for her to recover fully as we couldn’t afford the cure—’

			Furi interrupted her. ‘There’s a cure?’

			‘Yes,’ both Rayan and Yeeran said at once.

			Jay looked immediately relieved, but Furi asked, ‘Why did that “yes” sound like a no?’

			The elves exchanged a look.

			‘Because it’s hard to procure,’ Yeeran said. ‘It requires the petals of the hister flower to be brewed in alcohol for weeks. The fermentation leeches the plant’s toxins before it is consumed.’

			Furi looked like she might laugh again.

			‘Hister flowers, do they grow in Mosima?’ Jay asked.

			‘I’m not sure,’ Rayan said. ‘I haven’t seen any…and the royal horticulturist…is no longer with us.’

			At the mention of Norey, everyone stilled. He had been a key part of the rebellion to bring down the Jani dynasty. Until Lettle killed him.

			‘Can you draw the plant?’ Jay removed paper and pen from their satchel. ‘There are a few people I can ask. We might have another name for it here.’

			Rayan drew the flower for Jay while Yeeran watched Furi. The queen had shrunk into herself, her hand still stroking the cat.

			‘He’ll be all right,’ Yeeran said. ‘I remember that the animals recovered quickly.’

			‘That’s good,’ Furi said, though when she looked up her gaze was bleak. ‘But what about my citizens?’

			She didn’t question her own health, but Yeeran did.

			‘How are you feeling?’

			Her hand had stilled on the sleeping cat.

			‘Fine.’ She answered too quickly. Too forcefully.

			‘Furi…’

			The queen shifted, removing her hand from her neck, revealing a streak of purple flesh.

			Oh, no.

			Yeeran began to go to her.

			‘Stay back!’ Furi shouted. ‘I mean it, Yeeran, don’t come near me.’

			Tears splashed down her cheeks.

			‘I’ll be fine, I didn’t catch it when Lettle had it,’ Yeeran said.

			‘No, please, Yeeran.’ Her voice cracked on Yeeran’s name and the sound pierced her soul. ‘I couldn’t bear it if I gave you this.’

			Rayan’s own eyes brimmed with tears. ‘We’ll get you the cure.’

			Furi shook her head. ‘You said it takes weeks to brew. And we don’t even know if it grows here. We need to start quarantining the sick. Immediately.’

			There was silence as her words sank in.

			‘She’s right,’ Rayan said.

			‘Jay, will you help? Your expertise in healing will be invaluable,’ Furi asked.

			‘Of course, but you realise we’ll need to sequester you too? You’ll have to stay apart from Amnan, we don’t know how this will affect the obeah.’

			Furi smiled sadly. ‘I’ll be OK. I’ll have Miller with me.’

			The world is a sadistic place to tear us apart so soon after we have been reunited, Yeeran thought, as she stared at her beloved.

			Jay didn’t delay. With Rayan’s help they sent messages to every household in Mosima alerting the citizens to the disease. Haba, small, possum-like creatures that the Jani dynasty could call on, were used to carry the letters.

			They then selected a corner of the city where they could house the sick.

			‘This whole section has been abandoned since the blight,’ Jay said, sketching a circle on the map spread out on the table. ‘There are enough rooms and houses for a hundred at least.’

			There’ll be more sick than that by the night’s end, Yeeran thought.

			‘We need to close off the boundary. Block it with wood. They may have thought of other ways to infiltrate Mosima with animals,’ Furi said faintly. Yeeran had been watching her throughout the preparations. As each minute passed, the purple rash on her neck spread further. She was hunched over a tea that Jay had brewed for her which the healer hoped would lessen the symptoms–so far it didn’t seem like it had.

			Miller still slept on her lap.

			‘We can’t, not yet. We need to give the obeah we’ve recalled time to come back to Mosima,’ Rayan said. ‘We’d be condemning all the fae whose obeah still roam beyond.’

			‘We have to sacrifice them.’ Furi spoke through the pain–which Yeeran thought right now was brought on by the suggestion she was making. ‘Or we leave ourselves vulnerable to more attacks.’

			‘Two days,’ Rayan said. ‘We have to give them two days.’

			‘I agree, Furi, the obeah need time,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi seemed too weak to nod.

			The rest of the day moved unbearably slowly. Jay administered several tinctures to try and ease Furi’s symptoms, but nothing seemed to stop the progression. Both her legs had started to cramp and seize, and painkillers were the only thing that helped her cope.

			‘Fifty people bearing signs of the illness have come forward so far, most in the faeguard,’ Anyah reported. She wasn’t allowed in the king’s chambers just in case Furi had passed it to the others, so she spoke from the doorway. ‘Golan is overseeing the weavers to distribute gloves to everyone in the city.’

			‘Good,’ Rayan said. ‘Jay has made a list of recommended meals for the sick. Please take it to the kitchens and have them deliver to the quarantined district.’

			Anyah disappeared to delegate the task.

			‘Are you safe?’ Furi asked. Her gaze was bleary and she was using fewer words than usual.

			Yeeran understood what she meant. ‘None of us have the markings that signify disease. Do not worry about us.’

			But Yeeran saw that she did worry and like her she wondered if Furi was recalling their last kiss. Had the disease been infectious enough at that time to pass on?

			Probably.

			But Yeeran felt fine. So too did Rayan and Jay, but neither could recall touching Furi. Either way, they’d all know by the end of the day.

			Anyah returned. ‘I’ve just been informed the quarantine is in place, we’ve begun moving the sick. My queen, would you like a stretcher?’

			‘No.’ Furi, ever proud, rose from her chair. ‘I’ll walk.’

			She refused to let Amnan near her, though the obeah trailed sadly in her wake. The walk took double the length of time it should have done.

			‘Any word from your friends? Does the flower exist here?’ Yeeran asked Jay quietly. Though Furi was up ahead, she didn’t want her voice to carry.

			Jay shook their head. ‘No, no one’s seen it before.’

			‘I will talk to Sahar,’ Rayan said. ‘He may know of it.’

			Sahar had owned an apothecary; at the very least his old supplies might help.

			‘Good idea,’ Yeeran said. ‘We cannot give up hope.’

			They passed a burning pit that smelled of sizzling meat and hair. It was one of many they’d seen on their route. The message had been received: all rats were not to be touched without gloves, but killed and burned on sight.

			‘We’re here,’ Jay said. A group of healers Jay had called upon stood on the outside of a newly erected fence. They all wore brightly patterned gloves made from old dresses Golan had procured.

			The patterned silk was an odd sight against the dozens of sick being assessed. It made everything feel even more surreal.

			‘There are more healers than sick people,’ Rayan said with hope in his voice.

			‘Yes, this is everyone who has come forward since this morning,’ Anyah said.

			Yeeran was more realistic. There’s no way this is all the infected people.

			‘They’re hiding in their houses,’ Furi said. She was leaning on the wooden fence, sweat pouring down her pallid face. ‘We need to tell them the queen is here.’

			‘Is that wise?’ Rayan asked.

			‘Let it be known that I will ride this storm with them, and when the cure is procured, it will be offered here and only here. Send the faeguard with this message. We cannot miss one person or all of this will be for nothing.’

			Anyah nodded.

			Furi paused, her eyes homing in on someone. She pointed to one of the faeguard who was maintaining the queue. His bright orange gloves were so distracting that it took a moment for Yeeran to realise what Furi was looking at. The faeguard’s collar was pulled up against his neck.

			‘That’s not uniform regulation,’ Furi said quietly.

			Anyah crossed the gap between her and the soldier. ‘Pull down your collar,’ she demanded.

			The guard shook his head, his lips quivering. ‘One of two things are happening. You are either refusing an order from your superior because you wish to be stripped of your rank. Or you misheard me the first time, so I will ask again: pull down your collar.’ Anyah’s voice was sure and clear.

			The soldier pulled down his collar, his face crumpling as he did so. Underneath his skin was purple and mottled.

			Jay’s reaction was immediate. The guard was directed towards the healers on the other side of the fence.

			‘We have to search the barracks,’ Rayan said. ‘The soldiers will have been the first infected.’

			Because Furi sent them to kill the rats. Yeeran saw the guilt etched into her face.

			‘It wasn’t your fault, Furi. You didn’t know.’

			Furi shook her head, but Yeeran wasn’t sure what it meant. Furi turned to Anyah once more. ‘Keep an eye on anyone wearing their collar up or wearing scarves.’

			‘Yes, Commander.’

			‘Not any more. That role lies with you now.’

			Pure terror crossed Anyah’s features before crystallising into determination. ‘As you say, my queen.’

			The young woman marched off and Yeeran thought, not for the first time, how right Furi had been about hiring her.

			‘It’s time for you to go,’ Furi said to the group. ‘You’ve done all you can for me for now.’

			Rayan gave her a forlorn look. ‘You’ll survive this, Furi.’

			The queen did not smile. ‘Go now, I need to lie down.’

			‘I don’t want to leave you,’ Yeeran admitted.

			‘You will have to. Don’t worry, I’ll have Jay by my side if I need anything.’

			But what about my needs? Yeeran wanted to shout. I need you, I breathe you, I live for you.

			Instead she looked across the space between them and said, ‘Don’t die, Furi, or I’ll have to kill you myself.’

			Furi huffed out a half-hearted laugh before she turned away and shuffled across the quarantine border. Only when she was safely inside did she turn to look at Yeeran again. Her lips quivered, and a single tear fell from her eyes. ‘I love you,’ Furi said. The three words seemed to shatter the queen, and she began to sob.

			Yeeran found herself running. Not away from Furi but towards her.

			‘What are you doing?’ Furi said as Yeeran threaded her arms around her. Furi tried to push her away but Yeeran’s lips found hers, the kiss soft and gentle, healing them both in other ways.

			‘There, if I’m infected, I’m infected,’ she said after drawing breath. ‘Besides, I told you, I didn’t get sick after taking care of Lettle.’

			‘Yeeran, this was foolish,’ Furi said without bite. She rested her forehead against Yeeran’s.

			‘But I couldn’t leave you. I had something very important to say and I wanted you to hear it.’ Yeeran whispered the words onto her parted lips.

			‘I love you too.’
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Chapter Sixteen

			 

			Lettle

			Lettle woke with a start. She hadn’t expected to sleep at all, but the quiet serenity of the sanctuary had lulled her into the depths of slumber. Afa slept next to her, surrounded by obeah. One was watching her with its unnerving placid gaze.

			Perhaps Afa has put a spell on them? Lettle thought. She reached for Mortah’s walking stick and clutched it tight.

			Afa murmured in his sleep and the sound was so like Alder, it frightened her. A sob began to claw its way up her throat and she left the moss field before she woke Afa.

			She followed a trail of fireflies to a small pond, and only then did she let her tears fall.

			Alder’s terrified face kept haunting her, his cheeks red from the waterfall, his eyes wide and pleading. ‘Help me,’ he’d cried.

			‘I will, I promise,’ she vowed. The pond rippled with the reflection of something large. She tensed and turned round, not sure what she expected to find. After yesterday she knew anything could be possible.

			‘Oh, Ajax.’ She let out a breath of relief. He saw her distress and pawed at her lap.

			‘I’m all right.’ She squeezed her eyes shut, causing more tears to spill.

			Ajax nudged her face, his cold nose startling her into looking at him. It elicited a small smile from her. ‘Thank you for being with me, Ajax.’ She tucked herself into his side, inhaling his familiar aroma.

			I can’t believe Rayan was watching me this whole time. It should have made her angry but it didn’t; she liked that he had been with her in his own way. It proved that part of him still cared.

			‘Is Rayan listening?’ she asked the obeah.

			Ajax dipped his head in assent.

			Though hundreds of leagues, thousands, separated them, she spoke the words she had been rehearsing in her mind since the day they had argued.

			‘Rayan, I know that not being forthright about the extent of the prophecy was wrong. I didn’t think of it as a lie, but deception by omission is still deceit.’ Afa had shown her that more clearly. ‘I was too caught up in the pain and fear of knowing I would one day be the death of you. The prophecy has haunted me from the moment I gave it breath.’

			She wiped at the tears that fell down her cheeks. Ajax sat unmoving, his green eyes giving nothing away of the thoughts and feelings of Rayan within.

			‘I hope you can forgive me. For this and also for what I will one day do. I don’t know when or how you’ll come to be my victim, but know that I will never do it purposefully. I am tired of being plagued by a future I can’t control. I love you, and want you, and need you.’

			Ajax, of course, said nothing. Lettle’s tears turned once again into a heavy sob. She dropped her head in her hands and let the grief of missing Rayan wash over her.

			Ajax whined softly. Lettle wrapped her hands around him until her tears abated.

			‘I thought when I said this to you, Rayan, you’d have an opportunity to respond,’ she laughed a little and straightened her shoulders. ‘But perhaps it is best this way. I do not think I could continue on here knowing that you had rejected me–if that is still your wish. Instead, there is hope in this uncertainty. I can say I love you and imagine the response back. This fantasy will satisfy me for now.’

			A frog sprang out of the pond and dashed across the rocks in front of them. Ajax pranced after it, bouncing up and down like a kitten giving chase to a ball of string. The fraedia was beginning to warm above them, setting the morning dew sparkling on the flowers and plants around her. It would have been a beautiful sight if not for the situation.

			She looked back to the field of moss behind her. Afa still lay asleep among the obeah.

			He holds onto so many secrets, she thought.

			Her hands went to her prophecy tokens in her pouch. If he wouldn’t tell her everything, then she would ask the gods themselves.

			‘Hail, Bosome, grant me your knowledge this night: tell me of Afa, the last human.’ She cast the talismans onto the ground, Afa the single thought in her mind.

			See without sight those that are missed. The obeah should never be again.

			‘See without sight…’ Lettle whispered as she penned the prophecy into her journal.

			The Fates were leading her to use magesight. Lettle stood and let her mind focus and relax at the same time. She always found it easy viewing the world in magesight since it was how she’d always read the Fates. But as she looked around nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

			Well, as ordinary as an underground meadow and a magical boundary can seem, she thought.

			‘The obeah should never be again…’ she murmured. She looked at Ajax, the spark that glowed in his chest bouncing up and down as he chased after the frog. And just like the obeah, the frog was also lit with a small twinkle of life–like all living things. After discovering in Mosima that obeah glimmered bronze, fae gold and elves silver, Lettle had begun to notice the variation in the hues of different animals. The light emanated a faint green for reptiles and amphibians, whereas mammals were red and fish blue. Birds glowed a light purple.

			The colours were so subtle, it took a lot of concentration to pick them out as she moved through the cavern. She passed a section of the sanctuary where there was no light at all and the shock of it drew her out of magesight.

			Using her own eyes, she realised she was looking at the obeah that surrounded Afa. Once more she glanced at them, but not only was there no light within; the darkness was so complete it felt depthless.

			There was no life within them at all.

			But how? She had seen them breathing.

			She began to walk towards them, her eyes squinting as she tried to pick out their movements. They couldn’t have all just died, could they?

			They are soulless…

			She was so preoccupied by her realisation that she didn’t look where she was going. Her toe stubbed against something hard, and she went sprawling. Ajax came running.

			‘I really am done with falling over,’ she muttered as she looked at the fraedia glowing above. Ajax offered her his horn and she used it to pull herself up.

			‘What did I even fall over?’

			She looked around for the object of her ire and found a wooden post. It was placed too purposefully for it to be unintentional. She crouched down and ran her hands over the grain of the wood, noticing that there was a word engraved there.

			‘Varnya,’ she read. Ajax huffed next to her, pointing out another wooden marker beside the first.

			She noticed this was also labelled with a word. ‘Benan.’

			Not a word…a name.

			She looked around. There were ten, twenty, more…

			‘A graveyard,’ she whispered as she began to back away slowly.

			‘I didn’t kill all of them.’ The words and their meaning were enough to stop Lettle in her tracks.

			She turned to face Afa. He met her judgement placidly. ‘You told me you were alone down here.’

			‘I was, most of the time. But about a hundred years after Hady died, I heard voices in the cave above. So I sent stairs to greet them. And down they came.’ He moved his fingers to mimic walking down stairs.

			He looked to one of the graves. ‘Davy was the first, he was a wonderful companion.’

			‘Did you kill him?’ Lettle snarled.

			Afa seemed taken aback by her anger, but she was done being gentle with him.

			‘I did eventually. We had some happy years, but then he wanted to leave and tell the world about me. I had spent so long hiding the truth, I couldn’t let him change it all.’

			‘What of the others?’

			He cocked his head as if remembering. ‘There was a family, two daughters. They lived until they each died of old age. Then there was a soldier who kept trying to kill me, so of course I had to kill him back. Oh, about three hundred years ago, two friends arrived searching for my tomb—’

			‘Did you ever let anyone leave?’

			‘Once.’ His voice grew wistful. ‘Laral. In exchange for her freedom, she said she would write my story–well, the version of the story I wanted her to tell.’

			‘The Wandering Human…’

			He leaned forward in excitement. ‘Exactly! I was glad she managed to pen it ere malady claimed her.’

			‘You only let her go because she was sick, didn’t you?’

			The beat of silence was enough of an answer.

			‘I cannot comprehend your disquiet. I am certain she was the cause of your war. Laral was the only person who knew of the fraedia crystal in the Fae Lands–the Bleeding Field as you call it.’

			Lettle reeled. Everything pointed back to him. He was like a spider that had wound its web through time. Her hands found their way to the hinge on the walking stick and she withdrew the blade with a shaking hand.

			The metal was rusted and slightly bent, but the point was still sharp enough to kill.

			Ajax growled beside her as she levelled the knife at Afa’s heart.

			‘I will not be buried here,’ she said.

			Afa looked shocked, then betrayed. ‘You think I would hurt you?’ He sounded wounded before she had even broken his skin.

			‘You have proved it is in your capabilities.’

			He looked at the blade trembling by his heart. ‘And you think that would stay my hand?’

			The ground rippled beneath Lettle and she watched in horror as water seeped through the soil. She began to sink, the mud holding her fast. The more she struggled, the faster she sank. The bog had pulled her down to her waist already. Afa stood above, his eyes a tempest of rage and fury.

			‘You forget who I am. I am the earth, I am a child of Asase come alive. I defy death.’

			The blade fell from Lettle’s hand as she struggled for purchase. Her hand brushed something solid–a branch, she thought–and she pulled. It came free in her hands.

			A bone. She hardly had time to register her disgust before the ground moved again. This time she was pushed upwards through the soil, the water retreating, the dirt drying out. In seconds everything was as before.

			Except for the bone in my hand. She threw it away with a scream.

			Ajax came to her and pressed his body against her trembling legs. She was scared, yes, but that was not why she trembled. She turned her wrath on Afa.

			‘You seek to frighten me? You know my tale, I have lived with fear every day of my life. Kill me if you must, but do not toy with me. You defy death? Well, I defy fear.’

			Her speech did not move Afa as she’d hoped. The storm she’d seen in his eyes had stilled, and his eyes glittered as he looked down at the bone she had thrown.

			He went to retrieve it, picking it up gently in his hands.

			‘Back home with you,’ he said softly, as though speaking to a pet or a small child–not a thigh bone.

			He pressed the bone into the grave next to Lettle and she watched in revulsion as the soil reclaimed it, turning liquid briefly once more.

			‘Sleep well, Varnya,’ he whispered.

			Lettle was astonished by his change in demeanour. Gone was the immortal who had likened himself to a god; in his place stood a man grieving for an old friend.

			It reminded her of her friend who she was determined to save.

			Afa wiped at his tears and turned to Lettle. ‘I will not ensnare you within these confines, I vow it.’

			‘Why? What makes me different from the others?’

			‘Because you can fix it,’ he said quietly. ‘You can finally fix it all.’

			‘Fix what? Is this about the obeah? Why are the ones here soulless?’

			‘They were all soulless once. Though we had the power to create them, we did not have the power to spark life.’

			‘Then why does Ajax have a soul? Help me understand.’

			But Afa pouted. ‘I am famished.’ It was like he was a child again. ‘Might we break our fast first?’

			Lettle was getting tired of his deflection. She pointed to the ground. ‘Fine, grow a plum tree, a tomato plant, a whole vineyard for all I care.’

			Afa watched her, his gaze discerning. ‘I know you must be hungry. It matters not if I do not eat for a day or two. But you need nourishment.’

			He acts like he cares for me.

			She began to laugh.

			‘What is it?’ he said, a tentative smile on his lips.

			She wiped the mirth from her eyes. ‘I think your madness is catching.’

			His smile was gone in an instant. ‘I am not mad.’

			It was a lie, and they both knew it.

			‘Come,’ he said, leading her and Ajax towards a grove of trees. ‘It is not a vineyard, but an orchard.’

			He touched the bark of each tree as he passed, his magic calling forth their fruit until their branches were laden: apples, pears, pomegranates, oranges. Ajax jumped into the branches of the nearest mulberry tree and began gorging himself on the berries.

			Afa waited for Lettle to pick what she wanted before selecting a single apple.

			‘There are chairs this way,’ he said. The orchard opened out into a clearing where ivy had run rampant through the shrubs and plants. In the centre of a patch of overgrown grass were two gold and silver thrones.

			‘When you said chairs, I didn’t think you meant thrones.’

			‘Once, but now they are just chairs of uncommon discomfort.’

			Lettle sat down gingerly.

			Never has my ass been cradled by something quite as opulent, she thought. Then she bit into a pear and groaned as the sweetness burst across her tongue.

			‘Good, is it not?’ he said.

			‘Yes.’ Afa had been right, she was starving.

			His thumb absently polished the red skin of the apple, not eating it.

			‘Is it your connection to the earth that sustains you?’ Lettle asked.

			‘It sustains my life force, not my body.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘When I starve myself my mortal body wastes away, my muscles desiccate, until I become more skeleton than human. Like a tree in the throes of winter.’

			‘But you still do not die?’

			‘I enter a comatose state, somewhere between life and death. I can remain that way for many years, barely breathing, barely thinking.’

			She realised he had said ‘when’, not ‘if’. ‘So you’ve done it.’

			‘Yes, frequently,’ he admitted. ‘Once, I remained asleep for two hundred and eighty-two years. And I still did not die.’

			‘But you bleed, I know you do. I’ve seen Alder hurt himself.’

			‘Yes, but I heal quickly too.’

			‘Too quickly to cause serious damage?’

			An expression manifested that Lettle hadn’t seen on his face before: embarrassment. She wondered how many times he had tried to end his life.

			Pointedly, she set the finished pear core on the ground between them. ‘Tell me about the obeah.’

			He sighed. ‘If I tell you about the obeah, I must first tell you about the prophecy.’

			‘Then tell me, Afa. I need to understand.’

			He nodded. ‘And if you understand, you’ll help me fix it?’

			She wasn’t sure what he meant, but she was prepared to lie. ‘I’ll try.’

			Suddenly his arms were around her. She froze, her heart in her throat. Then she realised it was only an embrace.

			‘Thank you, Lettle.’

			She extracted herself gently from his arms. ‘Tell me then.’

			He took a deep breath then spoke. ‘There were many wars between the sorcerers and the fae after the first. They realised strength alone could no longer stop us, so they tried to assassinate me, poison me. They killed Cevar first, lured him away with the promise of riches then sent me his head. Bish died trying to protect his hamlet from the fae’s magic. Guso took an arrow meant for me.

			‘Soon it was just me and Hady against the might of the fae.’

			‘What of the elves?’

			‘They had retreated from the world, their god warning them of the curse to come.’

			‘So you did curse the fae?’

			Afa’s eyes flashed with annoyance. ‘Let me tell the story you have so yearned for.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘Hady and I lived in Kaa’pah’lie reigning over the humans as emperor and empress. They welcomed her, despite being fae, for our people were always loving, always welcoming. They had long begged for the war to end. I had come up with a plan to harness the extent of our god’s power to do just that. Though we were sorcerers, we were not invulnerable, and so I drafted a spell that had never been done before. I knew that by binding to the earth I would have enough power to end all wars. A risky endeavour, for we could not anticipate the sacrifice it would entail. But Hady didn’t agree with the plan. She had not recovered from the death she had seen when the obeah turned on our people. She was wary.’ He paused. His expression as he’d been recounting the story had been indifferent, but now it darkened like a rain cloud.

			‘What happened?’

			‘The fae captured Hady.’ Time had not blunted his anger. ‘Have you ever loved so fiercely that you would do anything to never let them go?’ he asked.

			Lettle’s hand went to her throat.

			‘Yes.’

			‘And have you ever broken their trust?’

			Her palms prickled with heat and she didn’t answer.

			‘I had promised Hady that I would not speak the spell to life. I had promised her on the beating heart of our unborn children. Twins.’

			‘She was pregnant?’

			He dipped his head in assent, as though voicing it would be too hard. ‘When they took her, I broke that promise. I considered it for less than a moment. I simply said the words. And she watched through my eyes.’

			‘What happened?’

			He shook his head, scared again. ‘If I tell you, you won’t like me any more.’

			Lettle understood Afa a bit more in that moment. He was one of those people who thrived on adoration, a feeling she could not relate to, as few people liked Lettle when they met her–and she preferred it that way.

			‘I need to know, Afa. Or I won’t help you.’

			He held out a hand. Lettle looked around in confusion until she saw an obeah appear, the grimoire between its jaws. It dropped it into Afa’s waiting hand.

			‘Why do the obeah that live here have no light within them?’ Lettle asked.

			Afa frowned as though he didn’t understand, but then comprehension rippled across his brow. ‘They have no souls.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘I may have the power of a god, but I am not a god. I cannot give souls to the things I make.’

			Lettle looked at Ajax in the tree above her. He shone just as bright in magesight as he usually did.

			‘But Ajax has a soul.’

			‘He does,’ Afa said. He cradled the grimoire to his chest as though it were a babe.

			‘This was never meant to touch elf or fae hands, you know.’

			‘Then why write it?’

			He answered her with a question. ‘Why is it that you call it a grimoire?’

			‘It was what Najma called it.’

			‘The prince whose obeah found it?’

			‘Yes.’

			He stroked the leather then set it on the ground between them. ‘It was never a grimoire. It has spells, yes, but it was not intended for anyone’s eyes but my own. You see, it is a diary.’

			‘A diary?’

			‘Or perhaps a map to find myself.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ Lettle said.

			‘Everything you need to know is bound into the pages.’

			‘I told you I do not speak the human language.’

			‘No one does. Not any more. So I must read it to you,’ he said. There was something in his tone that made Lettle want to say no. But this was why they were here, wasn’t it? For answers?

			He opened the first page and ran his hands over the ink. He sighed, concaving inwards with a deep weariness. When he looked up at her she expected his gaze to be as mournful as his breath, but instead it burned with anger.

			‘When I started writing this, I had hoped it would be my salvation…’ his voice petered off into a whisper, all rage spent in a few words.

			Then he flicked through the book until he found the page he was looking for. ‘You must forgive my rendition. Words and language have changed somewhat over the years; I may stutter as I translate some of the meaning.’

			Ever proud.

			His voice deepened as he spoke, the years settling into place and his face changed once more.

			Lettle shivered.

			Here was an ancient being as old as the earth.
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Chapter Seventeen

			 

			Afa

			Lettle thinks she is untrusting, but she is not, Afa thought as he opened the diary. It had been many years since he had completed its pages, but his story was not yet over.

			His future lay in Lettle’s hands now. He looked at her. She reminded him of Hady in many ways. She was kind but sharp with her judgements, and capable of so much more than anyone could ever comprehend.

			Afa licked his lips and began to read, his memories falling like rain upon his brow.

			He wished he could drown in it.

			

			—

			I have a way to end the wars with the fae forthwith, but Hady will not hear of it.

			‘If we are earthbound our power will be vast,’ I say.

			‘The sacrifice, my love, will be too great to bind our souls this way.’

			Our souls. For we are entwined.

			She winds her arms around my chest, her swollen belly pressing into my back.

			I turn her round, so I can see her beauty clearly.

			‘The pregnancy has only made you more becoming.’

			She smiles. Stop looking at me with thy eyes, she says in my mind.

			I will never tire of her voice in my head.

			How can I, when you look like you do? I pull her onto my lap and lay a pattern of kisses up her neck. She looks so beautiful in the fraedia light of the sanctuary.

			‘You mean to distract me from your spell, I know your ways,’ she says, sighing. ‘Afa, stop.’ She holds me by the jaw. I try and nibble at her wrist, but she pushes me away.

			‘I mean it, you cannot do this.’

			I lean back, annoyed. ‘Why not? It will fix everything.’

			‘The sacrifice, my love. It will be too great.’

			‘So many of my people are dying already, I cannot think it will be greater than that.’

			She stands up, cradling her belly. The twins are due this summer; my excitement for the birth is as mighty as the spell I want to weave. She walks along the walls of the sanctuary, trailing her hands along a row of books. Not all of the shelves are full, but one day they will be if we are successful in our mission.

			‘I was naïve when I made this place,’ she says.

			I frown. The sanctuary was beautiful; it was our haven where we ruled over our citizens.

			‘I had read a spell that I thought I could adapt without too much cost,’ Hady says. ‘That is the problem with human magic: no matter how hard you think you understand it, you will never truly be able to predict it.’

			‘The magic’s tithe was not that great.’ I try to sound soothing but her face is a mask of regret.

			‘While the land prospered here, it dried up the river that used to run through the mountainside. Entire hamlets had to relocate, not to mention all the animals that had lived in the river’s depths. The damage is irreparable, Afa.’

			I hate to see her wretched. I go to her and wrap my arms around her. She rests her head on my chest.

			‘The elvish diviners speak of a prophecy,’ she whispers, her fingers circling the taut skin around her stomach.

			Forever the war will rage, until united, the three shall die.

			Humans made low, then fae made lower,

			Then elves in ignorance, gone is their power,

			Cursed to endure, cursed to survive.

			All shall perish lest all three thrive.

			I have heard the words before.

			‘Don’t you see? The prophecy supports my spell–I can unite everyone with the power of the earth.’

			Hady shakes her head. ‘The elves are closing their borders, they want no part in this war.’

			‘Well then, they are fools! There is no war we cannot win. With thanks to the obeah, the humans outnumber the fae greatly.’

			Hady looks unsettled. ‘With thanks to the obeah? Afa, we killed thousands of fae and many of our own.’

			‘And it was not enough,’ I hiss. ‘Still they come for us, again and again.’

			‘What will being earthbound achieve?’

			‘Our god’s power will be part of us. Prithee, imagine the power.’

			‘But what will you do with this power?’ she asks.

			Is she afeared of me? She reaches for my hand and I discard the thought.

			I bring her palm to my lips and say against its roughened skin, ‘Our children will never know peace unless this ends. I will not let the fae take them from us.’

			She pulls free of me and picks up her notebook that lies next to mine. ‘There are other ways to accomplish peace. I’ve been researching protection spells. We can use a root system to weave a boundary—’

			‘And they will learn to infiltrate it!’ I do not mean to get angry, but I have seen too many of my friends die at the fae’s hands.

			‘Afa,’ she says my name urgently. ‘We do not know what this spell will take from the world.’

			‘It will be the final sacrifice, for once we are one with the earth we will never need to trade with the magic again. We will be able to wield the elements without a penance. We will be able to level cities with a breath—’

			‘You intend to destroy Lorhan?’ She looks horrified.

			‘No, the threat will be enough, of course.’ Her compassion for the people who have killed our friends is grating.

			‘Do not do this.’ Hady gets on her knees; it is an effort now. ‘Please, Afa, I beseech you, for our children. Do not do this. Promise me.’

			She does not understand that everything I do is in the name of my legacy. Why can she not see that?

			But I see the sweat peppering her brow as I help her to stand, and I know this taxes her more than I like.

			So I look into her eyes and I say the words she wants to hear. I am not sure I mean them, but there is nothing I will not do for her.

			‘I won’t speak the spell,’ I vow.

			She grabs my hand and places it on our children. ‘Swear it on the blood of our babies.’

			‘I swear it.’

			She looks relieved, and I am relieved for her.

			

			—

			The next day, Hady is not in our bed when I wake.

			Hady? Where are you? I reach down the thread that binds our minds.

			She opens her eyes and I see through them. Magical threads, like fallen sunlight, wrap around her hands and ankles. The floor is cold at her back. She is in pain.

			What happened?

			The fae have taken me ransom, Afa. They wish to discuss our terms of surrender.

			I stop seeing through her eyes. I stop seeing through mine. All I can truly see is red, and it is like a film of blood.

			I weave the spell I said I wouldn’t. I bind the earth to me, to us; I feel its soul, like the spark of a god, settle into my marrow.

			I press my hands into the dirt and feel the pulse of the plants and the animals. I laugh and the ground shakes with me. I smile and the flowers burst into bloom.

			This is power that no one will ever understand. No one except Hady.

			My love, use your power, free yourself. Then come hither, I whisper in her mind. The war ends today.

			I clench my fists and send my magic to the Fae Lands. I want the fae to feel what the humans have. I want their histories to disappear. I want them to be forgotten.

			First, I destroy their libraries with a hurricane. Then I crush the bones of their courtyards with an earthquake. Next, I send a flood to wash away everything, and anyone who is left. Finally I cover the land with grass and plants, as though their lands never existed at all.

			Gone, all gone, Hady, I say.

			But she is silent.

			All of this has happened in the time it takes for a moth to flutter its wings. I walk through Kaa’pah’lie with triumph in my heart.

			The city is quiet.

			‘How can you sleep in times like these? A victory has been had, you should be jubilant!’ I say to my citizens.

			But they do not sleep.

			I go from door to door but every human I come across has slumped to the ground.

			What have the fae done? I think.

			I do not understand it. I call the obeah to me and ride forthwith to the village I was raised in.

			‘Mother, sister!’ I cry. I have not seen them in many years. A regret I will think of daily.

			My sister is not there, I will find her body later by the river. But my mother, she is slumped at the kitchen table, her eyes unseeing. I shake her shoulders. But she does not hear me.

			I cry, calling down sleet and snow. She is dead.

			But I feel her soul still in the air, for the breeze is now my breath. I look to the sky and it is alight with fire. Not fire. Souls.

			Finally, I understand what I have done. Hady had predicted the sacrifice would be great. But how could I have known it would have taken so much?

			The souls are dispersing so I try to grasp them, pull them to me, but souls are not of this earth. I cannot twist and turn them to my intent.

			But where does a soul taken too early go?

			I watch as my people fall like stardust into the only soulless beings in the world: the obeah.

			But there are not enough, not enough obeah for all the lost. The rest of the souls are destined to roam until more obeah are born. Trapped in a stasis between life and death.

			I call the wind to keep their lights with me, but they will not be caught. Hundreds, thousands of souls are cast adrift without a home.

			I fall to the earth. It is my skin now, and I tear at it, clawing the dirt apart.

			Despair is something I have never felt before.

			An obeah watches me. Its eyes are drops of pearls, silver like mine.

			‘Mother,’ I call to the beast that is she. But when I speak her name, she does not know me.

			Gone, her memories have gone.

			Despair consumes me once more. The magic’s toll is great. For the first time I wonder if its power is too dangerous to wield, but in the next breath I call on my magic.

			I touch my mother’s face and try to change the elements of it. Her body cracks and groans as I try to twist it back into a human. But I cannot change the fundamental structure of the living. I may be powerful, but I am still no god. My mother dies again, her soul this time moving on to the next realm, her obeah body a mangled wreckage.

			I look at it in horror. You may think this is when I should have stopped, paused, considered the power in my fingertips. But I thought of nothing but righting this wrong. I called to another obeah. ‘Take me to my sanctuary.’

			There must be a way to craft a new body, I think as we ride. For like the God Asase I am timeless too.

			My sanctuary is full of all the books we have, so I pull them from the walls, searching for any reference to souls. I do not know how much time passes until I remember my children.

			The babies, I think. Has the magic taken the twins too as sacrifice? Unborn and half-human?

			Hady, tell me you are well.

			Silence.

			But I can still feel her connection to my soul, so I look through her eyes and I see what she sees.

			She is standing in the centre of the fae, who not long ago had been holding her prisoner. They were the lucky few whose bones were not crushed beneath their falling city. Hady looks down, her hands cradling her body, and I feel relief. The twins live.

			The fae cower beneath her, frightened as she weaves a spell. I smile.

			Do not show them mercy, Hady, I tell her. Destroy them all.

			She bends down and presses her hands to the dirt. From beneath her fingers a sapling grows.

			‘Obeah, come to me,’ she says.

			She calls them to her, to finish the battle, I think.

			I try to hear the words of her spell through her ears, but the wind and rain steal the sound.

			The sapling has grown, a baobab tree.

			Hady? What is the purpose of this?

			But she is silent.

			I feel the air shift with movement. The obeah around me leave to answer Hady’s call.

			I follow.

			I’m coming Hady. I’m coming.

			I can feel her pain, but she is still silent in my mind. She does not kill the fae.

			When I am close, I feel the earth groan and shake. Hady has torn it apart. I watch through her eyes as she builds a cavern around the tree she has grown, a paradise, a haven.

			Is it not a marvel, my love? There is no penance for this magic you weave. Strike at the fae and I will come to this new home you have built for us.

			But still, she does not kill the fae.

			I arrive at the cavern’s edge. Hady waits for me.

			I go to embrace her, but she pushes me away. This time I know for certain: she is terrified of me.

			‘Is this what you wanted?’ she says. She is crying. I try and wipe away her tears but she will not let me touch her.

			‘No. I did not want the humans to die,’ I admit. I grieve too, does she not see that?

			‘There are only a hundred fae left, Afa. Do you know how many people you have killed this day?’

			Many hundreds of thousands.

			The hunger in me is not sated, but I don’t say this to her. She can feel it.

			I notice that the home she has built for us is woven with a barrier of magic. I marvel at her genius. Because the truth is, Hady has always been the better binder.

			‘Is this the protection spell you have been working on?’ I ask.

			I step forwards across the threshold but I am accosted by a thicket of brambles that grow and force me to retreat.

			‘You are not welcome here, Afa,’ she says.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I have bound those who reside in here to the human souls in the obeah, you cannot kill one without the other. I will not let you erase the fae. You are not a god.’

			Can she not see that I am? I reach for the roots of the brambles that separate me and Hady, but I feel resistance.

			‘Your magic will not work here,’ she says.

			‘How?’

			‘I have bound our children’s blood to the land; it is theirs to mould, not ours.’

			The tree, the tree she had grown. A complex binding, to incorporate the humans and fae too.

			‘You have been planning this,’ I say.

			‘A contingency only.’

			I am revulsed, betrayed. ‘Why?’

			She answers my question with one of hers. ‘Did you ever think what you would say to our children when they asked where their people were? Both humans and fae gone?’

			I have no answer.

			‘When I had you promise to not speak the spell it was not just for the sake of humanity, but to protect you. Afa, you are lost. You no longer know why you fight, only that you wield a blade and strike without thought.’

			Anger is hot in my veins. ‘You speak to me of cost, of sacrifice, but you have turned the humans into parasites. Their life force and your magic is bound together.’

			‘Not parasites,’ she hisses, and it startles me. ‘We will live in harmony here.’

			‘Without me?’ I say.

			She looks away. ‘Your ancestors were right to forsake their power.’

			I am wrathful now. ‘Who are you to pass judgement? You are fae, you cannot understand what it is to lose your history, your power.’

			She looks sadly at me. ‘I am the mother of your children, Afa.’

			Her words sting and I fall to my knees. ‘My children, my children.’

			‘They will not know you,’ she says.

			I go to her, pushing through the thorns that scratch at my skin. With bleeding hands I reach for her stomach.

			The ground surges up around me to block me from her path.

			‘Mosima is ours. No child of our blood will be defenceless here. Do not come here again.’

			‘Mosima?’ It means freedom in the human language. She wishes to be free of me. I start to panic. ‘Do not leave me, Hady.’

			‘It is not I who left. You broke this world when you bound us to it.’

			‘I can fix it! I can fix it all. I’ll learn how to give the humans back their bodies…’

			‘And what of the fae? Those you murdered, whose souls have gone to the beyond?’

			I cannot help the scowl that forms on my face. ‘You saw how they treated us. They would do the same.’

			‘But they could not do the same. Only you, Afa, know how to bind to the earth.’

			‘Do you castigate the blacksmith for making the sharpest blade his own? No. This was no equal playing field.’

			‘A playing field.’ She shakes her head. ‘Life is no game.’

			I realise then that she no longer loves me. That I have shattered what was between us.

			‘Please, Hady. Let me love my children.’

			‘No,’ she whispers. Then she turns and says ‘Aiftarri.’ The magic of the boundary parts for her, then ripples closed.

			I try to follow. ‘Aiftarri! ‘I shout. ‘Aiftarri! Aiftarri! Aiftarri!’

			But the boundary does not admit me.

			In my rage I conjure animals of teeth and poison, I fill the land around Mosima with swamps and springs that bubble sulphur. Only when my anger is spent do I stop and listen to the silence.

			I am alone. Truly alone.

			What have I done? It is my first true feeling of guilt.

			I walk back to Kaa’pah’lie like a mortal. Though I no longer have to walk anywhere at all. I can call to the wind and the rivers to travel along their channels. But I walk until my feet bleed, then heal, then bleed again. Perhaps it is because I punish myself.

			I come across the first human body early in my journey. I bury my shame within the flesh of my soil. I wrap their bones in roots and grow a conifer tree upon the grave.

			‘Rest well, child of Asase,’ I say before kissing the bark and moving on.

			It is a family I come across next. Parents and two children. I sob as I enfold the babes’ bodies in roots and place the sarcophagus deep within the ground. I coax four conifers to grow, marking their resting place.

			Twenty-five years it takes me to bury every body on the mountain range. By the end they are nothing but trees.

			Every day I call to Hady. I see our children born through her eyes. A girl and a boy.

			I weep and beg her to let me see them.

			She is silent.

			Tell them of me, Hady, tell them of me.

			But she does not. I watch the children grow; ten, fifteen, twenty years pass. I see Hady’s reflection stay young in the mirror.

			She is like me, timeless.

			She uses her magic sparingly as she has no books to draw from. Whenever she retrieves her notebook, I watch through her eyes, trying to parse her intentions.

			So she creates a language I cannot speak and weaves it into her binding so that her people can understand her, but not I.

			I curse at her that day, Why hide your words, why hide your face? Let me see you, Hady.

			She will not.

			I know when our children die from old age. I watch as their eyes, my daughter’s first, filmed with age, close for the last time. My son is next. I watch as the tree binds with my grandchildren, the protection against me remaining.

			Hady is as bereft with grief as I am.

			I watch as she goes to her room one day and writes five words in a language we both understand: Meet me at the sanctuary.

			Hope surges in my chest. My love is coming home to me. I spend the time awaiting her arrival by blooming all the flowers in the meadows.

			I feel as she approaches; my arms ache to hold her, to share in our grief. But she stands on the threshold of the sanctuary, her back to our barren city.

			‘I wish I could kill you,’ she says, and it is more painful than any death.

			‘Hady, you cannot mean that,’ I gasp.

			‘I do. It would be easier.’

			Then she speaks, she weaves, she binds.

			I call on the earth, but to stop her would be to harm her, and in my hesitation, I am too late.

			I am trapped. I try to cross the threshold of the sanctuary into the city, but I cannot pass the wall of magic she has created. Hady watches me from the other side as I say in horror, ‘What have you done?’

			She is crying. ‘I have known your heart and your mind all these years. I do not know when the decay began, but the rot has consumed you. You must be contained.’

			I point to the walls of the sanctuary, to the books I read and read and read again. ‘Do you not see how I strive to undo what I have done?’

			‘I hope you achieve that, Afa. I do. But you are not safe walking this world.’

			‘I am the world,’ I thunder.

			She shakes her head. ‘You are but a piece of it, as am I, and I am not foolish enough to think I control it.’

			‘You confine me like a prisoner?’

			‘The choice is yours, Afa. For I come to you with one other spell.’

			She removes her notebook from her pocket and pushes it across the boundary to me. ‘It is in fae, so I will recite it to you.’

			She speaks a combination of words that sparks no magic.

			‘It is an unravelling,’ I whisper.

			‘It can only be spoken by the binder who first wove it.’

			I am horrified. ‘If I unravel you from the earth, you will die, Hady.’

			‘Yes,’ she says. Her desperation is palpable. ‘It is all I want. I live each day poisoned by regret, by the memories of the world before. We did this, Afa. But you, you must be the one to undo it.’

			I shake my head. I will not unravel her from the earth. From me.

			‘You must,’ she says. ‘This knowledge must die with me,’ her voice drops to a whisper, ‘and with you.’

			I laugh. ‘Death and I shall never be acquainted.’

			‘Are you close to finding a way to bring back your people?’ she asks. From my silence she surmises my answer. ‘Then come with me, Afa, let us leave this world. We wanted peace, now the only war that remains is you and I.’

			‘No.’ I see Hady’s request as a weakness.

			Hady drops to her knees and looks up to me, pleading. ‘Then gift me this last thing, my love.’

			I have never been able to refuse her, even now.

			It is the hardest spell I have ever spoken. Harder still than binding to the earth or making the obeah.

			As I feel her unravel from me, I begin to fall apart too.

			She sighs once and is gone.

			It is pain like I have never known. I relish it. I crave it.

			I cry and the world cries with me. I call all the waters of the mountain to where she last stood.

			A waterfall of tears.

			From that moment on her absence is loud. Screaming always in my mind.

			I frequently return to the unravelling spell and the letter she wrote for me, but I do not speak it. Though death is calling, I know I must bring back the humans first.

			I will fix this, I say.

			Then it is just me and the silence, and the rest of time itself.
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Chapter Eighteen

			 

			Rayan

			Rayan hadn’t been to see his grandfather since he had been sentenced for his crimes. His penance was the worst one possible in Mosima: cleaning the aqueducts. Sahar wasn’t expected to survive the month, let alone four months.

			But if there was one thing he had learned about his family it was that they were stubborn. Almost as stubborn as Lettle.

			She had awoken not long after he had left Furi in the quarantined district. It had taken Rayan some time to recover after she had spoken to him through Ajax.

			‘I love you, and want you, and need you. ‘They were words he would treasure until he breathed his last breath.

			She had healed more wounds than he knew he had. Though his relief was short-lived as she was plunged into danger once again.

			Afa’s power was immeasurable and it terrified Rayan. But Lettle had proved herself eminently capable and was now coaxing more answers from the ancient being.

			Come home to me, my heart, he thought.

			As he approached the entranceway to the aqueducts, he stole one last glance at Lettle.

			She was sitting in an orchard eating a pear, her lips slick with juice. As much as he wanted to watch, his task was urgent.

			Two faeguards stood at the staircase that led down to the underground waterways.

			‘My king,’ they bowed low.

			‘I am here to see Sahar.’ He couldn’t bear to say ‘grandfather’ any more.

			‘We will send someone down there to retrieve him for you.’

			Rayan shook his head. ‘No, I will go, no need to put someone else in danger.’

			Perhaps it was foolish, but Rayan wanted to see the aqueducts with his own eyes. He wanted to see what Sahar had to suffer.

			The guard nodded and let him past.

			The stairway smelled of wet earth and moss. It was slippery and he was careful to hold the handrail as he descended.

			At the bottom of the stairs, another faeguard directed him towards the west of the canal system.

			The tunnels were lit up with fraedia crystal; no fire was allowed down here–it was too dangerous given the small spaces the cleaners occupied. Stone archways linked the underground channels of water on either side of a singular pathway. The walkway gently sloped so that any water that flooded the path trickled downwards towards the gutters. The curved ceiling got lower the further Rayan walked, making him feel trapped with no way out.

			Find Sahar, find a cure, then leave, he coached himself. Simple words, but they required more complex actions.

			‘Help me pull out this body,’ someone called to him up ahead. It was another soldier, who hadn’t realised who she was talking to. She looked shocked as he drew nearer, the fraedia light revealing his face.

			‘Your majesty, I did not realise it was you,’ she said. Her cheeks were streaked with grime and sweat.

			‘I’m happy to help.’

			The soldier wanted to say no, but Rayan had already waded into the water. The body was just visible beneath the stone arch.

			‘How did they die?’

			‘Surge of water, it’s quick,’ she said.

			‘Shall I grab the legs?’

			It was grim work, but Rayan had moved many dead bodies in his life. Rigor mortis had already begun to seize the muscles, making it harder to move the limbs as he pulled.

			Finally, the body eased free of the pipework. In a panic Rayan closed his eyes to avoid seeing its face: What if this is Sahar?

			‘King? I can take it from here. Her family is waiting to collect her.’

			Rayan opened his eyes in relief. Then he got annoyed with himself for his depth of feeling. He wanted to hate Sahar for trying to kill Lettle, and part of him did, but there was still a kernel in his heart that loved the grandfather that he’d become.

			‘Send my condolences to her family,’ Rayan said, before continuing on down the tunnel.

			It was easy enough to pick Sahar out from the other cleaners. How he had mistaken the other body for him, Rayan wasn’t sure. He was tall, like Rayan, and lean too. His nose stood proudly on a gaunt face–made thinner from his time down here.

			He was talking to another cleaner and Rayan listened in.

			‘If you twist your shoulder like this, you don’t need to extend quite as far. It’s safer this way, you see. You can then keep your head above water.’

			The other cleaner nodded and said quietly, ‘Thank you.’

			‘Sahar,’ Rayan called.

			His grandfather was startled, as though he hadn’t heard that name in a long time.

			‘Rayan?’ he exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here? It’s not safe. There might be a surge.’

			Rayan smiled and shook his head. Sahar’s concern was for Rayan first–that was the reason he was in this position in the first place.

			Trying to kill Lettle to stop a prophecy was a foolish endeavour, one Rayan couldn’t understand. But prophecy does strange things to intelligent people: they begin to think they have control of the Fates, just because the Fates speak to them.

			Like Lettle and her lies.

			‘I need your help,’ Rayan said.

			Sahar looked abashed. ‘My help?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well then, let us go sit somewhere a little safer. There is no telling when the waterways will flood.’

			Sahar led Rayan to two benches tucked into the side of an archway. Food and waste covered the table next to it.

			‘We don’t bother cleaning, as the surge so often takes it away,’ Sahar said apologetically.

			‘Aren’t you cleaners?’

			Sahar cocked his head. ‘Our task is to clean the aqueducts.’

			Rayan knew how exhilarating small rebellions could feel, but also how they could end up growing into bigger ones–Sahar was an example of that.

			I will have to tell the guards, he thought.

			‘It is good to see you,’ Sahar said quietly. ‘I have thought of you often.’

			Rayan bit the inside of his cheek. He wanted to rage at his grandfather but now was not the time.

			‘We have a situation,’ Rayan said. He went on to explain the rats and the wasting pox. ‘This,’ he showed Sahar a picture of the flower, ‘is the plant that cures the disease. Do you know of it, and do you have any in your supplies?’

			Sahar looked at the picture and shook his head. ‘No, I’m sorry.’

			Rayan’s chin slumped to his chest.

			‘Is Lettle unwell?’ Sahar asked. He had read Rayan’s devastation in his face but had reached the wrong conclusion.

			His false concern also sparked Rayan’s anger. ‘So she might yet die and complete the job you intended?’

			Sahar flinched as if struck. ‘That is not what I meant.’

			Rayan didn’t say anything for a time. His anger burned too hot to voice any words. So he waited for the flames to fade until they were barely flickering beneath the surface of his mind.

			‘It’s Furi,’ Rayan said.

			Sahar swore and stood from the bench. Rayan drew him back to the main reason he was here, ‘Do you know of any other cure?’

			‘No, this flower does not grow in Mosima, I am sure of it.’

			Rayan stood up to leave with a heavy heart. ‘Many people will die.’

			Sahar ran a hand through his thinning hair. ‘You say the flower must be soaked in alcohol for two weeks to remove its toxicity?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Use owen tree sap. Mix one part with ten parts water. It will leach the toxins much quicker than alcohol.’

			‘How long?’

			‘Two days, to be safe.’

			Rayan’s relief was short-lived. ‘We have no flowers to treat, so the owen tree sap is pointless.’

			‘So Furi might die?’ Sahar said incredulously.

			Rayan clenched his fists, his rage once more igniting. ‘Your concern for Furi is touching, but I know your care to be surface-level only.’

			‘No, do not say that. We are blood, you and I. We are family.’

			‘And Lettle was what? Collateral?’ With each word Rayan’s voice rose in volume.

			Sahar flinched. ‘I love her too, you know—’

			‘You cannot know what love is to say that!’

			Rayan, Ajax’s voice was urgent.

			Is Lettle hurt?

			No, she is well. But there is much knowledge to share.

			Tell me.

			‘I have to go,’ Rayan said, all his anger spent. He had nothing else left to say to Sahar.

			‘Will you keep me updated on how Furi is?’

			Rayan looked at him and shook his head sadly. ‘Goodbye, Grandfather.’ Then he walked away.

			It was the last time he would see him.

			‘Rayan?’ Sahar called after him. ‘Don’t go!’

			Sahar screamed until he sobbed, but Rayan didn’t look back.

			

			—

			‘Mosima is a haven? Not a prison?’ Yeeran said. She was as shocked as Rayan had been when he’d heard the tale from Ajax’s memories.

			‘Yes, to protect the fae from Afa.’

			Yeeran was pacing at the quarantine’s edge. ‘And the human souls went into the obeah because Afa killed them all?’

			‘Evidently.’ Rayan would not believe it if he hadn’t heard it himself.

			Yeeran rubbed at the bags under her eyes.

			‘How is Furi?’ Rayan asked.

			‘Sicker. Weaker. Her arms no longer work.’ Yeeran spat the words as if she were cursing, then she went back to pacing.

			‘Did Sahar know where we could find hister flowers?’

			‘No. But he did say owen tree sap will speed up the process.’

			Yeeran stopped her pacing and sank inward with disappointment. Then she perked up as a thought occurred to her. ‘This human magic seems limitless–perhaps Lettle and Afa will be able to create a cure?’

			‘No,’ Rayan answered quickly. He had seen how the magic had broken Afa’s spirit and mind. His life’s tale was a haunting one. ‘Besides, they are far away from us.’

			‘Then we have to go outside and look for the flower,’ she said resolutely.

			‘We can’t, the elven army will be at the tunnel entrance. There’s no way we can leave,’ Rayan replied.

			He had already considered it and run through all the complications. It was certain death now for anyone who crossed the threshold from Mosima to topside. The boundary was the only thing keeping them safe.

			Yeeran made a frustrated noise. ‘Could Lettle bring down the boundary? Maybe then we could tunnel out?’

			‘By the time she gets here there’d be very few people left in Mosima to save.’ Rayan looked to the queue that had formed of sick people at the quarantine’s border. He stopped counting at fifty.

			It could not end like this. They had to try.

			‘If we go outside the boundary, we have to ensure we do not get hurt. We’ll need an advantage,’ he said.

			‘Malak,’ Yeeran said the name they were both thinking.

			‘We’d be losing any leverage we could use in the future,’ Rayan said, running through the ramifications of offering up their one prisoner of war.

			‘Yes, but what will leverage matter if everyone is dead?’

			Rayan felt as though he had to consider Furi’s thoughts in this as though she were here. ‘Furi would say the risk is too great.’

			‘But she would still do it. You know there is nothing she would not do to save her people.’

			‘True.’

			‘Send me out. I know how to forage, I did it enough times as a child. Plus I’m the only one other than you who has actually seen the flower before.’

			It made sense. Rayan wouldn’t be able to leave because of his connection to the city.

			‘You might be infected though,’ he said.

			‘I will go alone, no one else need come. And once I find the flower, I will return.’

			One of the healer’s voices called out from the front of the queue, ‘Single file, remain calm; we will get to you as soon as we can.’ They wore bright purple gloves made of linen.

			‘Some of the healers have got sick,’ Yeeran said.

			‘The gloves aren’t helping?’

			‘They are, but some must have caught the pox beforehand.’

			‘Jay?’

			‘They’re fine. Tending to Furi still.’

			‘Good.’ The wasting pox was an awful disease.

			‘Have you already had it?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘Yes, when I was seven, before I moved to Waning. In Shah, hister flowers grew on the border of the city, so it was easier to make the cure.’ He knew that having it prior had likely given him immunity, but he wasn’t stupid enough to test the theory and walk among the sick.

			He’d been frustrated when Yeeran had crossed the quarantine border to Furi. But he’d understood it. If these were to be their last days, he would have wanted to spend them with Lettle too.

			He let his gaze slip from Mosima to the sanctuary as he inhabited Ajax’s sight.

			Lettle was watching Afa with tenderness. Even knowing everything he had done she had the humanity to offer sympathy.

			Furi had once called Lettle ‘pricklier than a prickle bush’ and he’d never understood that perception of her. Yes, Lettle knew her mind, but there was no one who cared more deeply than she.

			A scream pulled Rayan out of Ajax’s sight. A young girl who was being assessed by a healer had collapsed to the ground. It didn’t take long for her to be escorted away on a stretcher into one of the waiting sickbeds.

			As much as he wanted to watch Lettle forever, he knew they had no time to waste.

			‘Let’s go release our prisoner,’ he said.
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Chapter Nineteen

			 

			Lettle

			Afa’s voice had grown hoarse from the story. He closed the book, his face wet with tears.

			‘Now you are acquainted with the whole of me. I am the villain, I am the hero.’

			He is definitely one of those.

			‘Genocide,’ she said. ‘Occupation. Erasure. You are the world’s greatest monster, and yet you are also the world itself.’

			She knew she should loathe him, and she did. But his sadness was great enough to elicit sympathy, even if it was unwitting.

			‘Hady’s surname is Jani?’

			‘Yes.’

			Lettle nodded. The puzzle was slotting together.

			‘What I don’t understand is how my sister was able to be bound to an obeah–she is not fae.’

			Afa jumped down from the throne and picked a plum from a nearby tree. ‘Because the spell is not cast on the fae, it is cast on Mosima. Any who reside there have the potential to be faebound, as you call it.’

			This news shocked her. She wondered whether, if she had stayed in Mosima, she would have become faebound by now.

			He looked into the distance and sneered. ‘Hady even sent a missive to the elves inviting them to Mosima as a refuge from me. As though I were dangerous.’

			The gaze he turned back to her was triumphant. ‘But the Wasted Marshes I had made were too treacherous to cross; they separated the elves from the rest of the world. So, they sequestered themselves.’

			‘And forgot their history,’ Lettle added, her mouth dry.

			‘Indeed,’ he said, skipping back to his throne.

			One of the soulless obeah came running over with a flask. ‘Wine?’ Afa offered Lettle.

			She shook her head; this was no dinner party.

			Afa shrugged then swigged from the bottle before grimacing and handing it back to the obeah. ‘You were right to refuse it–it has soured in my time away.’

			Lettle hadn’t taken her eyes off the obeah, her mind whirring with all she had learned. ‘What of the soulless obeah here? How have they come to be?’

			‘A few hundred years ago, I experimented with different spells. Finally, I found a way to exorcise the soul from unbound obeah, allowing my people to move on to the afterlife.’

			‘Couldn’t you have just killed them?’ Lettle said humourlessly. After all, mass murder was an easy thing for him.

			Afa didn’t comprehend her tone and looked at her in confusion. ‘Alas, that would not have helped my endeavours, would it?’

			‘So instead you made the obeah your specimens?’ she said with malice.

			‘Exactly,’ he replied, clapping his hands together as though she had solved a riddle.

			Lettle felt bile burn the back of her throat. She swallowed hastily. ‘Is this how you intend to fix the problem you created? Release the souls from the obeah?’

			She looked at Ajax. The obeah was watching her, his eyes narrowed as he listened in an apple tree above them.

			‘No, it is not very efficient. I am only able to free the souls of obeah who stumble upon the sanctuary. Hence the small gathering you see here.’

			From Lettle’s rough calculation there were fifty soulless obeah in the sanctuary, maybe more.

			‘And they follow your every command?’

			Afa reached out a hand for one of the obeah to nuzzle. It did so with little affection.

			‘Yes, it appears free will is also tied up in a soul. The only frustrating thing is I have to inform them when to eat and drink. Unlike him.’ He pointed to Ajax, and Lettle’s heart began to pound. She didn’t like Afa’s attention on him.

			‘He cannot harm me, and though I can enforce a modicum of control, he is capable of making his own decisions.’ Afa laughed. ‘At least I do not have to tell him when to defecate.’

			Lettle worried at a seam in her tunic. She had pressed a hole through the fabric without realising.

			‘You said you figured this out a few hundred years ago?’ she said.

			‘Mayhap three hundred years? Give or take a century. I stopped counting the years long ago, so I am relying on your tale to situate me in time.’

			Lettle moved into magesight, her gaze lingering on the darkness within the obeah’s chest. It was lightless, without the spark of a soul. Her mind stuttered on a thought.

			‘The Lightless,’ Lettle whispered. ‘That’s how there are fae without obeah bound to them.’

			‘Lightless.’ He rolled the word on the tip of his tongue. ‘An interesting term.’

			She didn’t like the way he savoured it. ‘They’re the unbound fae who have been ostracised all these years.’

			Afa tapped his chin in wonder. ‘Fascinating. That suggests that those in Mosima are predestined to bind with certain creatures. Ha! Even after a millennium of study I can still be surprised.’

			Lettle wanted to throttle him. ‘How many obeah have you exorcised from their souls?’

			He shrugged. ‘Some I used for future experiments, others died of old age. So I truly could not tell you.’

			Lettle balled her hands into fists. Afa didn’t care that he was the reason for a seismic shift within the fae’s society.

			‘Besides, didn’t you tell me that the elves have been killing obeah for weapons? I wasn’t the only one to contribute to the Lightless. ‘He seemed to enjoy saying the word, so he repeated it three more times. ‘Lightless, Lightless, Lightless.’

			Each time he said it, some of Lettle’s anger ebbed into weariness. He was right, she too was to blame for the Lightless. She had killed many obeah to talk to the Fates over the years.

			She rubbed at her temples and looked at the soulless obeah with new understanding.

			Was Golan’s obeah among them? He had blamed himself as though it were a shortcoming, a lacking, but that burden of guilt was not his to bear.

			But neither did it seem to affect Afa. His mouth curved upwards with a half-smile. She hated how he used her friend’s face to twist it into something different.

			Alder, how I miss you. He was the last piece of the puzzle that hadn’t slotted into place.

			‘If Hady bound you here, how is it you can go outside?’ What of my friend?

			Afa splayed his arms wide as he pointed to the sanctuary walls. ‘I told you I have perused every book that has ever been written in the human language. I knew I could not break the spell of my prison, especially one this intricate. But I could leave as someone else.’

			His gaze snapped to Lettle’s and he adopted the teacher’s intonation that was so similar to the Alder she knew. ‘Did you know that it isn’t the soul that makes us who we are, but our past? When I discovered this truth, I was finally able to grieve for my family. They died the day they lost their memories.’

			‘So you found a loophole?’

			He frowned at her turn of phrase.

			‘A way to subvert your prison,’ she explained.

			‘Yes, in a way. Thirty years ago, I wove a spell that strips me of my memories as I cross the threshold from the sanctuary to the world beyond. It is a loophole, as you put it. It allows me to leave the boundary Hady put in place.’

			That must be how Alder can get into Mosima too.

			‘And this,’ Afa said, holding up the grimoire, ‘is a diary of all that has come before, so the shell I am outside of here could be replenished with the parts of me. That is why I wrote it in the language only I could understand.’

			All this talk of Alder being a shell was making her angry. ‘But Alder doesn’t speak human, he entered this world with little more knowledge than a babe.’

			‘Forsooth, over a thousand years old and it is strange to be foiled by ignorance,’ Afa matched her scorn, but for a different reason. ‘I did not know my alternate would not be equipped to succeed. I tied a rope to myself just in case, to lead me back down the stairs. I was lucky for my foresight, as in a blink of an eye I was back in the sanctuary without the diary. The oaf you call Alder had left it above.’

			Though Lettle smarted at his jibe at Alder, she was distracted by her own realisation. The pieces of memory Alder had started to recall correlated to Afa’s tale.

			‘And that was thirty years ago?’

			‘Yes, according to your timeline, as that was when your prince’s obeah stole the diary from the cave.’

			‘Why didn’t you go back for it?’

			Afa looked into the distance, his lip trembling ever so slightly in a rare expression of vulnerability.

			‘I spent hundreds of years planning my attempt to leave; two decades alone weaving the first line of the spell to strip myself of my memories. After my scheme was thwarted and Alder,’ his mouth twisted as he said the name, ‘returned without the diary, I wintered for decades: not eating, only sleeping.

			‘I would have stayed like that, I think, for the rest of time,’ he said. Then he pointed to a fissure in the cavern’s ceiling. It leaked water from the waterways above.

			‘But such is the way of the world, it will always change around me.’ His eyes glistened as he tapped a single finger on his forehead. ‘Drip. Drip. Drip.’ His voice cracked. ‘They were Hady’s tears, each reminding me of my purpose.’

			Lettle looked away from him. His grief was hard to witness, perhaps because it looked like her future.

			He cleared his throat. ‘So, I left the cavern once more, hoping this time my vessel would find the diary and read it. And now we are here.’

			The grimoire sat between them.

			She lowered her head into her hands. Her head felt heavy with everything she had learned.

			She closed her eyes and breathed in, settling her thoughts.

			‘Lettle?’

			She sat up, startled.

			Afa was so close she could feel his breath on her arm. His face was a mask of concern.

			‘Are you feeling well? Shall I get you more food?’ he asked.

			It was in moments like these that she could see the sweetness in him that Hady must have loved.

			‘I’m all right,’ she said. She pointed to the grimoire. ‘So there are no spells in that at all?’

			Afa’s eyes brightened and he smiled widely. ‘There is. A spell I have worked on for centuries. I can unbind the obeah from the fae and then bring the humans back.’

			There was a slight hesitation in the way he spoke and Lettle presumed it was a reflection of his excitement and nothing more.

			‘Then speak the spell,’ she said.

			He flashed her an annoyed glance. ‘Tarnation! Have you not been listening? The binding can only be unravelled by the one who spoke it.’

			‘I thought Hady was dead.’

			‘She is. But my descendants’ blood will do just as well,’ he said.

			Rayan and Furi.

			Trepidation fizzed in her veins. She didn’t like the idea of Rayan speaking an ancient spell.

			‘There is no other way?’

			Afa stood, the ground shaking with his anger. ‘Do you think I promise false? Centuries it has taken to write this weave. The graves with no names were some of the few bodies I experimented with. I carved them and bled them, I twisted their bones and lost their souls. Nothing, not even my own disgust, would stop me from this cause. And you are here asking if there is another way?’

			Lettle’s stomach churned as her mind conjured images of his exploits. The earthquake stilled and Afa tilted his head, surveying her like a book he was analysing.

			‘You are sickened by my actions? But understand this, there is only one reason I have not unravelled my binding to the earth. To undo what I have done. And nothing, not even your judgement, will stop me from this path.’

			He sat back in his throne with a sigh.

			‘The human magic has done you much damage,’ Lettle said once she was sure his anger had cooled.

			Afa’s voice was sharp. ‘And the Fates you call to, tell me, how much damage have they done to you and your life?’

			Lettle bit down on her tongue and thought of Rayan.

			The knowing smile Afa gave her let her know he had read her expression well. Then he shut his eyes and murmured quietly to himself.

			‘Love and power make fools of us all…’ he said in a sing-song voice.

			‘The sleepwalking,’ Lettle said abruptly, her eyes sparking wide. ‘That’s you, isn’t it?’

			He opened his eyes lazily. ‘Magic cannot bind the line between sleep and wakefulness. Though even then I had little control of my body–all I knew was that I needed to return to myself, to here.’

			Lettle felt dizzy, like she too traversed the land between sleep and wakefulness.

			‘So we must travel to Mosima?’ she asked.

			‘Yes. We must unravel as well as create anew.’

			‘And what of the sacrifice?’

			‘An unravelling requires none; it is undoing a knot in the fabric of the world. It does not take but gives back.’

			‘But creating the human bodies? That must require a penance?’

			‘There will not be one, for I will speak that spell,’ Afa said dismissively. ‘And as I have said before, I am the elements of this world and I can turn it to my needs.’

			Lettle stretched her left arm over the gold edge of the throne. The damaged muscles in it ached but she hadn’t noticed the pain since she had arrived in the sanctuary. It was only now in the silence that she felt it twinge.

			The quiet wasn’t comfortable, but Lettle made herself savour it. She had learned too much, too fast.

			And what she would learn next would be the most important part.

			Afa picked up the grimoire and handed it to her.

			‘I have waited a thousand years for this spell to be spoken. Will you let me teach it to you so you can share it with my descendants?’ He asked the question as if he was speaking about something small and as inconsequential as the weather.

			She could say no. But that was a false choice.

			So she did the only thing she could. She said, ‘Teach me.’
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Chapter Twenty

			 

			Yeeran

			Yeeran walked into the jail far more calmly than she felt. Her hands were clammy, and she pulled off the silk gloves that bound them.

			Malak was huddled in the corner of his cell, scraps of food abandoned on a tin plate in front of him. He looked miserable, and she was glad.

			‘Hello,’ Yeeran said.

			Malak stood up slowly. ‘Listen, Yeeran—’

			‘You knew they’d send the rats in if you didn’t show up.’

			He didn’t deny it. ‘I cannot control what the chieftains decide.’

			‘Let us not play this game, Malak. You know exactly what the chieftains are doing, because you’re the one influencing it.’

			‘You overestimate my influence, greatly.’

			Yeeran gripped the bars of the prison and leaned in. ‘I think not.’

			They regarded each other, and for a brief second Yeeran saw his expression change. Gone was the affable man she had come to know; in his place was a man cut from ambition. His face relaxed into a smile again and she began to wonder whether she had imagined the ruthless expression.

			‘I admit, I have been trying to sway them to sign the peace treaty, as you well know. The rats were a cruel weapon that I tried to persuade them against. Do not forget I warned you.’

			‘Did you?’ She drew level with him.

			‘I told you they had contingencies!’ he said, his gaze imploring. But Yeeran’s anger was ice.

			‘You realise your secrecy will cause hundreds, if not thousands, of deaths?’

			Malak walked to the cell bars smiling sadly. She wished she could read his mind, see the thoughts that wove that smile. ‘Yeeran, it’s a war. People were always going to die.’

			He was right. But she couldn’t shake the betrayal she felt.

			‘I trusted you,’ she said quietly.

			‘You should never trust those on the opposite side of the negotiating table.’

			Again, he was right.

			‘I couldn’t betray the army’s secrets,’ he continued more gently. ‘What I said was enough to be tried for treason in front of the other chieftains. I did what I could.’

			She felt her anger begin to thaw, but then he added, ‘Don’t you remember what it is like to be loyal to the army?’

			Despite her profession, Yeeran wasn’t an innately violent person, and a part of her also knew that Malak didn’t intend for his words to wound with insult–he was only trying to find common ground. But wound they still did.

			She reached through the bars and pulled Malak towards her until his face was pressed against the metal.

			‘My loyalty lies on the side of life, Malak. Tell me, have you had the wasting pox before?’

			‘No,’ he said. To his credit, he did not fight against her grip, his eyes downcast in submission.

			‘The disease gnaws at the muscles, taking your strength until there is nothing left but fetid skin. It consumes, and it doesn’t stop until it has taken all of you.’

			Malak trembled and shame pierced Yeeran’s rage. This was not the way to negotiate. She released him and he dropped to the ground panting.

			‘We need access to the Wasted Marshes to forage for hister flowers. We’ll be willing to trade your freedom for a few hours on the surface.’

			‘You would give me up for that?’ he said, surprised.

			Yeeran thought of Furi, curled up in her sickbed, fading away with each second. She’d do anything to save her. ‘We need the flower. And now, so do you.’

			Malak blanched. ‘You’re afflicted?’

			Yeeran held her bare hands out. She had entirely forgotten to put her gloves back on, but the mistake presented the perfect ruse. ‘Most certainly. See, no gloves, and I’ve spent all day tending to the sick.’

			Malak didn’t need to know that she was unlikely to be a carrier of the disease.

			He rubbed at his neck where her hands had touched him.

			‘That won’t help,’ she said.

			Malak’s eyes skittered around as though he could find a way to escape the disease itself.

			‘In two to three hours your neck will begin to sting, then it’ll turn purple as the disease begins to ravage your muscles.’

			His hand began to shake.

			‘No,’ he whispered. Fear turned his lips bloodless and Yeeran wondered if this was the first authentic expression she had ever seen on his face.

			‘In five days, you’ll likely be dead,’ Yeeran said.

			He let out a shaky breath, then nodded once as though fighting his own internal battle. ‘Don’t trade me for time, trade me for the flower itself.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘We have a greenhouse of hister flower in our camp. We’ve been keeping a store of it in case there was an outbreak from the rats. Trade me for a crate of petals.’

			Yeeran narrowed her eyes. The coalition was so much more prepared than she ever imagined. How could she have underestimated them so entirely?

			‘What happened to your loyalty?’ She didn’t want to sound as bitter as she did.

			He grimaced. ‘I suppose you could say that in this situation I am loyal to life.’ He twisted her words back at her. ‘I do not want to die, Yeeran.’

			‘You’ll help me negotiate with the other chieftains, then?’

			‘Yes.’

			Though her gut warned her that it had been all too easy, she knew she had to trust him, if only a little. There was no other choice.

			Yeeran removed the jail key from her pocket and opened the cell door. ‘I’m going to wind my magic around you now. I won’t remove it until we have the hister flower.’

			She rattled a few notes on her drum, and her magic coiled out to bind his wrists together.

			Rayan was waiting outside. His eyes were still red as though he’d spent the morning crying. She knew there was more that had happened between him and Lettle, but she didn’t press him. Whatever it was had twisted his heartstrings.

			‘Is she well?’ Yeeran asked. He knew she meant Lettle.

			‘Yes, they’re talking still.’ Rayan looked at the bound Malak. ‘All set?’

			‘Turns out the elves have hister flower in storage; we’re going to trade him for the petals,’ Yeeran said.

			Rayan frowned. ‘You think you can convince them to part with a cure? Even though their intention was to infect us?’

			‘I have no other choice,’ Malak said. ‘As my life is forfeit too.’

			Rayan exchanged a glance with Yeeran as if to say, Are you sure this is the right thing to do?

			But what else could they do? She was about to say as much, but then Rayan’s eyes glossed over once more. His mind was wholly focused on his concern for Lettle.

			Yeeran wasn’t offended; she understood, because her mind was wholly focused on her concern for Furi too.

			With a grunt she tugged on her magic and pulled Malak towards the boundary.

			

			—

			
				‘Aiftarri. ‘Yeeran’s skin turned to gooseflesh as Rayan parted the magic ahead of them. Pila whimpered beside her.

			I want to come with you, the obeah said.

			No, it’s too dangerous, they’ll kill you on sight.

			And what about you?

			Malak has assured me that the chieftains will negotiate.

			Pila huffed. It said enough, for she knew Yeeran’s thoughts as well as her own.

			Yeeran looked sidelong at Malak next to her. His hands were bound with her magic, her drum resting on her hip ready to fire at a moment’s notice. But he had a small, pleasant smile on his face as though he were about to walk across the street, not across realms.

			Before she crossed the boundary she turned to Rayan and said, ‘If I am not back in three hours, barricade the opening. We cannot be caught off guard again.’

			‘But—’

			‘Seal it, Rayan.’ She wrapped her words up in all the authority she could muster.

			Rayan saluted as though she were his colonel once more.

			‘I will do it.’

			Pila pushed her wet snout into Yeeran’s hand. Yeeran crouched down.

			I will see you very soon, all right? Yeeran said. And if I don’t see you now, I’ll see you in the beyond.

			The obeah rested her head on Yeeran’s heart.

			Stay safe, Pila said.

			Malak whistled tunelessly, the sound piercing Yeeran’s ears. She stood up and turned to him. ‘Ready?’

			‘If you are,’ he said.

			Rayan and Yeeran exchanged a nod. Then she stepped forward into the tunnel.

			Malak went ahead, his whistling echoing around them. Yeeran followed closely, using magesight to guide her steps. She could hear the sounds of the army camp and she realised it must have moved closer to the tunnel.

			‘It did not take them long to forgo the neutral zone–it’s almost as though you had planned this,’ Yeeran said wryly.

			‘We planned for everything,’ Malak said.

			His words sounded like a prophecy, and they sent a shiver along Yeeran’s skin.

			I don’t like this, Pila said. Yeeran could feel her pacing along the boundary’s edge in Mosima, Rayan beside her.

			Neither do I, but I can’t let Furi die. I won’t live in a world without her. Yeeran’s throat tightened as she battled to keep the despair at bay.

			Then bring back the flowers. I know you can, Pila said.

			Sunlight brightened around them as they neared the exit to the Wasted Marshes, but the light seemed more muted than she would have expected for the midday sun.

			‘Should I go ahead?’ Malak asked.

			‘Yes, announce yourself to still their drumfire. But don’t forget the drum at your back.’ Yeeran thrummed her fingers against her weapon, releasing a soft projectile of magic that landed between Malak’s shoulder blades.

			Malak jumped, startled but unhurt.

			She could see the set of his jaw as he looked back at her.

			‘Understood,’ he said.

			He stepped out into the light, Yeeran in his shadow. The first thing Yeeran noticed was that the sunlight still looked strange to her. She looked up and realised that the mouth of the tunnel was entirely encased in cloth, as though funnelling anyone who entered and exited.

			Smart, she thought. It allows them to control Mosima’s entranceway. Though cloth isn’t exactly the most robust material.

			A squad of soldiers stood in front of them, their hands poised above their drums. It was such a strange sight with the cloth draped above them. It reminded Yeeran of the travelling players in Gural who would erect temporary stages.

			She imagined the soldiers launching into dance and an unbidden smile split her face. It froze a moment later as a projectile of drumfire whizzed past her cheek and she felt a sharp sting.

			Yeeran! Pila’s panic was as bright as Yeeran’s pain.

			She put a hand to her cheek. It was hot and wet, and when her hand drew back it was red.

			Something, no, someone, rushed past her and out towards the soldiers.

			Pila, stop!

			The obeah growled and bared her teeth in front of the soldiers. Thirty drums ready to strike her.

			‘Do not fire!’ Malak shouted.

			‘General Malak?’ one of the soldiers called out. ‘Is that you?’

			‘Yes, Colonel, and former Colonel Yeeran, who has been granted immunity by me in exchange for my freedom.’

			Yeeran knew Colonel Reena, her glossy white hair recognisable even at a distance, though she’d been a lieutenant when Yeeran last saw her. To rise through the ranks so quickly in a single year said a lot about the state of Waning. They had come up together in the army’s training regime. Reena had been good at drumfire, better than good. But Yeeran had been exceptional.

			‘What about the obeah?’ Reena asked.

			‘Do not harm the obeah,’ Yeeran and Malak said at the same time.

			There were titters amongst the soldiers, and Reena hesitated before asking them to stand down.

			Pila was still growling softly.

			Come stand with me, Pila, Yeeran said. I’m all right.

			They hurt you.

			They did. Yeeran could still feel the blood trickling down her face.

			I kill them now?

			No, Pila.

			Just one?

			No, Pila.

			Just a bite?

			No, Pila.

			A nibble?

			No, Pila.

			The obeah snorted before coming to join Yeeran.

			‘Where’s Chieftain Motogo?’ Reena called out.

			Malak’s gaze flickered to Yeeran’s before he said, ‘All will be made clear, but for now, Yeeran has safe passage.’

			Yeeran noticed a slight inflection when he said, ‘for now’.

			‘Call the chieftains, let us not linger,’ Yeeran said, tightening her magic around Malak’s wrists. She felt him tense with pain.

			‘Unfortunately, the chieftains are indisposed—’ Reena began but Yeeran cut her off.

			‘I realise you can’t see it, but know that I have a coil of my magic wrapped around Malak’s wrists.’ Yeeran raised her hand slowly so that Reena could see her intention before she rested it on her drum. ‘With one simple tap, I can bind his chest too.’

			Yeeran unspooled a thread of magic with a light beat of her drum; it wrapped around Malak’s ribcage before Reena could react. But react she did, signalling for the soldiers to ready their drums. Malak began to wheeze as the magic tightened.

			‘Stop,’ he spat out. Not to Yeeran, but to the soldiers.

			Reena didn’t hesitate. She did as Malak bade, and once again the soldiers released their drums.

			So, it was only fair that Yeeran should release Malak’s ribs…a little bit.

			‘Get the chieftains, Reena,’ Yeeran said.

			Reena started when Yeeran used her name, as though she hadn’t thought Yeeran had recognised her.

			‘Few have a shot nearly as good as mine,’ Yeeran said touching her cheek.

			Reena’s lips twitched ever so slightly.

			‘We do not need the chieftains, Yeeran,’ Malak said. ‘We are lucky that the soldiers from my old regiment were assigned this post today. Reena, Yeeran and I have made a deal. My life for access to hister flower–please obtain a crate for me.’ He coughed, rubbing his chest where the magic bound him. ‘As quickly as possible.’

			Reena turned away to pass on his orders. It was then that Yeeran noticed her uniform. It did not showcase the four emblems of the coalition like the new uniform Yeeran had seen in the camp a few days earlier. The sight of it unsettled a memory.

			Pila, can you remember the soldier who killed Cely’s obeah? Didn’t they only have a Waning logo on their jacket?

			Yeeran could feel Pila straining through her memories until the image surfaced: Cely’s obeah lying prone and bleeding on the ground, and a figure cast in moonlight running through the trees.

			And on their back the silver curve of a waning moon.

			Yeeran opened her mouth, the accusation on the tip of her tongue. But then she noticed that another soldier next to Reena also wore the singular emblem of Waning. One by one Yeeran scrutinised each soldier until she was certain none of them wore the new uniform.

			Something is not right here. Pila, can you hear or see anything?

			I have very big ears.

			And what do they hear?

			There was a pause. Then Pila said, I can hear rustling, like many leaves in the breeze. Many, many leaves.

			Odd, but not unusual as the Wasted Marshes had pockets of woodland.

			What of Reena? Could you hear anything that she said?

			No, the leaves were too loud, but I think I can see someone coming. Yes, and they have a crate.

			Yeeran didn’t let herself hope until she saw the soldier arrive. The crate they carried teemed with bright yellow hister flowers. It was the sweetest sight she’d ever seen.

			Except for Furi’s face, of course. But this came a close second.

			The soldier handed the crate to Reena.

			‘Put it on the ground, Pila will retrieve it,’ Yeeran said.

			‘I think not,’ Malak said with a smile. ‘Release me first.’

			Reena was watching Malak, awaiting his orders. Yeeran realised they were at a stalemate.

			And I’m not sure how long I can keep up my magic.

			‘Why don’t we create a new neutral zone? Place the crate in the centre, I’ll give you some slack to cross the space between me and your soldiers. Then I will walk to the crate and release you completely.’

			Malak’s eyes crinkled in the corners. ‘Just like old times.’

			Pila, when I drop the constraints around Malak, I’m going to weave a threaded shield. Be ready to shelter behind it.

			Yeeran loosened the magic on Malak, as Reena placed the crate on the ground.

			‘Remember what I said, Yeeran. All I want is peace,’ Malak said as he began to walk away. When he was nearly by Reena’s side Yeeran released the threads that tied him to her. The soldiers quickly moved to absorb Malak into their ranks, protecting him.

			Yeeran didn’t delay; she immediately wove a threaded shield protecting her and Pila.

			Because she hadn’t forgotten what Malak had said, and it wasn’t just about peace.

			‘You should never trust those on the opposite side of the negotiating table.’

			Yeeran began to advance towards the crate.

			Reena was watching her. Her hand hovered above her drum, ready to strike. Yeeran was at the crate now. The petals smelled savoury and fresh, similar to fennel.

			As she leaned down to pick it up, she saw Reena’s hand move as though to strike. But Malak’s hand caught her elbow from behind.

			What is Malak saying, Pila?

			‘…plant matter, it will be consumed too. Let them have hope for now. It will crush them all the more.’

			Though Yeeran didn’t fully understand the snippet of the conversation, she did know one thing: she had to get out of there fast.

			Pila lowered her horns to carry the crate, and Yeeran quickly balanced it on top.

			Do you think you can run with that, Pila?

			Yes, climb on.

			Though no drumfire came their way, Pila ran as though chased by an army, her horns adorned with a bright yellow beacon of petals.

			And Furi’s salvation.

			

			—

			‘Is that it?’ Rayan asked as they crossed the boundary.

			Pila lowered her head and Rayan laughed.

			‘I can’t believe you actually did it! The chieftains let you leave with this many petals?’

			Yeeran jumped down, a frown knotting her brows together.

			‘I didn’t see the chieftains, it was Malak’s regiment who were patrolling the entrance. They were loyal to him so carried out his orders.’

			Rayan’s smile slipped. ‘What’s wrong? This is a good thing, right?’

			‘Yes, of course, we finally have the cure. But there was something odd about the whole exchange.’ She recounted everything.

			‘You are sure that the uniforms were not being rolled out in phases? It could be that Waning simply were not wearing theirs yet.’

			It seemed the most likely scenario, but something still felt off. She’d seen other soldiers in Waning wearing the new uniform the last time she’d been there.

			‘Why, what other reason could there be?’ Rayan asked, reading the concern on her face.

			‘I’m not sure, a coup maybe?’

			‘Do you think Malak capable of it?’

			His words came back to her…‘It will crush them all the more…’

			‘Yes, I think like the army itself, I may have underestimated Malak too.’ She relayed some of the conversation they’d had in the prison.

			Rayan and Yeeran looked at each other. Had they just exchanged their most valuable asset in ending this war?

			‘We had no choice,’ Yeeran said, breaking the silence. They may have acted rashly, but every second wasted was a second closer to Furi’s inevitable death.

			She picked up the crate. ‘We shouldn’t delay, let’s get the petals steeping in owen tree sap as quickly as we can.’

			‘Yes, and as we walk let me tell you of what else I’ve learned about Afa.’

			Yeeran was intrigued and was about to say as much when she heard a faint rustling.

			Pila’s ears pinned back. The leaves are coming, Pila said urgently.

			Leaves?

			‘Can you hear that?’ Rayan said.

			Yeeran turned to the boundary opening. ‘Wings, not leaves, Pila. Wings.’

			An insect flew into Mosima and landed on her arm. Its pale green body was thick, the size of her middle finger, and delicately patterned in stripes and spots.

			It jumped from her hand and into the hister flower crate.

			No, no, no, no.

			Yeeran didn’t think twice, she grasped its body and squeezed. But it was soon replaced by another.

			‘Locusts,’ Rayan said with bone-chilling dread.

			Then the swarm arrived. A cloud so thick Yeeran could no longer see in front of her face.

			‘We need to protect the hister flowers,’ Yeeran shouted.

			Together Yeeran and Rayan began to weave their magic together to create a protective barrier around the crate.

			‘Steady!’ Yeeran shouted, as the swarm battered the magical cage, trying to gain access to the bright yellow flower.

			The locusts were in Yeeran’s hair, their legs skittering across her scalp. One was crawling across her ear to her neck and another had got caught in her jacket, but still she did not move. She would not give up the cure.

			Pila snapped at the locusts with her jaws, flinging away what she could, but there were too many.

			It felt like an hour Yeeran stood there, but it must have only been a few minutes. Sweat pooled in her collarbone from the effort. She had exerted her magic over the last few hours, and she felt the exhaustion in her marrow.

			Soon the rustling of the locusts’ wings abated and all that was left was the sound of her panting breaths.

			She let her magic dissipate and went to inspect the petals.

			‘Only a few damaged, but we should get them to the apothecary now,’ Yeeran said. ‘Malak’s trickery runs deeper than I thought–to send locusts after me? He is devious.’ She was angry at herself, furious for being so naïve, even after Malak had warned her.

			‘We need to seal the boundary immediately, no more waiting for any obeah to return,’ she continued, then realised she’d had no response from Rayan. ‘What is it?’

			He was standing at the top of the steps that oversaw Mosima. His finger pointed into the distance.

			Yeeran went to see what he was looking at.

			Her stomach sank. The cloud of locusts had found the agricultural land and were sating their appetites.

			‘They’re attacking our food,’ he said softly, almost in wonderment, like this was some kind of dream.

			But few nightmares could have conjured up such horror, and Yeeran found herself wondering what was best: To die from sickness or famine?

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Part Three Letter written by the first queen of the Jani dynasty]

			

			A hundred years I have studied one aspect of the bindings: how to unravel a spell once cast. My hands shake as I write this, but I implore you, Afa, please, take this knowledge and use it. Remove your soul from the earth.

			You are not a god.

			None of us are.

			So free the world of your torment.

			Then, and only then, will you free Mosima.
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Chapter Twenty-One

			 

			Alder

			Alder was flying but it wasn’t the peaceful experience he always dreamed it would be. He couldn’t control his movements and he flew chaotically back and forth.

			‘Alder!’ He looked up. Lettle was there, and he wasn’t flying, he was swinging on a rope.

			Heights had never bothered Alder, but to find himself suspended next to a rushing waterfall without knowing how he got there was enough to stop his heart.

			‘Lettle? What’s happening? Where am I?’ He began to struggle, his skin pinching where a harness–which he didn’t remembering donning–dug into his pelvis. His movements drew him closer to the waterfall. Water filled his mouth, his nostrils, and Alder thought he might just drown. Panic seized him and he began to struggle harder.

			Then he was moving upwards, pulled by Lettle’s strength. A god above him, lifting him out of this nightmare he’d found himself in.

			‘You’re all right, you’ll be all right,’ she said.

			Tears and water streamed down his face. ‘Help me,’ he said to the goddess above him.

			Sure hands gripped him. Relief washed over him and then, once again, he knew no more.

			

			—

			The nightmare repeated itself and he woke an immeasurable amount of time later in the same harness, swinging from the same spot.

			But this time Lettle was below him.

			‘You’re safe now,’ she said, but he didn’t feel safe.

			‘Where am I?’ His stomach lurched and a wave of vertigo struck him. He squeezed his eyes shut as the world spun.

			‘We’re behind the waterfall in Caperly.’

			‘Is this a dream?’ he asked.

			‘No. Now listen, there’s a foothold on the wall opposite. If you step onto there you can remove the harness and jump down to me.’

			He opened his eyes and saw the ledge she was referring to. It wasn’t far, a couple of feet away. He had done more dangerous jumps when stringing up the Nomads’ sky camps. And that was without a harness.

			Something moved on the path by Lettle’s side. He recognised the obeah as Ajax.

			‘I remember Ajax following you through the pool,’ he said. ‘How long has it been since then?’

			‘Three days. It took me some time to learn the spell. I’m sorry it wasn’t sooner.’

			He’d lost three days. The rest of Lettle’s words were nonsense to him.

			‘How did I get up here? Where’s Dart? And Mia?’

			There was a tightness in Lettle’s face that he hadn’t seen before. She looked forlorn.

			‘What is it? Oh, don’t tell me they’re dead.’ His throat began to burn with grief.

			‘No, no. They’re in Caperly. The sooner you get down, the sooner we can see them.’ She paused then added, ‘I found out the truth of your origins, Alder.’

			Alder gripped the rope until his knuckles turned his skin white. He contemplated staying up there for ever.

			Then, before he lost his nerve, he lunged for the foothold. A few steps later he was by Lettle’s side on a path that curved behind the waterfall.

			Spray from the rushing water left a misty haze around them.

			Lettle looked deep into his eyes as though searching for something before throwing her arms around him.

			Even though he could feel her tears on his shoulder, he didn’t hug her back. ‘What’s going on?’

			She pulled away, dashing her tears away with the heel of her hand. ‘There is a lot to tell,’ she said.

			For a minute it looked like she wasn’t going to speak again, but then she did…

			…and Alder wished she hadn’t.

			As the story unfolded he felt his reality blur. He cried through most of it and asked her to stop often. But the brief silence filled his mind with more questions and he begged for her to continue, even though each word was a knife, each sentence bleeding him dry.

			When she told him of his children, he fell to his knees.

			‘I-I had twins?’

			‘Yes.’ She rested her hand on his back.

			And on the story continued, a tale more horrific than any he could have ever conjured.

			‘I am evil,’ he whispered.

			‘No,’ she said, ‘you were a person who did heinous things. I cannot say that you were innately evil.’

			Alder was surprised. She sounded as though she’d liked him, the other him. When he questioned her, she shook her head.

			‘No, I cannot like someone who made the choices he did. But I admit sometimes it was difficult to hate him deeply, especially while he wore the skin of my friend.’

			Alder felt as though she had wounded him once more. ‘He doesn’t wear my skin, I wear his. What am I? A spell? An absence of his memories?’ Something frightening occurred to him. ‘Do I even have a soul?’ He started to pant, panic squeezing his lungs.

			Lettle wrapped her arms around him, tight. ‘Yes, you have a soul. You are whole, Alder. You are whole.’

			He could barely catch his breath to say, ‘How can I be when I don’t even remember my own children?’

			His world had been shattered so completely that he was glass turned to sand, his identity just particles in the breeze.

			‘But you remember me. You remember the Nomads, you remember Golan. We are your family.’

			He let himself relax into her arms as his sobbing grew in pitch.

			‘We are your family,’ she whispered over and over.

			He let her hold him for some time. When he was spent with his grief, he pulled himself out of her arms.

			‘My affinity to the earth makes sense now,’ he said. Another terrifying thought struck him. ‘Can I manipulate the earth?’

			Lettle shrugged. ‘I imagine so. You share his soul so are earthbound too. Try it.’

			Alder shivered, petrified of his own power. He lowered his hands to the earth and tried to coax a flower from the soil.

			Nothing happened. His relief was immeasurable.

			‘Maybe it is like magesight, and you must attune to it,’ Lettle said.

			Alder shook his head. ‘I don’t want to attune to it. I would rather the power lay dormant.’

			Ajax let out a sigh. He was tucked tightly into Lettle’s side.

			She noticed Alder watching him. ‘He travelled with us all the way from Mosima,’ Lettle said with a smile.

			‘Mosima,’ Alder said the word slowly. It meant freedom according to Lettle. He let out a little laugh. ‘The city was never a curse, it was a safe haven, a place where Afa could not reach his children.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘My children,’ Alder said with horror. ‘Those of the Jani dynasty are my descendants.’

			‘Yes,’ Lettle said again. She had tears in her eyes now.

			But though Alder’s eyes burned, he did not cry. He laughed sardonically. ‘You were right, I do have family.’

			Lettle tensed, then looked away, and Alder wondered if he had suddenly looked like Afa.

			She spoke her words to the waterfall. ‘Family does not have to be blood, it can be the other parts of us too: our breath, our bones, our heart.’

			When she looked back at him, she was smiling. ‘And it is time to return to those parts of us. We did what we set out to do. We found a way to remove the boundary and bring back the humans.’

			Alder nodded. It was true, but the victory was bitter. ‘But what of Afa? He was content to never return? I am free to be Alder for evermore?’

			Lettle hesitated. ‘His whole purpose in life was to help bring back the humans. Whether that is as Afa or Alder, I do not think it matters. As long as the spell is spoken.’

			Alder felt uneasy. He did not like thinking that it would only require a few steps to cross the sanctuary threshold to turn him into someone else entirely.

			‘I’ll never go back,’ he said.

			‘I would not let you,’ Lettle replied grimly.

			He squeezed her hand in the silence that ensued.

			They took comfort from each other for a moment before Lettle stood. ‘This path should lead us down into Caperly. I am sure everyone is very worried about us. We should go.’

			Alder walked to the edge of the path where the water crashed down into a pool below. He ran his fingers through the water and thought about jumping.

			Not to death, for he knew now that it would elude him, but just to feel the rush of fear. To be afraid of something physical, and not something that prowled in the shadows of his mind.

			Is this the start of my madness? Do all roads lead to Afa?

			‘Alder?’ Lettle sounded scared too, but for his safety, even though he could not die. Her care brought a part of him back to himself.

			He reached for her and squeezed her hand.

			‘Let’s go.’

			

			—

			They walked down the cliffside into the belly of Caperly in silence. It wasn’t a long walk, no more than half of an hour. As they approached the first of the city streets, Alder noticed a figure in the road. They lay prone on a sleeping mat.

			‘Is that…Mortah?’ Lettle said.

			She woke as they approached.

			‘Is it you? Is it Alder?’ she asked. Her eyes were bloodshot.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s me.’

			Mortah looked to Lettle for confirmation and she nodded. The older lady sagged with relief.

			‘Thank the three gods, Mia was going to flay me alive if I didn’t come back with good news today.’

			When neither of them answered she raised a brow and said, ‘It is good news, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes,’ Lettle answered quickly for the both of them. ‘We got what we came for.’

			‘How is Mia? And the babies?’ Alder asked.

			‘There was a moment when we thought they might be coming early, but Mia has made a good home for them, and they have stayed put. Though she’s on bed rest.’

			Alder chuckled. ‘I bet she is taking that well. Have you been sleeping here these last few days?’ He helped her pack up her bedroll.

			‘Mia threatened to do it herself,’ she said with a snort. ‘And with Farhan still bedbound too, I was the only choice.’

			‘How is Farhan’s ankle?’ Lettle asked.

			‘Bandaged and healing. He is sharing a resting room with Mia and Dart. Poor Dart has become a healer’s apprentice.’

			They started making their way into town. Mortah’s limp slowed them down some, and Lettle moved to her side to help her.

			‘I’m sorry I lost your cane,’ Lettle said quietly.

			Mortah’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s all right. Did she go down in battle?’

			Lettle swallowed, her gaze slipping to Alder’s and then away. ‘She did.’

			It was then that Alder realised he would never know the full extent of what happened for those three days in that cave. And though Lettle loved him, he wondered if there would always be a wariness buried deep in her love, if Afa had irrevocably damaged the purity of their friendship while wearing his face.

			‘Alder?’ The call came from up ahead. Dart stood in front of a resting room, his arms laden with sticky cardamom pastries.

			‘I hope Mia’s willing to share,’ Alder said as they drew level with him. Dart looked haggard; his beard had grown out in long, silver streaks, his face heavily lined with exhaustion. But the wrinkles smoothed as he smiled and let out a cry of happiness. The pastries tumbled to the ground as he embraced Alder.

			It was good to be held.

			Ajax weaved past them and began to eat the pastries on the ground.

			‘Save me one!’ Lettle said.

			The noise drew Mia to the door, and she opened it bleary-eyed. ‘Dart, what’s–Alder?’

			A second pair of arms wrapped around him and Alder felt their love settle on him like armour.

			Lettle was right, there are other ways to have a family beyond blood.

			The embrace was briefer than he would have liked, but Dart quickly rushed Mia back into bed.

			Farhan lay on a pallet by the fire, his leg raised up on Shera’s back. She opened her eyes to greet Ajax, before going back to sleep.

			Farhan sat up as they entered. ‘You’re back!’

			‘We are,’ Alder said.

			It took a couple of minutes for everyone to get settled. The room was smaller than their previous resting room, but Alder suspected they had chosen it because it was closest to the waterfall.

			‘So, what happened?’ Mia asked.

			It was the question Alder had been dreading. He didn’t want to listen to it again, but when Lettle looked at him, he gave her the nod to begin.

			Alder looked into the flickering flames of the fire and tried to drown out Lettle’s voice.

			A touch on his shoulder startled him. He looked up to find Dart’s tear-streaked face. Time had passed and he hadn’t even noticed. Once more he was enfolded into Dart’s arms.

			‘You are the best person I know, don’t forget that,’ he whispered.

			Mia reached for his hand from her bed. ‘You are not Afa. OK?’

			Alder’s mouth parted in wonder. Their loyalty was unshakeable. They didn’t blame him for any of Afa’s cruelty.

			‘But how can I ever separate my deeds from my person?’ he said.

			It was Mortah who answered. ‘Because you are not him. You may have his body, but your mind has been moulded by different people. Your memories make you who you are, and you do not have his–and he does not have yours.’

			There was a snort and everyone looked to Farhan. The fae had fallen asleep.

			‘Oh, to have no curiosity, how simple life would be,’ Lettle said dryly. It drew out a laugh from Alder but it dried up in his throat when he remembered what came next.

			‘We have to leave, we need to go back to Mosima,’ he said.

			‘Farhan can’t travel with you. We’ll send him back when his ankle heals,’ Mortah said. ‘And I presume you’ll be wanting to leave swiftly. Here, give me your packs, I’ll go resupply them.’

			‘I’ll come with you,’ Lettle said. ‘Alder, I’ll meet you at the entrance to Caperly?’

			He nodded, recognising he was being given precious time alone with Mia and Dart.

			‘Thank you for everything,’ Lettle said to them both, before following Mortah out. Ajax trailed in her wake.

			‘So that obeah followed you the whole way?’ Mia asked. ‘The king must really love her.’

			‘Yes.’ He understood that love, or perhaps the promise of it. He had the beginnings of it with Golan.

			And, of course, Hady.

			‘Come, sit,’ Mia patted the bed next to her. He lay down and Dart squeezed on the end.

			‘Maybe I should stay?’ Alder said. ‘Lettle has the spell, she need only teach it to Rayan.’

			‘And what of Golan?’ Mia said and Alder winced. She was always so perceptive.

			‘He’ll be scared of me once he knows what I’ve done.’

			‘No, he won’t,’ Dart said firmly. But Alder wasn’t so sure.

			Farhan snored into the silence.

			‘Will you tell Farhan we’ve gone?’ Alder asked.

			‘Yes, of course. We quite like him, though he sends Mortah mad,’ Mia laughed then sobered. ‘I think it was partly why she insisted on sleeping at the foot of the waterfall.’

			That surprised Alder, as Mortah had said that Mia had insisted on it. He smiled.

			She may feign ambivalence, but Mortah feels more than any of us.

			The sheet over Mia’s stomach rippled and Alder gasped with delight. ‘Was that the twins?’

			‘Yes,’ Mia said, patting her stomach. ‘They’re strong. Here, feel them.’

			Alder put his hand against her swollen belly and felt the movements within. ‘So strong,’ he said. ‘It’s the first time I’ve felt a baby move beneath skin…’ his words petered off once he realised that was not true.

			He sat up. ‘I wish I had known my children, I grieve for that,’ he admitted. ‘The rest I do not need to remember, but the babes, I would have liked to have known them.’

			Mia was crying silently. ‘You will know these children,’ she promised. ‘They will be as though they are your own. Uncle Alder.’

			He smiled. ‘Uncle Alder.’ It sounded good.

			‘You’ll come back to us, won’t you? Bring Golan too,’ Dart asked.

			‘Of course, the Nomads are my home, you are my home. I’ll be back when this is all over,’ he promised.

			All over. It felt like a premonition of something more. They embraced for a final time, Alder holding on for longer than was necessary.

			‘I’ll see you soon, take care of my nephews,’ he said.

			‘How do you know that?’ Mia asked, and Alder hadn’t realised he did until he had spoken it.

			He shrugged. ‘I just know.’

			Because I am earthbound.

			He closed the door of the resting room behind him and began to sob.

			His tears had dried by the time he reached Caperly’s edge where Mortah, Lettle and Ajax were waiting.

			‘I’m coming with you,’ Mortah said. She held a hand up. ‘Do not try and stop me. I’ve already decided, and I’ve spent the last fifteen minutes convincing her.’ She tilted her head sharply to Lettle. ‘Do not make me do the same with you.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Alder asked. ‘It’s a very long walk.’

			‘We’re not walking,’ Lettle said. ‘We’re riding. We’ll be back in Mosima in six weeks.’

			Alder looked at Ajax. The obeah was big, but he couldn’t carry three. In addition, the fae had a strange custom about touching obeah.

			‘I’ll ride Ajax,’ Lettle said. ‘You need to call on more obeah. The soulless obeah answer to you.’

			‘How?’

			‘Speak the words, or even just think them,’ she said.

			Alder felt like a fool as he said, ‘Obeah, come to me.’

			Nothing happened for a long moment. Then he heard them. He looked back through the city streets and watched as one, two, three, a dozen, fifty obeah ran through Caperly towards him. Their pelts were wet and dripping from the waterfall spray they had passed.

			They surrounded him in a circle, their bodies a mass of corded muscle, their horns glittering pearlescent in the morning light. But their eyes were uncomfortably vacant, like glass marbles in a pool of ink. Their movements also unsettled him; they were too uniform, too rigid–without a will of their own.

			It was an uncanny sight.

			Mortah took a step back, her face bloodless. Lettle, however, looked relieved, almost as if she hadn’t been sure it would work.

			I wish it hadn’t. I have never sought power like this. It felt inhumane to manipulate a creature so completely.

			Alder walked towards one, and it didn’t even blink as he gently ran his hand through its fur.

			I wonder if it’s capable of memories too.

			‘You are not the same,’ Lettle said, as though reading his thoughts. ‘The obeah has no light when I look at it in magesight. No, it’s more than that, there is an absence of light, almost like a spark has been extinguished. Whereas you, Alder, you shine.’

			It comforted him some.

			He tightened his fists in the beast’s scruff as he pulled himself up and onto its back. Mortah followed his lead, selecting an obeah of her own, and Lettle mounted Ajax.

			Years ago he had imagined what it would be like to ride an obeah. He would have never been able to guess the circumstances he now found himself in.

			I made the very flesh beneath me, he thought. No, not me, Afa did.

			He corrected himself for the first time. Like the obeah, he’d had no choice in his creation, he was simply brought into being.

			But unlike the obeah, he had free will. And with it, he was going to undo all the wrongs that had come before.

			‘Take us to Mosima,’ he said to the obeah. As one, the pack pounded forward, a black mass against the white snow of the mountain. It was time to fix it all.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

			 

			Yeeran

			‘Is the tincture ready?’ Yeeran had asked Jay the question repeatedly, knowing full well that it wasn’t helping. But what else could she do while Furi lay dying beside her?

			It had been two days since the locust invasion, and two days since the hister flower had been steeping in owen tree sap.

			The world had dimmed since that day. Fifty percent of Mosima’s crops were eaten in a matter of hours. While Yeeran had returned to the quarantined district, Rayan had taken charge of sealing the opening to Mosima, watching as obeah lugged trunks of felled trees up the steps to seal them in.

			The only problem was, they were trapping the locusts in too.

			‘Yeeran?’ Furi’s eyelashes fluttered open.

			‘I’m here.’ She grabbed Furi’s stiffened hands. Every single one of her limbs had seized up, turning blue before they would eventually blacken.

			‘Did you get it?’

			‘Yes, we got the cure, Jay’s brewing it now.’

			‘Is there enough?’

			‘Yes, there will be.’ Amnan lay on the ground beside Furi’s bed. It didn’t take them long to discover the disease could not be caught by obeah. Yeeran had wondered whether it was something to do with them being Afa’s creation.

			She still marvelled over Afa’s tale. Power had corrupted him, but so too had love. She pressed a kiss to Furi’s forehead, not knowing if she would have done anything different in Afa’s place.

			‘It’s ready,’ Jay said, brandishing the bright yellow liquid.

			Yeeran reached for the vial, ready to bring it to Furi’s lips, but the queen turned away.

			‘Give it to my citizens first.’

			‘No, Furi.’

			‘This is a command,’ she said weakly, though her eyes still sparked with annoyance. ‘Give it to my citizens first.’

			Yeeran shook her head. ‘You cannot command me, for I am not one of your subjects. I will not do this, Furi.’

			Furi looked past Yeeran until her gaze locked with Jay’s. ‘Do it.’

			Jay hesitated, but only for a second, then they took the vial from Yeeran before she could protest.

			The conversation had exhausted Furi and she lay back, her eyes closing.

			‘I’ll have my healers distribute the medicine as quickly as I can,’ Jay said, a practical coldness to their tone. They strode to the door, but before they left, Jay turned back to Yeeran and she could see their face was wet with tears. ‘Call for me if anything changes. She might not survive much longer.’

			Yeeran let out an anguished scream as Jay left.

			‘I refuse to cry for you, Furi. Tears are for people dead and gone. But you are here still, and I am not letting you leave to the beyond. You hear me?’

			But Furi did not hear her. She had fallen back into a fitful sleep.

			Yeeran strode to the window. The air was thick with smoke. Rayan had set a controlled fire in the agricultural fields, sacrificing acres of harvest in the hopes that the locusts could be destroyed.

			But from the specks still circling above, it had not worked.

			‘It’s all burning, Furi,’ she whispered. ‘I will not let our love turn to ash too.’

			

			—

			‘How goes the distribution of the cure?’ Rayan asked Yeeran, later that day. His face was streaked with dirt and sweat.

			‘We have enough, but for some it has been too late already. We lost four more today.’

			‘Furi?’

			‘She’s hanging on. But she’s refused the tincture until everyone else has had it first.’

			Rayan swore and slammed his hand down on the fence that separated them.

			‘Are the fires helping?’ she asked.

			‘No, I’ve been told that the swarm will have likely laid eggs by now. We could be plagued with them for many months yet.’

			‘We won’t survive much longer. We don’t have enough food.’

			‘I know,’ Rayan bit back. Then he rubbed a hand over his face. ‘I’m sorry, it’s been a long day. Made more complicated by this.’ He reached into his pocket and removed a letter.

			Yeeran started to read.

			
				Grandson,

				I have pleaded for many hours for this slip of paper, I hope it reaches you safe.

				Though I have not seen them with my own eyes, we have heard that locusts swarm the city. There is a plant, the knellsheen mushroom, whose spores emit a pesticide. It is labelled in my shop though you would be better growing the plant to maturity with your gift. It will rid the fields of locusts.

				Hopefully this information can go some of the way to healing your trust in me. I realise now that I have never told you how much I regret my actions against Lettle. Know I do, greatly.

				I have sent this letter with Cori who would be more than willing to carry a message back to me should you have more questions. I appreciate you do not wish to see me again.

				Sahar

			

			‘You think it a trick?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘No, I don’t know. But why would he lie?’

			Yeeran wasn’t sure, but she didn’t understand the motives of murderers.

			‘It is worth a try. Grow them in the furthest field from the city. Give it a day, see what happens,’ she said.

			Rayan nodded. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. If we light any more fires, we’re at risk of setting all the forests in Mosima alight.’

			‘Yeeran?’ a voice called behind her. It was Jay, and they sounded urgent.

			Furi’s dead. The thought held so much conviction that Yeeran felt her heart stutter in her chest.

			Pila whimpered somewhere in the Royal Woodland.

			‘We’re going to treat Furi now, I thought you’d want to be there,’ Jay continued quickly. ‘She’s the last.’

			‘The rest have been dosed?’ Rayan asked.

			‘Yes, my king.’

			He let out a sigh of relief. ‘Well, that is something at least. Go, Yeeran, and send word when Furi awakes. I will do what I can with the knellsheen.’

			Yeeran all but ran to Furi’s side. She was even paler than she had been when Yeeran had left.

			‘Her skin is yellow,’ Yeeran whispered.

			‘Yes, her liver is failing,’ Jay said. ‘She has done well to survive this long in the condition she is in.’

			‘The cure will work, won’t it?’

			‘It has for the others, but we won’t know for a few hours yet. Prepare yourself, Yeeran, it may not reverse all the effects.’

			Yeeran watched as Jay began to tip the vial of yellow liquid into Furi’s mouth. She gagged, coughing and spluttering.

			‘Go away,’ she slurred.

			Jay tried again, but Furi began to froth at the mouth.

			‘I don’t want any mead.’

			‘It’s not mead, Furi, it’s the cure,’ Yeeran said gently.

			‘The disease has addled her brain. Yeeran, pass me the needle. We’ll have to do this intravenously.’

			Yeeran pulled out a needle from a sterile jar.

			Jay held out their hand for it but Yeeran shook her head. ‘Let me,’ she said.

			Yeeran hadn’t been idle in her time in the quarantine district. She had taken quickly to Jay’s tutelage, and administering injections had been one of the first things the healer had taught her.

			She inserted the needle into Furi’s vein with confidence.

			Furi tried to protest against the pain, but it was clear she was no longer in control of her limbs. Her eyelashes fluttered once more and she slipped into a comatose state.

			‘What now?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘We wait,’ Jay said.

			Seconds felt like hours, and minutes felt like days. Sometimes Furi’s breath would rasp in her throat and Yeeran would look up, half hopeful, half fearful. Was this a seizure that could end her life? Or was she coming round?

			But then she would settle back to stillness. Two hours after she had been given the cure Yeeran thought that her limbs looked less blue than they had, the colour in her cheeks less sallow.

			Or am I imagining things?

			You are not, she has improved; she smells less sick than she did, Pila said. She lay with her back against Amnan, giving him comfort.

			An hour later, Furi began to mumble.

			‘I’m here,’ Yeeran said, leaning close.

			The queen still couldn’t open her eyes, but her lips could form the faintest of words. ‘Our love will never be ash,’ she whispered.

			Then Furi’s voice rang out clearer: ‘Our fire is endless. It is a star, burning in the sky.’

			For the first time that day, Yeeran sobbed.

			Furi was going to live.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

			 

			Furi

			‘Put me down, Yeeran,’ Furi whispered. She tried to put strength into her voice, but it still came out a wisp.

			Yeeran only gripped her harder. ‘I’ll put you down when we get into the woodland.’

			Furi let her head loll back with a sigh. Yeeran was being insufferable. It had been three weeks since she had taken the cure and still Yeeran refused to allow Amnan to carry her. ‘In case you fall from his back,’ she said, and so Yeeran had cradled Furi against her chest all the way through the city.

			‘We’re nearly there, can you see the top of the palace spire?’

			Furi didn’t reward Yeeran’s patronising tone with an answer. She may be being carried like a babe, but a child she was not.

			They entered the woodland and Furi breathed in the scent of the sweet magnolia blossoms. It masked the smell of the knellsheen mushrooms that Rayan had grown all over the city to kill the locusts. Their spores left a tangy coating on her tongue and she was glad to be rid of it temporarily. She looked up to the bough above, the blushing flowers a beautiful sight to behold.

			‘The flowers have bloomed since I was gone,’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ Yeeran said, her voice strangely neutral.

			It was then that Furi dropped her gaze.

			She choked on her breath.

			Nearly all of the Royal Woodland was gone.

			The locusts had stripped most of the trees of their leaves. Ferns, shrubs, grasses, had all been eaten to the root. Yeeran noticed the look on her face.

			‘Rayan has prioritised the fields; he spends every day out there healing as much of the land as he can.’

			‘Put me down, Yeeran.’ She fortified her voice with as much command as possible.

			Yeeran hesitated only briefly before setting Furi down.

			As soon as her feet touched the soil, she sank to the ground–a controlled fall. Her legs still wouldn’t do what she told them to. But for what she had in mind, she didn’t need them.

			Her fingers slipped between the roots and earth, deeper and deeper until she could feel the ghost of the curse beneath her fingertips. Then she urged Mosima to grow.

			Shoots began to burst from the soil around her, the sight of it leaving her giddy.

			More, she thought, and green began to fill her vision.

			I have this, I have my strength.

			Careful, Furi, Amnan said, from a short way away where he was foraging with Pila. This is draining what little vigour you have.

			I feel fine, she said, even as his voice began to fade. More, she urged the land.

			Thump, thump, thump. The sound of her blood filled her ears as her vision began to blacken.

			Strange, my heart is pumping so slowly…

			‘Furi!’ Something hard knocked into her and she fell sideways, hitting her head hard against the magnolia trunk. She lay dazed, looking up at the sparse magnolia flowers.

			Yeeran’s face filled her vision, because of course it had been Yeeran who had saved her once again.

			‘Why are you scowling? I just stopped you from draining yourself completely,’ she said.

			‘I wasn’t going to die.’

			‘You were turning blue,’ Yeeran said. She looked haunted, as though recalling a memory.

			The ground vibrated against her skin with the distinctive beat of an obeah’s footfalls.

			Amnan came thundering into the woodland, his eyes wide with panic. Pila followed in his shadow.

			You began to disappear from my mind, he said as he nuzzled into her hand.

			‘I’m all right.’ She soothed him as he whined quietly.

			Yeeran sat down next to her. ‘You went too far, Furi. You need to give yourself time to heal.’

			‘We don’t have time, our food stores will only last so long.’

			‘Rayan will do it, he has to be enough.’

			There was no blame in Yeeran’s tone, but Furi felt ashamed that she wasn’t able to help him in her weakened state.

			Satisfied Furi was all right, Amnan and Pila both sauntered away, leaving Yeeran and Furi sitting content on the ground. Furi didn’t want to admit that she wasn’t able to get up by herself, but Yeeran must have sensed she needed the rest.

			‘Will I ever fully recover?’ she asked.

			‘Lots of people recover their health entirely.’

			She tangled her fingers with Yeeran’s. ‘That’s not what I asked.’

			‘I’m not a medic. You should ask Jay.’

			‘I’m not asking Jay. I’m asking you. You and Rayan are the only two people in Mosima with any real experience of this disease.’

			‘I…’ Yeeran turned to her side to face Furi. ‘I don’t know. You took the cure so late, a lot of damage had already been done.’

			Furi looked away before Yeeran could see the tears burning in her eyes.

			‘Is this what it was like with Lettle? And don’t lie to me.’

			‘No, you suffered much worse than she did.’

			‘And she lost nearly all the movement in her left arm, right?’

			‘Right.’

			‘So it’s unlikely I will walk again.’

			‘No, I don’t think that’s a reasonable conclusion,’ Yeeran implored.

			Furi scoffed. ‘It’s an entirely reasonable conclusion.’

			‘You are not paralysed, Furi, only weak. There may be some muscles that do not fully recover, but it is likely you will walk again.’

			‘How do you know that?’ She had finally found her voice in anger.

			Yeeran sat up and leaned over her legs. She massaged her hands up from Furi’s ankles. ‘Can you feel that?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And further up here, can you feel that?’

			Yeeran’s hands travelled up from her calf to the top of her thighs.

			‘And here?’ Yeeran’s fingers lay dangerously close to her waistband.

			‘Yes,’ she said, her voice a rasp again, and it had nothing to do with weakness this time.

			‘I don’t think there’ll be lasting damage. But I do think we should start some gentle exercises, build your strength again.’

			Furi caught Yeeran’s hand before she could pull it away. ‘Exercises?’

			It took a moment for Yeeran to understand her meaning. ‘Furi, no.’

			Furi gave Yeeran a wicked grin and placed Yeeran’s hand beneath the seams of her undergarments. ‘I think there’s one place you didn’t check for feeling.’

			Yeeran gasped as Furi guided her fingers down into the warm core of her.

			The elf shook her head as though she was battling with her own conscience. ‘You’re still recovering, Furi. You can’t even stand.’

			‘I need this, Yeeran. I need you.’

			Yeeran’s face was flushed but she still hesitated.

			‘Make me feel alive, Yeeran. Please.’

			Then Yeeran’s fingers were moving, slick with Furi’s desire. She arched into Yeeran’s hand as the other pressed down on her lower stomach. And as Furi’s tempest began to build, Yeeran’s thumb moved to circle the knot of nerves beneath her curling hair.

			When she was on the crest of ecstasy Furi said, ‘Tell me you love me.’

			‘I love you.’ Those three words were the catalyst for oblivion. Furi trembled around Yeeran’s hand, as she continued to whisper, ‘I love you, Furi. I love you, queen of my heart.’

			Furi lay back, well and truly spent. But alive.

			She turned to Yeeran. ‘Allow me to reciprocate.’

			Yeeran shook her head, moving away from Furi’s reach. ‘No, not today. You’re too fragile.’

			‘But—’

			‘No.’ Yeeran was firm, and Furi could tell she would not change her mind.

			‘Well…I could at least watch?’

			Yeeran’s gaze turned molten and Furi felt an aftershock shudder through her. But then Yeeran shook her head.

			‘No. We were lucky no one walked past, we’re not exactly in the most private of places.’

			‘Pah! You elves and your prudish ways. No one would care.’ But she let Yeeran help her up. When she tried to walk unaided, she stumbled. Yeeran caught her and picked her up.

			Then she whispered, her voice hot against Furi’s ear, ‘I tell you what, when you’ve done three weeks of training, I’ll let you do whatever you want with me, wherever you want.’

			If Furi had had the strength she would have pushed Yeeran against the tree and made her regret ever saying no.

			‘I knew you were a good negotiator when I made you ambassador,’ she said with a chuckle.

			Yeeran went quiet and Furi felt foolish for bringing up the war.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Yeeran said after a time. ‘I’m sorry for failing you.’

			Furi slipped from Yeeran’s arms and grasped her chin. ‘Look at me,’ and when Yeeran did, she said, ‘You didn’t fail, Malak betrayed us.’

			Yeeran rubbed her brow. ‘I don’t know how I fell for his ruse. I genuinely believed he wanted peace.’

			‘If there is one thing I’ve learned as queen, it’s that everyone has their own agenda,’ Furi said.

			Yeeran was looking at her with wide eyes.

			‘My words weren’t that profound,’ Furi said.

			‘Look down.’

			Furi did, and slowly it dawned on her. ‘I’m standing.’

			‘You’re standing on your own.’ Yeeran all but bounced with delight. ‘I knew you’d walk again.’

			‘It’s not exactly walking,’ she said, but she couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face.

			‘I think I know what cured me,’ Furi said, and she brought Yeeran’s fingers up to her lips and kissed them.

			It would have been more romantic if she hadn’t then tumbled sideways.

			‘Furi!’

			‘I’m fine, just a mouth full of dirt. I guess we know my limits now.’ She sat up and realised where she was. Daisies surrounded her.

			‘Of all the things the locusts ate, they left behind every flower that grew up from Motogo’s grave.’

			Yeeran lifted her up from the daisies. ‘An unwelcome reminder, to be sure.’

			Furi’s gaze lingered on the white petals. ‘I don’t regret it, you know.’

			‘I know,’ Yeeran said.

			‘I’d do it again.’

			‘I know that too.’

			They made their way past the Tree of Souls, whose magical leaves had remained untouched from the locusts.

			‘The Jani dynasty endures still,’ she whispered.

			Yeeran held her tighter.

			‘You don’t just endure, Furi, you thrive.’

			With her legs dangling lamely over Yeeran’s grip, Furi didn’t exactly feel like she was thriving.

			She patted the baobab tree as they passed and felt the thrumming of its life within the bark.

			‘Do you remember when I said that it’s murder that binds our love?’ Furi asked.

			‘ “No matter how hard we try, all we do is murder the people we love,” ‘Yeeran recited, as though she had repeated the phrase in her mind daily.

			‘I was wrong. We are so much more than death and violence. We are like the Tree of Souls; each death grows into a leaf, making us stronger than before. Our grief need not be a thing that tears us apart but something that grows us together.’

			Yeeran pressed a kiss to her brow and Furi could feel her cheeks were wet with tears.

			‘I love you, Yeeran.’ She would never be tired of saying it. ‘I love you, and I’m going to meet your terms on the training ground, then I’ll show you exactly how much I love you too.’

			Furi didn’t regret the deal Yeeran had suggested. Not entirely, anyway. It’s hard to not regret living when you’re attempting a push-up on sand.

			‘There you go, you’ve nearly got it…’ Yeeran was trying to be encouraging, but her cheering only reminded Furi that she was still only nearly there.

			Her knees were tucked together and her ankles crossed–not even a full push-up. Going down was easy, but now her arms quivered in stasis, unable to make the full upwards motion. She was glad they were on Conch Shore, where none of her subordinates in the faeguard could see her.

			‘You can do it.’

			‘Shut up,’ she spat out.

			Yeeran ignored her. ‘One last push, come on.’

			‘I said, shut up, you’re not helping.’

			‘A tiny bit more, you got it…’

			Furi pushed herself up and turned to Yeeran with a growl, her fangs slipping out from her top lip.

			‘You are so annoying.’

			Yeeran gave her a lopsided grin. ‘Worked, though, didn’t it?’

			‘Only to spite you.’

			‘Anger has always been like fuel to you.’

			Furi lunged at her. Yeeran fell beneath her charge, though Furi knew it hadn’t been her strength that did it–Yeeran was letting Furi dominate her.

			Furi straddled her and placed her trembling hands against her shoulders, pushing Yeeran into the sand. Then she lowered her mouth to Yeeran’s neck, trailing her tongue until she reached her ear.

			‘Twenty-one,’ she whispered.

			‘What?’

			‘Today marks twenty-one days.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘Three weeks, Yeeran. You’re mine.’

			Then she kissed her; a crushing, burning kiss that was full of promise and pleasure. When she pulled away, Yeeran was panting, her eyes ablaze.

			‘Take me to the sea,’ Furi said. For even though her arms had full mobility, her legs were still too weak to go the distance.

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Anywhere, anyhow, you said.’

			‘I did.’

			‘Then take me to the sea.’

			Conch Shore was a sacred place to her. An estuary on the outside of Mosima fed their small ocean. At night you could stand at the waves’ edge and imagine an endless horizon.

			First it had been a playground for her and Nerad. Then a training ground under Najma’s loving tutelage–a vocation Furi had retained for Yeeran when the elf was brought to Mosima. She had never thought that the beach would be the site where Yeeran stole her heart, but it had been that too.

			Yeeran set her down at the edge of the water.

			‘Lie down.’

			The waves lapped at her feet as Yeeran lowered herself to the sand next to Furi who immediately began to undress her. With every piece of clothing she removed, she replaced the cloth with kisses, until Yeeran was trembling and naked beneath her.

			Sea foam curved around Yeeran, softening the sharp lines of her body.

			‘Breathtaking,’ Furi said.

			Yeeran didn’t smile, she only beckoned Furi towards the softest part of her by arching ever so slightly.

			Furi obliged, licking the sea salt off her skin as she trailed her way towards Yeeran’s navel. Her fingers slid inside her, and Yeeran gasped. Furi didn’t move her fingers, despite Yeeran dipping her hips to create friction against her hand.

			‘Be still,’ Furi said, her lips against Yeeran’s stomach.

			Yeeran made an animalistic sound deep in her throat but she obeyed.

			Furi slid her tongue to the crest of her desire and held it there. The waves moved around them, higher than they had been a moment ago.

			The tide was coming in, the seawater leaving her flushed skin tingling.

			The tension between them crackled and pulled tighter than a bow string.

			‘Furi, please.’

			‘I like it when you beg,’ she said against the warmth of Yeeran’s skin.

			‘Please.’

			She moved her fingers once. ‘And again.’

			‘Please.’

			Up and down.

			‘Please.’

			‘Again.’

			‘Please. Please. Please.’

			With every word she uttered Furi obliged with a rhythm of her own. When her voice stuttered to a stop and Furi felt her begin to tighten beneath her, she gave her one last kiss deep in the centre of her.

			‘Furi,’ Yeeran gasped her name once, then shuddered around her.

			

			—

			They swam in the shallows all afternoon and for the briefest of moments, Furi could pretend that nothing else existed beyond her and Yeeran. With the sea buoying her legs and the smell of charred rats and knellsheen spores far in the distance, it was as though the horror of the last few months hadn’t happened at all.

			‘Why don’t we stay out here?’ she asked Yeeran.

			‘Our skin would get pretty wrinkly.’

			Furi dipped under the water, then popped up next to Yeeran. ‘I’d still love you though.’

			Yeeran laughed, ‘And I’d still love you.’ She wrapped her arms around Furi’s shoulders and pressed her forehead against hers.

			‘But we should probably get out.’

			‘No…’ she let the sea drown out Yeeran’s voice as she swam underwater once more.

			Yeeran’s fingers found hers and dragged her back to the surface. ‘Please don’t do that, I keep thinking you’re drowning.’

			Furi splashed her, trying to coax another smile onto her face. ‘I was just having fun. Is that so rare a sight that you think I must be dying?’

			But Yeeran didn’t smile. ‘Yes. And when this is all over I want to watch you have fun every second for the rest of our lives.’

			‘Well, we better go figure out how to end this war then.’

			As forlorn as she was to leave their slice of solace, she knew that there would be no true peace until the elven army was dispatched.

			Rayan had been tracking Lettle’s progress back to Mosima, and she’d soon be at the city’s edge. The knowledge she brought with her gave them an opportunity to bring the elves back to the negotiating table.

			If the boundary was removed, the elves could soon enter and harvest whatever fraedia they wanted. But equally the fae could leave, and now Lorhan was currently unoccupied, Furi had it in her sights.

			She’d never thought she’d return to her ancestral land during her life, but now with the opportunity to leave Mosima presenting itself, she let herself hope.

			Yeeran offered Furi a hand as they waded out of the shallows onto the shore where Amnan and Pila were waiting for them. Pila licked the seawater off Yeeran’s wrists, making her laugh.

			Amnan, on the other hand, was looking at the sea, his ears alert.

			What is it?

			The sea, it smells strange.

			She followed his line of sight. A liquid as dark as ink was blooming beneath the waves, spreading from the boundary edge towards the shore.

			‘Do you see that?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘Yes.’ Furi began to despair before she realised what was happening.

			Something silver floated on the surface of the water. Then another, and another.

			‘Fish,’ Yeeran gasped. ‘The fish are dying.’

			Although the fae strictly only ate vegetables and fruit, the ecosystem in Mosima was delicate and this would have ramifications beyond the animals that lived in the bay’s waters.

			They had thought they’d been so clever closing the entrance to Mosima. What more harm could the chieftains do?

			Furi fell to her knees and it wasn’t from any weakness.

			‘The elves have poisoned the estuary.’
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Chapter Twenty-Four

			 

			Lettle

			Lettle thought blisters on her feet were bad. But six weeks of riding an obeah had proven that there were worse places to have blisters than the soles of one’s feet.

			‘We’re nearly there,’ she said to Alder. He had withdrawn into himself over the last few weeks. Barely eating, barely sleeping. His past life haunted him, robbing him of all joy.

			Though the obeah had made the journey much quicker, it had in some ways felt longer than the way there. This time they were not buoyed by the hope of possibility but laden with the weight of the truth.

			There was also a lack of entertainment now Farhan was no longer with them. Mortah didn’t quite have the same repertoire of jaunty fireside songs that the fae had.

			The journey had been swift, and brittle with cold. But the closer they had got to the Wasted Marshes, the warmer the weather became. Until finally snow was a thing of the past.

			‘I never want to see a snow-covered conifer ever again,’ Lettle said. ‘Do you know how many times I was struck by a snowdrift from their branches? Nine times.’

			‘Asase’s children are vindictive,’ Mortah said with a grin.

			It shocked Lettle into silence. Asase’s children. Alder had told her before that it was the nickname the Nomads had given to conifers.

			They were the trees that Afa had planted over the graves of the humans.

			His web continues to glint through time, Lettle thought.

			Alder had seen her face reach the realisation he must have already come to. He gave her a sad nod, his brow etched with grief.

			‘Are you excited to see Golan again?’ she asked gently, changing the subject.

			A small smile grew on his lips, and then he grimaced and looked away. ‘I cannot bear to tell him the truth of who I am.’

			‘Afa is not you, Alder.’

			‘Sometimes I believe that, but other times…’ Alder looked at the pack of fifty obeah who had followed them the whole way. ‘Bow down,’ he commanded, and as one the obeah dropped their haunches and dipped their heads. Then Alder turned to her, his eyes shimmering with unshed tears. ‘I have his power, I have his faults, I just don’t have his memories.’

			‘That accounts for a lot,’ she said.

			‘I hope so.’

			They dismounted on a rocky outcrop that overlooked the swampland below.

			‘Rayan is so close now,’ Lettle said softly to Ajax. ‘All we have to do, is cross that.’

			The elven army sprawled across the Wasted Marshes. The camp was as large as a city, spreading out in neat rows of tents as far as Lettle could see.

			Soldiers moved like hornets around a nest, swarming across the marshland, their weapons glinting like stingers. There were so many of them that Lettle struggled to comprehend the sheer number of soldiers they were up against.

			‘I never thought I’d live in a world where all four elven tribes stood together, side by side,’ Mortah said.

			‘I wish we lived in a world where they didn’t have to raise arms at all,’ Lettle said.

			‘I’m not sure that world will ever exist,’ Alder said quietly. ‘War comes and goes like the tide. We never learn.’

			It was in moments like these that Lettle wondered if Alder had changed a little. Of course the truth had affected him deeply, but it was more than that. Like his innocence had been tarnished with the knowledge that he was now an ancient being.

			‘I’m going to scout ahead,’ Mortah said. The elf strode off before Lettle or Alder could protest.

			Lettle thought that Mortah’s limp was less pronounced than it had been in Caperly. The journey had invigorated her just as much as it had fatigued Lettle.

			‘We should sling up the camp here,’ Alder said as he inspected the eucalyptus trees around them.

			Lettle groaned. She absolutely hated sleeping in a sky tent. Though it was safer, the slight swinging made her queasy. Alder rummaged in his bag for the silkvine which they had stocked up on in Caperly.

			He threw one end of the weave to her and she began to climb the tree he indicated.

			Lettle had never been a good climber. Her weakened muscles in her left arm had made it difficult. But necessity had forced her to improve, and her arms now corded with muscles she hadn’t had at the start of the journey. She had to rely heavily on her right side, but Alder had taught her techniques that had helped her fine-tune her skills.

			Together they knotted a canopy across the tree line. The obeah prowled beneath them, an added line of defence. But Ajax preferred to stay by Lettle’s side. It was clear the soulless obeah perturbed him.

			By the time they were finished, Mortah had returned.

			She climbed onto the silkvine with far more grace than Lettle would ever have.

			‘The elven army has Mosima surrounded,’ she said as she joined them. ‘The tunnel you mention has a platoon of armed guards outside it. There’s no way we’ll get past them.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Lettle said.

			‘Yes. They looked like Waning soldiers to me, all equipped with drums.’

			‘So how do we get in?’ Lettle asked.

			Alder shrugged, and Mortah looked passively into the distance. So Lettle answered her own question.

			‘We could use the cover of darkness?’

			‘They’ll still see us coming,’ Mortah said.

			‘How about we use the obeah? They were made to fight a war and we have enough of them—’

			‘No!’ Lettle had rarely heard Alder raise his voice.

			He sounds just like Afa, she thought.

			‘I will not let the obeah be sacrificed like that. They might not have souls, but they are still creatures. And I have caused enough death.’

			Shame warmed her cheeks. Afa wasn’t capable of the compassion Alder showed here. His tender heart had the ability to care for all things, even those without souls.

			‘All right, Alder, we won’t use the obeah,’ she said, laying a hand on his shoulder. He nodded gratefully.

			‘Know this is a decision Afa would not have made, and that is one of the many things that sets you apart from him,’ she added.

			His smile was brief.

			‘How about we infiltrate the army in disguise?’ Mortah suggested.

			Lettle wrinkled her nose. ‘I was never a good soldier, I can barely remember my training.’

			‘And I–I don’t remember anything…’ Alder said bleakly.

			‘I can teach you both. All we need is some uniforms.’

			Lettle’s stomach churned with the thought.

			‘It’s getting dark now. Perhaps tomorrow we can discuss this…plan.’

			Mortah nodded, her eyes feverishly bright. ‘We can practise drills, salutes, chants…’

			Lettle drowned her out as she began to remove her bedding from her pack.

			‘I can’t wait to sleep in an actual bed,’ she muttered.

			She had been talking to herself but Alder answered. ‘You get used to it.’

			‘Have you ever slept in a real bed?’

			‘No. Well…I suppose I did at some point.’ She saw his lips turn down so she threw herself theatrically across her sleeping mat.

			‘Imagine goose down, soft and luxurious. Wool so warm you’ll not shiver once. Or even straw! I’ll take straw over this quilted cotton.’

			‘Cotton is warm too, and if you tuck in the seams here you give yourself an extra layer.’

			‘Ah, but you see, Alder, it is missing the most important thing,’ she lowered her voice conspiratorially before exclaiming, ‘Bounce!’

			Alder laughed. It was a hiccup, really, barely enough breath to convey amusement, but she would take it.

			His mood remained lifted throughout dinner–dried fish and stale bread, the last of their rations. When they went to sleep that evening, Lettle felt lighter than she had in weeks.

			Whether it was the talk of beds or her proximity to Rayan, her dreams were filled with him. His smile, his gaze, his hands…

			‘Come home to me, Lettle,’ he whispered against her collarbone. ‘Come, come, come.’

			She woke bathed in sweat, her fingers entwined in the curling hair between her legs, her lips trembling from the lingering sensations of her dreams.

			The night was still, except for the panting of her breath. Alder slumbered quietly beside her, Mortah on her other side. The silkvine swayed softly in the breeze beneath them.

			But something felt odd.

			Lettle crawled carefully to the edge of the silkvine and looked down. The obeah were indiscernible from each other, an undulating pool of black ink, their flashing eyes the only indication they were there at all.

			A bat swooped low, making her jump. She settled a hand on her beating heart, urging it to calm.

			There was nothing and no one out there. Just the darkness and her tumultuous thoughts.

			She reached for her prophecy talismans and settled her back against a eucalyptus tree. It was the first time she had used her tokens since she had prophesised in the sanctuary. Her conversation with Afa had stayed her hand more than once.

			‘And the Fates you call to, tell me, how much damage have they done to you and your life?’

			He didn’t know about Rayan’s death, he couldn’t–yet he’d unearthed a truth so raw and painful she’d had to look away.

			Were the Fates just as dangerous as he had supposed?

			She rolled the little dice in her hands, feeling the rough carvings of all the organs. Then she looked up into the sky.

			Is the truth too dangerous to seek?

			Alder snored behind her. She looked at his peaceful face, marvelling at the smoothness of his features. He looked so serene. But she knew if he opened his eyes, his gaze would be irreparably touched by a darkness that would never leave him.

			She’d asked if he regretted learning the truth earlier on their journey.

			He thought for a long time before he answered. ‘No.’

			‘Why? It seems to torture you so.’

			‘It does, but the not knowing was a kind of torture too. I never felt truly whole; at least now I know why I feel that way. Ignorance is a cage; and that cage can be lovely, well decorated, homely even. But the truth is freedom; it is opening the door to let the breeze in, even if sometimes that breeze can become a hurricane.’ He drew in a deep breath and added, ‘Life is both the rose and the thorn. To grow you must have both.’

			‘Life is both the rose and the thorn,’ she whispered to herself now, the talismans in her hands.

			She threw them against the silkvine before she could change her mind, then she asked the Fates: ‘How do we get back into Mosima?’

			She felt the same thrill she always did when she saw those little pearls of silver swirling through the talismans. But this time she was struck by a thought: the little balls of light looked just like the souls.

			‘The Fates are souls…’ she whispered.

			The realisation left her trembling. Afa had not known what happened to the souls that were no longer tethered to the earth.

			Are the Fates my ancestors?

			She longed to ask Afa, but then she’d have to face him again, and lose Alder once more. And she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to speak to Afa again.

			‘What are you?’ she asked the silver threads. They pulsated but of course didn’t answer–they had answered her enough with a prophecy.

			She quickly wrote it down:

			Bosome’s children, power reclaimed, will aid you in your plight. The half-moon seeks to own the night.

			‘What does the prophecy say?’ Lettle jumped at the voice behind her.

			Mortah came and sat down next to her.

			‘My heart is in my throat! You walk so lightly across the silkvine.’

			‘Years of practice. I woke up and saw you reading the Fates. What do they say?’

			Lettle recounted the prophecy.

			‘What does it mean?’ Mortah asked.

			‘No idea.’

			The Nomad laughed. ‘The Fates, helpful as always.’

			‘You said you knew a diviner in Waning–who was it?’

			Mortah tensed, hesitating. Then she said quietly, ‘My father.’

			‘What was his name?’

			Mortah crossed her ankles ahead of her before answering. ‘Imna.’

			‘Shaman Imna?’

			‘You knew him?’

			‘Of course I knew him. He was the diviner who found me after my father died, who trained me, taught me everything I knew.’

			‘You mean to say he’s still alive?’ Mortah’s eyes shimmered in the moonlight.

			Lettle’s smile faltered. ‘He is…well, he was when I left Mosima last year…but an illness of the mind overcame him a decade ago.’

			Mortah clenched her eyes tight and nodded. ‘He would be old now, a hundred and forty-six. I have counted every one of his birthdays, mourning him as though he were gone.’

			Lettle hugged her knees into her chest. She understood the grief Mortah was feeling as if it were her own. There was not a day that went past that she did not think of her own father.

			‘Would you ever go back and visit him?’ she asked.

			Mortah shook her head sharply. ‘No. We didn’t part happily.’

			‘I know something of that. Was he angry you were dismissed from the army?’

			‘I wasn’t dismissed,’ Mortah said. She tucked her greying locks behind her ears, reminding Lettle her ears weren’t cut through. ‘I left, though I didn’t want to. I loved the army, and I loved my country even more.’

			‘Why?’

			‘You will build a life in a mountain far from home. One day, when your muscles ache and your hair is grey, No One will appear. You must first see them. Then guide them. Then bleed for them. Without you, humanity will be lost.’

			Lettle’s eyes widened as Mortah spoke. She had rarely heard of a prophecy so long.

			‘Bleed for them?’ Lettle repeated. ‘That’s why you came with us, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes, I think protecting Alder will be my final task,’ Mortah said. Then she lifted her chin as if daring Lettle to pity her.

			‘There is some comfort in knowing your life will have purpose,’ Lettle said softly.

			‘Yes, though I was resistant to it for a long time. My father foretold those words the day I was made captain of my regiment. For years we fought about it. I had just been granted the biggest promotion of my life. Why would I throw it all away for a prophecy I didn’t understand?’

			‘That’s why you fought for Alder to be recognised in the council, that’s why you helped him.’

			‘Yes.’

			Lettle picked up her talismans and cradled them. Sometimes it was hard not to feel like a token herself, her body carved by hands she didn’t see, its movements controlled by something other than herself.

			Were the Fates as dangerous as human magic?

			But without them Mortah wouldn’t have left Waning and helped Alder.

			‘It is good that you listened to your father, in the end,’ Lettle said.

			‘It became all he could talk about, all he could think about. It ruined our relationship. So I’m not sure “good” is the word.’

			‘I’m not sure it is either,’ Lettle admitted. ‘But at least you were here when it mattered.’

			‘What are you both doing?’ Alder said, yawning, from his bedroll.

			‘Sorry, did we wake you?’ Lettle said.

			‘It’s fine. I feel like I’ve slept half a year. Did I sleepwalk?’

			Lettle shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think you’ll sleepwalk again. Afa has told me all he needed to. He’s no longer warring for your consciousness.’

			Alder shivered and drew his blankets around his shoulders. Then he walked over and joined the two of them at the edge of the sky camp.

			‘I had a dream,’ he said wistfully into the cool air. ‘I dreamed the spell was done, and humans lived in Caperly once more. Golan and I were staying one winter, and the children, Mia’s and Dart’s children, refused to fall asleep until we read them a story.’

			He was crying, but the tears were happy.

			‘And you know what story we told them? The tale of the wandering human. ‘He chuckled. ‘Golan was reading it and laughing at all the inaccuracies. When he got to the end, the children asked us what happened to Afa.’

			‘What did you say?’

			Alder turned to Lettle with a sad smile. ‘I told them Afa became changed, and continued life in Caperly as a happy man, fulfilled by all the people around him. Then I kissed them both on the head and told them I loved them.’

			‘Oh, Alder.’ The dream was a wonderful premonition of the future.

			‘In the dream I was just me. Not a vessel, not Afa. Just Uncle Alder.’

			‘That’s good,’ Mortah said, her voice thick with emotion.

			Alder wiped at his eyes, which seemed brighter than they had in weeks.

			‘Now all we have to do is get into Mosima, so I can make that dream an actuality,’ he said with a smile.

			Lettle told him of her prophecy.

			‘At least we know help is coming, even if we don’t know how or when.’

			Even now, he still managed to be positive when everything around them was dire.

			The three of them watched the sun rise over the elven camp. Together they hatched a plan to infiltrate the army.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

			 

			Alder

			Lettle had prophesied help would come, but as they stood by the edge of the war camp, nothing presented itself.

			‘Are we sure this is the right thing to do?’ Alder asked her. He pulled at the collar of the uniform he was wearing. In the quiet of the morning, Mortah had slipped into the nearest tents and stolen three sets of uniform. She had returned brandishing them.

			‘Stole them when they each went to the latrines,’ she said. ‘Easy as anything.’

			But Alder suspected it hadn’t been easy, just from the sweat that darkened her shirt.

			Lettle ran her fingers over the four emblems that now adorned her lapels. ‘The coalition is standing firm,’ she’d said with wonder when she’d first seen them. She looked more at ease in the clothing than he expected. She had told him she’d been an archer during her years of conscription. From the way she held herself, he thought she’d been a good one.

			Alder, on the other hand, felt extremely uncomfortable. Lettle must have noticed for she said, ‘The Fates have spoken. Bosome’s children will help–that’s the elves–so we’ll be fine.’

			He didn’t want to point out that the Fates hadn’t exactly said they’d be fine. He wrapped his arms around himself and ran through everything that Mortah had taught him that morning.

			Beat a closed fist over my heart to salute. Hard enough to hear the drumbeat in my breath; the louder the beat, the more respect I afford.

			His feet twitched with the formations she’d instilled in him. So much so that he almost stumbled, revealing their location.

			‘Are you all right?’ Mortah asked.

			‘Yes.’

			No, not really.

			He would never be the same again.

			Lettle had asked him whether he regretted knowing the truth of his origins. He’d recounted one of Dart’s epithets about life being a rose, thorns and all, but the truth was he longed for the ignorance of the past.

			He wished he hadn’t learned anything about his former crimes. His skin felt uncomfortable on his bones, his hands red with the blood of so many innocents. But he could see the guilt eating away at Lettle, and he didn’t want her to feel even worse about something she could not change.

			The one thing his mind had gifted him was a dream of the future, of him and Golan in Caperly. ‘Uncle Alder’, the children had called him. But even then, he had known it to be an unobtainable dream.

			The truth would haunt him for ever.

			‘Remember the plan?’ Lettle said, and he repainted his face with a smile.

			‘We stick together. We do not bring attention to ourselves. We head straight to the entrance to Mosima. If we are stopped, we confirm we have been sent to relieve those on duty.’

			‘And if they protest?’ Mortah said.

			‘We run.’

			A simple plan. Too simple. Too stupid. But he didn’t want to voice his opinion. Now that he knew his history, he was scared to influence anything and anyone lest he inadvertently cause disaster once more.

			Besides, Lettle said help would come…

			They lingered in the shadows of the trees, waiting for the soldiers to change shift.

			‘When this is all over, what do you want to do?’ Lettle asked.

			It was a question for less fraught times. Wistfulness did not belong in a war camp, but to his surprise, Mortah answered with a nostalgic warmth he hadn’t heard from her before.

			‘I want to rejoin the elven army. I know I’m old–don’t look at me like that, Alder.’ He hadn’t realised his face had changed at all. ‘But I think I could help change things, use the army to build a better world–not to fight, but to protect.’

			Lettle’s face betrayed her feelings: she did not support armed forces, offensively or defensively.

			‘Will you stay in Mosima, and continue on as seer?’ Alder asked her.

			Lettle dropped her gaze to her prophecy tokens. It was clear she was battling some internal war. ‘I’m not sure,’ were the words she settled on.

			Then she turned her violet gaze on him before he could ask more. ‘What about you?’

			Alder allowed himself a small smile as he thought of Golan and the whispered plans they’d once made beneath the sheets, in the moments after ecstasy when anything felt possible. ‘Golan and I talked about starting our own farm, somewhere quiet, near Caperly.’

			Lettle snorted. ‘Golan, a farmer?’

			‘His mother kept a vegetable patch in the garden, it was some of his happiest memories of her.’

			Lettle’s smile dropped. ‘Oh, I didn’t know that.’

			‘We talked about corn for half the night. He knew more than me about growing it,’ he laughed. But the memory turned bitter as he was brought back to the present.

			Golan would not love the man he was now. How could he after everything he had done?

			The soulless obeah stood in the tree line behind them. He’d commanded they stay and they had complied with no fuss. He did not enjoy telling them what to do; in truth, the creatures terrified him. Their eyes reminded him of fish, freshly gutted. But it wasn’t just their coldness that unsettled him. It was the power he had over them.

			Alder wasn’t a natural leader. The role of Wayfarer of the Nomads had been bestowed on him unwittingly. Though his job was to guide, it had taken him many years to learn to instigate his opinions.

			To have complete control over another being sickened him to his core. When Lettle had suggested they use the obeah to fight their way through the army, sheer panic had gripped him. The creatures might have no souls, but they were still creatures. He could not and would not be culpable for any more blood spilled.

			Afa had killed enough. He had killed enough.

			‘Looks like some of the soldiers are moving. Everyone ready?’ Mortah said.

			Lettle looked to Ajax then up at Alder. ‘Now,’ she said.

			‘Obeah, to me,’ Alder said. The beasts launched forward. ‘Surround Ajax.’

			The king’s obeah was taken entirely unaware as the soulless obeah surrounded him.

			It had been Lettle’s idea. She had thought it up that morning when Ajax had left the camp to forage.

			‘He won’t be able to stay out of harm’s way,’ she said.

			Alder had been apprehensive; he did not like the idea of taking away Ajax’s will either.

			‘Please, Alder,’ Lettle was distraught. ‘Ajax and Rayan will protect me at the cost of their own lives.’

			‘But—’

			‘You won’t be using the obeah to harm anyone, only to protect.’

			‘Lettle, I—’

			‘I can’t be the reason he dies, Alder,’ she cried, and it broke his heart. He knew what it felt like to cause death, even though it wasn’t his fault. So he had agreed.

			But seeing Ajax’s fear as the obeah circled him made him regret his choice. His eyes were wide, the whites of them showing as they rolled back.

			Ajax snorted as the obeah advanced towards him.

			‘It’s all right, Ajax, stay calm. Don’t fight them,’ Lettle was saying in a soothing voice.

			The soulless obeah locked horns then pointed them downwards.

			Ajax whimpered and pawed at the ground.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Lettle said. ‘But I need to keep you safe. Alder will release you once we’re inside Mosima.’

			Lettle set her shoulders and turned away from the obeah. Alder thought it took considerable strength.

			‘Let’s go,’ she said.

			They began to move through the edges of the camp. Morning dew had made the marshland even more boggy, and their boots squelched as they walked. It was early and many of the soldiers were still in their tents.

			Alder had never been in a settlement like it. The first thing he noticed was the smell. They had dug latrines too close to their sprawling encampment, so those housed in the tents by the border were subjected to the stench of thousands of soldiers’ waste. Alder had never seen more than the Nomads’ modest population of under five hundred in a room before. And even then, that was only in Caperly. The travelling group were less than two hundred oftentimes.

			The tents themselves were once white but now grimy with mud. The months out in the Wasted Marshes had taken their toll, and Alder spotted more than one bit of patchwork.

			Small fires smouldered in pockets around the camp, left over from the night watch. They walked past one with a soldier asleep next to it, close enough to singe his eyebrows.

			Mortah shook her head. ‘Terrible discipline.’

			Alder found Mortah to be an enigma. Though she’d rarely strung more than five words together throughout their journey, she seemed to enjoy teaching him all about the army. When she spoke of her time there, her eyes lit up with an intensity she hadn’t shown for anything before.

			‘I was a captain,’ she had said when he’d asked. He didn’t understand the ranking system, but from the gravity with which she’d said it, he assumed it was high. So he had nodded and looked appropriately impressed.

			‘He would be dismissed the second he woke up if he’d been in my regiment,’ she remarked about the sleeping soldier.

			They continued on. Alder began to relax a little as the entrance to Mosima came into sight. This was easier than he expected.

			‘Soldiers,’ the call came from behind them and Alder froze. All of his brief training completely left him.

			Mortah thankfully turned quickly on her heel and saluted. ‘Colonel.’

			Alder cursed inwardly, as he couldn’t remember if a colonel was high ranking or low.

			‘Where are you going?’ The woman was no older than forty, with white hair that was braided by her waist. Alder noticed she wore a Waning symbol on her lapel.

			‘We’ve been sent to relieve the soldiers at the entrance to Mosima,’ Mortah said.

			Lettle was giving Alder an urgent stare and he realised he hadn’t saluted. His stomach dropped and he snapped out of his paralysis, following Lettle’s lead by bringing his fist to his chest.

			The colonel’s brow knotted together. ‘Who sent you?’

			‘We are part of Rohan’s regiment, Colonel. In Waxing,’ Mortah answered quickly.

			She was good at lying.

			‘All regiments know that the entrance to Mosima is Colonel Reena’s jurisdiction, that is to say my jurisdiction,’ Reena said.

			‘Apologies, we’ll be sure to inform Captain Rohan on our return.’

			‘Yes, do that,’ Reena said. Just when Alder was sure she was about to ask another leading question which would give them away, a soldier ran up to her.

			‘Colonel Reena, there’s trouble in Crescent. Three captains are refusing their orders until they see Chieftain Waksa.’

			Reena made a frustrated sound. ‘I’ll deal with it,’ she said to the soldier, then she turned back to them. ‘Go back to Waxing, tell Rohan I want to see them.’

			Mortah saluted as Reena moved off. Lettle had to jab Alder with an elbow to remind him to do the same.

			Alder let out a shaky breath. ‘I was sure we were caught.’

			‘Don’t lower your hand from your chest. Reena is still watching,’ Mortah said. Alder glanced up and caught the eye of the colonel as she was walking away.

			Her eyes were narrowed, but then she glanced away, her mind on other things.

			They waited for what felt like for ever. Alder only relaxed when Mortah did.

			‘I really thought we were done for,’ Alder said.

			Lettle frowned. ‘Did you notice she was wearing a uniform with only the Waning symbol on? And the soldier who came up to her was too.’

			Mortah didn’t respond; she kept looking behind her. ‘Something’s wrong here. The air crackles like it did on the Bleeding Field. And did you hear what they said? There are captains refusing orders in Crescent.’

			‘This doesn’t feel like a coalition at all,’ Lettle agreed, but truthfully, Alder had no point of reference.

			‘What do we do now?’ he said.

			‘We continue with the plan,’ Mortah said. ‘If she’s off to Crescent then she won’t be at the border to stop us. All we need to do is get into the tunnel.’

			‘And hope that either Furi or Rayan are on the other side to let us in,’ Alder muttered.

			‘They will be,’ Lettle said firmly. ‘Don’t forget the Fates told us help will come.’

			Alder clenched his fists. He didn’t trust the Fates any more than he trusted human magic.

			‘I think we should move quickly now,’ Mortah said, taking the first step. ‘Not too fast, Alder, just a gentle jog, like we’re training. That’s it.’

			Alder was already out of breath despite the easy pace.

			‘We’re not far now,’ Lettle said by his side. She must have realised his panic.

			He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

			The edge of the tunnel came into view. But so too did the scale of the soldiers guarding it.

			‘There’s at least a hundred armed guards here,’ Mortah muttered. The soldiers parted, revealing someone else among their ranks.

			Colonel Reena.

			‘It occurred to me after I had left, that Rohan retired from the Waxing army twenty years ago,’ Reena said lightly.

			‘Shit,’ Mortah said.

			Alder’s chest jerked as though he’d been shot. It was over. They’d been caught.

			‘It’s all right, help is coming,’ Lettle reminded him again, but it did little to ease his fear.

			She is so naïve, even after everything she has learned; she still thinks magic will save her.

			But Alder knew no one could save them except themselves. He dropped to the ground and pressed his hands to the earth.

			‘What are you doing?’ Reena said. She reached for her drum, but her hand hesitated as she watched Alder with curiosity.

			He willed the ground to part beneath him. Shift, move, do something.

			But the earth didn’t so much as tremble.

			‘Shit,’ Mortah said again, and Reena smiled, realising Alder was no threat.

			Reena raised her hand and the entire squadron behind moved in formation towards them.

			As the soldiers advanced Lettle seemed to finally accept that the ruse was over. ‘Alder, the obeah, call them,’ she said urgently.

			He shook his head. ‘No.’ There were too many soldiers. Even if the obeah managed to fight them off, many of the creatures would die and he wanted no more blood on his hands.

			Lettle bowed her head, accepting his decision, though he thought he saw a flicker of frustration in her eyes. But she couldn’t know what it was like to be able to manipulate another body so easily. He had to be gentle with their lives, even if they had no souls.

			‘We should run,’ Lettle said.

			‘No, there is no point. There are too many of them, we’ll die with holes in our backs,’ Mortah said.

			‘Better than holes in our fronts. I’d rather not see death come for me,’ Lettle said.

			The soldiers were within firing distance now and it took only a single word from Reena to condemn them.

			‘Fire.’
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Chapter Twenty-Six

			 

			Yeeran

			‘We need to surrender.’

			The four words sounded like a death knell.

			‘You can’t be serious, Furi,’ Yeeran said.

			‘Why not?’ Furi said quietly. ‘I’m tired, my people are tired.’ The queen lay back against the sofa in Rayan’s chambers. Her eyes had lost some of their light.

			Yeeran went to her now, keen to reignite the spark in her eyes. ‘We cannot surrender. If we do, everything we did was for nothing.’

			‘If we surrender, Lettle will be able to enter Mosima safely. They’re at the border of the army camp now,’ Rayan said.

			The king had been following Lettle’s journey across the continent through Ajax’s eyes. As each day passed it was as though he were a little bit more alive, like a wilting plant given water drop by drop. It was no surprise he was so ready to surrender if it meant reuniting with Lettle.

			Golan, on the other hand, had withdrawn more with each passing day. It was clear he was troubled about reuniting with Alder. So it surprised Yeeran when he said, ‘They’re right, this will never end until we end it.’ He still wore a set of brightly coloured gloves, and his hands clenched as he spoke. ‘As I understand it, when we free the humans from the obeah’s bodies, the boundary will come down too. So no matter what happens, the elves will one day pillage Mosima. We might as well make the choice our own.’

			‘To give up is to surrender Mosima,’ Yeeran said. ‘They’ll mine all of the fraedia and the city will be left to die.’

			‘It’s already dying, Yeeran,’ Furi said. ‘Half the fields are burnt or destroyed. The poisoned estuary has seeped into our riverways, killing off swathes of amphibians. And that’s not even including the mammals who feasted on the poisoned fish.’

			Yeeran grimaced. It was true, death was everywhere she looked. But she wasn’t ready to concede. ‘There is still much life here–the trees and plants, the magnolias that still bloom—’

			‘I cannot keep doing this for a single magnolia tree, Yeeran,’ Furi said dryly.

			‘But what about the people? This is their home.’

			Like it had become hers.

			‘I am thinking about what is best for my people,’ Furi said, her eyes glistening.

			Yeeran realised the depth of her pain. This decision is like acid on her heart; it is eating her.

			She kneeled beside Furi and cupped her cheek. ‘I know you don’t make this sacrifice lightly, but there is more to consider here. If we surrender, you know the elves will not relinquish the Fae Lands. Lorhan will remain the Bleeding Field.’

			Rayan shook his head. ‘What other option do we have, Yeeran? We lost three hundred and eighty-two people to the wasting pox, most of them soldiers. We are running out of food and soon that number will increase. Too many people have died, and the battle hasn’t even begun.’

			Yeeran had given up so much to fight for Mosima: her regiment, her city, even Salawa’s love. All she had rejected in order to stand shoulder to shoulder with the fae because she believed in their cause of reclaiming their homeland.

			Meow.

			Miller made himself known by breaking the tense silence in the room. He trotted through the obeah door as though it were made for him and jumped onto Furi’s lap.

			The cat had made a full recovery and become a permanent guest in the palace.

			Furi stroked him fondly.

			‘See, Miller’s on my side.’

			Yeeran looked at the queen, imploring her one final time. ‘You’ll be forced to make a home on the Wasted Marshes.’

			‘The elves have done it for nearly half a year, I think we’d survive,’ Furi said.

			She was not changing her mind, and from the looks on Golan and Rayan’s faces, neither were they.

			Yeeran sat back on her heels. ‘Let us at least put it to a vote. Let the people choose on this matter.’

			‘Yes,’ Golan said. ‘A decision this big cannot be made by us alone.’

			Rayan and Furi exchanged a glance then nodded.

			‘Yes, I think you’re right. Let us put it to the people,’ Furi said.

			

			—

			Yeeran watched from the edges of the Royal Woodland as Furi and Rayan called the animals of the city to their side. Letters had been drafted and were being dutifully attached to the animals’ hindquarters to circulate around Mosima. But Yeeran knew the whisper networks would work faster than any letter.

			‘You’re disappointed,’ Golan said beside her.

			Yeeran ran her hand through her short curls. The seawater had dried it out and it was in dire need of oiling.

			‘Frustrated more than disappointed. We’ve been fighting for so long, I don’t like giving up.’

			Golan frowned. ‘You have held up your weapon for so long that you no longer feel your body straining to lay it down. Can’t you see that?’

			Yeeran had been a soldier for two decades. First it had been Salawa who had given her purpose, then Furi.

			‘I’m not sure who I am without a war to fight,’ she admitted softly.

			‘You’ll still be you,’ Golan said. ‘But you’ll be lighter as you’ll no longer carry the burden of other lives in your hands.’

			Yeeran stroked her drum absentmindedly as she spoke. ‘I don’t even know what I’m good at beyond fighting. I don’t have the skills you do.’

			Golan laughed bitterly. ‘Do you think I knew I was good at painting faces until I did it? Perhaps if I’d been born an elf I would have been a chieftain by now. Necessity is what moulds us. You’ll find something you’re good at.’

			Yeeran looked at Furi. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright and clear as she helped pull together the missives.

			Maybe I’ll become a healer, she thought. Her time with Jay in the quarantine district had been rewarding. Though it had been awful to see people die under her care, she hadn’t been overwhelmed by guilt. Their blood was on her hands, yes, but at least she knew she’d done everything she could to prevent their deaths, not cause them.

			You would make a good healer, Pila said. And so would I–I like giving cuddles the most.

			Yeeran smiled. There are more things to healing than cuddling.

			I know, but you did cuddle Furi a lot when she was sick.

			I did, Yeeran replied. You could, you know–become a healer when you’re human.

			I will do many things when I’m human. But also, I will not do many things. It will be my choice.

			Choice was something the human souls had had very little of.

			You will be able to do whatever you want, Pila, Yeeran said sincerely.

			I would like to travel most of all, I think.

			The thought of being separated from Pila twisted her heart. I hope you will still come and visit me often?

			Of course, she promised.

			Their inevitable unravelling was getting closer with every step that Lettle made towards Mosima. Yeeran’s blood accelerated at the thought.

			‘No matter what happens, this is an ending of a kind, isn’t it?’ Golan said, and for a moment Yeeran wondered if he too could read her mind. ‘Whether the people vote to fight or leave, we either die or we lose Mosima.’

			His words, though morbid, were said with relief. ‘It’s nice to feel in charge of your own future,’ he added.

			‘I suppose.’

			They both watched in silence as a group of haba jumped into the skeletal branches of the trees to disperse the messages tied to their legs.

			It wouldn’t be long now before the citizens would start to gather.

			She had started the morning knowing exactly how she would vote, but now she wondered if Golan was right–she could feel her body straining to lay her drum to rest.

			She looked at the fray. ‘If we must make a home on the Wasted Marshes, at least we will have true sunlight once more.’

			Golan smiled, his gaze turning hazy from his own imagination. ‘And true moonlight…oh, and stars! Have you ever seen a shooting star? I’ve heard of them in books but never seen one.’

			‘Maybe Furi and I can erect our tent next to you and Alder? But not too close, of course. I wouldn’t want to be woken up by your—’

			She stopped when she saw the expression on Golan’s face. ‘What is it?’

			Golan rubbed at his eyes, smearing his make-up with the tears that had gathered there. ‘I do not know if Alder will still want me after all that has befallen him.’

			‘He’s still the same, Golan.’

			‘Is he? Neither of us can know that.’

			Yeeran enfolded Golan into her arms.

			‘What if I’m no longer enough for him? He was emperor once.’ His words were muffled against Yeeran’s shoulder.

			‘Afa and Alder are not the same. You must remember that, or your love is already lost.’

			Golan pushed himself away from Yeeran and said quietly, avoiding her eyes, ‘He killed all the humans in the world.’

			‘Afa did.’

			Golan nodded as though to reassure himself. ‘Yes, Afa did. Alder could never be so cruel.’

			‘Never. He is the gentlest person I have ever met. Except maybe for you.’ Golan gave her a rueful smile and wiped at his face.

			‘Thank you,’ he said.

			Yeeran could tell that Rayan had been patiently waiting for a break in their conversation before striding over.

			‘The letters have been sent,’ he said. ‘The fae have already begun to gather in the courtyard beyond the woodland. I’ll go up ahead and make sure the stage is set.’

			‘I’ll help Furi and meet you there,’ she said.

			But Rayan lingered, his skin draining of blood. He swore.

			Yeeran knew immediately he was looking through Ajax’s eyes.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Couldn’t she have waited just another hour? Stubborn, reckless, impetuous woman!’ he said.

			‘Rayan?’ Yeeran said, gripping his wrist. ‘What’s happened to Lettle?’

			His eyes blazed. ‘They’re going to infiltrate the army by trying to blend in.’

			‘Oh.’ Yeeran’s hand dropped to her waist. ‘It’s risky, but if there was anyone who could talk her way out of a battlefield it would be Lettle.’

			‘It’s more than risky.’ He seemed annoyed Yeeran wasn’t more concerned. But she’d seen her sister cross live battlefields to pilfer pockets for food and had learned just how tenacious Lettle could be.

			‘She’ll be all right, Rayan,’ she said. She has to be all right… There was no world in which Yeeran lived and Lettle didn’t, so she didn’t entertain the thought.

			Rayan scrubbed at his face. ‘We need to get the vote over and done with. We need to open the boundary so she can enter.’

			‘Go, get the stage set up. We’ll be there.’

			He nodded, his gaze going distant once more as he began to walk away, one eye in Mosima, and one eye topside.

			Golan let out a slow breath. ‘I suppose this is it. Time to go choose our future.’

			His eyes were still red and Yeeran squeezed his hand. ‘How many shooting stars do you think we’ll see on our first night?’

			He laughed. ‘A hundred at least.’

			‘Shall we stay up all night? Toast bread by the fire?’

			‘Bread? We can do better than that. Have you ever grilled salted mango?’

			They let themselves dream for just a few brief moments, knowing deep down in their hearts that it would never become a reality.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

			 

			Lettle

			‘Fire!’ Reena said, and Lettle’s faith in her god began to waver. She felt the air vibrate with the distinctive thrum of drumfire.

			Someone heavy barrelled into her and Lettle felt something hot splatter against her face.

			‘Stop!’ Lettle dimly thought she recognised the voice, but she couldn’t register it as she grappled with the person on top of her.

			Blood seeped into the corner of her eyes, leaving a red film over her vision. She blinked it away.

			‘Lettle, are you hurt?’ Alder said, as he pulled her up from beneath the lifeless limbs of the body.

			‘I’m all right, are you?’

			She looked him up and down. Drumfire had caught him in the arm, but they both knew it would heal quickly.

			‘Father?’ Mortah’s voice was a croak. She crouched beside the body, her torso crimson with blood. Not hers, Imna’s.

			Horror and relief vied for purchase in Lettle’s mind as she looked down at the broken body of Imna. He had sacrificed himself, taking the drumfire meant for them.

			‘How?’ she said, the question answering itself as she turned and looked around.

			There, standing in front of the soldiers, were twenty of the Gural diviners led by Lettle’s old mentor, Shaman Namana.

			‘Bosome’s children, power reclaimed, will aid you in your plight…’ she whispered the prophecy and wanted to weep. Elves had come to her aid, but not just any elves–her brethren under Bosome’s light.

			The diviners linked their arms as they stood between Lettle and Reena’s soldiers.

			A human shield.

			‘You killed him,’ Mortah raised an accusing finger at Reena.

			‘He knew of his fate,’ Namana said gently to Mortah. ‘He foretold it decades ago. His mind had left him, all but for this one purpose. To save you.’

			But Mortah was beyond listening. ‘You killed a helpless old man.’ Blood and tears streaked her face. She lunged forward, as though to strike Reena.

			‘Don’t!’ the colonel cried. ‘We will fire again.’

			Namana straightened, her silver cloak shimmering in the sunlight. It was an heirloom passed down from shaman to apprentice, each silver panel stitched with formations of the moon. Lettle had once hoped to have it draped across her own shoulders one day.

			The shaman looked up at Reena defiantly.

			‘Colonel Reena, I am the shaman of the Gural diviners. Our god has brought us here to see safe passage to these people into Mosima. If you strike us, you strike the heart of your very own people.’

			Reena frowned, pointing to Lettle’s group. ‘Who are these interlopers to you?’

			‘They are our family,’ Namana said and Lettle felt her heart swell with gratitude.

			Reena rested her fingers on the lip of her drum. ‘Family is not answer enough, I’m afraid.’

			‘They have our protection and that should be enough for you.’

			‘Family they may be, but sadly, this is a war.’

			‘This is no war. How can it be with only one group wielding weapons?’ Namana said.

			Reena yawned, then said to her soldiers, ‘Dispatch the diviners.’

			‘You would kill innocents?’ Lettle shouted. She couldn’t believe this turn of events.

			‘Innocents? That’s not what I see. I see a group of religious fanatics stopping me from doing my duty.’

			Reena’s hand signalled once and the soldiers readied their drums.

			Lettle looked to Alder, hoping he’d call the obeah. But she understood why he didn’t want to. The line between him and Afa was steel, and he wanted to maintain it. So she played her final gambit.

			‘I’m Yeeran’s sister,’ she said. Reena’s eyes narrowed as she scrutinised Lettle.

			‘Lettle, no,’ Alder said, tugging on her wrist.

			‘I should have known,’ Reena said. ‘There are few elves with eyes as violet as your sister’s. Except yours, of course.’

			‘Take me to Chieftain Motogo. We’ll be worth more to you alive than dead. All three of us are valuable to the fae. Let the diviners go free.’

			Lettle knew she had sealed her fate as a prisoner once more, but it was worth it to save her friends.

			Reena considered for less than a second before nodding. The skirmish had drawn the attention of other soldiers outside of her regiment, and Lettle noticed that not all of them wore the singular Waning symbol.

			She thought of the second half of the prophecy: The half-moon seeks to own the night. And Lettle knew then with certainty that a coup was brewing in the heart of the coalition.

			‘Diviners, disperse, I wish never to set eyes on you again,’ Reena said with a wave of her hand, almost as if she were swatting a fly.

			‘Lettle, are you sure?’ Namana said. Lettle looked down the line of faces–her friends, her family. Then her gaze rested on the body of Imna. Mortah was crying silently next to him.

			‘Yes, go with Bosome, let our god’s light shine on you, all of you,’ Lettle said softly. ‘I will see you after the waning moon has turned. Tell the others.’ Namana’s flicker of confusion was brief.

			Please Namana, understand what I am saying. Lettle pleaded with her eyes. The moon was full, and as a diviner there was no way she didn’t know that.

			Lettle looked to Reena and raised her eyebrow slightly, trying to convey her meaning.

			Had she been too subtle?

			Then Namana nodded. ‘I will tell the others that the moon has turned.’

			The soldiers let the diviners take Imna’s body, though it took more threats before Mortah would let herself be prised away from him. Now she stood beside Lettle, distant and broken.

			The colonel called forward a squad of soldiers. ‘Escort them to Chieftain Malak’s tent. I think he’d be happy to know we have captured Yeeran’s sister.’

			‘Chieftain Malak?’ Dread was a cold knife slicing into her stomach as the soldiers grabbed them by their shoulders and jostled them forwards.

			Soldiers watched as they were escorted through the camp. Distrust lit their eyes, but Lettle didn’t think it was directed at them alone. Reena’s regiment seemed to have garnered plenty of animosity.

			It wasn’t raining, but it might as well have been, since the air was so thick with humidity it left a sheen of water on her skin. It was warm, too, exacerbating the smell of sulphur that bubbled up from the swamps.

			They stopped outside a large tent guarded by two soldiers. ‘He only wants to see you,’ said one of them, pointing at Lettle.

			Alder reached for her, tightening his hand around hers while Mortah grabbed the other. ‘We go together,’ the Nomad said.

			‘Either she goes, or no one goes. And I’ve been told to take you to the cage should you refuse.’

			Lettle didn’t know what the cage was, but it didn’t sound good.

			‘We’re not leaving her,’ Alder said. She could feel his hand shaking in hers and she gripped it harder.

			‘It’s OK. I’m too valuable, he won’t hurt me,’ Lettle said to Alder with a confidence that was only skin-deep. She gently removed her hand from his.

			Then, without a backwards glance, she stepped into Chieftain Malak’s tent, head held high.

			

			—

			‘Welcome,’ Malak said in a theatrical voice. He held open the tent flaps for her as she ducked in away from the rain.

			Lettle had been in many war tents during her life, but Malak’s was unlike any she’d ever seen. The room smelled faintly of incense, and she was surprised to see a vase of lilies on his desk. He’d furnished the floor with knitted rugs from spun wool, each dyed a different bright colour. A painting even hung from the tarp. It was rudimentary, clearly drawn by a child.

			‘Observing my son’s handiwork, I see,’ Malak said.

			Lettle was proud that she managed to suppress her startle as he came up behind her. She was surprised that he had not bothered to restrain her, and it wounded her pride a little that he thought her so little a threat.

			But her words could still cut. ‘Did you bring your son with you when you decided to lay siege and wage war? All the best lessons are learned from experience, after all.’

			‘No,’ was all Malak said. He gestured to the softly furnished chairs opposite his desk.

			She sat down. It had been a while since Lettle had experienced the luxury of cushions.

			‘What happened to Motogo?’

			‘Dead, killed by the fae queen.’

			Lettle swallowed her shock. Not because Furi had killed Motogo–that didn’t surprise her–but that she wasn’t standing on a battlefield. If Motogo was dead by fae hands, then negotiations had not gone well.

			‘And the peace treaty?’ she asked tentatively.

			‘Peace is all I have ever wanted, but the other chieftains were hard to convince. Now the fae are refusing to engage with us at all,’ Malak said.

			‘Where are the other chieftains?’

			‘There was an outbreak of the wasting pox, and sadly the three chieftains were the first to get sick. They’re being sequestered until the disease passes.’

			‘The wasting pox?’ Lettle instinctively cradled her left arm. ‘There was an outbreak?’

			‘Yes, sadly it struck Mosima too.’

			Lettle’s grip tightened on the wrinkled flesh above her elbow where the disease had eaten away at her muscles.

			Malak’s hand went to his shoulder, removing a speck of lint from his uniform.

			The half-moon seeks to own the night.

			‘Those wearing the Waning uniform–they’re your personal army?’ she said.

			‘They’re part of the Waning army who report to me, if that’s what you mean?’

			Lettle leaned back and crossed her ankles. ‘You may have played Yeeran like this, but I’m not my sister.’

			Malak laughed but didn’t answer.

			This is all a game to him.

			She knew then that Malak was far more dangerous than he seemed.

			Candles, like the ones Namana made from beeswax, burned low on the desk in front of her. She reached for one, dipping her fingers into the warm wax–knowing the pain that would follow but deeming it worth it for the sensation.

			‘You don’t use fraedia?’ she said.

			Malak scowled, and it completely transformed his affable face into something bitter.

			‘Fraedia? Fool’s gold. It is tainted by the blood of so many.’

			Lettle was surprised. ‘An end to poverty. An end to the war. Food and peace are what we fight for,’ she chanted Salawa’s old mantra.

			Malak’s scowl only deepened. ‘Fraedia was just a front for Salawa’s greed. Motogo’s too. They wanted the Bleeding Field because they wanted to own the land.’

			Once again, Malak had surprised her. ‘Yet you are a soldier, laying siege to the fae for their fraedia.’

			He shook his head. ‘No, I told you, I want peace. War has taken everything from me.’ He looked to the painting on the wall, then away again.

			‘Then end it.’

			Malak’s eyes flashed. ‘It’s not that simple. I am one man.’

			‘From what I can see, you’re staging a coup.’

			Lettle gathered from his expression that he didn’t expect her to have worked out his plans so quickly. But it was obvious once she had seen it.

			Malak stood up and walked to the painting made by his son. He didn’t speak again.

			‘If you don’t tell me what your plan is, then I won’t be able to support you when I talk to Yeeran–which is what I assume you want from me?’

			He turned and looked to her, and she thought that this was the first time she’d truly seen the real him. His eyes were alight with a fevered glory unique to those with unmatched ambition. His smile was wide but touched with a mania that reminded Lettle of the many soldiers she’d seen affected by war. Then he spoke and her stomach sank. ‘Mosima must join the Elven Lands.’

			And there it is. She had hoped for a moment that he might have been the answer to all their worries.

			‘You want Mosima to be annexed by the Elven Lands?’ she said neutrally.

			‘Yes.’ He spoke eagerly.

			‘And who will rule it?’

			‘If this siege has shown us anything, is that too many rulers cause too many problems. We need an emperor.’

			‘And who would that be?’

			‘It would make sense for it to be one of the chieftains…but since the others are dead…’

			‘Dead? ‘Lettle hated that her voice squeaked with surprise.

			Malak nodded. ‘A tragic thing, they each fell face forward into a blade.’

			Lettle’s throat burned with bile. ‘You killed them?’

			‘Don’t worry. I gave them a soldier’s funeral, just like the thousands of soldiers who had died during their reign,’ he grinned. ‘We stripped their bodies of their uniforms then tipped them all together into an unmarked grave. Right behind this tent, actually.’

			Malak spoke with pride, as though his actions had been righteous.

			He thinks he’s different but he’s just like them.

			‘So, you will be the one to rule this new nation of elf and fae?’

			‘Exactly. An empire needs an emperor.’

			Emperor Malak sounds awfully like Emperor Afa.

			‘And all I need you to do is help me convince the fae to surrender to me, and no one needs to get hurt.’ He pulled out a piece of white paper and slid it across to her.

			She looked at it, making a show of considering his words. Then she picked up the candle and flung it at him. Hot wax splattered across his face as she ran to the tent flap.

			‘Alder! Mortah! Run!’ she shouted, but Lettle didn’t get far before rough hands grabbed her by the shoulders and she was dragged backwards.

			She began to buck and bite at her assailants.

			‘Argh!’ the soldier who held her cried when she managed to break skin.

			She bared her bloody teeth at him as she got an arm free, swiping for his face with her nails. But before she could make contact, another soldier lunged forward and grabbed her, crushing Lettle against his chest with his arms.

			She laughed, a bit manically, which perturbed the soldier enough for her to smash her head backwards into his nose. Hot blood sprayed from his face and he let her go.

			The next soldier that came for her was promptly dispatched with a kick to the groin. Lettle stole a glance Mortah and Alder’s way. Mortah had managed to claim one of the soldiers’ drums and was using it to shoot drumfire at the soldier holding Alder. Blood was seeping from a bullet wound in her shoulder.

			We might actually fight them off, Lettle thought. But then she saw Reena up ahead, and with her a dozen more soldiers with their hands poised above their drums.

			‘Stop! Don’t harm her,’ Malak shouted as he strode out of his tent. The hot wax had left the skin on his face an angry red. ‘Take them all to the cage–a few days without food and drink will make her more amenable.’

			Lettle felt all the fight go out of her. She slipped from the soldier’s hands and collapsed onto the ground, her bones weary, her spirit spent.

			She was tired of people with power causing harm. She was tired with every race’s selfishness. She was tired, most of all, of being put in a cage. First it had been the cage of poverty, then the cage of war. Mosima’s walls had been a cage too, then the bonds of prophecy held her tight. And now, she would have no more of it.

			She screamed and screamed and screamed.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

			 

			Yeeran

			‘Slow down, there’s no need to rush. Lean on me, there you go.’ Yeeran guided Furi gently through the Royal Woodland.

			‘I feel like a fawn just out of the womb,’ Furi hissed.

			‘You’re walking and that in itself is impressive.’

			Yeeran could hear the crowds of citizens ahead of them. The last time she had seen the entirety of Mosima show up for anything was her own execution…

			‘I’m only walking with your help,’ Furi said, her lips drawing together into a pout.

			‘Barely.’

			Furi laughed at her lie. The sound was the sweetest music Yeeran had ever heard. There was a time when she didn’t think she’d ever hear it again.

			Yeeran stopped and gripped her hand.

			‘What is it? Did you forget something? I don’t think I’ll make it back to the palace—’

			Yeeran pulled Furi into her chest and kissed her deeply.

			‘Thank you for surviving,’ she whispered against her neck.

			‘Thank you for not letting me die,’ Furi’s voice cracked at the end. Yeeran kissed her again, her hands clenching the silk of her dress as though she were ready to pull it from her body.

			‘Not here,’ Furi murmured against her lips. ‘We kind of have something important to do first.’

			‘Oh yes, of course. Just the small thing of voting whether to surrender or not…’ Yeeran’s mouth twisted with bitterness.

			Furi nipped at her lips with her fangs, sending a shiver up Yeeran’s spine. ‘It’s the right thing to do.’

			‘I know.’ After talking to Golan, Yeeran felt surer of her decision, but ultimately it was up to the citizens to decide.

			Amnan came up beside Furi and Yeeran helped her onto his back. She was impressed by the queen’s improvement; her muscles gripped the obeah with a strength Yeeran had thought would never be possible a few weeks ago. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right up there?’ Yeeran asked.

			Furi nodded, her jaw set with a stubbornness Yeeran loved.

			‘Stay close?’ the queen asked.

			‘Always.’

			Yeeran felt the coldness of Pila’s nose by her hip.

			I brought you strawberries, Pila said. There are only a few left, the locusts took the rest.

			Yeeran looked at the slobbery mush Pila had brought and shook her head. I’m full, you eat them.

			She was, of course, not full. Their rations were strict–even stricter in the palace compared to the rest of Mosima, as Furi wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Pila finished the strawberries and they continued on after Furi and Amnan.

			It was mid-morning and the air had a chill to it. The fae gathered in the square outside the palace. There were fewer of them than the last time Yeeran had seen the population all gathered in one place. More subdued too.

			The siege had broken their spirit and Yeeran knew in her gut which way the vote was going to go.

			Rayan was already standing by the edge of the stage when they arrived. His gaze was distant, an expression she now understood to mean he was looking through Ajax’s eyes.

			‘Rayan, we’re here,’ Furi said gently.

			He started, jerking back into his body. His eyes were tight with worry. ‘Lettle and Alder surrounded Ajax with obeah to stop him from helping them,’ he murmured. His eyes swam with rage and hurt. ‘I have no oversight on what’s happening. I can’t see her, I can’t see her.’

			Furi slipped from Amnan’s back and approached Rayan.

			‘Lettle has proven herself capable all this while,’ the queen said, resting her hand on Rayan’s forearm, which shook ever so slightly.

			‘I need to go after her.’

			Yeeran looked around at the gathering crowd, her stomach twisting in knots. She was worried about Lettle too, but they couldn’t abandon the plan.

			‘You know you can’t, Rayan,’ Furi said.

			‘Besides, this isn’t the first enemy territory Lettle’s crossed,’ Yeeran said. She recalled the memory to reassure herself as well as Rayan. ‘When we were children, Lettle once breached the Waxing border by mistake. The soldiers who caught her were sorry by the end. Somehow, she’d convinced them that not only was she one of theirs, but she was the chieftain of Waxing’s daughter, too–and he didn’t even have a daughter.’

			Rayan looked at Yeeran, his gaze entirely his own. ‘You really think she’ll be OK?’

			‘She has to be,’ Yeeran replied simply.

			He nodded once. ‘All right, but we must hurry.’

			‘Then let’s begin,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi gave her a small smile before adjusting her crown and stepping onto the stage next to Rayan.

			Yeeran found her place among the audience next to Golan, who stood front row among a group of Lightless waiting patiently to vote.

			‘I can’t believe how quickly the people of Mosima gathered,’ Yeeran muttered to him.

			‘There are not many of us left now,’ Golan said grimly. ‘And they are eager. We have rarely been given the opportunity to choose our future, especially the Lightless.’

			Yeeran’s response caught in her throat. Golan was the only Lightless who had been kept abreast of the details of Afa’s tale. From Rayan, he knew the extent of the binding with the humans. Alongside the rest of them, he had learned that the Lightless had come to be due to the ancient being removing the souls from unbound obeah during his experiments. Golan’s reaction had been unexpected.

			‘I have suffered all these years from something I thought I was lacking,’ he had laughed, tears streaming down his face. ‘But it wasn’t me that was at fault? I’m actually the only pure fae in this room, unblemished by bindings.’

			He had chuckled for ten minutes until the laughs turned to sobs and he’d left the room.

			Afa’s story had blurred the edges of everyone’s reality, bringing their emotions close to the surface. Every time Rayan added more to the tale, Yeeran had braced herself for her world to be turned upside down once more.

			‘Citizens of Mosima,’ Furi began and a hush ran through the crowd, silencing them. It brought Yeeran back to the importance of this moment. ‘We come to you with a question. The elves have made it clear that they will not relent in their pursuit of our pain. They will not stop, but neither are we beings who cower.’

			Rayan stepped forward next. He read from a piece of paper which quivered in his hands. Unlike Furi, he had not been trained to memorise speeches from the age of five. Despite that, when he spoke his voice rang out clear and confidently.

			‘If we yield to their terms we will be subjected to their will–it is likely they will pillage Mosima for its fraedia,’ Rayan said. ‘Or we can arm ourselves and fight. Though we are strong, they outnumber us greatly and many more will die.’

			Furi took the mantle once more. ‘Both choices are honourable. Your neighbours will not judge you; everyone has a right to express their opinion. So the question we ask today is a simple one: do we surrender? Or do we fight?’

			The gloves that had been used to suppress infections had been given a different purpose. Their bright colours would indicate the fae’s vote.

			‘Those who wish to take up arms, raise your gloves now.’

			There was a soft rustle as some of the fae raised their gloves.

			Furi’s mouth murmured as she began to count, but there was no point. It was clear which way the breeze would blow: surrender.

			The queen seemed to realise this as she said, ‘And those who wish to surrender, raise your gloves.’

			Golan’s glove was a bright orange, and he thrust it into the air before Furi finished speaking. Yeeran removed her own glove from her pocket and lifted it beside Golan’s.

			He saw and nodded at her.

			Something eased deep within Yeeran, a muscle she didn’t know she’d been straining. She laughed with relief, tears stinging her eyes. Giving up was exhilarating–she’d never done it before.

			‘Now it’s time to lay down your weapon,’ Golan said with triumph. His eyes also burned bright with unshed tears.

			Many of the Lightless were sobbing freely.

			‘It feels good.’ Yeeran smiled and looked to Furi, who caught her eye. She was smiling too.

			It was done.

			Furi turned back to the crowd. ‘You have made your will known. For those who wanted to fight, know that we still fight for who we are. But now it is time to stop enduring, now is the time to thrive.’

			There was no cheer, no smiles, but the relief was palpable. It rippled through Mosima like a breeze, smoothing brows and straightening wrinkles. Many people were embracing, others clutching hands; even those who voted to fight seemed swayed by the course of the tide.

			No more were they at war, and that was freedom enough.

			‘Go, pack your belongings, be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. We do not know how or when the elves will strike once we open the tunnel to surrender,’ Furi instructed her people.

			The crowd began to disperse just as quickly as it had gathered. They had made the decision and now they had to be prepared to carry it out.

			Golan and Yeeran waited by the stage for the royals.

			‘Did I see you vote for surrender?’ Furi asked Yeeran as she helped her down the steps.

			‘Yes, you were right. There would be nothing to be gained by war, only more death,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi brought Yeeran’s hand to her lips and kissed the centre of her palm. ‘I’m glad this vote didn’t go against you. I don’t like disagreeing.’

			Yeeran let her hand linger on Furi’s neck. ‘Are you sure about that? Because you always seem to love arguing about who’s going to be on top.’ She was rewarded by feeling Furi’s flush run from her chest to her neck.

			Furi’s mouth opened to retort back, but Rayan interrupted her with a gasp. His eyes were unfocused, his expression grave.

			‘Ajax is free,’ Rayan said urgently. ‘Lettle…Lettle’s in danger. No, oh three gods, no.’

			Yeeran gripped Rayan’s forearm. ‘What do you see?’ she asked urgently.

			Pila, be ready.

			I’m coming.

			Rayan turned to Yeeran, tears in his eyes. ‘She’s by the boundary—’

			‘Is she hurt?’

			Then all blood drained from Rayan’s face. ‘We need to go, now.’

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			



	

Chapter Twenty-Nine

			 

			Alder

			Seeing Lettle give up terrified Alder more than anything else he had seen that day. Her scream echoed around the camp, lifting the hairs on his arms.

			When she was spent, Malak laughed. ‘Keep it up, they might have even heard you in Mosima.’

			‘Lettle,’ Alder said, trying to draw her vacant eyes to him. But she didn’t even twitch in his direction.

			Panic surged through his body, as thick and hot as blood. He could not lose Lettle, she had been his anchor through everything. She knew all the parts of him and was the one person who could help him maintain the line between him and Afa.

			And beyond that she was his friend.

			Their love for one another was the only thing that had remained unscathed during their journey.

			He watched as Malak’s fingers caressed the hoop of his drum, ready to strike.

			‘A few days of starvation will loosen your lips. Then perhaps you’ll be more willing to help me,’ the chieftain said.

			Again, Lettle didn’t respond.

			Come on, Lettle, please. Fight back, do something.

			Malak flicked his wrist and two guards walked forward and lifted Lettle by the arms.

			Her head lolled to the side, her eyes still blinking with life, but her spirit was broken.

			It was as though she was awaiting her death.

			The image stirred Alder’s panic into rage. He could not sit by and allow them to take Lettle away.

			So he said the words he’d vowed he wouldn’t.

			‘Obeah, to me,’ he said.

			He had promised not to use the creatures as weapons, but without Lettle everything would be lost. It wasn’t just his identity that would suffer; the lives of an entire race rested on her drooping shoulders–she was the only one who knew the spell to bring back the humans. He was doing this to save them, as well as her.

			As well as him.

			Did Afa think this righteously when he broke his promise to Hady?

			His nails bit into his palm and he pushed the thought from his mind. Even though he knew that in making this decision he had irrevocably blurred the boundary between him and Afa.

			Malak looked around, surprised by Alder’s call, but when no obeah showed up, he smiled. ‘Is this some trick?’

			Alder waited.

			Then Malak heard it. A distant thunder at first, growing louder with each passing second. The soldier holding Alder let go of him in favour of her drum.

			‘What is happening?’ Reena said. She hadn’t recognised the sound, but she’d see them soon enough.

			The obeah’s footfalls thumped like Alder’s heart as they drew nearer.

			Badum, badum, badum.

			Louder and louder. Faster and faster.

			And just when he thought his heart might rupture, the obeah burst through the camp, tearing through tents and bodies alike. They moved as one, their horns interlocked like a forest of blades.

			‘Protect the chieftain!’ Reena shouted, and the soldiers moved to surround Malak in an arrowhead formation.

			The white pearlescent bone of the obeah’s horns soon dripped with blood as they advanced. Their teeth were bared in snarls as they carried out Alder’s request: protect him.

			Here were the weapons Afa had built. It sickened Alder and he looked away to help Lettle up from the ground.

			‘You called the obeah?’ she whispered.

			‘Yes.’

			‘I’m so sorry, Alder.’ She understood the sacrifice he had made.

			He held her to his chest, trying to regain the piece of himself he felt he had lost.

			‘We need to go while they’re distracted!’ Mortah shouted. She had regained the drum she had stolen from the soldier and was retreating backwards from the fight.

			Though the obeah had taken Malak unawares, his soldiers were retaliating with their full strength. Alder could no longer tell whose blood flowed quickest, the obeah’s or Malak’s people.

			The ground was laden with bodies, but where the elves were careful to circumvent their comrades, the obeah simply climbed over them, continuing their onslaught upon the bones of their brethren.

			Another platoon of soldiers joined Malak’s side, all with the singular symbol of Waning on their uniforms. They were quick to lend their might against the beasts.

			Though drumfire was silent, the damage it made was not, and Alder wanted nothing more than to close his ears to the cries and whimpers of the obeah as they fell.

			‘All the obeah are going to die,’ he choked out.

			‘Then do not let their sacrifice be for naught,’ Mortah said, urging them away from the fight. The wound at her shoulder had clotted in a bloody mess.

			A commotion drew Alder’s attention backwards. His stomach sank as a new group of soldiers marched their way, their bows held up to attack.

			‘We’re trapped,’ Alder cried, but Lettle shook her head, some of her old spark lighting her eyes.

			‘Look!’ she said.

			Alder saw the glint of a silver cloak amongst the newcomers and Shaman Namana pushed her way through the soldiers.

			‘Lettle!’ she said. ‘Are you all right?’

			Lettle ignored her concern. ‘What’s going on? Who are these soldiers?’

			Namana pointed to the soldier at the front who was directing her officers into formation opposite Malak. ‘That’s Colonel Lorna, she was already mobilising her regiment against Malak. Your warning only confirmed her suspicions.’

			Alder watched as Lorna’s regiment began to add their firepower to the fight. The sounds of the battle reached a new cacophony.

			But Alder had no time to revel in this new hope, as the obeah were still dying. He wept as they were struck down by Malak’s army, one by one.

			Namana said hurriedly, ‘The rest of the diviners are spreading the news about Malak’s uprising, but the camp is big and it will take some convincing. These are the only soldiers we have so far.’

			It wasn’t enough. Even with the damage the obeah had done, Lorna’s regiment was vastly outnumbered.

			‘Tell them Malak killed the other chieftains. The grave is behind his tent if they need the proof,’ Lettle said.

			Namana’s face momentarily crumpled and Alder wondered if she’d known one of the chieftains personally. But then it quickly smoothed into the face of a leader.

			‘We’ll get the word out.’

			Drumfire skimmed past Lettle’s head and she ducked just in time.

			Namana grabbed Lettle’s wrists. ‘I have to go. We are not soldiers. We are truthtellers.’

			‘Stay safe!’ Lettle shouted as Namana dashed off into the depths of the army camp.

			More drumfire followed the first salvo and Alder looked back to see Reena focusing on their little group.

			‘This way!’ Mortah said, tugging on both their arms.

			Together they began to run, haphazardly, almost drunkenly through the camp.

			‘Faster,’ Mortah urged, but Alder’s feet felt numb.

			When he walked, whose footprints did he leave behind? His own or Afa’s?

			He stumbled, his gaze fixed on the bloody ground. Lettle grasped his hand, steadying him.

			‘I have you,’ she said, and he ran on with surer steps.

			The shaman’s whisper network had spread quicker than fire and the army was in turmoil. Shouts of ‘Mutiny’ and ‘Treason’ added to the sounds of the battle. Soldiers were running into the fray, unsure whether to fight the obeah, or Malak’s coup. Some were fleeing the camp entirely, and it was easy for their group to join the chaos undetected.

			Or so they thought.

			There was a shout behind them and Alder glanced back to see Reena giving chase.

			‘This way!” Mortah said, directing them towards a narrow street of tents that was quieter than the others.

			Alder glanced back and saw that Reena had been swallowed up in the pandemonium of another regiment joining the fight.

			Lettle gasped, and when Alder looked forward again, Reena appeared ahead of them, her hand on her drum.

			‘You’re coming with me,’ she lisped. One of the obeah’s horns had pierced her cheek and blood dribbled down to her chin.

			Mortah turned to Lettle and Alder.

			‘You go, I’ll hold her off,’ she said quickly, the stolen drum ready in her hands.

			Alder hesitated, knowing that Mortah was offering a chance at freedom at the cost of her life.

			No more blood on my hands.

			‘Let me stay,’ Alder said.

			‘You don’t know how to use drumfire,’ Mortah said, her gaze fixed on Reena. ‘You’ve done all you can here, now go.’

			Then she began to beat the drum, her fingers moving far quicker than he thought they could.

			Lettle pulled him away before he could see whether Mortah’s bullet had hit true.

			Please survive this, Mortah. He couldn’t cope with any more sacrifice.

			They ran as fast as they could away from the fight. Alder was glad Lettle had remembered the route to the Mosima tunnel, and she took the lead.

			When they reached the neutral territory, it was thankfully empty, all of Malak’s soldiers having been called to his aid.

			‘Nearly there,’ Lettle said. Alder was glad to see determination once again painted across her features.

			Alder heard the hoofbeats before Lettle.

			‘Move, to the side,’ he said, just in time.

			A soldier astride a camel cantered along the path behind them, kicking up dust and debris. When it cleared Alder could see who it was.

			Malak.

			His blond hair was dirty and streaked with blood and fluids. One of his eyes was swollen, promising a purple bruise for tomorrow–if he lived that long. He had seemed someone who had presented himself well, but now his uniform was torn and in disarray, just like the coup he’d attempted.

			The chieftain brought his camel to a stop in front of the tunnel entrance. The poor beast was drenched in sweat, its long lashes fluttering in distress. Malak had ridden it hard to reach them in time. He pulled forward his drum so it rested under his palms, ready to strike.

			Lettle stepped forward. ‘Malak, it’s over, let us go—’

			‘I’m afraid I can’t. Not until the fae are ready to surrender. I told you far too much to let you go now,’ he said.

			‘They will never surrender,’ Lettle said fearlessly.

			‘I think they might.’ He trailed a lacquered nail along his drumskin. ‘When were you last in Mosima?’

			When neither of them answered he said, ‘You’ll find it much changed.’

			‘The fae will never bow to you.’

			‘They will, one day. When I am crowned emperor.’

			The word made Alder’s blood run cold.

			‘No, not again,’ he said, and Malak looked at him. ‘The world needs no more tyrants.’

			‘I am no tyrant, elf.’

			‘And I am no elf,’ Alder replied. He cleared his throat and shouted out, ‘Obeah, come.’

			It was easier to call on them a second time.

			This is the way it happens, isn’t it? My heart will slowly harden until there will be no difference between me and the man who lived in the sanctuary.

			Lettle squeezed Alder’s hand as though she knew what he was thinking. It didn’t comfort him as much as he would have liked.

			Malak laughed. ‘Your trick will not work this time.’

			The chieftain saw Alder’s confusion and his lips twisted in a cruel smile. ‘The obeah are all dead. One final victory for my battalion.’

			Alder staggered as though he’d been hit by drumfire.

			The guilt was as keen as if it had been his hand that had struck the bullet into each of the beasts’ hearts. But Alder saw no difference between the beat of drumfire and the words he had spoken.

			This was his fault. All of it.

			A shadow moved in the tree line, temporarily pulling Alder out from his anguish.

			One of the obeah had survived. His hope turned to horror as he realised who it was.

			Ajax.

			Alder had forgotten that by calling on the obeah he had released Ajax too.

			The obeah stood so close to the clearing that he knew if Malak turned slightly to the left, he would be spotted.

			Lettle must have seen him too, as she tensed by his side. She drew Malak’s attention her way.

			‘There is no point in keeping us prisoner, Malak.’

			‘I don’t intend to keep you prisoner,’ he said with a smile. ‘You call me a tyrant, and so I will be one. I just wanted to look you in the eyes as I did it.’

			Alder saw his hand move as though in slow motion. From the intensity of movement, Alder knew it was a killing blow directed straight at Lettle’s heart.

			Dum-ba-dah.

			Three notes.

			And three things happened.

			Dum.

			First Malak lurched forward as though pulled by an invisible string. His head smashed against the rock wall of the tunnel and he fell limp to the ground.

			Ba.

			Second, Rayan, who was the one to wield the magic that struck Malak, appeared behind the fallen chieftain.

			Dah.

			And third, Ajax lunged.

			He dived in front of the drumfire meant for Lettle.
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Chapter Thirty

			 

			Lettle

			Blood sprayed across the clearing and Lettle knew instantly: Ajax was going to die.

			‘Ajax!’ she cried and fell to her knees beside the obeah. There was a gasp behind them and Lettle turned to see Rayan standing in the tunnel entrance. The king had been the one to strike Malak with his magic, but he’d been too late to stop the drumfire meant for Lettle.

			Rayan’s mouth parted in a small smile as his eyes met Lettle’s. He was dressed in an embroidered purple cloak; his crown, a copper vine set with fraedia, was something she rarely saw him wear. A distant part of her mind wondered where he had come from to be dressed so formally.

			The darkness of the tunnel blurred his edges, but his face was cast aglow in a single ray of sunlight. The sky seemed unaware that this was not a moment for sunshine and blue horizons. This was a moment for rain and thunder and lightning.

			For this was the moment Rayan was going to die.

			He fell to the ground with a sigh.

			‘No!’ Lettle screamed. She closed the space between them and pulled Rayan into her arms.

			Rayan looked up at her, his eyes glistening as he took her in. ‘So beautiful,’ he whispered. ‘More so with my sight than his.’

			Lettle’s tears splashed onto his cheeks as she pressed her forehead against his. They shared the same shallow breaths.

			But only one of them was dying.

			‘This cannot be how it is,’ she sobbed. She brought her hands to Rayan’s face, leaving smears of Ajax’s blood.

			Lettle looked back at the obeah lying in an ever-growing pool of crimson. Alder was by his side, his face ashen. He had torn a strip of his shirt and tied it around Ajax’s wound to stem the bleeding.

			But Lettle knew a killing blow when she saw one. Her father had taught her that much.

			‘Take me to him,’ Rayan whispered. ‘Let us be together in the end.’

			Despite having built up her strength, now she was weakened by grief, she struggled to pull Rayan much further than a foot.

			She cried out in frustration, sobs racking her chest until she was heaving on the ground next to her dying love.

			Gentle hands touched her shoulder and Lettle looked up into the violet eyes of her sister.

			Yeeran gathered her into her arms. But Lettle could not linger in her comforting embrace for long.

			‘He’s dying,’ Lettle said. She didn’t recognise the voice that came out of her. It was coarse and felt as though it came from beyond her body. ‘Help me take him to Ajax.’

			Tears began to make tracks down Yeeran’s face as she picked up Rayan’s weak form.

			‘The bandage is sodden through,’ Alder said as Yeeran lowered the king next to his obeah. ‘I don’t know what else to do.’

			‘Nothing,’ Lettle said, her voice still raspy and unfamiliar.

			Rayan’s hand reached out and grasped Ajax’s paw. The obeah let out a slow whimper.

			Lettle sank to the ground and pressed herself against the curve of Rayan’s body, her cheek against the cold earth. She wrapped her arms around his chest, feeling his breath rattle in his lungs.

			‘The one born of a storm’s mist shall be your beloved. But when the waning moon turns, you will grant them their death.’

			The prophecy tumbled out of her mouth, over and over again.

			She had always thought that the waning moon was indicative of time and not the tribe itself. Malak’s coup had been her only clue.

			For the first time, she lost all faith in her god.

			Why, Bosome? Why do you punish me so?

			All of a sudden Rayan’s chest went still, and Lettle braced herself for the piercing pain of his death. But then he shuddered in another breath.

			He is not dead yet, she thought defiantly. It was the small spark she needed to feed the flames of her hope.

			Lettle sat up. ‘Who is the best healer you know, Yeeran?’

			Yeeran shook her head. ‘There’s no point, Lettle, they don’t have the time.’

			‘Then answer faster, who is the best healer you know?’

			‘Jay, but—’

			‘We need to take Ajax to them.’ Lettle stood up, her face set with a fierceness that dared anyone to deny her.

			Yeeran met her gaze, her eyes still filled with tears, but Lettle’s had begun to stop flowing, with the truth she now told herself: Rayan and Ajax will not die today.

			Her sister nodded once. ‘Jay may be able to help, or at least ease their passing.’

			Lettle chose to only hear the first part of Yeeran’s sentence.

			Pila and Amnan moved out of the shadow of the tunnel.

			‘The obeah will carry Ajax,’ Yeeran said.

			The two obeah moved in unison, not like the soulless obeah, but like two animals dancing. They sidestepped and dipped their noses until they were level to the ground, then pranced forward to cradle Ajax between their horns. Then they walked with gentle steps, Ajax held aloft, his head tipped to the blue sky, his green eyes closed.

			Lettle watched them disappear into the darkness of the tunnel to Mosima.

			Will that be the last time I see Ajax alive?

			She quashed the thought and turned back to Rayan.

			Yeeran and Alder already had him in their arms. He had fallen unconscious, his body a dead weight. Lettle lent what strength she could as she took hold of Rayan’s shoulders and head.

			She looked down at his peaceful face and noticed he’d grown gaunt in their time apart.

			‘When you’re well again, I’m going to cook you all your favourite meals,’ she promised. Then she laughed and shook her head sadly. ‘Not that they would be edible.’

			Yeeran watched Lettle with pity.

			Lettle knew she was deluded, but what else could she do?

			She patted Rayan’s cheek fondly, her tears drying on her cheeks. ‘You’ll be OK,’ she said. ‘All will be well.’

			‘Oh Lettle,’ she heard Alder say. His voice hitched as though he too had started to cry, but Lettle refused to look at him.

			Yeeran let out a laboured sigh and then they set off after the obeah.

			Just as they were about to cross into the fae’s territory, Yeeran’s gaze flickered to the right, then to Lettle and back again.

			Alder noticed her sister’s inner conflict first. ‘What is it?’

			‘Malak, he’s gone,’ Yeeran said. ‘He fell right over there, but he must have got away.’

			‘Go after him, Yeeran,’ Lettle said. ‘He is the poison in the centre of it all; the chieftains are gone.’

			Yeeran’s mouth parted in shock. ‘The chieftains are dead?’

			‘Yes, Malak killed them. There is only him left.’

			Yeeran looked to the swampland behind her then back to Rayan in her arms.

			Lettle smiled. ‘Go, we’ll be fine. Alder and I can carry him alone.’

			‘But Rayan—’

			‘He’ll be fine,’ Lettle said sharply.

			‘Lettle…’

			Yeeran exchanged a glance with Alder. It was filled with worry, but Lettle gave her a reassuring smile.

			‘Jay will stitch Ajax up and all will be well.’ It was a lie and everyone knew it. Deception masqueraded as hope.

			Alder looked at Lettle’s smile with horror. He seemed about to speak, but Yeeran shook her head at him.

			Lettle ignored the exchange.

			‘Go, Yeeran. We have no time to waste.’ Lettle spoke quickly before Yeeran’s sorrowful gaze could pierce the armour of her delusion.

			Yeeran squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them they were blazing and full of grief. She shifted so that Alder and Lettle took the bulk of Rayan’s weight. Then she pressed a kiss to his forehead. ‘Goodbye, Rayan.’

			Lettle wasn’t sure why she was saying goodbye.

			Then Yeeran was gone, her feet quickly carrying her towards the spot where she’d seen Malak fall.

			‘Let’s go,’ Lettle said cheerfully, picking up the pace.

			Alder watched her with a perturbed expression on his face until the darkness of the tunnel consumed the light completely.

			Lettle moved into magesight to guide them forward. The moss around them gently glowed so she could pick out the outline of the tunnel. She was careful to keep her gaze averted from the flickering soul within Rayan. It was as though his soul knew its moment for release was near.

			Ajax, Pila and Amnan were a beacon of light up ahead as they crossed into Mosima.

			‘Fly fast, obeah, take Ajax to Jay,’ she murmured.

			Rayan twitched in her arms and Lettle tensed before letting out a small laugh. ‘I wonder what he is dreaming of.’

			She could hear Alder opening and closing his mouth as though he were considering his words before speaking them. Finally he spoke. ‘Lettle, no one expects you to be fine right now. It’s OK to struggle.’

			‘Rayan’s not too heavy, to be honest, and all that climbing you made me do has really helped—’

			‘You know that’s not what I mean,’ he said softly.

			She stumbled, her heart stuttering in her chest as it skipped a beat. For a second she saw herself as Alder did: her body covered in blood and dirt, a manic smile on her lips, her eyes as deadened as the soulless obeah’s, her lover’s body dying in her arms as though he were simply sleeping.

			She felt pain swell within her and the inevitable horror of guilt that would come with Rayan’s death.

			Her lips trembled, and her breath shortened into quick hisses that drew spittle from between her teeth.

			She fought to regain her composure; time was not an unlimited resource.

			‘The first time I walked down this tunnel I was with Rayan. We were prisoners, bound with fae magic.’ The memory helped ground her and she spoke on with a clear voice. ‘We didn’t know about magesight then, so we were plunged into total darkness. I was so terrified.’ Echoes of the memory left her trembling. But then she thought of Rayan and smiled. ‘Rayan was behind me, and so I began to count his breaths. They steadied me without him even knowing.

			‘And that’s what it’s like to love Rayan. He is the tiller to my boat; I cannot navigate these waters without him.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper as she begged her friend, ‘So allow me this illusion.’

			Alder’s breath hitched in his throat and when he spoke again, his voice was thick with emotion. ‘Well, we better get Rayan to Jay, then, so we can watch Ajax be healed.’

			Lettle smiled with relief. ‘Exactly.’

			They continued on, quicker this time, despite the effort. Soon the light from the fray glowed up ahead.

			As they reached the threshold of the boundary into Mosima, Lettle heard a voice.

			‘Is that them, can you see them?’ It was unmistakably Golan.

			Alder inhaled sharply at the sound of Golan’s voice.

			He loves him, like I love Rayan.

			‘Are we not lucky? To have our loves?’ she said to him.

			Alder didn’t seem to know what to say, but the silence was quickly broken with a single word.

			‘Aiftarri. ‘The queen opened the boundary and they walked into Mosima for the final time.
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Chapter Thirty-One

			 

			Lettle

			‘Rayan,’ Furi gasped as the king came into her view. She stepped forward, trying to lend her strength to Lettle and Alder, but her legs trembled and she stumbled. Golan caught her.

			‘Ajax’s wound was grave. How is it he still breathes?’ Golan asked, clutching onto Furi.

			‘Jay’s going to heal them both, all will be well,’ Lettle said.

			All will be well. All will be well. All will be well. It was a constant chant in her mind.

			‘Lettle, I don’t think—’

			‘Don’t, Golan,’ Alder said with a shake of the head.

			Furi craned her neck past Lettle. ‘Where’s Yeeran?’

			‘Malak got away,’ Lettle said by way of explanation.

			‘She’ll be fine,’ Lettle added after seeing Furi’s worry deepen.

			The queen dashed at the tears that had spilled onto her cheeks with frustration. ‘Let’s get Rayan back to the palace. I’ll call on some soldiers to help carry him.’

			‘No!’ Lettle shouted, her fear of losing Rayan temporarily rising to the surface. ‘We can do it.’

			‘I’ll help,’ Golan said.

			They made their way quietly through Mosima. The city was much changed since Lettle had been here. Dozens of fields were burned, the smell of smoke thick in the air. Scorch marks of small fires could also be seen at the end of some of the streets.

			They passed a section of the city that looked like it had been cordoned off. Empty vials littered the cobbled lanes. What she had first thought were cornerstones marking the roads, were grave markers. There had been too many dead for their graveyards.

			‘What happened here?’ Alder asked.

			‘Locusts, disease, poison,’ Furi said. She walked up ahead, her legs stiff as though they pained her.

			The words didn’t permeate Lettle’s mind. It was as though in rejecting Rayan’s condition, she had also rejected all negativity.

			‘It’s been busy then,’ she said brightly.

			Furi snorted, perhaps taking Lettle’s words for sarcasm.

			Whispers of Rayan’s injury had rippled throughout the city, and fae stood by their doors as they passed by. They held up brightly coloured gloves in salute, their faces grave.

			Lettle caught the eye of a young boy whose tears annoyed her.

			He doesn’t even know Rayan. The child nodded in her direction before he began to sing with a sweet-sounding voice.

			‘We endure, we survive

			Mosima together, Mosima our home,

			In our lands we will strive,

			To be together, to create a home.’

			The melody was quickly joined by a chorus of other fae, raising the hairs on Lettle’s neck.

			‘What is that song? I’ve never heard it before,’ she asked.

			Golan cleared his throat. ‘You wouldn’t have. It’s a funeral song.’

			‘Why are they singing it, then?’ she asked angrily. ‘They’re putting him in the ground already!’

			Furi shook her head, and if she did reply Lettle couldn’t hear her over the song. As the tune rose in volume, so too did Lettle’s rage.

			‘Shut up!’ she screamed. ‘He’s not dead! He’s not dead!’

			Lettle lunged towards a particularly loud tenor on the path beside them, her hands raised as if to shut his mouth.

			But she didn’t think through her actions and Rayan tumbled from her grasp.

			His head hit the cobblestones before Alder and Golan were able to readjust his weight in their arms.

			Lettle cried out as though the pain blossomed across her own temple. She fell to the ground and cradled Rayan’s head in her lap.

			She searched his skin for any blood or bruising, but he appeared unharmed.

			‘What did you do that for?’ Furi hissed. Her anger was frightening but nothing could permeate Lettle’s self-made shield.

			She rocked back and forward on her heels. ‘I just wanted them to stop singing,’ she said numbly. Then she looked up at Furi and said, ‘Everyone thinks he’s going to die and they’re wrong.’

			‘He is going to die, Lettle,’ Furi shouted. Lettle watched a vein in her neck bulge and pump blood as she spoke. ‘Literally any second now, and I’d rather the king not die surrounded by strangers in the dirt.’

			‘Leave her be, Furi,’ Alder said.

			Lettle bit on her tongue until she felt the salty tang of iron in her mouth. She knew that when she spoke her teeth were now red.

			‘Rayan is not going to die,’ she said.

			All anger ebbed from Furi in a single exhale. She seemed to be watching Lettle with new understanding. The queen nodded once, then with much effort began to help raise Rayan up again.

			Lettle smiled and patted Rayan’s cheek as they set off once more. ‘Sorry about that tumble. But not long now, Rayan, then you can sleep it off in your own bed.’

			No one replied.

			They crossed the Royal Woodland together. Once, Lettle would have remarked on the skeletal branches, but now they were the least of her concerns.

			Or perhaps she had no concerns at all.

			Jay was waiting for them by the Tree of Souls, holding gauze over Ajax’s wound. Pila and Amnan watched with worried eyes.

			They lowered Rayan on the ground next to his obeah.

			‘He looks so peaceful, don’t you think?’ Lettle said.

			Again, no one answered her.

			‘Ajax is not going to make it,’ Jay said quietly. The words sounded like a faint buzzing to Lettle.

			‘Is there truly nothing you can do?’ Furi asked, her voice quaking as she began to grieve.

			‘He’s lost too much blood. The wound has penetrated three major organs. I’m surprised he’s lasted so long.’

			Lettle wandered a little distance away as though she could also distance herself from the truth. She circled the Tree of Souls until she found the words engraved in the bark. ‘Cursed to endure, cursed to survive.’

			The fae always thought that was about them, but it’s a reminder of Afa.

			Someone laid a hand between her shoulder blades, and for a second Lettle thought it was Rayan. ‘Lettle?’ It was Alder. ‘It’s time to say goodbye.’

			‘I can’t,’ she said. Her breath caught in her throat and she struggled to breathe.

			Alder wrapped his arms around her until her lungs steadied. ‘I’m so sorry, Lettle.’

			She was too scared to face the lie she had told herself.

			All will be well. All will be well.

			‘He loved you deeply, and you him,’ Alder said. With every word he cleaved at the armour around her heart.

			All will be well. All will be…

			‘He would be proud of what you’ve accomplished. Helping me with my memories, the spell? You did it all, Lettle.’

			All will…

			The spell. The thought was lightning against her chest and she pulled away from Alder to remove the grimoire from her pack.

			‘Lettle, what are you doing?’

			‘We can save him, Alder.’ She clutched the grimoire to her chest and could feel her heart pound beneath the pages of the ancient tome.

			Alder looked back at Jay and beckoned them towards him. ‘I really think you should speak to Jay–maybe there’s a tincture or something.’

			‘No, Alder, I’m not insane. I’m talking about the spell Afa taught me.’ She was breathless, but not because of grief.

			‘The one to bring back the humans? How will that help save Rayan?’ Furi asked. Concern had brought her and Jay to Lettle’s side.

			‘The spell contains an unravelling of all of Hady’s bindings; it’s why it must be spoken by one of her descendants.’

			Everyone still looked at her blankly.

			‘And what did Hady make?’ Lettle said slowly. ‘The boundary and the binding to the obeah. It will unravel Ajax’s soul from Rayan’s so they won’t be joined in death.’

			Alder’s gaze turned guarded. ‘It will also turn all the obeah into humans. Lettle, we’d be making them vulnerable in the middle of the war.’

			‘According to you, there should be no more war if Yeeran is successful,’ Furi said.

			‘Yeeran will be successful,’ Lettle said.

			Alder shook his head. ‘We’re saving one soul but still putting many more at risk. None of the obeah even know what’s about to happen.’

			Furi hesitated. There would be no spell without her consent, as she would be the one to speak it.

			Ajax whined behind them and that swayed Furi’s mind.

			‘Teach me the spell,’ the queen said.

			They kneeled on the ground and Lettle opened the grimoire.

			Her fingers ran over the ink that coated the pages. Afa’s whole life bound in paper. He had called it a map; the pathways that would lead Alder back to who he was. But Afa hadn’t realised that once pen touches paper you cannot control who owns those stories. There are no borders or boundaries to a tale.

			And his story would not end with Alder, but with Lettle.

			‘How does it work?’ Furi asked.

			‘You have to repeat the words after me. Put intention behind it.’

			Furi’s lips quivered. ‘How?’

			‘Think about the way you call on magic, imagine it like that.’

			Furi nodded sharply. ‘I’m ready.’

			Fingers gripped her shoulder and Lettle looked up. ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Alder said. Fear had bled the colour from his cheeks. ‘What are the consequences of the spell? The sacrifice?’

			Lettle shook her head. ‘There are no sacrifices with unravellings. We are not creating a knot in the magic, simply pulling it free.’

			Alder shook his head, his hand reaching forward as if to snatch the grimoire away.

			‘So this spell will unravel the bindings to Mosima, to obeah, but what of the humans? How does it bring them back?’

			The truth was Lettle didn’t know. Afa had taught her the words, but not their meaning.

			‘I did not have the luxury of centuries like Afa did, I learned what I could.’ As fast as she could, because every second had been time with Afa and not Alder.

			Golan was looking at Alder’s distraught face. ‘Lettle, perhaps we should consider this some more,’ he said.

			Ajax shuddered and Lettle held her breath.

			Was this it? Was this the end?

			Then Ajax’s chest moved once more.

			‘We have no time,’ Lettle said. ‘It’s now, or…’

			Furi wiped a tear from Lettle’s cheek. ‘We do this, you and me. The consequences will be our responsibility to bear. But we’ll do it together.’

			Lettle couldn’t recall when Furi had become family to her, but in that moment she realised she was, and always would be.

			A hush fell over the woodland, as though the very trees listened in.

			Then Lettle began to speak. ‘Ruhi ya’tini gah ba’al’ra…’

			Furi repeated the words haltingly but grew in confidence as she got used to their rhythm.

			As they chanted together, Lettle’s mind became eclipsed with thoughts of Rayan.

			His brown eyes that crinkled in the corners when he smiled.

			The feeling of his hand on her lower back just to let her know he was there.

			How he preferred Lettle to cuddle him in the bed from behind, his large body cradled in her arms.

			The way he loved her.

			The way she loved him.

			Please, Bosome, let this work.

			The spell came to an end and Lettle looked around. Rayan lay unmoving on the ground. Amnan and Pila, still in their obeah forms, flanked Ajax’s dying body.

			Lettle squeezed her eyes shut, spilling tears onto her cheeks.

			It didn’t work.

			Then Furi gasped.

			Lettle’s eyes flew open. It took her a moment to realise what she was seeing. At first she thought it was snow, fluttering down from the ceiling. But then one landed on the grimoire. She picked it up. It was a leaf, white and skeletal.

			‘The Tree of Souls,’ Furi whispered.

			The ancient baobab tree was shedding its leaves. One by one they were falling. Amnan howled behind them and Furi’s eyes widened. ‘I can’t feel Amnan, he’s not in my mind any more.’

			Did the spell work after all?

			‘Lettle?’ Rayan coughed and sat up. ‘What’s going on? Why can’t I feel Ajax?’

			Lettle ran over to him and pressed her head to his chest, listening to the comforting thump of his heart.

			‘I’m here,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m here.’

			‘Where is Ajax?’

			Lettle keened quietly as she pointed.

			Rayan tensed, his eyes widening as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. ‘So much blood,’ he whispered. ‘Why won’t he get up?’

			‘He’s dying, Rayan,’ Jay said. They removed the gauze, ending his torment quicker.

			Rayan crawled across the bloodied earth to Ajax. His cry was animalistic, full of a pain few would ever understand. His soul had been ripped from him and Lettle knew he would never truly be the same again.

			But at least he was alive.

			She wrapped her arms around him as he cried, and when Ajax’s final breath came, Lettle said, ‘Look in magesight, watch him fly free.’

			They both watched as Ajax’s soul, a swirl of bronze, was carried upwards by a breeze no one of this earth would ever feel.

			‘Where is he going?’ he asked.

			‘I do not know.’

			‘Somewhere without bloodshed,’ Rayan said, his voice rough.

			‘Somewhere without pain,’ Lettle added.

			Rayan’s heart beat against hers as they watched the edges of Ajax’s soul blur and fade until it was gone completely.

			Crack.

			The sound drew them out of their grief and they spun, searching for the sound.

			A fissure crept up the trunk of the Tree of Souls, cleaving it in two. The ground began to shudder where the baobab’s roots strained to hold it upright.

			‘It’s going to fall!’ Rayan shouted.

			They began to run, but Lettle noticed that Alder wasn’t moving. And he was standing directly in the pathway of the falling tree.

			‘Alder!’ she shouted.

			He looked up at her, his face a mask of confusion. Lettle felt as though someone had winded her and she gasped for air.

			Because that wasn’t Alder any more.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

			 

			Yeeran

			From the moment Yeeran saw Ajax get struck by drumfire, she knew Rayan was going to die.

			Lettle knew it too, but she refused to believe it. Her sister’s passive smile had horrified her, but she understood that Lettle was protecting herself. Yeeran was just worried what would happen when Lettle’s smile fell away and reality hit.

			If Yeeran thought about it for much longer, she would turn around and go back to Mosima, but she knew she couldn’t. Malak was out there, and if she could end this all now, she would.

			So much had changed since Yeeran had last been in the camp. Though it had only been six weeks, it was as if a year had passed. The tent poles had sunk deeper into the swamp terrain, leaving their canopies sagging. Discarded bits of food and clothing lay heaped in stinking piles. The edge of the camp was completely deserted, but she could hear fighting up ahead.

			A group of soldiers ran into her line of sight in the distance. One of them pointed at her and the others readied their weapons.

			Yeeran was not prepared to fight so many, not when she had another purpose. She slipped into the nearest tent and rolled beneath a pallet, waiting for them to pass.

			‘Was she one of Malak’s?’ a voice called out.

			‘I’m not sure, didn’t look like she was wearing his uniform to me.’

			‘Doesn’t mean she wasn’t one of his treasonous folk.’

			Has the army uncovered Malak’s mutiny?

			‘Search the tents.’

			Yeeran’s pulse beat like a drum in her throat as she heard the soldiers move systematically through the camp.

			‘Have you checked this one?’ Yeeran watched as boots inched across the threshold, a few feet from her face.

			She turned onto her side slowly so that she could more easily reach her drum, but as she moved the weapon tipped onto its shell, letting out a hollow sound.

			Yeeran sucked in a breath and held it. Maybe the soldier hasn’t heard.

			She watched their shadow stretch as they walked back to the doorway of the tent, her lungs straining.

			Thwum.

			The arrow ripped through the mattress above Yeeran and embedded itself in the floor a few inches from her face.

			She didn’t hesitate. In one motion she flipped the pallet towards her attacker, creating a barricade. As she jumped up, she cast a glance at the archer before ducking behind her makeshift shield.

			The soldier was of an age with Yeeran, and her epaulettes determined she was a colonel, though there was no way to tell from her insignia which tribe she hailed from. All four phases of the moon decorated her jacket.

			But her weapon of choice was indication enough for Yeeran. Waxing was the one tribe who utilised obeah bone to carve their arrowheads. It helped them fly true, and with more force than a simple metal point.

			It was why Yeeran knew she would survive this–if the colonel had wanted to strike her, the arrow would have found her heart.

			‘Don’t shoot! I’m not with Malak!’ Yeeran shouted.

			‘Then why did you run?’

			Yeeran snorted. ‘You pointed your weapons at me.’

			‘You found her?’ another voice said.

			‘Yes,’ the colonel replied. ‘She says she’s not with Malak.’

			‘I’m not,’ Yeeran said. She stood up slowly with her hands raised away from her drum. The colonel quickly notched an arrow as Yeeran’s face came into view.

			Yeeran looked into the soldier’s lilac eyes, so close to her own violet. They both also had cropped hair and dark skin. It was like peering into a looking glass and seeing a different version of yourself.

			A version before she’d been exiled. A version before she even knew the fae existed.

			The colonel saw Yeeran’s shorn ears and scowled, dropping her bow. ‘You’re really not with Malak, are you?’

			‘No.’

			‘What rank were you before you were dismissed?’

			‘Colonel.’

			The soldier whistled between her teeth in disbelief and some of the distrust in her eyes had shifted to pity.

			Yeeran deflected any more queries with a question of her own. ‘Is it true? Did Malak really kill the chieftains?’

			‘Yes, it was a group of diviners who discovered his crime. I’ve never been one to believe in the Fates, but I looked at the graves myself.’

			‘Lorna?’ someone called, and the colonel leaned out of the tent.

			‘What?’

			‘There’s talk of a gathering in the west side of the camp. All senior officials are being called on.’

			‘By who?’

			‘Don’t know. Not Malak, though.’

			Lorna looked back at Yeeran. ‘Coming?’

			Yeeran shook her head.

			Lorna shrugged and said, ‘Well, I guess they can’t dismiss you again for desertion.’

			Then the colonel and the rest of the soldiers were gone and Yeeran was alone once again.

			She felt dizzy from her near death and sank to the ground by the overturned pallet.

			Are you well? Pila asked.

			Yes. I was lucky the soldier didn’t recognise me. How are Ajax and Rayan?

			They live, but not for long.

			Yeeran squeezed her eyes shut against the torrent of grief that threatened to choke her.

			And Lettle?

			She…she is a broken thing, Pila said softly.

			Yeeran couldn’t imagine the pain of losing Furi. Just the thought of it undid the seams of her heart, and she felt herself bleeding.

			A sound brought her back to the deserted camp. She crept towards the tent entrance and gently lifted the flap.

			A figure shuffled out of the tent opposite her. They looked left and right, checking the street was clear before venturing out. As they stepped into the daylight Yeeran could see who it was.

			Malak.

			Blood seeped from a wound at the back of his head, dyeing his blond hair crimson. His face was set in a snarl of determination as though he could defy death itself.

			She slipped out of the tent after him. When she was within firing distance she said, ‘Malak.’

			The chieftain paused, his shoulders tensed. Then he continued walking.

			She struck the mud by his feet with her magic. A couple of staccato beats. Ba-dum.

			He stopped again but still didn’t turn to face her. ‘Leave me be, Yeeran,’ he said.

			‘Leave you be? You just tried to kill my sister,’ she said. She unravelled a thread of magic with her drum and coaxed it to wind tightly around his ankles.

			Rata-dum, rata-dum.

			The act caused him to fall forward, his chest striking the ground first.

			As she rounded on him, he began to laugh. A simple sound full of mirth.

			‘I don’t see anything funny here,’ Yeeran said.

			‘Look, can’t you see, we’ve just crossed the old neutral zone,’ he laughed. ‘The neutral zone, what fools were we?’

			Yeeran followed his line of sight and spotted the old coalition flag that marked the elven territory hanging limply from its pole.

			‘I was a fool, that is true,’ Yeeran said. ‘I should have never trusted you.’

			‘I told you that,’ he said. ‘But if it helps, I really did want to change things.’

			‘But kill as many fae as you wanted along the way? The siege, the rats, the locusts? Even the obeah that was killed, that was all you, wasn’t it?’

			‘Yes.’

			At least he didn’t lie.

			He smiled sadly, his cheek in the dirt. ‘And I would do it all again.’

			‘You have no empathy. All you wanted was glory.’

			Abruptly he bucked up from the ground. ‘All I wanted was peace!’ he shouted, spittle and mud flying everywhere. His eyes were wild and red.

			‘I don’t know if we even know what peace looks like,’ Yeeran whispered. ‘We lost sight of what it means a long time ago.’

			She sat in the mud next to him, her hands falling from her drum. She had no fight left.

			‘When did you kill the chieftains?’ she asked.

			‘The night we went into Mosima. The obeah was not supposed to die, but it had seen my people bury the chieftains. So Reena had to kill it.’

			Yeeran nodded. ‘And Motogo?’

			‘Your queen did that job for me.’

			They had played right into his hands. ‘The peace treaty, did you ever want to sign it?’

			He lay on his back and looked up to the sky. Blood from his wound made a halo in the dirt. ‘Yes, though not as it was.’ He was slurring his words. ‘I think the world could be a better place under one ruler. The siege was meant to show you that. We had prepared the cure for you, we had saved grain for you, we even had a solution to clear the waterways. But you never once asked for help. I was supposed to be the fae’s saviour.’

			Yeeran lay back in the mud. The sky was a perfect blue. ‘I think all oppressors think they’re a saviour at some point in their campaigns.’

			He snorted. ‘First your sister calls me a tyrant and now you call me an oppressor. But to my cohort I was their liberation.’

			Silence settled around them until Malak said, ‘So, what now?’ He sounded weak and Yeeran knew if she had more mercy she would get him a healer.

			‘You have lost control of the army.’

			‘I have. I’m sure it was your sister’s doing,’ he laughed bitterly. ‘Somehow she got word to a group of diviners who spread details of my crime.’

			Yeeran smiled. ‘Lettle has always understood the power of words over weapons.’

			‘And she wielded them well.’ He yawned and closed his eyes.

			Yeeran heard the distinctive sound of camel hooves striking the ground. She sat up. Coming towards her were a dozen soldiers.

			‘Malak, are these yours?’ Yeeran asked urgently, but he didn’t reply.

			He’s passed out, she realised.

			Yeeran readied her drum and stood.

			The leader of the group was a woman in her late sixties, with cropped white hair that curled by her ears. Her dark brows stood out starkly against her pallid skin.

			‘Who are you?’ she said to Yeeran. Her blood-covered hands hovered above her drum, ready to strike.

			‘Who are you?’ Yeeran countered.

			‘Yeeran, is that you?’ Someone pushed their camel forward from the back of the group. It was only then that Yeeran realised not all of them were soldiers.

			‘Shaman Namana? What are you doing here?’ They had only met a handful of times, but the shaman’s silver cloak was distinctive enough to make her familiar.

			‘We’re raising a rebellion,’ she said with a smile. ‘Put the drums down, this is Lettle’s sister.’

			But the leader didn’t trust so easily; she kept her hand steady above her drum. ‘Why are you with Malak?’

			‘I was tracking him, he’s unconscious. Head wound.’

			The leader nodded to a couple of soldiers who jumped down from their camels. ‘We’ll take it from here.’

			Yeeran was reluctant to let Malak out of her sight.

			‘What will you do with him?’

			‘He will be tried for his crimes.’

			‘Under whose authority?’

			‘Mine.’

			‘And you are?’

			‘My name is Mortah. I travelled with your sister from Caperly.’

			Yeeran had heard the name from Rayan, but it was only now that she saw her in her uniform that she matched the name with the person. ‘Captain Mortah?’

			‘I was once,’ Mortah said. ‘You are young to remember me.’

			‘I studied your campaigns. You were the first to introduce the flank and turn strategy–a formation I used often.’ Yeeran saluted with as much respect as she could proffer.

			‘I’m glad of the legacy. It has helped me reclaim some control of the chaos that has ensued.’

			‘You have control of the army?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘Most of it. I called on all the senior ranking officers and thankfully some of the older cohort remembered me. I am putting in order what I can—’

			Pila’s voice entered her mind, she sounded scared. Yeeran? Lettle and Furi want to speak Afa’s spell now.

			Why?

			They believe it will untether Ajax from Rayan so the king can live.

			And the obeah?

			Will turn into humans.

			‘Yeeran?’ Namana said. ‘Are you well?

			Panic felt like fire in Yeeran’s veins. She was not used to the feeling. She was the one who always stayed calm.

			I’m coming.

			‘I have to go,’ she said. She pointed to Malak’s horizontal form. ‘Take him, try him, do what you want with him. But never let him lead again.’

			Yeeran began to run. Mud splattered her legs as she picked up her pace until the tunnel to Mosima was in front of her.

			Pila?

			She was about to plunge into it when the ground started to shake. She watched as a hairline crack grew along the rockface, spreading until it was wide enough to pass her hand through.

			The tunnel to Mosima caved in, stone and debris throwing Yeeran backwards. She crawled through the wreckage, her heart in her throat.

			Pila? she thought again, desperately.

			But the obeah didn’t reply.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

			 

			A Man Called No One

			The ground is shaking beneath me.

			I am not the man I was a moment ago, nor am I the man I was a century ago.

			One was called Afa, and the other Alder. Now I am both but neither.

			‘Alder!’ Lettle shouts. I love Lettle. The other me didn’t, he sought to trick her, but the one I am now loves her like a sister.

			Leaves fall around me, each one a soul of the Jani dynasty. Each one a descendant of the children I had with Hady.

			I remember them now. I smile. I see their faces through the years. I never meet them, but I know them through Hady’s eyes.

			Layla and Anis. They have Hady’s curly hair, but the golden streaks are all mine.

			I wonder what Mia’s twins will look like.

			‘Uncle Alder,’ I whisper. But I will never be that, I know that now.

			I send my awareness far from here and hear the conifers swaying. Their roots remember the bones and skin they cradled.

			I will call on you soon, I whisper, and I feel their branches shiver in the breeze.

			Centuries of memories stack like books in my mind, a library of the years. Some are ancient, the words faded, while others, though worn from frequent handling, are still vibrant–like the tome that carries my memories of Hady.

			There is another volume on that shelf now. A recent edition to my collection of loves and loved.

			Golan.

			He watches me now from the edges of the woodland.

			I love you, I want to say. I have loved you with every footfall, with every breath. Your love tethers me to the world more than magic ever could.

			But I know he cannot love the person I am now. He might not have changed, but I have.

			I see the shadow of the Tree of Souls shift as it splits in two. It is falling, one half going backwards to crush the bones of the palace, the other falling forwards to crush the bones of me.

			Cursed to endure, cursed to survive. The sentence is shorn in half. The words are written in a language I will never understand. Hady was smart like that. But I know the words of the prophecy like the creases on my palm.

			Forever the war will rage, until united, the three shall die.

			Humans made low, then fae made lower,

			Then elves in ignorance, gone is their power,

			Cursed to endure, cursed to survive.

			All shall perish lest all three thrive.

			I had thought I had understood it. But no one can ever truly understand magic.

			Until united…

			Afa and Alder.

			I am more than I was a moment ago. Neither villain nor hero. But the person I am now, was foretold millennia past.

			It is possible to feel like a token on a board, even with all the power of the earth at your fingertips.

			I think all of this in the time it takes for a leaf to land at my feet. The tree will come next. But I will not let it break me.

			With a thought I harness the wind and alter the tree’s path of destruction. The split trunk falls on the barren branches of the woodland. One side falling to my left, the other to my right. The pieces carve two valleys into the earth, sending shockwaves through the city. There is silence, in the aftermath.

			‘You’re him, aren’t you?’ Only Lettle is brave enough to approach me.

			‘No,’ I say. ‘I am both.’

			‘How?’ she says. I don’t know whether she knows she’s crying.

			‘Remember I told you I was once foolish?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well, I was foolish again.’

			‘Alder—’

			‘I am not he.’ But I am, and in that is the irony.

			‘Explain,’ she pleads.

			I am weary and I will need my strength for what is to come but I speak. ‘The spell was an unravelling and it undid all that Hady once bound. The obeah, Mosima, the Jani dynasty: all are unbound.’

			‘Yes, I knew that—’

			I hold up my hand. I know that if given enough breath, Lettle will not stop her interrogation.

			‘The unravelling also unbound me from my sanctuary. And that was my singular purpose here.’

			My words condemn me, I know that. But Afa, the person I was, had little time for guilt. His plan had been to free himself only–he thought so little of the person he was beyond the walls of his prison that he did not think about the consequences of what would happen to Alder’s memories.

			I should say, I didn’t think of the consequences. We are one now.

			Lettle looks betrayed and it breaks my heart. ‘You had no intention of saving the humans?’

			‘I had all intentions,’ I admit, ‘but that purpose faded long ago.’

			‘So the spell was simply an unravelling? Be free of your prison, and then what?’

			‘Live,’ I say, then I laugh. Because how could I expect to live without love? ‘I did not consider that in freeing myself, I would become Alder and Afa both.’

			I am changed. For good. For bad.

			‘Alder?’ Golan steps forward. Dirt and tears leave muddy tracks down his face.

			I raise my hand to wipe them away and he flinches. It is like a serrated knife against my heart. He must see the hurt in my eyes for he gently reaches for me.

			‘Do you remember me?’ he asks.

			‘Yes.’ All of you.

			Golan’s hands grow more confident and I let his fingers trace the lines of my face.

			‘You’re really in there, aren’t you?’ he says.

			‘I am.’

			He smiles, and I think, I am glad to have lived free, to see his smile again.

			The ground trembles beneath me, but I am not the cause. The Tree of Souls’ roots run deep, and every inch of it is dying.

			‘Lettle, we need to move,’ the king says. Though I wonder if he is still the king. He is no longer tethered to the haven Hady built.

			The web of roots below the city is decaying and the earth begins to fold in on itself. I wonder if that is how I shall look when I die.

			For die I must.

			‘Alder,’ Lettle calls me by that name again, though it no longer fits. ‘Are you doing this?’

			I shake my head. ‘I am not. Mosima will fall without the magic and the tree that bound it. I cannot bring life where there is none.’ I look at the obeah. They are the result of my last attempt.

			Cracks are opening up by our feet, swallowing trees whole. Lettle stumbles then falls into a crevice, her legs disappearing beneath her.

			‘Help me,’ she screams.

			And I am reminded of two things at once.

			Cold water at my back, and a harness at my waist. My hand reaching up to her in fear. ‘Help me,’ I cry. I am Alder, and she is my friend.

			The second memory is even more disturbing than the first. I churn the soil up under Lettle’s feet and I watch her fall. We are in the sanctuary. I am Afa, and she is no one to me.

			It is hard remembering not loving someone. The vacuous space of feeling is there when it should not be.

			That is how I know I am not Afa and could never be Afa again.

			For Afa would let the people of Mosima die. And Alder would not.

			So I call on all the parts of me: the soil and the rivers, the wind and the sea. I am all things that have grown with this world.

			But a god I am not.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

			 

			Yeeran

			Yeeran didn’t know how many rocks she had lifted, but her hands left red handprints on the stone. She would claw her way back into Mosima if she had to. The tunnel had entirely collapsed, flattening into a plateau of rock. Somewhere beneath her was the city.

			Pila, are you there? She would ask her mind the question every so often, but no one spoke back.

			The spell must have worked, that’s all there is to it. Her thoughts didn’t comfort her like she had hoped.

			She distracted herself by imagining what Pila would look like as a human. Would she be tall? Would she retain her silver eyes? How would she sound when she spoke?

			The sound of drumfire behind her had quietened and Yeeran hoped Mortah had managed to rein in the might of the army. The coup heralded a new dawn for the Elven Lands. With no chieftains to lead, they would have an opportunity to reform.

			‘We can begin negotiations for the Bleeding Field again. The fae will finally be able to rebuild Lorhan,’ she said to no one but herself.

			If the fae still live.

			The rock she was about to move began to tremble. And then it did the strangest thing. It began to melt.

			The heat of it was so great that Yeeran had to jump back. She looked around. More and more of the stones were liquefying. They convalesced into a pool of fire, leaving a mirage of heat wavering above it.

			The lava began to part in the centre, as though draining away. Yeeran had to avert her eyes as something as bright as the sun pushed through the molten rock.

			The fray was so much larger than Yeeran could have ever appreciated until she was this close to it.

			The hole the fray had made kept growing until Yeeran could see the edge of the city underneath. It was as though the ceiling of Mosima was melting away.

			The lava consumed the Wasted Marshes south of the elven army camp, opening up the city to the sky for the first time.

			Yeeran ran backwards to the edge of the old neutral zone, lest she be consumed too. When the liquid stone was half a league away, a cloud swirled in the sky above, and with a clap of thunder it began to hail.

			The ice struck the fire, hissing and turning into steam. A hurricane hurtled across the landscape, aiding in cooling the lava. Little by little the molten rock turned black and was still. The winds died down and the clouds cleared, revealing the blue sky.

			Only when Yeeran could no longer feel the heat of it did she trust herself to step onto this new land.

			Her first footfall was tentative, as though the earth might swallow her up. But when she felt the firmness of rock beneath her she began to run.

			The fray was embedded deep within this new field of rock. And it shone like a gemstone in a crown. Its brightness sparked stars in her eyesight as she sprinted towards the valley that now cradled Mosima.

			But it wasn’t the Mosima she had once known.

			She saw the Tree of Souls first, its trunk split into two halves on either side of the palace. The wreckage spread like a web from its base, its roots leaving a path of destruction through the city.

			Homes had crumbled to dust, roads torn apart, fields–what was left of them–had been churned up so that no crop remained.

			But as she watched she saw a lone figure moving through the streets. Bricks began to snap back into position as if they were bones being set, crevices were stitched back together. And every step this person took left a footprint of plants: wildflowers, apple trees, ferns, mosses.

			‘Afa,’ Yeeran breathed.

			A shadow dashed up the valley’s walls, followed by two more.

			‘Pila!’ Yeeran’s relief was immeasurable. She sobbed as the obeah lunged towards her and nestled her head into Yeeran’s neck. Her horns dug into Yeeran’s scalp, but she didn’t notice. Pain was nothing in the face of such love.

			‘Yeeran.’ Furi’s voice was like a hot coal striking her skin and Yeeran untangled herself from Pila and went to her.

			The queen slipped from Amnan’s back. Her face was streaked with dirt, but she looked hale.

			‘Are you hurt?’ Yeeran asked.

			‘No, but—’

			Yeeran embraced her, feeling the firmness of her body against her chest. ‘You’re alive.’ And she saw over Furi’s shoulder that Lettle and Rayan had also crested the valley. ‘You’re all alive,’ she breathed, with relief. ‘Ajax?’

			Rayan’s look was enough to blunt Yeeran’s joy. She reached a hand out for Pila to nuzzle.

			‘Why didn’t you answer me, Pila?’

			The obeah whined.

			Furi swallowed, her expression grave. ‘That’s what I was going to say, Yeeran. The binding to the obeah–it’s gone.’

			‘Tell me,’ Yeeran said.

			It was Lettle who answered. ‘Afa tricked me, there is no spell to bring back the humans.’ She told the tale haltingly, her throat tight with sorrow. Every now and again Lettle would look down at the figure below–Afa and Alder combined–and watch him bring Mosima back to life.

			‘So, this is it? The obeah remain obeah, but we have lost our connection to them?’ Yeeran’s hand tightened in Pila’s fur.

			This cannot be how it ends.

			‘It is,’ Furi whispered. She grieved her bond to Amnan too.

			The wind picked up unnaturally for a few seconds, and when Yeeran blinked again, Afa was there.

			‘Mosima has been made safe again,’ he said. ‘I healed everything and everyone that I could. But I’m afraid some went to the beyond before I could reach them.’

			Yeeran turned to him. In that moment she didn’t care that he was an ancient being who could crush her. She pulled forward her drum and fired.

			He took the drumfire calmly, even as red welts blossomed on his skin and seeped blood. He could feel the pain, she knew he could, because every now and again he would wince. But he did nothing to stop her, so she didn’t stop.

			‘Bring back her voice,’ Yeeran screamed. ‘Bring Pila back!’

			Lettle stepped in front of Yeeran’s drumfire. ‘Stop! This is helping no one.’ There was a second where Yeeran very nearly shot her sister and the realisation horrified her. She dropped to her knees on the hard ground.

			‘You can do this,’ Yeeran pointed to the valley. ‘But you can’t bring her back?’

			Afa wiped at the blood from a wound on his cheek and said, ‘I can.’

			Two words that would change the world.

			Lettle rounded on him. ‘Is this a trick?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘I have always known how. You see, I cannot create something from nothing. But I am not nothing.’

			It was Golan who understood first. He began to sob. ‘No, you can’t do this.’

			Afa smiled and went to him. He ran his hand along his jaw, leaving blood. ‘I can, and I must. This was my mistake to right. I must unravel all of me. But you will be the hardest knot to untie.’

			He kissed Golan long and slow, then whispered gently in his ear. Yeeran couldn’t hear what he said, but when he let Golan go, the fae was grief-stricken.

			‘Lettle, I didn’t really believe life was the rose and thorn. I said it in order to comfort you. But in becoming who I am, I have understood the sentiment. Live as you love, fiercely, deeply.’

			Lettle hesitated, her face a clear war of emotions, but as Afa turned away, she ran into his arms to embrace him. He pressed something small into her hands as they separated. ‘Add it to your necklace,’ he said with a grin that was all Alder.

			‘Furi, Rayan, I have rebuilt your home. It is a small token of all your people have endured. Take care of it well.’

			The king and queen nodded, both wary.

			‘And now, to my people. Come, and let me weave my final spell.’

			He kneeled on the ground that had once been the Wasted Marshes.

			Yeeran thought it was thundering again, but then she saw them. All the obeah left in the world, running to their maker.

			Then Afa began to speak. The words were impossible to capture; they sounded as deep and beautiful as a whale song. As light and soft as a bird’s morning call, and as sorrowful as a wolf’s howl.

			Here was the earth coming undone.

			The wind picked up once more, this time carrying with it the scent of the mountains, of conifers, and the ancient memories they stored.

			And slowly, bit by bit, the man who was once Afa and Alder began to come apart. His edges began to blur, then his skin started to shed. Faster and faster the wind blew, picking up all the pieces of him.

			The last to disappear was his smile.

			Then in a flash the world turned white, and when Yeeran blinked again all traces of him and the obeah were gone.

			In their place stood humans.

			A woman with dark hair and silver eyes reached for Yeeran’s face. She was of a height with her, though her body was generous in areas that Yeeran’s was not.

			‘Pila?’ Yeeran asked uncertainly.

			The woman smiled and said, ‘Do you have any strawberries?’

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			



	

Epilogue

			 

			Golan

			One Year On

			It took Golan many more months than it should have to reach Caperly. He took his time, lingering in all the quiet beauty of the world. Despite everything he had seen on his journey, he was not prepared for the view from the Osono Mountains.

			‘It all looks different now without the conifers,’ Mia said. She stood with him looking out over the cliffside, Caperly at their backs.

			‘I saw many saplings on the road,’ Golan said. He didn’t add that he had prayed at each one.

			Before Alder he had not been a religious man. Before Alder he had not been many things.

			He had not known what it was to love. Or to lose that love just as quickly as it had burned to life.

			‘Alder, drop that, it’s sharp.’ Golan jumped at the sound of the man’s voice, and for a fleeting moment he expected his Alder to appear from behind the burly man.

			But instead of an ancient being, out toddled a child on newly erect legs. In his hand he held a fishhook. His father quickly confiscated it.

			It took a moment for the theft to register on the baby’s face, and when it did his expression crumpled in distress.

			‘Hey, come on now, don’t cry,’ Mia said. ‘Come and meet your Uncle Golan, he’s travelled a long way to see you.’

			The child’s tear-filled eyes swung to Golan’s.

			‘He’s called Alder?’ Golan whispered. He felt tears gathering in his own eyes.

			‘Yes, and his brother, who is terrorising Farhan somewhere, is called Osei after Dart’s father,’ Mia said. The man who had to be Dart led Alder over.

			Golan leaned on his cane and lowered himself to the ground. The child looked nothing like his Alder. His hair was dark where Alder’s had been light, his skin was a deep umber, where Alder’s had been freckled and pale. But there was a curiosity in his gaze that reflected his namesake.

			‘Hello, little one, it is so nice to meet you,’ Golan said.

			Alder looked up at him and smiled. And it was like the first time he had felt the sun on his face after years inside Mosima.

			Golan began to cry. This in turn set Alder off.

			Dart wrapped his arms around Golan, as Mia led the baby away.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Golan said. ‘Have I frightened him for ever?’

			‘He’ll be fine. He’ll see a shiny rock in a second and forget all about this.’

			Golan let out a little laugh. ‘I wish I could see a shiny rock and do the same.’

			‘I haven’t got a rock, but I do have something else for you,’ Dart said.

			‘What?’

			‘Follow me.’

			

			—

			Caperly was bigger than Golan had anticipated. Perhaps because it welcomed many of the human population, it buzzed and bustled with the energy of a very large city.

			‘After Afa revealed the pathway behind the waterfall, we have discovered many more resting rooms set into the mountainside, which is good given how the town has grown,’ Dart said.

			Golan struggled to keep up with him, his artificial leg in need of oiling. Dart looked back at him and grimaced. ‘Sorry, I’m so used to rushing around all the time.’

			‘It’s all right. How goes the new collective?’

			‘Politics,’ Dart scowled. ‘I hate it, but it’s the right thing–Caperly is home to too many now. The Nomads will still live life their way, but Caperly will govern itself independently so those who settle here, no matter their race, will have a voice.’

			He led Golan around the side of a great waterfall, its spray creating rainbows in the sunlight that shone down from above it.

			‘Just past here,’ Dart said. ‘Be careful of the steps, they’re new and a little rickety.’

			Golan took his time, scared of what he would find at the top.

			‘Go to Caperly, let my family love you like they love me. Live the dream we had, ‘Alder had whispered in his ear on that fateful day that he sacrificed himself.

			Words that had fuelled each step of Golan’s journey.

			‘This is where I leave you. I’ve got to relieve Farhan of babysitting duties,’ Dart said. They both knew he was giving Golan space.

			Dart squeezed his shoulder before he left. ‘I’m glad you were with Alder at the end. He must have loved you very much.’

			‘And I, him,’ Golan said, then he crested the staircase.

			He thought he knew what he would find. A library, a sanctuary. He’d heard the tale from Lettle. But what Golan found was something else entirely.

			Gone were the books that had once lined the shelves; instead, the walls were smooth without a tome in sight.

			In the centre stood a house made entirely from the bark of a living oak tree. And surrounding the house was a farm.

			Chickens and geese, orchards and vegetables.

			And fields and fields of corn.

			Golan dropped to the floor and sobbed until he could cry no more. He had once imagined this dream with Alder, a fanciful thought that neither believed would ever come true.

			It had been hard to know in the end how much of him had been Alder or Afa. But with this last gift, he had given Golan one more thing than just the farm–he had gifted him the knowledge that Alder had remembered everything and had loved him until his last breath.
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			Lettle

			Namana sat at her kitchen table nursing a cup of tea. ‘It’s a long journey here, Lettle. Are you sure you don’t want to come back to Waning? It’s different now.’

			Lettle shook her head. ‘No, we’re happy here. The quiet in Mosima suits us.’

			Rayan and Lettle had decided to remain in the city, despite the majority of the fae relocating to Lorhan. But they had not returned to the palace. Instead, they occupied the small dwelling they had first been housed in when they were taken prisoner all that time ago.

			‘Come with me to Lorhan,’ Yeeran had begged earlier that year. But Lettle shook her head. ‘No, I think I’d like to stay here. I’m making an inventory of all the new flora that now grows in Mosima. Some of it could be useful.’

			Yeeran looked hurt. ‘Is that what you want? To be a gardener? To live in books and ink?’

			Yes.

			‘You’ll be alone here,’ Yeeran pressed.

			‘Many people are staying behind.’

			Yeeran could see she wasn’t going to be able to change her mind. She wrapped her arms around Lettle. ‘You’ll come and visit though, won’t you?’

			‘Yes,’ Lettle said, but she wasn’t sure. She had walked half the continent, seen more sights than she ever wanted, and she was tired.

			‘I love you, sister. Through bone and skin.’

			Lettle smiled. ‘Through bone and skin.’

			That had been half a year ago, and Lettle didn’t regret that decision. Even though Namana wanted her to.

			‘Come and join the Gural diviners, we miss you,’ she said.

			‘No,’ Lettle said quickly. Like everything else in the world, divining had changed. No longer did they read the entrails of obeah; instead, they carved their tokens from trees imbued with human magic–conifers.

			In the year since the humans returned Lettle had not touched her magic once. She had burned the grimoire the night she had spoken the spell, though sometimes she woke in the night still mouthing the words.

			She still wore her talismans at her waist, but now they served as a reminder that not all knowledge should be sought.

			‘Where is Rayan?’

			‘Hunting,’ Lettle said with a laugh.

			‘Really?’ Namana said doubtfully. Everyone knew Lettle had a perfect shot.

			‘Yes, I know, but I thought I’d let him try. Ah, I think I hear him.’

			‘Lettle, I’m so sorry, I tried for a rabbit, but I only speared a few leaves with my arrow,’ Rayan said as he entered. ‘Oh, Namana! So nice to see you, are you staying for dinner?’

			‘Not if we’re eating leaves,’ the shaman laughed and went to embrace him. ‘I should be going, really, I want to get started on the trail to Caperly before twilight.’

			‘So the trade route is working well?’ Lettle asked.

			‘Oh yes, the diviners are busier than ever. Would you like me to read your fate before I leave?’

			Lettle shook her head. ‘No, I think I’ve had my fill of destiny.’

			Rayan came up behind her as they waved Namana off. His hands wrapped around her waist, and he kissed her on the back of the neck.

			‘Shall we go say goodnight to Ajax?’ Lettle said.

			‘Yes, it’s a nice night for it,’ Rayan said.

			Lettle put on her boots and they made their way through Mosima’s streets. The city was quiet, but not uncomfortably so, simply peaceful.

			They passed the entrance to the aqueducts. The doors had been sealed since the boundary had been unravelled. Sadly, all the souls within had died in the earthquake that ensued.

			Lettle was glad that Sahar’s final task in helping rid the city of locusts had given Rayan a positive final memory of his grandfather. She watched as he bowed his head at the aqueduct’s doorway as they passed.

			They crossed into the Royal Woodland where Ajax’s grave was.

			The baobab tree had been left where it had fallen, serving as a reminder of all they had lost that day.

			And all they had gained.

			‘Look, a shooting star.’ It was good to hear wonder in Rayan’s voice again. Grief was a timeless process of good days and bad. But then there were nights like this when they could appreciate Mosima under the light of the moon. One of the many final gifts Alder had given the world.

			Ajax was laid to rest at the foot of the tree where the ground had split in two and buried him deep.

			They both kneeled in the flowers they had planted on his grave. White calla lilies and red poppies. Then they both shared their day with Ajax, speaking softly into the night until Lettle’s grumbling stomach told her dinner was past due and they walked back home.

			As she crossed the threshold to their humble homestead, her hand went to her necklace and the final gift Alder had given her: a single rose thorn, as polished as a shark’s tooth.

			Every day it reminded her of the two sides of him: Alder and Afa, the rose and the thorn.

			‘To grow you must have both,’ he had once said.

			Lettle knew she cherished life all the more for the chaos that had come before.

			‘Are you all right?’ Rayan asked as she stood in the doorway of their home.

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I really am.’

			Alder’s parting words rang out clearly in her mind. ‘Live as you love: fiercely, deeply.’

			And she intended to do just that.
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			Yeeran

			Amnan and I are doing well. We’ve settled in at Caperly, but Yeeran, you won’t believe how bad the food is here. Amnan also thinks it’s too cold, but we’ll stay the winter, as the pass will be too snowy to return now.

			We saw Golan yesterday, he seems to be enjoying life as a farmer. His land is the only place I can get mangoes.

			I’m already counting the days until I see you again. Send my love to Furi, Amnan is penning his own letter as we speak.

			Yours always,

			Pila

			‘Another letter from Pila?’ Furi asked.

			‘Yes, they made it to Caperly. Golan’s there.’

			‘Oh, good. Did she say anything of Amnan?’

			‘She said Amnan was writing to you too,’ Yeeran said.

			Furi shrugged. ‘Knowing him, it’ll take him three weeks to write it, and when it finally arrives it’ll be fifty pages long.’

			She stood up from her desk and walked over to Yeeran, her hands snaking around her waist as her lips nibbled at Yeeran’s jaw.

			‘I knew putting our desks in the same room would never work,’ Yeeran said.

			‘What do you mean? We’re both working very, very hard.’

			Yeeran caught Furi’s wrist as her hand tried to work its way through her blouse. ‘I didn’t realise my work today was going to be quite so vigorous.’ She pulled Furi onto her lap and kissed her.

			They were finally home.

			When Afa had said to Rayan and Furi that he had rebuilt their home, they had thought he had meant Mosima. But no, when the elves returned to the Bleeding Field, it was no longer the battlefield they had known.

			From beneath the earth Afa had resurrected the cities that had once flourished there.

			But the real work had not come in building the bricks, but in building the city.

			First they had to prise the ownership of the land from the newly elected elven chieftains. ‘Ownership, what a ridiculous idea,’ Furi had seethed.

			Mortah’s commandeering during Malak’s coup had gained her enough respect to nominate herself for the role of chieftain. She was a name many of the older soldiers recognised, and once her rank was reinstated, she was voted in with a landslide.

			Partly because no one else wanted the job–the tribes were in turmoil. But either way, Mortah had proved herself capable of leading an army, and that gave her the support she needed.

			Having Mortah as an ally helped the fae too. She guided through the legislation about the Fae Lands within days. It had also helped that the very thing they had all been fighting over–fraedia–could now be mined with ease from the fray, which Afa had pulled from Mosima’s ceiling and deposited next to the elven camp.

			He had done everything with a purpose.

			Meow.

			Something furry jumped onto Furi’s back and she squealed, breaking the kiss.

			‘Miller, I’ve told you before, you’ve got to stop jumping on my back! It brings back bad memories.’ Furi gathered the tomcat into her arms and gave him a kiss on the head.

			He purred happily.

			‘You know that’s why he does it, because you cuddle him afterwards,’ Yeeran said dryly.

			Furi shrugged and gave him another kiss before putting him down.

			‘Shall we go for a ride?’ she said.

			‘I can’t. I’ve got to finish reading both these books before tomorrow. Jay is testing me on them.’

			Though the fae had offered to retain Yeeran’s position as ambassador, she had gladly retired from the role. Mortah had also suggested she rejoin the Waning army, but Yeeran could never imagine donning a uniform again.

			So instead, she had approached Jay. Yeeran had been nervous and had prepared a little speech about how her experience in the quarantine district had changed her. But Jay had just looked her up and down and said, ‘Pass the gauze.’

			And that was it, she was a healer’s apprentice.

			Furi picked up the books Yeeran was planning to study. ‘Phlebology: a healer’s art and Cartilage of the body. These look deeply boring.’

			‘They’re not, they’re really interesting. This one is all about diagnosing and treating vein disorders—’

			‘So you’ve read it already?’

			‘Yes, but—’

			Furi pulled her up from the chair. ‘We’re going for a ride. You’ve been studying for months, you need to take a break.’

			The truth was, Yeeran loved studying about the body. She’d spent years learning to break it, and here she was discovering how to mend it back together.

			But she also loved making Furi happy, and right now going for a ride would keep her smile shining, and that was worth it.

			‘Let’s go.’

			

			—

			Their home was equipped with a stable that Yeeran had spent a month building. ‘They need to be comfortable,’ Furi had said, when she’d changed the plans for the hundredth time. Her beloved Happy couldn’t have anything less.

			Furi had named the camels Happy and Sad, mainly because she thought it was funny. It was actually Sad who was the best spirited and Happy who was the feistier of the two.

			They mounted and set off across the city.

			Though it wasn’t quite yet a city. Anyah was doing her best, but she had been nominated to lead a very different home from the one she’d left.

			Furi and Rayan had abdicated the moment they could. Neither of them had wanted the throne.

			‘Let the people vote, like we did before, let them choose their leader,’ Furi had said.

			And vote they did, for Anyah, the serving girl turned soldier turned commander.

			The camels galloped across the field that had once been Yeeran’s livelihood and home.

			Furi’s hair ran like golden thread down her back and she smiled as she passed Yeeran riding Happy.

			Yeeran could never have imagined the world she now lived in. No dream or nightmare could have captured her tale in its entirety.

			Her thoughts went to the little girl who had lived off the food she pilfered from the pockets of dead soldiers. From the very fields beneath her camel’s feet.

			Would she believe the story of her life? All she had known back then was the Elven Lands, the Forever War and Lettle. And now she lived in a world of humans, fae, and Pila too.

			But most of all, peace.

			It would be temporary. It always was. War would come again in ten, twenty, a hundred years.

			But for now, she revelled in the simplicity of silence.

			Never again would she beat her drum.
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				This image shows a single printed journal page with both typed text and handwritten notes. A handwritten note at the top says “Notes that Lettle is forcing me to write in case it helps me remember something of my past.”

				ELVES

				
						
						YEERAN Ambassador to the fae, former colonel of the Waning army. She/her

						

						
						LETTLE Seer of the fae court, and former consort to King Rayan. She/her

						
								
								An arrow points to the word “Former,” with a handwritten (?)

								

						


						
						RAYAN King of the fae, sister of Yeeran. He/him

						
								
								An arrow points to “Rayan” with the handwritten note “I should probably list him in fae? But he’s also half-elf”

								

						


						
						KOMI Former Chieftain Akomido of Crescent who became a prisoner of the fae. Deceased. He/they

						

						
						SALAWA Former chieftain to the Waning tribe, and once Yeeran’s lover. Deceased. She/they

						

						
						IMNA Once the shaman of the Gural diviners, who now resides in the infirmary due to illness of the mind. He/him

						

						
						MOTOGO Chieftain of the Waning army. They/them

						

						
						DART Wayfarer of the Nomads. He/him

						

						
						MIA Nomad. Partner to Dart, and pregnant with twins. She/her

						

						
						MORTAH Former captain in the Waning army but now a Nomad in Caperly. She/her

						

				

				Back to image in Alder’s Journal.
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				This image shows a single printed journal page with both typed text and handwritten notes.

				Fae

				
						
						FURI Queen of the fae and daughter of Queen Vyce of Mosima. She/they

						

						
						NERAD Prince of the Jani dynasty, son of Queen Chall. Deceased. He/him

						

						
						VYCE Former queen of the fae, ruling in tandem with her sister Chall. Deceased. She/her

						

						
						CHALL Former queen of the fae, ruling in tandem with her sister Vyce. Mother of Nerad. Deceased. She/her

						

						
						GOLAN Leader of the Free the Light Initiative. Lightless. He/they

						
								
								An arrow points to the word “Lightless” with the handwritten note “But shines so bright”

								

						


						
						BERRO Furi’s former second-in-command. Deceased. She/they

						

						
						ANYAH Furi’s new second-in-command. Previously an indentured servant in the palace. Lightless. She/they

						

						
						SAHAR Leader of the rebellion that tried to kill Lettle. Father of Furi and grandfather to Rayan. Sentenced to the aqueducts. He/him

						

						
						NOREY Sahar’s partner and royal horticulturist. Deceased. He/him

						
								
								An arrow points to the word “Deceased” with the handwritten note “So many lost!”
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				This image shows a single printed journal page with both typed text and handwritten notes. The first two entries continue the notes on “FAE” from the previous page.

				
						
						NAJMA Prince of the Jani dynasty whose obeah was killed by Yeeran. He/him

						

						
						FARHAN Faeguard who is accompanying me and Lettle to Caperly. He/him

						
								
								An arrow points to “FARHAN” with the handwritten note “A bit useless”

								

						


				

				HUMANS

				
						
						AFA Name attributed by the fae to the last living human. Believed to have cursed the fae to Mosima. He/him

						

						
						ALDER Me. He/him

						
								
								A handwritten note under this entry reads "It’s odd writing my name under this list, but it is true, I am human. Perhaps the last of them.”

								

						


				

				OBEAH

				
						
						PILA Bonded to Yeeran. She/they

						

						
						AMNAN Bonded to Furi. He/they

						

						
						CORI Bonded to Sahar. She/they

						

						
						AJAX Bonded to Rayan. He/they

						

						
						SHERA Bonded to Farhan. She/they
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				This image shows a single printed journal page with both typed text and handwritten notes.

				Gods

				
						
						ASASE The earth god who came into being as a grain of wheat. Created humans and bestowed on them the magical language of the rocks and trees. They/them

						

						
						EWIA The sun god born as a bat with two heads. Created the fae and granted them the gift of sunlight magic. They/them

						

						
						BOSOME The moon god, who resides as a drop of water in the sky. Created the elves with the power to read the Fates. They/them

						

				

				Terms

				
						
						CAPERLY A mountain village where those too elderly and too young to travel with the Nomads reside.

						
								
								An arrow points to “CAPERLY” with the handwritten note “Where we’re currently travelling to”

								

						


						
						CONCH SHORE A beach that runs the length of the bay situated west of the Royal Woodland. It is fed by an estuary on the eastern coast of the continent.

						

						
						DRUMFIRE The magic predominately used by the Waning tribe in warfare. Obeah skin is used to adorn drums, which is then harnessed to create magical projectiles.
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				This image shows a single printed journal page with both typed text and handwritten notes. It continues the “TERMS” from the previous page.

				
						
						FAE MAGIC The fae can summon a magical thread, only seen through magesight.

						
								
								An arrow points to “magesight” with the handwritten note “A skill I am yet to master”

								

						


						
						FAEGUARD The soldiers who protect and police the citizens of Mosima.

						

						
						FLARE FEAST The yearly festival where the fae celebrate the sun touching the Tree of Souls.

						

						
						FRAEDIA A crystal that mimics the properties of sunlight, which can be used to grow plants and warm homes. The most valuable elven commodity.

						
								
								An arrow points to “commodity” with the handwritten note “Something I simply don’t understand”

								

						


						
						FRAY The fray is a cluster of fraedia crystal that grows from the ceiling of the Mosima cavern.

						

						
						FREE THE LIGHT INITIATIVE A new venture run by Lettle and Golan to improve the Lightless’s rights in Mosima.

						

						
						HABA Small possum-like creatures often used by the Jani dynasty to transport messages.

						

						
						LIGHTLESS Those unbound to an obeah.

						

						
						LORHAN Capital of the Fae Lands that used to reside on the Bleeding Field.
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				This image shows a single printed journal page with both typed text and handwritten notes. It continues the “TERMS” from the previous pages.

				
						
						MAGESIGHT The ability to see magic through a sixth sense. Diviners call this “becoming heedless”.

						

						
						MOSIMA The underground cavern where the fae have been cursed to live.

						

						
						OBEAH Creatures bound to the fae. When one dies, so too will the other perish. Only upon being faebound will the fae come into both the fae language and fae magic.

						

						
						OSONO MOUNTAIN RANGE An alpine terrain where Caperly is located.

						

						
						RAVEN’S VALLEY A valley near the peak of the Osono Mountains.

						

						
						STAR GLIDERS Small lizards with translucent scaled wings. Often seen around those with Jani blood.

						
								
								An arrow pointing to “STAR GLIDERS” with the handwritten note “Fascinating creatures that are bioluminescent”

								

						


						
						THE FATES They are believed to be part of the god Bosome’s many influences in the world. The Fates allow diviners to parse the future.

						

						
						TREE OF SOULS The baobab tree in the centre of the Royal Woodland, which binds the Jani dynasty to Mosima.
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YEERAN Ambassador to the fae, former colonel of the
Waning army. She/her
e { &

LETTLE Seer of the fae court, and former consort to
King Rayan. She/her

RAYAN King of the fae, sister of Yeeran. He/him

/\ L should fkoédé/ fictbirn in &/48.7

But be's also balf=elf

KOMI Former Chieftain Akomido of Crescent who
became a prisoner of the fae. Deceased. He/they

SALAWA Former chieftain to the Waning tribe, and
once Yeeran’s lover. Deceased. She/they

IMNA Once the shaman of the Gural diviners, who
now resides in the infirmary due to illness of the mind.
He/him

MOTOGO Chieftain of the Waning army. They/them
DART Wayfarer of the Nomads. He/him

MIA Nomad. Partner to Dart, and pregnant with twins.
She/her

MORTAH Former captain in the Waning army but now
a Nomad in Caperly. She/her
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FAE MAGIC The fae can summon a magical thread,
only seen through magesight.
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FAEGUARD The soldiers who protect and police the
citizens of Mosima.

FLARE FEAST The yearly festival where the fae celebrate
the sun touching the Tree of Souls.

FRAEDIA A crystal that mimics the properties of
sunlight, which can be used to grow plants and warm
homes. The most valuable elven commodity.
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FRAY The fray is a cluster of fraedia crystal that grows
from the ceiling of the Mosima cavern.

FREE THE LIGHT INITIATIVE A new venture run by
Lettle and Golan to improve the Lightless’s rights in
Mosima.

HABA Small possum-like creatures often used by the
Jani dynasty to transport messages.

LIGHTLESS Those unbound to an obeah.

LORHAN Capital of the Fae Lands that used to reside
on the Bleeding Field.
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ASASE The earth god who came into being as a grain
of wheat. Created humans and bestowed on them the
magical language of the rocks and trees. They/them

EWIA The sun god born as a bat with two heads.
Created the fae and granted them the gift of sunlight
magic. They/them

BOSOME The moon god, who resides as a drop of
water in the sky. Created the elves with the power to
read the Fates. They/them

< TERMS <

CAPERLY A mountain village where those too elderly
Qd too young to travel with the Nomads reside.
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CONCH SHORE A beach that runs the length of the
bay situated west of the Royal Woodland. It is fed by an
estuary on the eastern coast of the continent.

DRUMFIRE The magic predominately used by the
Waning tribe in warfare. Obeah skin is used to adorn
drums, which is then harnessed to create magical
projectiles.
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NAJMA Prince of the Jani dynasty whose obeah was
- killed by Yeeran. He/him
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FARHAN Faeguard who is accompanying me and Lettle
to Caperly. He/him

< HUMANS <-

AFA Name attributed by the fae to the last living
human. Believed to have cursed the fae to Mosima.
He/him

ALDER Me. He/him LFs odd writing vy hawe
under this lit; but it is true, L amn
hinan. /pekéd/x the /d</‘ of Hhrevn.

< OBEAH <~

PILA Bonded to Yeeran. She/they
AMNAN Bonded to Furi. He/they
CORI Bonded to Sahar. She/they
AJAX Bonded to Rayan. He/they

SHERA Bonded to Farhan. She/they
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FURI Queen of the fae and daughter of Queen Vyce of
Mosima. She/they

NERAD Prince of the Jani dynasty, son of Queen Chall.
Deceased. He/him

VYCE Former queen of the fae, ruling in tandem with
her sister Chall. Deceased. She/her

CHALL Former queen of the fae, ruling in tandem with
her sister Vyce. Mother of Nerad. Deceased. She/her

GOLAN Leader of the Free the Light Initiative. Lightless.

He/they e
Ehf shines so ék@)é?"

BERRO Furi’s former second-in-command. Deceased.
She/they

ANYAH Furi’s new second-in-command. Previously an
indentured servant in the palace. Lightless. She/they

SAHAR Leader of the rebellion that tried to kill Lettle.
Father of Furi and grandfather to Rayan. Sentenced to
the aqueducts. He/him

NOREY Sahar’s partner and royal horticulturist.
Deceased. He/him
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MAGESIGHT The ability to see magic through a
sixth sense. Diviners call this ‘becoming heedless’.

MOSIMA The underground cavern where the fae
have been cursed to live.

OBEAH Creatures bound to the fae. When one dies,
so too will the other perish. Only upon being
faebound will the fae come into both the fae language
and fae magic.

OSONO MOUNTAIN RANGE An alpine terrain
where Caperly is located.

RAVEN’S VALLEY A valley near the peak of the
Osono Mountains.
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STAR GLIDERS Small lizards with translucent scaled
wings. Often seen around those with Jani blood.

THE FATES They are believed to be part of the god
Bosome’s many influences in the world. The Fates
allow diviners to parse the future.

TREE OF SOULS The baobab tree in the centre of
the Royal Woodland, which binds the Jani dynasty to
Mosima.
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