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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

[image: Line image]
   
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

[image: Line image]
   
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 green-houses.

‘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
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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
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