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Five months ago, I was a diviner in the Elven Lands, namely that of the Waning district – my sister Yeeran would want me to stress that, as she’s ever proud of our heritage and has remained so even after she got exiled to the Wasted Marshes by her own lover, Chieftain Salawa. And though Yeeran and I have had our arguments, I was not about to leave her to the horrors of the wilderness. 

Intent on bringing her back home, I followed her path into the lands beyond the Elven borders. Rayan, Yeeran’s former second-in-command, came too – though I could have rescued her on my own, I hasten to add – and together we sought out my sister.

It was while I was on this journey that I foretold the words that haunt me to this day:

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

Little did I know that I had foretold the love I now have for Rayan. My heart belonged to him even then.

Yeeran meanwhile was hunting an obeah – creatures whose skin is used by Waning to create drumfire, a weapon of war. With feline bodies coated in onyx-black fur and wide pearlescent branching antlers, obeah have both the speed of a leopard, and the stealth of a stag. Yeeran had hoped to return to Chieftain Salawa with the gift of the pelt from the largest obeah she’d ever seen, a trophy precious enough to grant her impunity from her crimes. 

It was the day after we’d been reunited when Yeeran killed her prize. But the beast’s death didn’t grant Yeeran her freedom, instead we all became prisoners to the fae: unbeknownst to us, obeah and fae are bound together, in killing one you kill the other. And what Yeeran had done was the gravest of all crimes in the eyes of our capturers. 

Perhaps I should pause here. Yes, fae exist. We had not known it, as there had been no reported sightings of them for a thousand years. And our histories … well, they failed to document the truth, speculating that the fae and humans went extinct long ago. But as the fae lore tells it, they were cursed to dwell in an underground cavern, a beautiful prison called Mosima, ruled by two queens of the Jani dynasty, the sisters Chall and Vyce.

Yeeran was held prisoner in a cell next to an older elf, known only as Komi. But her fate wasn’t to remain imprisoned like him, for her crime was too severe: she was sentenced to death by the queens, for the obeah she had killed had been bound to the prince of Mosima. 

I will not linger on the pain of the moment when I found out Yeeran was to be killed. But know that it is a wound that will never heal. A memory that will never scar.

But then she found the obeah Pila, or rather Pila found her, I’m not sure how it works. Either way, Yeeran became faebound, tying her soul to an obeah.

And no, I did not bond to one. No one knows why Yeeran, an elf, became faebound but it happened and thankfully it saved her life. Komi’s too, as part of Yeeran’s negotiations with the queens was to free him as well.

The four of us lived together in a quiet corner of the palace. Months dragged on beneath the ground, but I was given a semblance of freedom. I spent my days learning the fae language from Golan, a stylist who proved to be my only friend among the fae. Equipped with this new knowledge I tried to understand the curse that sealed the boundary between the fae’s realm and our own.

My research led me to an old fable, The Story of the Wheat, the Bat, and the Water, which spoke of the three gods and the three beings they made. It was there that I found an ancient prophecy, first spoken over a thousand years ago:

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. 

Don’t ask me what it’s about, I haven’t figured it out yet. But I will, and when I do, the world will be peaceful once more.

Yeeran on the other hand was forced to train under Furi, the commander of the faeguard and the sister of the prince she’d killed. It wasn’t long before their blows turned to kisses.

I too, found solace in the arms of a lover, Rayan, but not before disaster struck the Jani dynasty: Queens Vyce and Chall were found murdered. 

I had foretold their deaths many months ago, but I’d been too blind to recognise the prophecy until it came to fruition. I vowed not to do that again.

Over the next few days the Tree of Souls – a giant baobab tree that connects the curse to the Jani dynasty – began to bind with the new rulers.

Everyone expected the successors to the throne to be Nerad and Furi, the only remaining children of Vyce and Chall.

Furi, yes, the tree chose her, that much came true. But the other to be crowned king was none other than Rayan. My beloved, whose fae heritage was unknown even to him.

For he had discovered the true tragedy: his father was Najma, the prince Yeeran had murdered. Rayan’s life had always been pockmarked with pain. His mother had also been killed when he was young, slaughtered by the tyrannical Chieftain Akomido. 

And Akomido … was secretly Komi all along. How we didn’t see it I’ll never know. But it had been prophesied that Komi would die by Rayan’s hand and so Chieftain Akomido left this life for the next, entombed in the stone that Rayan summoned from the earth.

Komi wasn’t the only one to die. Nerad had also laid his betrayal bare – it turns out he was the one behind the queens’ murder, his political alliances having swayed so drastically from his family’s.

We’re nearing the end of the tale, and my hand is starting to ache as I write this. I’m not sure whether it’s from writing, or because of what I have to say next.

The last thread to unravel was knotted the moment Yeeran was exiled. On that day, she’d been on the battlefield in a war zone when her archers had fired on the Crescent army, but her soldiers’ arrows glanced off them as if the enemy were encased in glass. 

But it wasn’t glass – it was fae magic. 

The fae had made an alliance with Waning’s greatest adversary, the Crescent district. In exchange for fae soldiers, Crescent would grant the fae their old territory back. For the fraedia crystal beneath the Bleeding Field was not a mine to be pillaged but the former Fae Lands. 

Yeeran, upon learning the news, left Mosima. 

Left Furi. 

And left me.

All to warn her old lover, Chieftain Salawa, of the fae’s involvement. 

Will she be successful? I have cast my talismans time and time again to ask the Fates.

But all I get is silence. 
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I leave these words for the future to find. Within these pages you will understand the steps that we were forced to take, and why you must continue the path we forged. 

The elders claim that the world was once a peaceful place before the gods chose to create their children. The god Asase made my brethren – the humans – out of the seeds of the forest and granted us the magic to speak the language of the trees and animals. It is said that our power was once so great that we used it to create all things of beauty in this world – the colours on a peacock’s tail, the heart of a lotus flower, the majesty of the blue whales in the open sea.

But then the god Ewia spun the fae out of rays of sunlight, and the god Bosome moulded the elves from the waters of the earth. The humans’ power, great as it was, was then coveted, revered – and fought over by the fae and the elves.

And so we withdrew from the great wars of the world as our numbers diminished, as our power dwindled, and as more and more of our knowledge was stolen or lost.

I have made it my life’s work to bring together all the remnants of the human magic and have bound those secrets within the pages of this grimoire.

May it be your salvation.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Yeeran

Yeeran wasn’t alone in the forest. Though she saw nothing and no one, she felt her skin prickle like she was being watched.

It had been five days since Yeeran and Pila had left Mosima. Five days since she’d learned of the fae’s involvement with Crescent district.

And as each day passes more and more of my tribe die by their hand. The thought was for her alone, but Pila answered her.

Furi said they were recalling the fae soldiers from Crescent. 

What if we’re too late? 

Her obeah didn’t reply and Yeeran was glad of it because she could no longer think about the death that was sure to meet her in Waning.

They pushed further into the forest, Yeeran’s feeling of unease increasing. 

Though the journey across the Wasted Marshes had been arduous, she’d been thankful that she hadn’t crossed paths with anyone else. Yet.

Pila, can you sense anyone nearby?

Pila raised her snout to the lilac sky and sniffed. I don’t smell anything.

To Yeeran the air smelled like moss and swamp water but she knew Pila’s nose could detect far more than hers.

Are you sure? Yeeran asked. I feel like someone is watching us.

Only the animals and plants, Pila confirmed. 

The Wasted Marshes was a harsh landscape with as many poisonous plants as there were animals. The soil was boggy and often turned into quicksand beneath your feet before you knew it.

They entered a clearing where the earth was more solid. Circled by cypress and eucalyptus trees, it would provide some element of shelter from the weather. And with the sky darkening around them it was sure to rain come sunset. A perfect place to camp. 

Yeeran slipped from Pila’s back and looked around. Despite Pila’s assurance, she still felt unsettled.

There’d been rumours of a tribe of violent nomadic elves, but those stories were unsubstantiated, and had likely just been invented to scare away skin traders who tried to operate in these lawless lands.

What are skin traders? Pila asked.

You know how obeah skin is coveted in the Elven Lands for its magic?

Pila shivered beside her. Yes.

Dark skin like mine can be passed as obeah leather to the unsuspecting. It’s easier to catch an elf than an obeah.

Pila whined. I like your skin. 

Yeeran patted Pila’s fur. Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone hurt me. 

Despite her lingering concerns, Yeeran knew they wouldn’t find a better place to rest. She removed her pack and began to lay down her bedroll. 

A sudden breeze swirled around the trees and ruffled the eucalyptus and cypress leaves. Yeeran closed her eyes and breathed in the scent, trying to calm her nerves.

Pila pinned her ears back and craned her neck upwards.

What is it? Yeeran asked.

I thought I smelled something, but it’s gone.

Any serenity that Yeeran had conjured fled in that moment. 

She dipped into a low crouch and swung her drum in front of her. Her fingers danced along the surface as she scanned the trees. 

Caw-waw, caw-waw, caw-waw.

The bird’s call rang out eerily in the clearing. Yeeran didn’t recognise it and she knew it must be a signal from one elf to another. 

Hunters.

It was the only explanation. Why else would a group of elves travel to the border of the Wasted Marshes? The forests in the Elven Lands had become sparse with obeah due to over-hunting and so hunters were forced to travel further afield for their prey.

Pila shifted her paws with nervous energy. Yeeran reached over and scratched the gap between Pila’s horns. No one will hurt us, she said.

Because what the elves didn’t know was that the obeah were linked to a fae’s soul – you kill an obeah and the fae dies too. To become faebound was a condition unique to fae. That was until Yeeran and Pila bonded and she became the first elf with fae magic.

Caw-waw, caw-waw, caw-waw. The sound was getting louder, Yeeran was sure of it.

You need to run, Pila, Yeeran said.

Pila huffed out her nose. I’m not leaving you.

We’re more agile apart. If they see me, there’s nothing they will do. If they see you, they’ll kill you.

Pila growled low in her throat as if to say, ‘They could try.’

Yeeran leaned forward and pressed her forehead against the obeah’s. Her hands slipped into her scruff as she embraced Pila. It was a strange feeling, holding onto a part of your soul. It was as if she was reaching into a mirror but instead of glass her fingers brushed fur and warmth.

I can’t breathe, Pila said.

Yeeran released Pila’s neck with a smile. Go now. Make sure you give the clearing a wide berth. I’ll see you on the other side.

The obeah slipped away into the undergrowth, her black fur a flicker of shadows on the fern leaves before she was gone.

It was easy to forget Pila was a creature of the forest. But so too was Yeeran, her father had made sure of it.

As they’d got closer to the Crescent district border the terrain had grown less boggy, but it was still wetter than she would have liked – drier ground could minimise sound. 

She moved through the bush at a steady pace, her footfalls silent. 

‘With each step, roll from the ball of your foot to your heel,’ her father had once said. ‘And move quickly. The faster the cadence, the easier it is to keep the rhythm.’

Yeeran had adored her father, but he had disagreed with her choice to join the Waning army and they had parted in anger. Then Lettle killed him … The thought caused her to stumble and she tripped over an overgrown root. She landed heavily on her back. 

Birds scattered from the bough above. Yeeran winced at the noise she must have made. She felt a surge of concern down her connection with Pila.

I’m all right, just took a fall.

Next time, don’t fall, Pila replied matter-of-factly.

Yeeran lay there listening carefully to the forest, but its rhythms were unchanged, except for the bird calls having fallen silent. 

The sun was setting and the darkness of night was gathering in the shadows of the trees. Yeeran wanted to put distance between her and the hunters before sleeping for the night. 

She waited a little longer before standing, but then something moved in the canopy above her and she paused.

It looked too big to be a creature of the Wasted Marshes – the fauna here were mainly birds and reptiles. But this beast had long arms and legs that spread wide as it pranced from tree to tree. Yeeran watched the shape move, mesmerised by its agility. Then, without warning, it began to spiral down the nearest trunk towards her.

She sat up, her hands moving to her drum, but it was too late. The figure was already standing above her. 

With the light of the sunset at his back all she could see were the whites of the man’s teeth as he spoke. ‘Hello, there.’

Yeeran froze. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the man standing above her. His grin, which she had initially thought was sinister, spread up his cheek in a lopsided, boyish way, ageing him down from the forty years she estimated. 

‘Hello,’ she said uncertainly. 

‘You seem lost,’ the man said, offering her his hand to help her up. 

Yeeran wasn’t sure why she grabbed it but there was something about him that seemed non-threatening. 

Those are the people you should be wary of the most, Pila said across the distance.

True, she replied. 

Yeeran stood and brushed herself off.

‘Did I see you climb down from a tree?’ 

The man bobbed his head, causing his blond hair to flop over his eyes. He pushed it away with a calloused hand.

‘Yes, us Nomads make our camp among the tree line.’ 

‘Nomads?’ she said with just a hint of doubt. 

His eyes flickered to hers before looking away. ‘Yes, Nomads,’ he repeated with just a hint of mettle. 

He went to pick up Yeeran’s drum that had fallen from her shoulder when she had tripped. Her eyes narrowed as his fingers lightly brushed the skin. She wondered if he recognised that it wasn’t made from obeah leather.

For a second she thought he wasn’t going to pass it back to her, and she tensed, ready to fight for it.

Then he said softly, ‘I’m always amazed at how something so beautiful could reap such violence.’ He held out the drum to her.

His words disarmed her for a moment, but she snatched the drum back and swung the strap over her head before replying, ‘Anything beautiful can be a weapon, it all depends on who wields it.’ 

The man cocked his head, looking thoughtful. ‘Yes, some of the loveliest plants make the most poisonous tinctures.’

They stood in silence for a moment, the sky darkening around them. 

Then the man smiled once more and said, ‘I’m Alder, and it is the Nomad way to invite every elf we meet in the wilderness to join us for a hot meal.’

‘You are truly nomadic elves?’ Yeeran asked. He didn’t look like the primitive cannibals she’d heard of in stories. 

His grin grew. ‘We are. No rules but the forest’s.’

Though she was curious, she did not trust Alder. She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, I have to be on my way.’

Alder’s face fell in disappointment. ‘Are you sure? The feast tonight will be the best of the year, as some of the Nomads have just returned from trading in Crescent. They always stop by the market to get a collection of spices.’

Yeeran’s interest was piqued, not because of the food, but because of the intelligence these traders could bring from Crescent. 

Yeeran, you cannot be considering this, Pila said from afar.

It is better to be prepared for what awaits us in the Elven Lands. This small delay might help us in the long run. 

I don’t like it. Why would they invite a stranger for food? Pila replied.

Yeeran voiced the obeah’s question.

Alder laughed. ‘It is how our community grows, for so many elves choose not to leave.’

You’ll leave though, right? Pila asked.

Yes, of course, Pila, I would never abandon you.

Yeeran turned back to Alder. ‘Lead the way.’

When Alder had said that the Nomads made their camp in the tree line, Yeeran hadn’t truly believed it. But then Alder loped up the nearest tree.

‘You expect me to climb up there?’ 

‘It’s easy, just follow my footsteps,’ Alder said, crouching on a tree branch above her. He wore no shoes and his clothing was made from loosely woven hemp, all of which made him blend in perfectly with the forest.

Perfect for hunting, she thought. Perhaps he lies and lures me to my death.

You think he could be a skin trader? Pila asked, her concern down their connection making Yeeran wince. 

No, Pila. I don’t think he is, it was just an errant thought.

Somewhere to the south Pila unsheathed her claws.

‘Are you coming?’ Alder called.

After some false starts she made her way up the eucalyptus tree. When they were some twenty feet from the ground, Alder launched himself into the air. She called out, expecting to see his body plummet, but something caught him.

She inched closer, scrutinising what she was seeing in the fading sunlight. Silver threads, like a spider’s web, ran in knots from one tree to another. As she looked further, she caught the glint of more latticed thread spreading across many of the trees around them.

‘Silkvine. We harvest it in the north and use it to build our canopies,’ he said, beckoning her towards him. 

No wonder you couldn’t smell them, Pila. They were above us the whole time.

Yeeran crawled her way across the nets to a large central canopy where glittering eyes watched her approach.

‘Everyone, this is …’ Alder paused, grasping for the name she hadn’t yet given him.

‘Yeeran,’ she said a little breathlessly. Her heart was pounding in her throat as the silkvine moved beneath her.

A few of the Nomads smiled and nodded in her direction. There were about fifty elves, of all ages and genders. Only one thing tied them together – they all had slices in their ears to indicate dismissal from their respective armies. Even Alder’s ears had been cut clean through the tips, a practice carried out by the Crescent army.

‘How long have you been up here?’ Yeeran asked as she carefully crossed her legs beneath her. 

Alder lowered himself next to her. ‘A few days, longest we’ve stayed in a place for a while.’ 

A young elf of ten or eleven skipped over with two clay cups in his hand. Yeeran’s knuckles went white as she gripped onto the silkvine.

‘Nettle wine?’ the boy said, offering Yeeran a cup. 

She peeled her fingers off the canopy and reached for the glass. The drink was sweet and warming.

‘Thank you,’ she said to the boy as he handed Alder the other cup with a respectful bow. 

Once he’d left, Yeeran asked Alder, ‘You’re the leader of the Nomads?’

There were some titters from the group and a few laughs. Alder smiled. ‘We abide by no rules nor ruler. But I am the Nomads’ Wayfarer. I guide our steps.’

‘And where are your steps taking you?’

Alder’s eyes glinted in the moonlight. ‘Where the currents glide and the winds blow.’ 

The Nomads raised their cups to the sky and called back to him, ‘The Nomads walk no path.’

It was clearly a frequent tribute, and it gave Yeeran a sense for who these people were. And they were not hunters.

‘What are you doing in the Wasted Marshes, Yeeran?’ Alder asked once he’d sipped from his own cup.

‘Searching for a flower,’ Yeeran said smoothly. ‘To help cure my friend’s illness.’ 

She borrowed the lie from Lettle. Her sister had used the story to get past the border in Crescent back when Lettle and Rayan had followed Yeeran into exile. 

It felt like a lifetime ago.

Alder leant back on the silkvine net and crossed his ankles. He was one of those people who seemed unaware of his own beauty. His face was so symmetrically shaped it appeared to be chiselled out of marble. 

‘Ah, Mia,’ he called out. A woman with obsidian black hair walked across the swaying silkvine as if it were as stable as bricks. In her hands she held a large crockpot. The smell emanating from it had Yeeran’s stomach growling.

‘Food’s up,’ Mia called across the canopies. There was a slight hesitation from the group and she added with a scowl, ‘Don’t worry, I didn’t cook it, I just brought it over. Baked yams stuffed with hazelnuts and crispy moss—Oh!’ Mia noticed Yeeran. ‘Who are you?’

‘Yeeran,’ she said before Alder could reply on her behalf. ‘I was in the Wasted Marshes searching for a flower to cure my friend. Alder found me and invited me for food.’ 

The repeated lie sounded wooden on Yeeran’s tongue but Mia simply raised an eyebrow and looked at Alder fondly before saying, ‘Of course he did. Here, grab a yam before you get left with the mushy ones at the bottom.’ She handed her the bowl. 

Yeeran reached for the leathery vegetable. Its brown skin served both as a form of sustenance but also as a vessel for the stuffing and seasoning, so she could easily eat it with her hands.

She suppressed a groan as she chewed. The yam was delicious, buttery and nutty but with a hint of spice that set her tongue alight. 

Alder watched her with a knowing smile. ‘I told you, we feast well after trading with Crescent.’

The net beneath them swayed as more Nomads rushed forward to grab dinner. 

Mia saw Yeeran freeze and said, ‘Don’t worry, the silkvine never fails. Well, except once, but that was a while ago, and it hadn’t been knotted properly.’

Mia wasn’t as reassuring as she thought she was.

Yeeran dared to move and reached for another one of the yams. ‘How do you cook up here?’ she asked before taking another bite.

‘We don’t,’ Alder replied. ‘We bake all our food in the ground using hot coals so as not to disturb the animals with fire smoke.’ 

These people were definitely not hunters. But neither were they the uncivilised nomadic elves she’d heard of in stories. The world they’d built above the tree line, though terrifying, was ingenious. 

‘So what flower are you looking for exactly? Maybe we can help?’ Mia asked, sitting next to her. ‘Alder here knows every plant and rock and creature in the forest.’

‘It’s … it’s … purple with a yellow centre …’ Yeeran tried to summon a more specific answer, but she’d never been the one with the vivid imagination. That had always been Lettle. 

Mia looked to Alder, who shook his head. Yeeran wasn’t sure if the gesture meant, ‘I don’t know it,’ or ‘Stop asking questions.’ 

Either way, Yeeran was grateful that Mia stopped prying.

After finishing her food Yeeran asked, ‘What news of the Forever War? It has been some time since I have been away from my tribe.’ 

Once, the Forever War had been Yeeran’s only purpose. The fraedia crystal beneath the battlefield had fuelled a war that had lasted centuries. The crystal was a precious commodity, creating the ideal conditions to grow plants and warm homes, no matter the weather or environment. The perfect fuel and fertiliser. 

As a Colonel in the Waning Army, Yeeran had believed in their right to the fraedia and had waged war with the three other elven tribes in order to claim it. Despite being exiled, her allegiance still lay with her tribe.

An elf on Yeeran’s left answered. They introduced themselves as Damal, and their voice crackled like fire but without the warmth. ‘Crescent has gained ground. Their new magic is proving difficult to overcome.’

‘New magic?’ Yeeran asked carefully.

Damal’s thick brows pulled together. ‘You have been travelling a long time then.’

‘Nearly four months.’

‘Ah, right about the time that Waning saw Crescent’s latest trick for the first time. A colonel in the Waning army was dismissed because of it. But it took a few more events for them to finally realise Crescent had a new form of magical defence – invisible shields.’

Yeeran schooled her face into an expression of shock. ‘Invisible shields, how?’

Damal shrugged. ‘No one knows.’

Yeeran knew: it was fae magic.

‘Apparently a third of all the Waning army has been wiped out completely,’ Damal said. ‘The citizens are protesting. But civil unrest is rampant across Eclipse and Waxing too. Surprisingly Crescent is the only stable district right now.’

Nettle wine got clogged in Yeeran’s throat and she began to choke. A third of the Waning army? They had been her family, her friends. Her tribe.

Mia thumped her on the back, a little harder than was perhaps necessary. ‘Better?’ she asked, hitting her one more time for good measure.

‘Yes, thank you,’ Yeeran croaked back.

Alder was watching Yeeran, and she tried to keep her expression neutral. But the truth was she was devastated to learn of the Waning army’s fate. 

She fortified her resolve. I can still stop more death. Perhaps even end the war with the news I bring. 

Otherwise, breaking Furi’s heart had all been for nothing. 

Yeeran tried to push Furi from her mind. But when she shut her eyes she couldn’t help but conjure the image of the fae bathed in sunlight, her hair a golden halo around her. Yeeran pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, trying to ease the pain that blossomed there.

Mia took it as a sign of tiredness. ‘I’m exhausted too, I think I’ll retire.’

‘Would you care to stay with us, Yeeran?’ Alder asked. ‘There is space on Mia’s canopy. Her partner is away tonight.’ 

Pila? Are you safe at the border?

Yes.

I think I will stay the night here. I do not think they mean me ill and it would be nice to sleep the whole night through.

Pila yawned somewhere off in the distance. All right, sleep well, as will I.

‘Yeeran?’ Alder prompted.

‘Oh sorry, yes, I would like that very much, thank you.’

Mia led her further into the web of canopies. She pranced ahead of Yeeran, her long hair running in waves down to the backs of her knees. Like Alder, she too was an ex-soldier of Crescent, and so the points of her ears had been shorn, though a little more crookedly than Alder’s.

She couldn’t have been in the military for many years to have grown her hair that long, but she was still young. Like Waning, Crescent utilised child soldiers. The thought left a bitter taste in Yeeran’s mouth as she inched her way across the nets after Mia.

‘Here we are,’ Mia chimed as she stopped under a sheltered canopy beneath the bough of a eucalyptus tree. ‘If it rains, you won’t even know it,’ she said.

‘I have my own blankets, and a tarp just in case,’ Yeeran said.

‘You probably won’t need it,’ Mia said as she lay down on the silkvine. ‘I wove the net so tightly that it cradles the whole body, it’s very warm.’

Yeeran lay down beside her and realised Mia was right. 

Sleep came easily.

Yeeran woke with a start. She had rolled right to the edge of the canopy, and her face was pressed against the bark of a eucalyptus tree. 

Her heart hammered in her chest as she moved carefully away from the edge. 

It was still the dead of night, and she couldn’t have slept more than one or two hours. She felt the soft presence of Pila’s dreams in her mind as the obeah slumbered somewhere to the south. Meanwhile, Mia snored softly beside Yeeran, her hair draped over one shoulder like a shroud. 

Yeeran’s drum was still strapped to her side and the barrel dug in painfully. She tried to rearrange it, but stopped when she felt the canopy pulsate as if someone was walking across it.

She turned to see a shadow moving towards her. The features of the apparition came into focus as it came to stand over her. 

‘Alder? What is it?’ she asked him. 

His grey eyes glistened in the moonlight. ‘Hudhni iilaa qabri wadeni artaj,’ he said, before his mouth hung slack-jawed.

‘What?’

‘Hudhni iilaa qabri wadeni artaj,’ he repeated.

The words were nonsense to Yeeran and she felt a prickle of unease ripple through her. She reached for her drum, but as she did Alder took another step towards her, his hands held up as if to strike.

‘Get away from me!’ she shouted.

Mia immediately woke. ‘What’s going on?’

But Yeeran wasn’t prepared to take on two people, so she reached for her magic and shot at Alder’s legs.

Though she used threads of fae magic, she had the ability to use it differently than the fae did. Her experience in drumfire allowed her to create short bullet-like threads, but unlike the fae she had to use a drum to access her magic. 

Alder cried out and fell to his knees as the bullets struck him.

‘What are you doing?’ Mia shrieked, running towards Alder.

Other Nomads were waking up from the commotion, but Yeeran didn’t intend to stick around to fight any more people than she had to.

Whatever Alder’s intentions, she knew now they weren’t good. If only I had trusted my gut in the first place, she chided herself.

Climbing up the tree had been hard, but climbing down was easier. All she had to do was unspool a longer thread of magic.

Bada-dum, bada-dum, bada-dum.

In the Elven Lands, magic was derived from obeah skin stretched across a drum. The tone of the drumbeat produced different bullets, weaponising the sound waves. Yeeran used the same concept when she reached for her magic now, but instead of the magic coming from obeah skin, it came from within her. She used the intention of drumfire to focus her mind.

Bada-dum, bada-dum, bada-dum.

Yeeran drew out a continuous beat with a sharp, staccato rhythm, unravelling the magic within her. Then she concentrated on manipulating the thread to twist around a branch before she launched herself into nothingness. 

For a second she felt like she was flying, but then the ground came rushing up to meet her. She rattled her fingers across her drum, directing the thread of magic to reel inwards before she hit the ground. It held her weight an inch from death.

Yeeran? Pila’s thoughts were groggy from sleep before crystallising in alarm. What happened?

Yeeran recounted the attack in a few seconds.

I’ll be waiting east of the stream that runs south of the camp, Pila confirmed. Then Yeeran felt the echo of the obeah’s paws as they struck the ground resonating in her mind.

Fly fast, Pila. 

It was Yeeran’s turn to do the same.

There was no use trying to hide her footfalls. She needed speed, not surprise.

She dashed out into the night, her drum swinging in front of her for easy reach. Combat was the last thing she wanted. There were many more of them than her, despite her fae magic.

So instead she ran, and didn’t look back.

To her surprise no arrows followed her flight, no shouts came from her back. But either way, it was still a relief to be reunited with Pila.

She jumped onto the obeah’s back and Pila lurched through the forest, faster and faster until the Nomads took on the blurred shape of a nightmare from long ago.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lettle

Lettle threw her prophecy tokens across the room. One of them struck a mirror on the wall, showering glass shards onto the ground.

It was the second mirror she had broken that week. The first time the glass had been cleaned away and replaced during the night. It had been a stark reminder of how many servants attended the royal chambers. 

She let out a sigh and collapsed backwards on the bed. The ample bedding cushioned her fall but did nothing to comfort her frustrations. 

Lettle had been throwing the talismans hourly ever since Yeeran had left eight days ago. But the Fates refused to share any news of her sister.

The door to her bedroom opened and Golan’s face appeared in the crack, one eyebrow raised. He tipped his head to the broken mirror. ‘If you didn’t like what you looked like, you should have called me to do your make-up earlier.’ 

Lettle pushed herself to her elbows. ‘What?’

Golan stepped into the room and pointed to the glass shards on the ground. ‘The mirror? It’s broken?’

‘Oh that. I threw my tokens at it.’

Golan swept away some of the glass with his cane before crossing the room and lowering himself onto the edge of her four-poster bed. 

‘Still haven’t managed a prophecy?’ he asked gently.

Lettle released a hot breath. ‘No. Nothing, absolutely nothing.’

‘What does Sahar say about it?’ Golan asked.

Lettle hadn’t seen the previous seer of Mosima – a title that had now been bestowed on Lettle – since she’d gone to his apothecary the day after Yeeran left. She cast her thoughts back to that moment over a week ago now. 

‘I harvested more owen tree sap for you on that shelf,’ Sahar had said, not looking up as she came in. He was staring at a notebook in front of him. She recognised it as his prophecy journal. 

‘New prophecy?’ she asked as she picked up the vial of owen tree sap. The sticky liquid helped ease the pain in her atrophied arm.

Sahar closed the notebook as she came over. For a minute his brown eyes looked full of sorrow, but then he shook his head. ‘Nothing of interest.’

Lettle knew the heartache that could come with foretelling what was to pass, so she didn’t press him. If he wanted his privacy, she would grant him it.

She pulled out her own prophecy tokens from her pocket to replace them with the jar of owen tree sap, causing the talismans to spill out from their little pouch. 

Sahar helped gather them up. As he did, he held one of the tokens up to the light. ‘These could do with a little oiling, helps the wood from cracking. Here, let me get some.’

When he had returned the talismans were slick with oil. That was the last time they had spoken.

‘I haven’t seen Sahar for a little while,’ Lettle said to Golan now. ‘Though I hear he’s moving into the palace at Furi’s behest.’ As well as being the previous seer, Sahar was also Furi’s father.

Golan nodded, his long dark braids swaying. ‘Yes, I heard so too. He might even be at dinner tonight and you can ask him then.’

Lettle tried to rally her hopes but she must have still looked miserable because Golan laid a manicured hand on her arm. ‘The Fates will speak to you again,’ he said gently.

‘How do you know that?’ she replied, far more angrily than she’d intended. But by now Golan was used to her temper and knew her ire wasn’t directed at him.

Golan shrugged. ‘I don’t.’

Lettle stood up at his words and went to the window. She opened the glass shutter, which was wide enough for a fully grown obeah to fit its horns through. As she was unbound to an obeah, the hatch’s sole use was admitting a welcome respite of cool air.

Not that there was much breeze in Mosima. The underground cavern was temperate though a little too humid for Lettle’s tastes. But plants thrived in that atmosphere, and so the landscape ahead of her was a vibrant green. Even the red rock of the cave’s ceiling was covered in moss and trailing ivy.

Hanging in the centre was the one thing keeping everything alive – the fray, the largest deposit of fraedia crystal Lettle had ever seen. 

Right now the fray was dimming to a deep red with the oncoming sunset.

‘It’s nearly dinner time,’ she said.

‘Yes, that’s why I’m here.’ Golan tapped the satchel by his waist which Lettle knew was full of potions and lotions to make her look beautiful. 

‘You know you don’t need to do my make-up anymore. Rayan has named you as my advisor.’ 

Golan smiled his perfect smile. ‘I know, but I like to. Plus, King Rayan always appreciates my efforts.’ He winked and Lettle rolled her eyes.

King Rayan. It was still so strange. She ran her hand along the windowsill. The windowsill of the royal chambers – her chambers.

First she’d been a prisoner in this forgotten land. Then she’d been a guest. And now she was the consort to the king: an elf who was part of the fae royal court. 

It was almost too unbelievable to believe. And yet, here she was. With plush carpet beneath her feet and down pillows to rest her head. She’d come a long way from the poverty she’d grown up in.

Golan got up from the bed and made his way to the wardrobe.

Lettle pointed to the plum-coloured dress hanging on the handle of the cupboard. ‘I already picked out an outfit for tonight,’ she said.

Golan let out a low whistle between his teeth. ‘I do not believe I have much more to teach you—’

‘And also the fuchsia sandals there.’ Lettle went to pull out the slippers she’d chosen earlier. 

Golan’s face fell. ‘You were so close. Perhaps there’s more for you to learn yet.’

That tugged a smile onto Lettle’s lips.

‘There she is,’ Golan said, crossing the room again. ‘I know it’s been difficult with Yeeran’ – Lettle inhaled sharply at her name – ‘gone, but you’ll see, soon enough life here will take on a steady rhythm and your troubles will seem smaller and smaller each day.’

Lettle didn’t like the sound of that. She didn’t want to forget Yeeran, or how she’d abandoned Lettle in Mosima. 

She didn’t abandon you – she left to warn the Waning tribe of the fae’s involvement with Crescent. She went to save lives. But Lettle’s conscience wasn’t something she wanted to grapple with that day, so she squashed the thought and clung tighter to her anger.

Her gaze lingered on the shattered glass where her tokens lay.

‘Let me speak to the Fates one more time.’

Lettle gathered up the carved pieces representing major organs in the body: lungs, heart, stomach, kidneys, liver and intestines. The final organ, and the most important, was the brain, signified by Lettle herself.

Carved from the Tree of Souls, the wood held residual magic from the curse that bound the fae. It was this magical potency that fuelled her connection to the Fates. Before carving her talismans Lettle would have had to slaughter an obeah to practise divination, but now she had these.

She threw the pieces against her dressing table and slipped into magesight.

Magesight allowed a diviner to read the Fates clearly. It also enabled a person to see fae magic too. Her gaze slid past Golan.

He didn’t glow with the unique shine attributed to the faebound. Lightless, the fae called the affliction.

But Lettle knew the truth. Golan had a hidden light that shone much brighter than every other fae she’d ever met. Just because they couldn’t see it in the same way didn’t mean he was lesser.

As if sensing her thoughts he reached over and squeezed her shoulder. ‘You can do this,’ he said.

She turned her magesight back to the tokens. But there was not one flicker of silver. Not even a wisp.

‘Enough of this,’ she said dismissively. ‘I need some mead. Let’s get ready.’

The royal dining hall was on the top floor of the palace. Lettle made her way up the stairs with heavy steps.

The staircase had once been made of glass, built by the former queens. But when they had been killed the panes of glass had fallen and shattered. It had been Rayan who had replaced them, calling on the rocks from the earth to form a staircase of stone. 

Just like Rayan, it was sturdy, and carried her to new heights. The thought lifted her spirits.

Her breathing came out in short uneven puffs. Over a week ago, she’d been in the hospital with a collapsed lung, an injury caused by the fae prince, Nerad. Though his betrayal had caused deeper wounds than the ones inflicted on her. Those who had suffered most were his mother and aunt – the queens – who had died by his hand. Lettle had been left with her life, though she got more out of breath than she once had.

This dress isn’t helping. The train of the skirt was balled up in her fist as she ascended the stairs. She hated how she was expected to dress up for every meal. But she was consort now as well as the royal seer.

Consort to King Rayan. His name brought a soft smile to her lips, parting the tacky gloss that glistened on them.

The door to the dining hall was open, and as she crossed the threshold her stomach sank. She was late: dinner had already been served.

The stone table was large enough to seat fifty people, which Lettle thought was ridiculous considering there were only ever three of them: Furi, herself, Rayan – and tonight Sahar too. That was the extent of the royal family.

Queen Vyce, Queen Chall, and Nerad’s ghosts lingered in the empty seats, making Lettle shiver as she strode past. 

The others didn’t seem to notice the vacant space where the dead had once sat and were talking jovially to each other, though the chatter stopped as Lettle walked in.

The table was laden with vegetables of all kinds: carrots roasted in honey, potatoes seasoned with sage, cauliflower fried in butter. The latter was Lettle’s favourite, and though she missed meat, the dish was a good replacement. The fae did not eat animals, a consequence of them bonding with obeah.

Lettle shot Rayan an apologetic glance for her lateness and pulled out a chair to his right. 

‘Let me get that, seer.’ A servant dashed forward from the shadows of the room where candles wept red wax in alcoves.

The servant reached for the chair, brushing his knuckles with Lettle’s. For a second Lettle saw disgust cross the servant’s face. Then it was smoothed away into polite uninterest. 

Lettle scowled at him. She’d grown used to the fae’s blatant disregard for elves, but this new covert hatred was almost worse. They were pretending to accept her, and she loathed it.

She made sure to remember the servant’s face. There were over a hundred fae who worked in the palace, and it had only been in the last few days that she’d started to take notice of their comings and goings. 

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said to the room while reaching for the mead. 

‘No bother,’ Rayan said, his eyes crinkling. Sahar smiled politely and dipped his head in her direction.

Furi set her jaw and didn’t reply. Over this last week the fae’s temper had been shorter than Lettle’s. And she knew why – Yeeran.

Lettle downed her glass of mead before smacking her lips and pouring another.

Rayan raised an eyebrow but had enough tact not to ask her how her divination was going.

Furi did not. ‘So I take it you weren’t able to glean anything of our future today?’ she drawled in fae before stabbing a carrot with her fork. The language, gifted only to those bound to an obeah, had been difficult for Lettle to learn to read let alone speak, but Furi refused to talk to her in anything else. It was yet another way Lettle was made to feel like a stranger in this strange land.

‘No,’ was Lettle’s curt reply in elvish.

‘Pity.’ Furi’s lips turned up into a smirk. Furi’s mother had banned divination during her reign, so it was no surprise that Furi didn’t find the skill remarkable.

Yet, it was powerful enough to predict her mother’s death.

The thought was bitter and full of malice. Lettle took another sip of mead.

‘Daughter,’ Sahar chastised Furi. ‘You cannot expect the Fates to answer to Lettle’s every call. We must have patience. They will tell us what we need to know when we need to know it.’

Sahar’s response extinguished any hope that he might be able to help.

Furi looked ready to roll her eyes, and for a moment Lettle could see who she had been as a teenager. It was like looking into a reflection of Lettle’s own past and it startled her to think of having anything in common with Furi. 

Lettle shifted in her seat and changed the topic. ‘How fares the retreat from Crescent? Have you managed to make contact with the last squadron of soldiers?’ She directed the question at Rayan. She avoided talking to Furi as much as she could, but it was still Furi who answered.

‘No, Berro has been sent to recall them.’

‘Berro?’ Another fae that Lettle despised. Berro’s blatant lust for Rayan grated on Lettle. 

‘Yes, it will be a difficult diplomatic negotiation. As we have to convey the news of the death of Akomido …’ Furi flashed her gaze towards Rayan, who shrugged. ‘And try and prevent another war.’

Komi’s death was still a raw wound for Lettle. His true identity had been that of Chieftain Akomido, also known as the Two-Bladed Tyrant, infamous for his inhumane dictatorship in Crescent. It was still difficult to entirely disengage from the memories she had of him during her time here. Happy memories, that were now tainted by the truth of who he really was.

‘You think Berro will be able to prevent Crescent from retaliating?’ Lettle asked doubtfully. 

Furi gave her a withering look. ‘Berro has been my second-in-command for years, she is as capable as I am in navigating politics.’

Which is not very. Though Lettle didn’t speak the words, Furi must have seen them written on her face.

‘Perhaps you should stick to throwing your dice, and I will handle the politics of my land,’ Furi said.

Lettle prickled at the reminder that she was an outsider. Even Rayan was half-fae, and the fae had accepted him like one of their own. Without Yeeran here Lettle was truly the only outlander.

Rayan cleared his throat, drawing attention to him in the hopes of defusing the sparks of tension that crackled between Furi and Lettle. But Furi’s words had cut deeper than Lettle cared to admit, and her fervour had already fizzled out. 

‘I’ve been going through my father’s research,’ Rayan said, changing the subject. ‘Including everything that Nerad had stolen from his collection, but there isn’t much.’

Furi swallowed her mouthful and said, ‘What are you expecting to find?’

Rayan’s gaze turned troubled. ‘I’m not sure. Something about the curse that binds us down here. My father didn’t share all he knew.’

Lettle and Rayan shared a look. There was more Rayan wasn’t telling Furi, but they’d decided to keep the truth hidden from her for now. In his final letter to his son, Najma had warned Rayan of the untrustworthiness of his family.

Yeeran may stand by Furi’s morals, but I do not.

Furi’s gaze had drifted to the window towards the Royal Woodland beyond. But Lettle could tell she wasn’t really seeing the forest – she was traversing her memories of her older brother.

Furi jerked back into the moment, her fork clattering against her plate.

‘Daughter?’ Sahar asked, concerned. 

To Lettle’s horror, Furi’s eyes turned glassy. The queen rarely showed much raw emotion. But when she spoke her voice was lifeless, raising the hairs on Lettle’s neck.

‘It doesn’t matter, none of it does. We’re stuck down here. And perhaps that’s a good thing. We’re protected from the Crescent soldiers who will surely wage war against us out of vengeance for killing our ally.’ Furi lay the blame of Akomido’s death at Rayan’s feet but he didn’t seem to be affected by her attitude. The Two-Bladed Tyrant may have been the fae’s ally, but his death by Rayan’s hand had been foretold since he’d been a boy. 

And there was no stopping prophecy.

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 flinched as the old prophecy seared its way across her mind. Foretold by the Shaman Imna, it had haunted her since she’d left Waning. It was her greatest secret, and the source of all her guilt: one day she would kill Rayan.

But not today. 

She reached under the table with her left arm. Though she had little grip and limited movement in the elbow – a legacy of the Wasting Pox she had as a child – she found Rayan’s thigh and rested her hand there. He instantly
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