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      The carriage jerked sharply to a halt, making Yusumi’s doll drop from her hands to land on her papa’s worn bag of blacksmithing tools.

      'Easy, easy,' she heard him call to the horses. The animals snorted powerfully, stamping their solid hooves. What was going on? They couldn’t be at Xya yet, her papa had said they wouldn’t reach it for another half a day when they'd set out that morning, and the sun had barely moved since then.

      The horses stilled, and she caught the sound of someone moaning. Not her papa, his voice was much deeper. But this voice…there was something strange about it. Another sound was mixed in – a gurgle, or an echo, maybe – she couldn’t tell which, but it made her skin prickle uncomfortably.

      Standing on her seat, she leant across to look out of the carriage window, just in time to see her papa leap down from the driving seat and run over to a man sprawled on the ground a short distance from the horses' hooves. He paused, gazing around as if trying to figure out where the man had come from. She copied him.

      They weren’t in a town, and she couldn’t see any villages nearby, either. Only an old windmill, crumbled and run down. She couldn't imagine anyone wanting to live there, or even hide for a game. The stones looked far too loose for anything like that.

      The weathered road was quiet too, and her papa hadn't bellowed out any greetings to other drivers in hours, so she doubted the man had been dropped off by another carriage. Yet there he was, as if he’d surfaced from the ground like a mole.

      Leaning further out, she saw that the man was writhing about, his food-stained tunic and patched hose covered in the dust his movements were clouding up from the earth. His skin was as pale as the sickly infant she’d seen in the last village they’d stayed at, and his eyes were completely grey, as though all the colour had been drained from them. They latched onto her, cold and intense...and hungry. Her breath caught nervously in her chest.

      Her papa, noticing the man’s interest, turned to her. ‘It’s alright, Yusumi. Get back inside, we’ll be on our way again soon.’ His attention went back to the man. ‘Get up,’ he demanded, lending him a hand all the same. ‘There’s no way my horses could have even touched you, you're too far away. Any injuries you have were caused by flinging yourself down, not by them.’

      The man hissed back at him, muttering words that didn’t sound like any Yusumi knew. Perhaps he was from a distant land, like those in the tales the people from her home village whispered at night, the ones beyond Xylantria's wastelands.

      ‘Sorry, friend, but I only speak Xylantrian,’ her papa said, his eyes hardening. But the man was still looking past him at Yusumi. Her papa inched to the side, cutting off his line of sight. ‘You’re far too interested in my daughter for my liking. Move, or I’ll be forced to move you myself,' he ordered.

      The man’s only answer was to throw back his head and utter a high-pitched wailing. Yusumi clasped her hands over her ears in an attempt to cut off the terrible noise, but it was no good. It penetrated her mind, overtaking her every thought, and sent pain searing through her skull.

      ‘Papa! Make it stop! Please make it stop!’ she screamed.

      Reacting quickly, he smashed a fist hard into the man's lower jaw, the force tearing it away from the rest of his face. Only a single strip of flesh remained attached, leaving it dangling uselessly down his front. There was no blood, not even a drop.

      ‘What in Xylantria…’ Her papa's voice faltered, and he threw a concerned look towards her. Then his eyes widened. ‘No!’

      She barely had time to register his panic before a pair of cold, damp hands grabbed her from behind and plucked her from the carriage.

      She struggled against them in every way she knew how; biting, kicking, clawing; hardly sparing a thought at the grotesque way her captor's skin split apart as they endeavoured to keep hold of her.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw that the man with the broken jaw had crept up on her papa and grabbed him around the neck, preventing him from getting to her. But not for long. Ducking down and twisting, he broke free of the man's grasp while simultaneously catching him in a double arm lock. Two sickening cracks later, he'd pulled them out of their sockets.  With a final blow at the man's sternum, he pushed him back into one of the horses. Startled, the animal reared up and kicked the man in the head, splitting his skull.

      By this time, Yusumi had all but broken free herself, and with a last mighty kick, she dropped from her captor’s grasp. ‘Papa!’ she called, reaching for him, but suddenly an entire horde of the strange men appeared, swarming between them.

      ‘Run, Yusumi!’ her papa roared, launching himself at them to give her time. She fled, heading for the ruined windmill. Footsteps pounded behind her, but she didn’t dare look back. Twice, her feet caught on broken blocks embedded in the ground and sent her staggering forwards. But she scrambled upright again and kept going. Reaching the windmill at last, she hauled herself up one side of its partially collapsed wall and started climbing, grateful that the rough stone gave her plenty of edges to grip hold of.

      As she neared the area with the most damage, preparing to shinny around to where the blocks continued, she finally spared a glance behind her. One of the men had reached the wall, yet he barely got two inches high before a large lump of stone sailed through the air and smashed into his head. He collapsed, unmoving.

      Reversing the stone’s arc with her eyes, Yusumi spotted her papa, fearlessly attacking as many of the men as he could. Yet the horde was swamping him, with more appearing every second. They tore at his limbs and face with vice-like fingers. Despite his efforts, there were simply too many. He managed to cast her one last glance, and then was dragged under. She knew in that moment, as her heart felt like it was being crushed, that there was no escape for him.

      But there was no time to scream.

      Already, the men were breaking apart, now covered in fresh blood, and making their way towards her. She began climbing again, hoping that the edges of the blocks she so easily gripped were too small for an adult’s hands to grasp properly.

      Yet the men leapt up the wall as though it were a specially built climbing tower. She went faster, doubling her efforts, and reached a slight edge surrounding the windmill's roof. Now where could she go?

      Next to her, the mill's tattered sails hung motionless. If she jumped onto one, her weight would start them moving again and she could swing to the ground and flee. She looked back at the men, almost upon her. That was it, she had no other choice. She had to jump.

      Gathering up as much courage as she could, she leapt at the nearest sail, clutching tightly to the latticed wood under the torn cloth. The sails creaked into motion; she was going to make it!

      Snap!

      The sound tore through the air as the sail broke in two and fell hard to the ground, Yusumi along with it. Her body went numb. No shooting pain from the impact, no sting from the scrapes on her palms…there was nothing. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t see. She could barely even breathe.

      The clumsy thumping of many feet sounded around her, followed by the smell of putrid breath close to her face. Were they checking to see if she was still alive? She found herself holding what little breath she’d drawn. She wasn’t sure why; surely it was all over now anyway?

      Yet after a few minutes, they moved away. Were they really leaving her for dead?

      Her head swam at the thought and she slipped in and out of consciousness, not knowing if seconds had passed or hours. Eventually, her mind cleared and her ears sharpened to a new sound. Horses' hooves and the groaning of carriage wheels.

      The noise eased, and the horrified voice of a woman carried across to her. ‘My goodness! What…what in Xylantria has happened here?’

      ‘Who knows, Your Majesty? Bandits, perhaps, or wolves. Maybe even a family quarrel,’ a man replied. His voice sounded hollow, like it was coming from somewhere else entirely.

      ‘There are no wolves in these parts, Lord Razay. And even if there were, I doubt they would leave a meal half-finished. I might be inclined to agree with bandits, but this carriage and its horses remain untouched,' the queen replied. 'As for a family quarrel…that is even less likely. They don’t resemble one another at all. Look at these pale men, look at their clothes! They’re patched and worn, they obviously haven’t been washed in months. Yet this man,’ she said, hesitating. An icy chill spread through Yusumi as she realised the queen was talking about her papa. ‘This man’s clothes may not be finery, but they are well cared for, and what...remains of his muscles reveal him to have at least been well nourished.'

      ‘You’re very observant, Your Majesty, and surely have a much stronger stomach than I. My eyes would never have picked up such detail from so grotesque a sight. Perhaps you should take to investigation in your spare time, then we might find out who stole all the fine wines from the palace cellar last week,’ Lord Razay replied. His words were met with a smattering of laughter from somewhere close to him.

      ‘Do you really think that this is the time for jests, Lord Razay?’ the queen said icily. ‘Something terrible has occurred here. Lives have been lost, yet you wish to make light of it?’

      ‘My sincerest apologies, Your Majesty,’ he said, though there was no trace of it in his voice. ‘You are correct, as always. I shall have the guards dig suitable graves to bury these people, and then we shall be on our way again.’

      ‘One moment, my lord!’ another man cried.

      ‘What is it?’ Lord Razay snapped.

      There was a pause, like the man was hesitating. ‘There may be a child about. I found this in the carriage.’

      ‘A doll?’ the queen said. ‘Lord Razay, have the Royal Guard search these ruins for a child. If there’s any possibility that they're still here, then we need to find them.’

      ‘As you wish, Your Majesty,’ Lord Razay said, notably irritated. ‘Men, you heard your queen. Explore the ruins and the surrounding area for a child. If you find any sign of one, report back immediately.’

      A hundred feet moved off in search, vibrating across the ground. Briefly, Yusumi noted that some sensation must be coming back to her body for her to feel that. It was a good sign, but she couldn't give in to relief just yet.

      She waited, her heart beating faster as she wondered if the guards would spot her. She tried to move her lips into the shape of words. They wouldn’t respond, and only a wheeze left her throat, masked by the breeze. Water formed in the creases of her eyes, but the muscles in her face would not let her cry.

      Then the remains of the wooden sail around her creaked, snapping apart even more. Heavy footsteps approached, pausing momentarily before gingerly coming closer. Cold metal touched her skin, clinking. Chain mail, and by the pungent smell of it, freshly oiled as well.

      ‘Your Majesty, I’ve found her!’ the guard bellowed, making her ears ring. It was the same one who’d found her doll in the carriage.

      More footsteps followed, along with the rustling of a skirt. ‘Is she injured?’ the queen asked. The sweet scent of orange mixed with a touch of vanilla entered Yusumi’s nostrils as she felt the queen kneel down to inspect her.

      ‘A few broken bones, I think,’ the guard replied. ‘But she seems to be in severe shock. I don’t think she can open her eyes.’

      ‘Very well. Pick her up and put her in my carriage, though be gentle with her. We’re taking her back to Xya with us,’ she instructed.

      ‘Understood, Your Majesty,’ the guard said. A rush of air touched Yusumi's face as he carefully lifted her up.

      ‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Your Majesty?’ Lord Razay interjected. ‘What I mean to say is, we have no idea who this girl is or what happened here. How do we know it’s safe to bring her along?’

      ‘She’s a child, Lord Razay. Not a thief or a bandit, but a child, who I imagine has suffered a great ordeal.'

      ‘Not all children are innocent, my queen. I have seen children younger than she running about picking pockets and carrying out various crimes for the so called “Lords of the Underground”. They cause more unrest in our fair city every day.’

      ‘That may be so, but I can’t leave her alone like this. She’ll die. We must get her to the royal healers immediately. Oh, bring her carriage and the horses along with us. They may help her find some security once she has recovered.’

      

      Yusumi lay awake, her eyes focused on the intricate swirls decorating the ceiling as she tried to shake off the last remains of her nightmare. A decade had passed since she’d thought of that day, yet in the past few weeks leading up to her sixteenth birthday, nothing had haunted her more.

      Too restless to attempt getting back to sleep, she threw back her covers and dangled her legs over the edge of the plain bed. Unlike the rest of the room's furniture, which was inlaid with gold and different types of rare wood, the bed looked decidedly out of place against the marble walls. Simple cut timber, cotton sheets, and a thick woollen blanket on top. But that was how she liked it. The plainer things were, the better. Even after all these years, the grandeur of the palace was still overwhelming.

      She got up and put on her dressing gown, a garment of thin silk sparsely embroidered with patterns of leaves. It wasn't the warmest item of clothing she had, but it lessened the chill of the early morning air enough to be comfortable.

      On a glass shelf opposite the bed was her doll, as new as when her father had given it to her before they’d set out: a gift to help ease the transition from their village to the royal city, where he'd accepted employment by a wealthy lord. It was supposed to have been a time of celebration where they could leave the pain of her mother's illness behind and start anew.

      Picking the doll up, she held it tight against her, inhaling the smoky aroma that lingered in its fabric from where he'd stitched it in secret in his smithy.

      ‘You cannot bring back the dead, princess.’

      She flinched, startled from her thoughts, but relaxed as Jidan, her enormous wolf-lion, strolled in through the doors. How had she missed the sound of him opening them? He nudged against her and gently took the doll from her grasp using his mouth. Rearing up on his hind legs, he placed it back on the shelf.

      ‘I know that, Jidan,’ she replied, stroking the fur around his ears. His head, shoulders and front legs were like that of a giant wolf, but the rest of his body, down to the dark tuft on his sleek tail, was all lion.

      He had been assigned as her bodyguard as soon as she'd healed enough to live in the palace proper with Queen Celeste, but as well as her protection, he was one of the only people she could really talk to.

      It wasn’t that life at the palace was particularly lonely, and she certainly wasn’t unhappy living there, but no one quite seemed to know how to treat her. Queen Celeste hadn’t adopted her, despite how much she’d wanted to. Lord Razay had seen to that, citing that Xylantrian law dictated only royals not in line for the throne may do so, to avoid ‘tainting’ the bloodline.

      Lord Razay. Yusumi's mouth twitched in disgust at the very thought of him. She wished Celeste would banish him from court, but of course that wouldn’t happen. Lord Razay had been advisor to Celeste’s father, and had helped to organise a mounted division of soldiers; made up of elite members of the Royal Guard and a number of individuals; to protect Xya from the two peoples who lived in the wilds of Xylantria, the Heima Tribe and the Meixan warriors. Even though Celeste herself disliked him (to Yusumi’s amusement), the queen couldn’t deny that his experience was valuable.

      ‘Come, princess,’ Jidan said, stretching his front paws out and arching his back. He yawned and shook himself back up to standing. ‘Her Majesty arose early and asked to speak with you in the throne room as soon as you were awake. Perhaps now would be a good time to dress. Shall I fetch your maid?’

      ‘Absolutely not. For the hundredth time, I'm perfectly capable of dressing myself. And please stop calling me princess. You know it’s not true,’ she said, going behind the changing screen to wash and put on a light gown.

      ‘I suppose it is not, but I am your servant. Think of it merely as a term of endearment.’

      ‘My servant? Jidan, you know I don’t think of you that way. You’re my friend. My only friend.'

      ‘In that case, you may see it as a nickname,’ the wolf-lion said, somewhat stubbornly.

      Yusumi stifled a laugh with her hand and reappeared from behind the screen, fully clothed. He bowed his head approvingly and led her into the hall, heading towards the throne room.

      The hall was even colder than her room, so cold that she could see her breath mist out in front of her. It wasn’t surprising really; the year had only recently turned, and aside from the main entrance and the interior of the rooms, which like her own, made use of decorative marble, the rest of the palace was built from grey stone. It offered little protection against winter's keen bite.

      ‘What’s this about, anyway?’ she asked Jidan as he padded along beside her, the sound of his paws muffled by the thick carpets.

      ‘I am unsure. Her Majesty would only tell me that it was of utmost importance.'

      ‘Maybe it’s a surprise for my birthday,’ she pondered. ‘But it can’t be, that’s not until tomorrow.’

      They reached the great double doors of the throne room, heavy wooden artworks etched with flowers and wildlife. The guards posted either side heaved them open for her, and she and Jidan went inside.

      As expected, Queen Celeste wasn’t sitting on the throne, but standing near the fireplace warming her fingers. She smiled as Yusumi and Jidan neared her, turning to face them so that her wavy gold hair swished about her shoulders. ‘You must have been awake already, to get here so quickly,’ she said, embracing Yusumi and rubbing Jidan’s head. Then she looked into Yusumi’s eyes and her expression tightened. ‘You were dreaming about your father again, weren’t you?’

      Yusumi nodded and Celeste drew her in close, stroking her black locks. ‘The pain that you carry will never leave you, but it won’t do you any good to dwell on the past. You can't bring back the dead.’

      Yusumi pulled a face. ‘That’s what he said,’ she replied, casting a disgruntled glance at Jidan.

      As much as his wolfish features allowed, he grinned smugly back. ‘It is good advice, would you not agree, Your Majesty?’ he said, cocking his head to the side.

      ‘I think it’s sound, yes,’ Celeste said, laughing. She drew in a breath, adopting a more serious manner. ‘It does, however, bring me to what I need to tell you. As much as you mustn’t dwell on the past, you should look to the future. And the future that I see...is for you to become Princess of Xylantria.’

      Yusumi stared at her, open mouthed. ‘But what about Lord Razay? To make me princess, you would have to officially adopt me, and the law states that—’

      ‘I have decided that now is the time for our laws to be updated. There are no suitors that I intend on marrying, so it is unlikely that I will ever have children of my own. And without an heir to the throne, the monarchy will crumble and Xya with it.’

      ‘What about your cousin Etchos? Is he not entitled to the throne?’ Yusumi asked.

      Celeste frowned, touching a finger to her cheek. ‘Well, I suppose he is, but everyone in Xya – no, I’m sure all of Xylantria – knows how useless he is. I don’t think he could rule his own teacup, let alone a country. But you, Yusumi! You've shown so much promise in dealings of court and politics. You care about the people, and the country. There’s no one I can think of more suited to take the throne after me than you.' She hesitated, biting her lip. 'So…what do you think?’

      ‘If I accepted and became princess, that would officially make me your daughter, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, it would.'

      ‘Then,’ Yusumi said thickly as tears misted up her eyes, ‘that’s what I want. You’ve taken care of me and taught me so much since I’ve been here. How can I possibly refuse?’

      Celeste wiped a tear from her own eye. ‘Then it’s settled. Tomorrow, on your birthday, I will announce our intentions to the court. And if Lord Razay complains, I’ll simply overrule him, like I should have done long ago,’ she declared, embracing Yusumi once more.
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      Kai hoisted his travel bag over his shoulder and stepped out of the wooden hut, closing the door gently behind him. The trees waved their branches as a light breeze swept through them, carrying a swirl of leaves onto the path leading to the Earth Healer’s main village.

      His every nerve twitched with anticipation – he hadn't left the dark side of the forest, where he lived with Grandfather Heen, in years. Yet his twin sister, Xanna, who was being educated directly under Lady Sia and therefore resided in the village, came to visit him all the time, barely taking notice of how long it took to journey back and forth.

      Not only was Xanna fearless when it came to travelling alone, but she was so skilled with her Etherin – the Earth Healer’s form of magic – that, even though she was still an apprentice, Lady Sia had given her control of growing the crops for all four seasons.

      Briefly, as he shook away the worst of his anxiety and walked on, Kai pondered how unimpressive that would probably seem to the humans, who were said to grow only simple crops. But with the special crops the Earth Healers had developed over the years to give them maximum food while damaging the forest as little as possible, this was a role of great importance and required a lot of Etherinal skill to accomplish.

      Puffing out his cheeks, Kai sighed. Nearly every Earth Healer he knew loved Xanna, but when it came to him, their whispers turned scornful. Not that he was jealous of his sister; he cared for her deeply and simply didn’t think like that. But he’d hoped by now that the other Earth Healers would come to accept that his interests were just different to theirs, and nothing to be mocked for. Yet he knew that wouldn’t be the case. As soon as he stepped foot in the village, most of them would either blank him or ask the question they always asked: why did he waste his time researching and obsessing over the ancient techniques of Earth Healer swordplay when they were no longer under threat, and indeed had not been for hundreds of years?

      His answer was always the same: humans were unpredictable and could decide to attack the forest of Earthias at any time if it took their fancy.

      However, so much of the Earth Healer’s history had been lost after the Last Battle that they often laughed at him. They didn’t know the truth about how the humans had once invaded the forest, murdering the Earth Healer men and kidnapping their women to take as brides, only to kill them in disgust after learning that they couldn't bear human children. Kai gritted his teeth, recalling the time he'd read about it in the books Grandfather Heen kept hidden. It'd all been for the sake of some greed-fuelled lord gaining more land so as to outdo his rivals.

      As far as Kai knew, only he and Grandfather Heen were learned enough to read such books, though as Wise Woman, Lady Sia knew of their history too, as had the Wise Ones before her. Yet they'd all chosen to keep it a secret for fear that it would stir up trouble.

      Still, Kai had to acknowledge that not all humans were the savages they appeared to be. A decree had been issued after the humans gained a new royal family, forbidding all attacks on the Earth Healers and Earthias itself, even banishing those who had once done so to the wretched wastelands surrounding Xylantria. It was this that convinced the Earth Healers to take up the humans' call for arms when the demons of the Underworld advanced on the country.

      Many lives, Earth Healer and human alike, were lost, but they succeeded in pushing the demons back enough for the human mages to seal them inside the stone fortress of Mal Roch'etchu, which connected the Upperworld to the Underworld. Afterwards, peace had settled between the Earth Healers and humans, and for a while they brought trade to each other as well as friendship.

      Then, for reasons unclear to the Earth Healers, the magic of the humans vanished, as if it had been snatched from them overnight, and with it their contact with Earthias. Nevertheless, from the rumours that mysteriously reached Grandfather Heen’s ears (were the very trees whispering to him? Kai wouldn't have put it past him to know their language) the humans had adapted well, though skirmishes with swords and poisons were becoming increasingly common.

      Grandfather Heen had also mentioned to Kai that there were a lot more human travellers in recent years, though the old Earth Healer had been unable to guess at their intentions.

      It had been due to a party of these travellers staying overnight in Earthias, with the permission of the past Wise Woman, that'd caused the disease which took the lives of Kai and Xanna’s parents, and many more besides.

      There had been almost double the number of Earth Healers living in Earthias back then. Kai couldn’t quite believe it, but even Lady Sia had told him it was true. She was the one who had tended to the sick as they lay dying, desperately trying to find a way to cure them, though she’d failed every time. That was when she'd just been a healer and hadn't started her training to step into the role of Wise Woman yet. Normally curing diseases was easy for her, but that particular disease had been completely foreign to Earthias, coming from a contaminated seed that the human travellers had unwittingly been carrying. In the end, there had been no cure; the disease died out of its own accord.

      Scrunching up his face, Kai tried to remember what his parents had looked like. He knew that Xanna, with her dark green hair, tipped with vibrant red, and her light green skin, so resembled his mother that she brought a tear to many of the older Earth Healer’s eyes, but his father’s face eluded him. He supposed he would have been a younger version of Grandfather Heen, though trying to picture that was really quite difficult.

      Grandfather Heen was so sour in his disposition that Kai was sure it was relative to the number of wrinkles on the old man’s face. He also had a broad nose and forehead to match, and his skin was so deep a green that he looked like an avocado. What was left of his hair was starting to lose the redness that all Earth Healer men had, turning white at the tips as though it’d been dip dyed. No, it was impossible to imagine him looking any younger. It hurt Kai’s brain simply thinking about it.

      Shrugging his bag further up from where it'd slipped, he quickened his pace. The dark side of the forest wasn’t called that for just any reason. Though the sun's rays were strong, rich shadows covered every leaf, every rock, every branch. They flickered at the edges of his vision, hiding the wild creatures rustling around nearby, most of which the other Earth Healers hardly dared mention. Kai had seen only a few of them up close, having been kept under Grandfather Heen’s watchful gaze at all times when he was a child, but he'd heard the calls of many more.

      The one he heard most was the clicking call of the Gogans; small, spiny creatures that scurried along the forest floor on six legs, oozing a trail of toxic plasma from their long fleshy tails. The plasma, as well as acting as a defensive mechanism, also served as a lure for the Gogans’ main prey, the Wringlers, who were so attracted to its scent that they would head straight to it.

      Wringlers themselves resembled small trees that slithered along on dense roots and were so defensive of their territory that they would fall and crush anyone who risked taking even three steps inside it. The toxic plasma of the Gogans would dissolve the Wringlers’ woody exterior, meaning they could feed on the remains with ease, but digestion was often slow and left the Gogans vulnerable to their own predators: Haswards.  These were four-legged creatures reaching an average height of an adult Earth Healer’s navel, and had sharp teeth and claws that could tear through the tough spines on a Gogan’s body in seconds. The Haswards also had thick, needle like fur that shot out at approaching enemies and paralysed them for days.

      Once, when Kai was only a boy, he'd come across a Hasward as it fed. Not knowing the danger he was in, he'd slipped past Grandfather Heen and edged closer for a better look, but tripped on a large tree root and alerted the Hasward to his presence.

      Grandfather Heen found him not a moment too soon, and with a quick use of defensive Etherin, saved him from being the Hasward’s next victim. The memory chilled Kai to the core, and he had no idea how Grandfather Heen could walk about so fearlessly every time he went out – even if it was his job to scout the dark side in search of such creatures and develop methods to keep them out of the Earth Healer’s villages.

      His work was one of the reasons why Grandfather Heen had decided to live there in the first place, so he could observe at any time, for though a river separated it from the light side, nearly every dangerous creature known to them was an expert swimmer. The other reason was that he disliked village life, saying that it was far too busy for comfort. Kai tended to agree with him, but he was beginning to wonder if that was only because he’d spent so much time with the old Earth Healer. Maybe going to the villages every now and then would do him good, even if he did have to put up with all the jibes.

      Coming to the river, Kai stepped into one of the small wooden boats moored along its bank. He loosened the knot and took hold of the paddle. He followed the river’s gentle pull and guided the craft over to the other side, barely three boat lengths away. Tying it up again, he stepped out, and immediately it was like a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Was it simply because he’d crossed sides, or was it his flourishing excitement about the Festival of Renewal? After all, that was the reason he’d decided to go to Foet, Earthias' main village, this time. Well, that and Xanna’s begging (and, on occasion, screaming).

      He smiled, thinking about how pleased she would be to see him. He was also looking forward to speaking with Lady Sia after the festival's opening ceremony – he couldn't recall the last time he'd sat down with her to catch up on things.

      

      Xanna exited her hut, arms laden with great wreaths of flowers to be pinned on every door in Foet. She was wearing a gown made from a special cloth, the thread of which came from the Tulipas plant, known for producing rich red hues. It matched the red tinge at the tips of her hair perfectly, a fact that had not gone unnoticed by most of the male Earth Healers her age, who kept stopping to compliment her.

      What had gone unnoticed, however, was how much of a rush she was in trying to get everything ready for the evening. There was still so much to do, and hardly any time to do it in. She sashayed her way around everyone who attempted to bar her way.

      As Kai approached the village's large communal area, he spotted her sprinting back and forth between all the huts arranged around it to pin the wreaths, and then dart back inside her own for more decorations. When she reappeared, she was carrying so much that she could barely see over the top of it all. A bag of Lightus bulbs wobbled on the pile, threatening to fall. She tried to rebalance them as she hurried along, but the hem of her dress caught on the buckles of her boots and she tripped over. Kai rushed forwards and caught her a second before she hit the ground, simultaneously catching the bag of Lightus bulbs in his free hand.

      ‘Oh, thank you, sir! I—' She looked up from her efforts to steady the rest of the decorations and squealed, immediately dropping everything at her feet so she could embrace him. ‘Kai! You are actually here!’

      ‘Of course I am. Your recent begging did not leave me with much choice,’ he smirked as she let go. His ribs carried a dull twinge where she’d squeezed them, and he massaged the area with his fingers.

      She laughed. ‘You make it sound like my encouraging you to be social is a bad thing!' Glancing around, she lowered her voice and said, 'And there is something important I have been meaning to tell you.’

      ‘Oh?’ he said suspiciously, scowling at all the young men who were still gawking at her. Those who met his gaze suddenly discovered they had better things to do and scurried off out of sight. Kai relaxed a little, until he caught Xanna's amused expression.

      ‘Have no fear, brother mine!' she chuckled. 'It is nothing like that, I have no intention of settling down and getting married yet. Not with my new role to think about.’

      ‘New role? What new role? Are you not in charge of the crops anymore?’

      ‘Listen to you, panicking already. Yes, I am still in charge of the crops. But Lady Sia thinks I am ready for something even more challenging.'

      What was more challenging than the role she already had? ‘Wait, do you mean…? She cannot be promoting you to high sage yet, surely?’ he said, but the look in her eyes told him that he’d got the answer in one. ‘Really? High Sage of Earthias?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said excitedly. ‘But you must keep quiet about it until tonight when we officially reveal it at the ceremony.’ She inhaled sharply, putting a hand to her head. ‘The ceremony! The festival preparations! I have got to make sure the fires are all lit and that everyone knows what they are doing! Kai, you have got to help me!’

      ‘But I—‘

      She took him by the arm and dragged him over to a group of children who were holding ribbons and flowers, standing so awkwardly that it was clear they had no idea what to do with them. Leaving him with the sack of Lightus bulbs in his hands, Xanna ran off again with no explanation.

      ‘Who are you?’ one boy asked, jabbing Kai sharply in the thigh with a sharp branch. ‘I have never seen you in the village before.’

      ‘Yes, who are you, and what were you doing with Xanna?’ a girl said, eyeing him suspiciously.

      How was he supposed to interact with children when he was barely comfortable talking to other adults? He stepped away from the boy with the branch and cleared his throat. ‘My name is Kai, and I am Xanna’s twin brother,’ he explained, speaking slowly and clearly so as not to confuse them.

      'Why are you talking like that? You had better not think we are stupid,' the boy said, lunging at him with the branch. Kai danced aside. The pain from the boy's last few jabs hadn't worn off yet; he didn't feel like making it worse. ‘I am sorry, but I am not used to children. I come from the dark side of the forest where Grandfather Heen lives.’

      At this, they all leapt back, muttering darkly. Several times he caught the words ‘creature’ and ‘could be dangerous’. He tried saying something else, but they wouldn’t listen to him.

      Behind him, someone let out a light chuckle. ‘I see you are as popular as ever, Kai.’

      He turned to see Evange, Xanna’s oldest friend, leaning against the door of the nearest hut – her own, he realised. She was nearly as tall as he was – a surprise since the last time he’d seen her she'd barely been up to his shoulders – and she was full figured with it. He blushed, his cheeks turning a deeper green than normal. Even when they were youngsters, she'd made his heart do wild things.

      ‘I have missed you,’ she continued, her voice warm. ‘Tell me, how many years has it been since you have stepped foot here?’

      He coughed and glanced at his feet. ‘Four or five, I think.’

      ‘I thought as much; no wonder the children do not remember you. What tempted you away from Grandfather Heen's grasp? Did Xanna’s pleas finally work? Or is there,' she paused, her intense eyes studying him from his legs to his face, 'another reason?’

      ‘I...thought it would be nice to come back for a while,’ he said, deliberately avoiding her gaze.

      Evange sighed. ‘Never mind, at least you got here in plenty of time for the festival. Though it looks like Xanna has wasted no time in enlisting your help.’ She shook her head and took the bag of Lightus bulbs from his grasp. ‘Here. They need to be planted in a semi-circle at each compass point, and then in one large circle in the centre there. You will see that the lines have all been chalked out to help you.’ She turned to the children, who were twirling the ribbons about in a game. ‘I hope you are all listening, too. Half of you are to help Kai and myself plant these bulbs. The rest of you need to plait those ribbons together and place them evenly around the large central circle. I shall be watching closely to make sure you are doing what you are told, understand?’

      ‘Yes, Evange,’ they mumbled miserably.

      ‘Good. Now, shall we get started?’

      While they worked, Evange questioned Kai about everything and anything to do with his life away from the villages. Seeing that she seemed to take genuine interest, he gladly explained how he helped Grandfather Heen researching the forest's creatures, and his own studies of Earth Healer lore – excluding the parts of history he knew Lady Sia would want him to keep secret.

      ‘Did you know that Earthias is not our original home?’ he asked her.

      ‘What do you mean? We have lived here for thousands of years; the songs say so,’ she replied, smoothing earth over a bulb she’d freshly planted. She sprinkled water on it from a pitcher she’d brought with her, and moments later the ground where the bulb lay glowed a faint blue.

      ‘Yes, but what about the time before the songs?’ Kai pointed out. ‘In Grandfather Heen’s books, it says that we travelled for weeks to find a forest large enough for our people to thrive in, and years after that for us to grow accustomed to the climate here.’

      Evange straightened, her brow creased. ‘Then where did we travel from?'

      ‘The books are vague about it, but from what I have put together, I think it was the forests by the waterfalls of Foe'ehm. The books mention that a tremor from the Underworld blocked part of the waterfalls off, flooding a wide area.’

      Shuddering, Evange said, ‘I do not want to even think about the Underworld.' She put her hands on her hips, suddenly brightening. 'Do you remember, before the outbreak, when Grandfather Heen used to tell us stories of the great warrior Gentunn Dorretblade? The one who was so skilled that he saved sixteen human soldiers from the demons?’

      Kai chewed the inside of his cheek. It was hard for him to think about the time before his parents had died, but a vague memory of sitting in a circle listening to the old Earth Healer surfaced in his mind. He smiled. ‘If I remember rightly, those stories made you cry.’

      ‘I am sure I was not the only one,’ she said tartly. ‘His descriptions of the demons were terrifying. Have you ever wondered what would happen if they emerged again?’

      ‘I cannot say I have given it much thought,’ he replied. ‘Anyway, they were sealed away in Mal Roch’etchu. They cannot come back.’

      ‘So the stories say. But how do we know it is true? I doubt any of the humans have ventured back up there to check if the seal still holds,’ she said.

      Kai scratched his chin, leaving a faint smear of dirt along it from his soil covered fingers. ‘Hundreds of years have passed since then. If the demons somehow managed to break the seal, I am sure there would be signs of their return by now. Even cut off as we are, word like that would reach us in some way.’

      Evange looked at him. ‘Do you really think so? Apart from those travellers who stumbled in here, we have had no contact from outside the forest in decades. I would not be surprised if the humans have completely forgotten who we are.’

      He hesitated; she had a point. 'You may be right,' he said at last. 'The books certainly do not tell of any long-standing liaisons with them after the Last Battle. And I cannot say I am eager to change that, either. I know humans are individuals, but I am more than happy for them to keep their distance from us.’

      ‘It is good to know you have not changed, Kai,' she said with a light laugh. 'I really am happy to see you again.'

      

      Darkness fell, signalling for all the fires to be lit. Their vibrant flames showered the night with a spectrum of colours and sent shadows dancing over every surface. The glow of the little Lightus bulbs had also strengthened by then, making the semi circles on the compass points visible even from some distance away, and the central circle became the focus of the large crowd gathered in the area.

      Lady Sia came out of her hut, dressed in a gown of golden leaves. The Wise Woman was neither tall nor short, but somewhere comfortably in the middle, and her long hair trailed down her back. Kai noticed a few new wrinkles around the creases of her eyes, but aside from that, her skin was as smooth as he remembered. As the crowd parted to let her walk to the circle's edge, a hush rippled through all of Foet, even reaching a family of mice living in the undergrowth on the outskirts of the village.

      The festival had begun.

      Using her Etherin, Lady Sia encouraged two dark shoots to sprout up either side of her, growing them into thick vines forming an archway that would act as the entrance to the circle. Delicate purple leaves and pale flowers blossomed on the vines, and as soon as they matured, Lady Sia stepped back and let the performers who had silently lined up behind her enter the circle. Four young women in white gowns came first, carrying large wicker baskets on their heads, each one filled with dried flower petals and leaves from the previous year.

      The moment their feet touched the glowing soil, the musicians, seated to one side of the circle, struck up a slow melody that quickened gradually as the women cast the leaves and petals onto the ground.

      Once all the petals had been scattered, they picked up the plaited ribbons the children had placed there earlier and held them end to end so that they, too, formed a circle. Together they twirled and weaved in patterns so intricate that Kai couldn’t even begin to follow them, and then came together in one motion at the sound of the final drumbeat. They parted again as a single flute picked up the melody once more, kneeling on the ground to face each of the glowing compass points.

      The flautist played a series of energetic trills, and then another figure made their way through the archway and into the centre of the circle.

      An excited chatter spread through the crowd at Xanna's presence, echoed by the chill that crept up Kai’s spine as he realised she was performing the part of the high sage, which hadn't been included in the opening ceremony since the last sage had passed on. So this was what she’d meant by revealing her role! He’d expected a speech by Lady Sia at the end, not something this dramatic.

      Xanna's red dress had been adorned with twigs and leaves and her hair was braided into a bun. Raising her arms gracefully, she performed a series of complex gestures, ending with taking a single Lightus bulb from her sleeve and placing it on the ground in front of her.

      She circled around the bulb, speaking soft words that were complimented by the music, rising into song. Her voice was expressive and strong, growing and receding in volume, and as it did so, the Lightus bulb began to sprout. Faster and faster it grew, spreading out into a tree that was almost as tall as she was. Finally, the tree was mature enough to grow its fat, soft skinned fruit. She picked one as it ripened and handed it to Lady Sia, who took a bite from it and let the juice roll down her chin. Seconds later, a light blue haze engulfed the Wise Woman's body, from the dark green of her hair down to her light green toes.

      Holding the fruit up high, she gestured to Xanna, pride in every corner of her expression. The crowd, including Kai, erupted in applause, for all of them knew that only a true sage could grow fruit from the Lightus tree that made the eater glow.

      After that, everyone got up to dance and sing, each taking a fruit from the Lightus tree so that they also glowed with a blue haze. Uncomfortable around so many people, Kai tried to edge away from the crowd as soon as he’d picked his fruit, but Evange caught him by the sleeve.

      ‘Please do not escape to some dark corner, Kai. Come and celebrate Xanna’s success with us,’ she urged, and before he knew it, she was dancing the first steps of the Dance of the Four Seasons, and he had no choice but to follow along.

      

      When the fires had died down to low embers and the majority of the crowd had ambled off to their beds, including Evange, Lady Sia came over to Xanna and Kai and asked them into her hut. Like most Earth Healer accommodation, the interior was an open plan area with a fireplace, study, and bed. There was little furniture beside the essentials, though it was all expertly carved from various woods and highly polished to allow the grain to shine through.

      ‘It is so wonderful to see you both together,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. Taking a seat by the fire, she motioned for them to do the same. ‘I feel like I have not seen you properly since you were children.’

      Xanna giggled. ‘Now that is a ridiculous thing to say. You have been talking to me all day, not to mention our weekly meetings,’ she said.

      Sia’s cheeks flushed a deep emerald. ‘Now, now, Xanna, I am sure you understand what I mean.’

      ‘I do,’ Xanna replied. ‘It is good to sit and talk like this together. Well, if we were all talking,’ she said, looking meaningfully at Kai. ‘You are being rather quiet, brother.’

      ‘Do not tease him, Xanna,’ Sia chided. ‘I know he has never been one to waste words unnecessarily. And I am certain that his energetic dancing with Evange has surely tired him out.’ She turned to Kai, taking in his sharp chin and lengthy, bright red hair, matched well against the hue of his skin, even if his face was still a little flushed from his efforts. ‘I must say, the two of you really do look like your parents. It almost feels like they are here with us now.’

      ‘I suppose they are, in a way,’ Kai said softly. ‘They became part of the forest like all the others we lost at that time.’

      ‘You are right,’ Sia said. ‘Tell me, Kai, how is Grandfather Heen these days? He has not come here to report anything in the last three years. I only know he is still alive from what Xanna tells me when she comes back from visiting.’

      ‘You know how he is, my lady. He likes to keep to himself if he can...unless he finds me doing something unsatisfactory, and then every creature within a league can hear him. But he is kind in his own way, and he does let me study Earth Healer lore whenever I want to. He has such a vast collection of books and documents stacked away in his hut that I have barely made it through half of them in all the time I have been there.’

      ‘So you do not intend on coming back here to live with us yet?’ Sia asked seriously.

      ‘No, not yet. I feel there is more I need to learn,’ he replied. ‘But I will come back if you wish it. Is there something that you wanted me to do?’

      Sia glanced away, avoiding his gaze. ‘I...have grave news to tell you both,’ she said, as though every word hurt her to speak it. ‘You may have to steel yourself.’

      Instantly, the twins were absolutely focused on her. It wasn’t like her to hesitate. ‘Tell us, my lady,’ Kai urged. ‘We are ready to hear whatever it is you have to say.’

      Lady Sia sighed and said three words. ‘I am dying.’
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      Queen Celeste stood up as the whole table watched on. Her silver dress glittered in the candlelight, and her hair was draped elegantly over one shoulder. Moonlight shone through the conservatory's glass walls and ceiling, giving her an almost otherworldly quality. ‘As you are all aware, today’s celebration is in honour of our dear Yusumi’s sixteenth birthday.' She beamed at Yusumi, then turned to the others and put on her most regal expression. 'However, there is also another reason that I have gathered you here tonight.’

      She looked around at the wizened council members and nobles seated before her, straying a moment longer on Lord Razay, who seemed suitably intrigued. Celeste gave a warm smile. ‘I wish to announce that I will be entering into official adoption procedures to make Yusumi my daughter, and, therefore, Princess of Xylantria.’

      She waited for her words to sink in. As expected, a roar of babble erupted, filling the room with a mix of cheers and angry mutterings.

      ‘Adopting a non-relative? What is Her Majesty thinking?’

      ‘Well, I see nothing wrong with it. Lady Yusumi’s a smart young lady. After all—'

      ‘But a girl born of humble birth? Can she even do that?’

      ‘This is an outrage! If she goes ahead with this, then Xya will become a laughing-stock!’

      Yusumi, sitting meekly next to Celeste, sank low in her chair as everyone stared at her. Jidan purposely strolled over to her side and sat on his haunches, baring his teeth enough for them all to see how sharp they were.

      The babble stopped immediately. Only Lord Razay had the courage to continue, but Celeste was fully prepared for him.

      ‘Your Majesty, surely you can see how absurd this is,’ he protested. ‘Don’t misunderstand me, I bear no ill feelings towards Lady Yusumi, but I have already advised that the law clearly states that no royal in line for the throne may adopt, and certainly not the queen herself.’

      ‘I remember well, Lord Razay,’ Celeste replied coolly. ‘But as queen, I believe I also have the right to amend any laws that I deem no longer relevant to modern society. As I am unmarried and have no children, the throne will have no suitable heir unless I adopt. Do you not agree, my lord?’

      Lord Razay flushed red, making his dark, oiled hair and pointed beard look even more ludicrous that it was already. ‘Do you truly not wish to find a suitor, Your Majesty? You are still young, there must be a hundred noblemen willing to take your hand.’

      ‘I’m sure there are, but I do not wish to marry for the sake of making proceedings more practical for you, Lord Razay. I know you would much prefer it if I were a man, for it has been clear since the day my father died and the crown passed to me that you do not trust women with important affairs like ruling a country.’

      ‘I never—'

      ‘As such, I stand with my original statement and declare that I shall adopt Yusumi as my daughter and future heir to the throne of Xylantria. As for the law forbidding such things, I decree it obsolete. If someone would so kindly fetch a scribe, I shall have the relevant documents drawn up immediately,’ she said, staring him down. In the corner of the room, the head butler discreetly beckoned to a serving boy and whispered the whereabouts of the royal scribe. The boy departed quickly.

      ‘Now,’ Celeste said, taking hold of her wine glass, ‘I propose a toast. To my darling Yusumi, a smart and level-headed young woman more than capable of holding her own in matters of court, and who I will be proud to call my daughter.’ She spoke with such conviction that this time no one dared even mutter under their breath.

      Instead, they raised their glasses, and with the chink of crystal against crystal, all said, ‘Hear, hear.’ Yusumi blushed as they drank to her, but for Celeste’s sake tried to stay as composed as she could.

      When everyone’s glasses were dry, Celeste took Yusumi’s hand and led her through to the adjoining ballroom, where the musicians were already poised to start their first piece. The nobles and council members, still in shock from the queen's decision and Lord Razay’s rash reaction, took a moment to catch up. When they did, they saw that the ballroom's grand walls were decorated with hundreds of small crystal panes standing in front of candles which made the light split and refract, filling the room with shimmering glows.

      The music started, a light waltz to warm the mood of the guests, and soon Celeste was inundated with invitations to dance from all the men who had supported her speech. She accepted them one after the other, and taking her lead, Yusumi took the offer of a young man who she’d spotted smiling encouragingly at her earlier. She curtsied to him, and he bowed back, ready to take her hand, but Lord Razay barged forwards and wedged himself between them. He took Yusumi’s hand in his own, and without even a word to the young man, began leading her around the dance floor.

      He'd never been this close to her before, and the sweet perfume he always wore to try and mask his pungent body odour filled her nostrils. The combination of smells turned her stomach and she tried to pull away, but he gripped her tightly, all the while maintaining the utmost poise in front of the other guests.

      ‘You certainly seem to be doing well for yourself, Lady Yusumi,’ he whispered, his breath reeking of decayed meat. ‘Taken in by Her Majesty, given an education finer than any young noble could ever dream of, and now you’ve wormed your way in so resolutely that you’ve convinced her to make you her heir. Tell me, was that your intention all along, or do you take pleasure in taking advantage of the weak hearted?’

      ‘Please, Lord Razay, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Queen Celeste rescued me all those years ago. You were there. I never asked for any of this,’ Yusumi protested, struggling as he pulled her closer still. His grip on her waist was so strong that she was sure his fingers were leaving bruises on her skin.

      ‘But you did not reject it, either,’ he said in a honeyed voice.

      ‘I—'

      ‘Don’t think for one moment that I’ll allow Her Majesty to go through with this. She may resist, but I’ll find a way to stop her. I always do.’ He released her as the waltz ended and bowed low. ‘Goodnight, princess,’ he hissed, and retreated to the back of the room, disappearing into the crowd.

      She stood breathless, his words echoing over and over in her head. What was he going to do? Surely he wouldn’t dare think of threatening the queen?

      There was a nudge at her side. ‘Are you alright, princess?’ Jidan said, eyeing her trembling body.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine.' She couldn’t tell Jidan what Lord Razay had said, the wolf-lion already disliked the man so much that it was all he could do not to bite him. She didn’t want to give him any further reason to attack. ‘I’m a bit dizzy from the dance, that’s all. I...think I might retire for the night. My head is spinning something awful.’

      ‘Would you like me to come with you?’

      ‘No!’ she said sharply, but then recovered. ‘No, please stay with the queen and enjoy the rest of the evening. Oh, and do try not to intimidate anyone.’

      ‘Come now, princess. I would never dream of doing such a thing,’ he replied, not quite hiding the amusement in his voice. She rubbed his head, and then gathered her skirts and swept out of the room.

      The temperature in the long hall had dropped to freezing, and as her gown only had lace sleeves, she folded her arms tightly about her to keep in every hint of warmth she could. Compared to the loudness of the ballroom, it was so quiet that even the frantic beating of her heart as she thought of all the things Lord Razay might do threatened to break the stillness.

      She felt jumpy; unsafe in the one place where she’d thought she would always be safe. To calm herself, she took the path where she knew the guards always stood watch, nodding to each of them in turn as she passed.

      Eventually, she reached her room, and swinging open the door, she flung herself down on the bed, breathing deeply. It wasn’t until a few minutes later that she noticed something was different. The doll on the glass shelf was missing.

      An icy tremor went through her entire body. There was only one person who could have taken it. No one else had ever dared touch it, even the maids, for they all knew how much it meant to her. With her every muscle twitching, she scanned the room for the slightest movement or sound, anything that would tell her whether he was still there or not.

      There was nothing, not even the creak of a floorboard or the flutter of curtains at an exhalation of breath. She sighed, and firmly locked the door.

      

      ‘Yusumi, it’s time to wake up.’

      Yusumi’s eyes opened slowly, expecting it to be morning, but only the light of the moon flowed through her window. Straining her eyes in the darkness, she reached for the candle beside her bed and lit it with a match. Holding it out in front of her, she scanned around for the voice's source.

      It obviously wasn't Jidan; she could hear him snoring outside her door, and the speaker’s tone was completely different to his. It wasn’t Celeste’s voice either, and no one else in the palace would address her so informally.

      ‘Yusumi.’

      She turned, staring at the glass shelf. Her doll was back on it, but to her dismay, she saw that it had been cut in half, its soft innards spilling out onto the side. Stifling a cry, she cupped her free hand to her mouth, examining the doll closely. It was definitely hers, the smoky aroma that she loved so dearly clung to it firmly.

      It had to be a threat from Lord Razay; that was the only explanation. But she couldn't keep something like that to herself – she had to tell Celeste.

      Opening her door carefully so as not to disturb Jidan, she crept down the hall to Celeste’s chamber. As she approached the chamber doors, she inclined her head to the guards posted either side. They didn’t respond. Perhaps they were sleeping while standing; it wasn’t unheard of for the night guards to drift off while on duty.

      Tentatively, she stepped closer to one of them, a young man named Gandric who she often made jokes with, and tapped him lightly on the shoulder, expecting him to wake at her touch. He fell to the floor, catching the other guard with his shield and knocking him down too. Neither of them moved. Yusumi put her hand to Gandric’s cheek. It was clammy and cold. He was dead; they both were.

      With blood pounding in her ears, Yusumi thrust the doors open and ran into Celeste’s chambers, so afraid that she could barely think straight. As she neared Celeste’s four poster bed, she heard the whispering voice around her once more.

      ‘This is your doing, Yusumi. You alone are at fault.’

      It was scathing, as though the speaker detested her, and she couldn’t tell whether it was male or female. Taking a breath, she pulled back the bed's curtains. The sight that met her sent her senses reeling, and the scream jumped from her throat before she’d even felt it rise.

      Celeste was staring blankly up at the ceiling, a knife embedded deep in her chest. Desperately, Yusumi shook her, knowing that it was already too late. Blood covered the bed, leaching away the whiteness of the sheets.

      Then Jidan was there. He took one glance at Celeste’s body and let out a howl so loud that it sent a tremor throughout the room. He sniffed the knife and growled deeply, narrowing his amber eyes to near slits, but before he could trace the scent, Lord Razay arrived with ten men from the Royal Guard. He saw Yusumi standing by the bed, covered in Celeste’s blood, and Jidan next to her, baring his teeth.

      ‘What have you done?’ Razay cried. The anguish in his voice was strong, but Jidan thought he saw a flicker of a smile cross his face, replaced a moment later by tears. ‘Arrest these murders! Take them to the dungeons and leave them to rot!’

      The guards aimed their spears, advancing in tight formation. Yusumi could do nothing but stare blankly, her shock too severe to register what was happening. Jidan, however, was ready for them. Leaping, he knocked them to the ground one after another, shattering their bones and denting their armour, and then grasped Yusumi gently in his teeth. Locking eyes with Lord Razay in an unspoken challenge, he charged out of the room and onto the balcony.

      They were high up, a fatal jump for any human, but Jidan’s strong, agile legs would handle it with ease. Hearing the surviving guards recovering behind him, he adjusted his grip on Yusumi and dived.

      

      ‘It is safe now, princess,’ Jidan said as dawn broke on the horizon. Yusumi blinked her eyes open. He looked tired and worn, and his right front paw was raised above the ground.

      ‘What happened?’ she asked, shivering in the morning air. She was still in her nightclothes, stiff with dried blood. ‘Where are we?’

      ‘You fainted not long after I jumped from Her Majesty’s balcony, princess. I carried you through the city and beyond the gates before the guards could catch up. I ran through the night, and eventually chanced across this forest. It should suffice to keep us hidden for a time. We do not need to fear being tracked by sniffing dogs either, for I have marked a large area as my territory. If they happen upon it, they will turn away instantly,’ he replied, wincing slightly as he eased himself down to lie on a sparse patch of grass.

      ‘But...Queen Celeste. What happened to her, Jidan? What happened to my mother?’ she asked, the metallic smell coming from her nightclothes making her feel faint.

      ‘She is dead, princess. There is nothing you can do for her now.’

      Yusumi shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold. ‘It was Lord Razay, wasn’t it?’

      Jidan looked at her sharply. ‘How did you know that? You could not possibly have caught his scent as I did.’

      ‘I didn’t have to,’ she said quietly. ‘During the waltz last night, he danced with me.’

      ‘Yes, I saw the two of you together,’ Jidan stated. ‘I was of a mind to pull him away from you, but Her Majesty told me to restrain myself. She was under the impression that he was apologising for his earlier outburst.’

      ‘She was wrong. He didn’t apologise, he accused me of manipulating her so that I could rule one day. And then...then he told me that he wouldn’t let her go through with it. He said he’d find a way to stop her like he always did.' Her voice quivered with every word. ‘I should have warned her, Jidan. I should have told her what his plans were!'

      ‘You did not know his plans, princess. For all you knew, it was just one of his usual dry threats. There is no possible way you could have foreseen his actions.’

      ‘No, Jidan. I knew he was going to do something terrible. My doll was missing when I returned to my room that evening. Yet when I woke up in the night, it was back, torn right down the middle. That’s why I went to her chambers, I knew it was a threat.’

      ‘Then you did all you could. You cannot dwell on the past, no matter what happened, especially when you consider that we are both in hiding. All we can do now is concentrate on surviving,’ he said, and then added, ‘which you will not be able to do in those clothes.’

      ‘But there aren’t any others that I can wear. This is all I have,’ Yusumi said.

      ‘I am aware of that, which is why I need you to cover yourself in as much leaf litter as you can find until I get back.’

      ‘Wait, you're leaving? Please don’t go, Jidan. I don’t want to be alone.’

      ‘Do not fret, princess. I only intend to visit a farm that I know of near here, so I can find you something warm to wear and perhaps some food. I shall return as quickly as I can, so please, do as I say,’ he said, meeting her eyes.

      ‘Alright. I’ll be waiting.’

      He nudged her gently and heaved himself up to all fours, treading lightly on the forest floor as he disappeared into the trees.

      Sniffing back the well of emotion anxious to be let out, Yusumi got up and investigated the area around her for piles of leaves she could use to keep warm. Now that she took a good look, the forest was alive with creatures. Birds flitted about high in the treetops and beetles scuttled around by her feet, and in the far distance, she even saw a deer. The morning dew glittered like jewels on every leaf.

      It was startlingly different from the bustling city streets and the quiet palace gardens that she was used to, but for some reason, a calm spread throughout her body, making the horrors of the night seem like a bad dream.

      Unfortunately, the blood on her nightclothes reminded her all too much of how real it had been, and she hoped that Jidan would be back soon so she could change.

      For now, though, she could hide the awful colour and stench in the smell of the leaves she was to gather.
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      Xanna and Kai sat there speechless. Lady Sia was dying?

      The thought was absurd; she was only in her middle years and one of the most skilled healers that Earthias had ever known. How could this be happening?

      ‘I know what you are thinking,’ Sia said.  ‘It is true that as a healer I should be able to cure myself of most ailments. But this one, like the other that swept our dear forest all those years ago, truly eludes me.’

      ‘Is...is it the same one?’ Xanna asked tentatively.

      Sia shook her head. ‘No. If it were, then I would have realised sooner and isolated myself from everyone, for that particular disease was highly contagious. Fortunately, this illness appears to be far safer.’

      ‘Safer?’ Kai spluttered, half-rising from his seat. ‘How in Earthias can it be safe if it is killing you?’

      ‘Calm down, Kai. Anger and panic will not help anyone,’ Sia said, waving him back down. ‘What I mean is that it is still safe for me to be around our people without fearing they, too, will become ill. In any case, as we have had no travellers here in recent times, whatever it is that binds itself to me must be from another source.’ She looked them in the eyes, her own growing steely. ‘You must not worry; I have no intention of letting this illness eat away at me while I do nothing. I mean to fight it, until the end, if that is how it must be. But I require your help.’

      Xanna inhaled and gave a short nod. ‘What do you need us to do, Lady Sia? We will do anything you ask.’

      ‘I would like you to search through Grandfather Heen’s books and see if there have ever been any similar illnesses among our people. I have already searched through the few books I have here, but nothing is of relevance – though I will look again in case I have missed something. Nevertheless, I know that his collection is far greater than mine,’ she said softly. ‘I would go with you, but I do not wish to cause alarm among the others. Until the time comes when I can hide this illness no longer, I want you to keep this strictly between ourselves and Grandfather Heen.’

      ‘You have our promise, my lady, and we shall leave at once,’ Kai said, standing up. But Sia held up her hand.

      ‘You need not rush off. I believe I have time enough to see the coming of summer, so one more night will not hurt. Relax and get some sleep, Kai,' she advised, before turning to Xanna. ‘Unfortunately, there is one more thing I need you to do for me. This illness is as much external as it is internal. To find any reference in the books you search, you must first fully understand what it is that you are searching for.’

      ‘You want me to examine you and give my own diagnosis?’ Xanna asked, moving to shoo Kai from the room. He didn’t hesitate; already he was making a mental list of all the ancient books he’d read that contained passages on treating illnesses. If he could find a good starting point, then at least he and Xanna wouldn’t have to search through the entire lot.

      ‘Now, then,’ Xanna said, once she’d firmly closed the hut door behind him. ‘Where should I start?’

      Lady Sia smiled at Xanna’s determination, and showing not even the slightest sign of embarrassment, quietly slipped off her golden gown. Underneath, her skin, which had once been as supple and richly pigmented as Xanna’s own, was now blackening out from her heart, tracing hard spirals across her chest down to her arms, abdomen and legs. It looked like she had become entangled in a particularly vicious vine, and with every beat of her heart, the spirals pulsed.

      Xanna swallowed, her throat becoming dry. ‘May I?’ she asked, motioning for a closer look. Sia calmly held her arms out to her sides so Xanna could see the full extent of the condition clearly. With trembling fingers, Xanna gently put her own hand on Lady Sia’s shoulder, directly on part of the black spiralling. It wriggled under her touch and she pulled back sharply.

      ‘Are you sure this is not a parasite? It looks to me like another creature has invaded your body completely,’ she said breathlessly.

      ‘That was my first thought, but if that were the case, I believe it would have eaten me from within long before now. If I am honest, I feel strongly that I have been cursed.’

      Xanna frowned. ‘Cursed? I thought curses used to be a form of human magic before they lost their powers.’

      ‘They were, but unlike other human magics that took effect immediately, a curse could take centuries to develop. If this is the result of one, then it might have been cast back when we were at war with them. Or even, dare I say, when we became allies against the demons. Any Wise One from then on might have developed it. I just happen to be the one it settled on,’ Sia said.

      ‘Then there really was a time before the Last Battle when we waged war with the humans? It is hard to believe our people would take part in such conflict,’ Xanna replied.

      ‘Yes, there was. Only I, Grandfather Heen, Kai, and now you know it is true. Like other Wise Ones before me, I wish to keep it a secret from our people so it does not cast anger into our hearts and drive us to pit ourselves against them once more. The Last Battle helped us find common ground with the humans in our joint efforts to save Xylantria, and though the passage of time has made us distant from each other, the resulting peace has not faded,' Sia explained, slipping her dress back on. 'However, I am aware that there are bad crops within all of us.'

      ‘Is that why you have not ruled out the chance of a curse being cast at a time when we were supposed to be united?’

      ‘It is. I am sure there were many who thought we had no place in such a battle. I imagine Kai and Grandfather Heen, knowing as much about our history as they do, would agree with me.’

      Xanna was silent for a moment, contemplating Lady Sia’s words. ‘My lady,’ she said at last, ‘why do you think the humans lost their magic?’

      ‘That is a question I would dearly like to know the answer to. Unfortunately, every reference I have found implies that they simply lost it overnight, without any other explanation.'

      ‘Is that possible?’

      ‘Who can say what is and is not possible? One thing is for certain, though. Magic does not simply leave living creatures without good reason,’ Sia said, raising a hand to stifle a sudden yawn. ‘But enough of this, it is time for us to rest and leave these troubles until the morning.’

      'Not yet. Tell me what other symptoms you have.'

      Lady Sia picked up a notebook

      

      ‘Kai, are you awake?’ Xanna whispered, rolling over in her bed so that she could make out his dim silhouette on the floor. He'd refused to sleep in the spare bed, saying it would be too strange for him; at least the floor always felt like the floor. With a rustle of covers, he shuffled around until he faced her, the moonlight reflected in his eyes.

      ‘How could I sleep? I have no chance of getting any rest knowing that Sia is so ill,’ he said, trying to whisper but letting his temper get the better of him.

      ‘I feel the same.’

      ‘Then let us leave. If we head off now, we will make it back to Grandfather Heen’s by mid-morning,’ he said, reaching for his boots.

      'Alright.' She got up and opened the trunk at the end of her bed. In it was her travelling bag which was full of the essentials for safely navigating the dark side of the forest. She checked it thoroughly, making sure it was fully stocked, and ignored Kai's impatient mutterings. Satisfied she had everything, they left the hut.

      They made their way through the village as silently as they could, careful not to attract the attention of the few still celebrating. Reaching the rock serving as the village's boundary marker, they took one look back at Lady Sia’s hut before disappearing into the trees.

      The moonlight was all they needed on the fair side of the forest, but as soon as they crossed the river, Xanna withdrew two Lightus bulbs from her bag, handing one to Kai. Then she took out her flask and sprinkled each one with water. The bulbs glowed, lighting the area just enough for them to pick their way through the undergrowth.

      Along the way, the sounds of scurrying creatures met their ears, and in the distance a series of howls echoed across the night. To their relief, whatever it was – whether Hasward or otherwise – it never got any closer.

      As mid-morning hit (though the trees were so dense now that it was hard to tell what time it was), they spotted Grandfather Heen’s sturdy hut jutting out in front of them. Walking up to the front door, they knocked.

      Silence.

      Then there was a thump behind them, and they turned to see Grandfather Heen sprawled on the ground with his backside covered in moss and lichen.

      ‘Grandfather Heen! Are you alright? Whatever happened?’ Xanna cried, rushing over to him. But the old man pushed her hands roughly away and sat up.

      ‘What in Earthias' name are you doing back already?’ he said, looking past her at Kai. ‘I thought you would be gone at least a week. Instead you waltz right on back and disturb my nap on the roof.’

      Despite her concern, Xanna giggled. ‘So that was where you were. No wonder you hit the ground with such a thud.’

      ‘Now, now, my girl, no good will come from teasing me,’ he huffed, but she caught a smile rippling through from the depths of his wrinkles. ‘As for you,’ he called, staring back at Kai, ‘fetch some water from the stream so I can make stew for lunch. Then perhaps you can tell me why you returned so soon, and with your sister no less. By the looks of you, it cannot be anything joyful.’

      Kai did as Grandfather Heen instructed. He was far too used to the old Earth Healer’s sharpness to argue, so taking the large kettle from beside the fireplace, he strolled down to the stream. Surprisingly, he didn’t run into anything on his way, but then most of the creatures he had to be wary of weren't active until late afternoon.

      Filling the kettle up to the brim, he hurried back to the hut, trying desperately not to spill any water as he stumbled on the loose stones that made up the path. Grandfather Heen watched him select one of the cooking pots piled around the hearth and empty the kettle's contents into it. Then, without warning, he hit him smartly over the head with a wooden spoon.

      ‘Ouch! What was that for?’ Kai said, massaging his head.

      ‘That was for not telling me straight away why you were here. If I had known it was something as serious as this, then I would not have bothered fussing over lunch,’ Grandfather Heen replied.

      ‘Xanna told you?’ Kai asked.

      ‘Of course she did. Now, go and wait with her in the library while I finish preparing lunch. As soon as it is ready, I want to hear everything that you know.’

      ‘But you just said that we were not going to bother having lunch,’ Kai protested.

      ‘Nonsense. I said no such thing. Now, away with you,’ Grandfather Heen snapped, threatening him with the spoon again.

      Kai hurried into the library, finding Xanna already absorbed in a great, leaf-bound book. ‘There will not be anything in there,’ he said softly so that she wouldn’t jump. ‘That book is all about the techniques we used to develop our special crops, not about illnesses.’

      She sighed, heaving the book shut. ‘How do you manage to read all of these?’ she asked. ‘I have picked up three already, and each one has such small writing and strange spellings that I can hardly make sense of it.’

      He grinned at her. ‘It just takes practice. The spellings make them look harder than they actually are; it is only because you are not used to them that you are having trouble. Try reading it aloud, slowly.’

      She opened the book again, choosing a page at random. Focusing, she began to read. ‘Atte wun taime, awer pople tryeed tuu desskover hau tuu grohe triis wyt maltypuul speeseays ower fruets unn leem...Kai, this is ridiculous. It sounds like nonsense,’ she complained.

      ‘Here, give it to me,’ Kai said, holding out his hand. Shrugging, she gave him the book. He coughed, and read, ‘At one time, our people tried to discover how to grow trees with multiple species of fruits on them.’

      She stared at him open-mouthed, but before she could say anything, Grandfather Heen called them back to the main room.

      ‘Sit,’ he said as they entered, pointing to the roughly carved table and chairs at the end. They did so, waiting while he placed two hot bowls of steaming sludge in front of them. Then he sat down himself, taking a mouthful of the stuff and staring until one of them decided to speak.

      ‘Xanna knows more about it than I do,’ Kai said. ‘She is the one who actually examined Lady Sia, but from what I gather, Lady Sia’s body is covered in black spirals.’

      ‘They looked like vines, Grandfather Heen,' Xanna took over. 'I have never seen anything like it before. I thought it was some kind of parasite. She disagreed with me, however, saying that a parasite would have killed her long before now.'

      ‘What exactly does Sia think it is, then? And how does she know for certain that it is killing her?’ Grandfather Heen growled, taking another mouthful of stew.

      ‘She thinks it is a curse, cast by the humans hundreds of years ago when they still had magic. She said that some curses take years to come into effect, and this may be one of them,’ Xanna explained. ‘And...well, it is causing her organs to fail. Slowly. She thinks that it will take several months to kill her, and it will be very painful.’

      Grandfather Heen’s face darkened. He pushed his bowl away and rested his elbows on the table, interlocking his fingers and bringing his hands to his chin. ‘If that is truly the case, then I am afraid neither you two nor Lady Sia will find anything about curses in our books. Our previous Wise Woman saw to that after the disease which took your parents’ lives also claimed that of her daughter’s. She believed that if all the books on human customs, including their magic, were destroyed, then it would prevent us from becoming too curious and venturing out of Earthias to meet them, thus avoiding the risk of bringing more foreign diseases to the forest.’

      ‘Then what are we supposed to do? We cannot let Lady Sia die!’ Kai said, banging his fist on the table and making everyone’s stew spill over the sides of their bowls. Grandfather Heen gave him a long, hard look.

      ‘No, we cannot,’ he said at last. ‘There is only one thing you can do, and it is probably the biggest taboo of our people: leave Earthias and travel to Xya, the human's royal city. Convince them to grant you access to the great library there, a place where every important document is stored, including the history of human magic.’

      ‘How do you know that?’ Kai said.

      ‘I was young once, you know, and I have never conformed to Earth Healer customs. Before I moved to the dark side of Earthias, I got tired of living around people who had no curiosity about the human world at all. So I left for a few years.’

      ‘You mean, you actually lived with the humans?’ Xanna said, incredulously.

      ‘I did, and most of them were of the same temperament as us. Plus, they have a certain drink made from a plant that we do not have here. It leaves you feeling so merry that I grew quite attached to it.’ He sighed, his eyes glazing over in reverie. Then he realised they were still looking at him. ‘Well? What are you waiting for? Finish your stew and then get going.’

      ‘But we do not know the way,’ Kai said pointedly.

      Grandfather Heen grunted. ‘You did not think I would let you go without giving you a map first, did you?’

      Without waiting for Kai to reply, he rose from his chair and went over to a plain wooden chest in the corner. Opening the lid, he rummaged through its contents until finally he pulled out a large, rather faded map inked onto thick leaf paper.

      ‘Is that made of Dorret leaves?’ Xanna asked in awe as Grandfather Heen brought the map over to the table and laid it flat so they could read it properly. ‘Everyone says those trees are extinct!’

      Grandfather Heen chuckled and tapped the side of his large nose. ‘Oh, they are around still...if you know where to look. Besides, this map is older than I am, as a great many other Dorret artefacts hidden in this hut are.’ He studied the map for a moment, clearing his throat. ‘Now, let me see...’
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      The stiff leaves covering Yusumi crunched as she rolled over on the ground, shaking the tiredness from her body. How long had she been asleep for?

      She scanned the sky, but the sun seemed to be in the same place as when she’d settled down. She stretched, her joints stiff with the cold, then stood up and shivered. Was Jidan still away? There was no sign of him anywhere she looked.

      Her stomach growled, and she clutched it through her thin nightclothes. Wandering through the trees in hope of discovering something edible, she turned to find a small blackberry bush, which despite it being winter, was still bearing fruit. Gleefully she picked a handful, but before she could eat them, she heard a distinct rustling close by. Shrinking back against the bush, she slowed her breath and covered herself in more leaf debris so that she was less visible.

      Gradually, the rustling became louder. Her ears also picked up the sound of individual footsteps. They didn't sound like the tread of an animal, more like a human.

      No, not only one human, but a group of them. Instantly, her mind jumped to the idea that the Royal Guard had found her, and beads of sweat broke out on her brow.

      ‘Quiet now, lads. I can see it just behind those trees. If we’re quick, we can catch it before it runs back to its mother.’

      The blackberry bush moved as someone leant against the other side. Carefully turning her head, she peered through a gap in the branches, catching sight of a thick leather jerkin and a mass of tangled beard. A silvery glint caught in the light, and she heard the tension of an arrow being nocked to a bow. Hunters.

      ‘Easy,’ the archer said under his breath. ‘Easy, now, little beast. Stay still and you won’t feel a thing.’

      The bow twanged as the archer released the arrow. There was a pause, and then a distant thud as his target fell to the ground. The other hunters hiding around him cheered, sending a flock of birds cascading up into the air, calling their shrill alarms.

      ‘Good shot, Berrand!’ one of them said, clapping his friend’s shoulder so hard that it shook the berry bush. Berries and leaves dropped all over Yusumi. ‘Lads, we’ll be feasting all week with the price this beauty will fetch!’

      ‘Where are we going to sell it? Over at Lake Lynn?’

      ‘Not so likely. We're travelling by foot; it'd take too long to get there. The meat would spoil,’ someone scoffed. 'Besides, if we want top price for this beast, we’ve got to take it to Xya. The nobles there love a good piece of deer. Who knows, maybe even the queen will put in a bid for it.’

      ‘The queen?’ Berrand said sharply. ‘Haven’t you heard?’

      ‘Heard what? You’re not going to tell me that she’s gone on some religious fast and refuses to eat meat for a month or something, are you?’

      ‘Worse, Artred. She’s dead,’ another man said. ‘Murdered by that so-called ward of hers, three days ago.’

      ‘Her ward? You mean the girl?’ Artred asked.

      ‘The very same. Have to admit, though, she seemed such a slight little thing when I glimpsed her in the last parade; it's hard to believe she's capable of such an act,’ Berrand said thoughtfully. ‘Then again, no one really knows where she came from. Not even Lord Razay let on, despite the fact that he clearly loathes her. For all we know, she could be a trained assassin.’

      ‘But that’s not even the interesting part!’ someone else broke in. ‘I heard that she escaped the guards and now there’s a price on her head, and one for that vicious creature she keeps with her. I heard Razay wants her found, alive or dead.’

      ‘Does anyone know where she went?’ Artred said.

      Berrand laughed. ‘If I knew where she’d gone, do you really think I’d be out here hunting deer with you lot?’

      ‘Hey!’

      ‘Come on, let’s get going. I’m cold sitting here,’ Berrand grumbled. The berry bush wobbled as he stood up.

      ‘Wait a second!’ Artred gasped. ‘What if she’s in here? I mean, it is fairly close to Xya.’

      ‘No, she’s not here,’ Berrand said confidently.

      ‘How do you know?’ Artred pressed.

      ‘Did you ever see that beast of hers up close?’ Berrand asked.

      ‘Not really, no. Is it truly as ferocious as they say?’

      ‘Even more so. If she were here, that beast would have found us by now and ripped out our throats. I doubt even the most skilled hunter I know could take it down without suffering a fatal injury.’

      Yusumi heard Artred gulp. Craning her neck, she caught a glimpse of him standing opposite Berrand. He was a young man, not much older that she was, and the mention of Jidan seemed to have made him very nervous. He kept looking from side to side, as if something might leap out at him.

      The others chuckled, and they all made their way back into the trees, leaving her alone once more. So it'd been three days since Jidan had fled with her. Three days since her last words with Celeste.

      Why couldn't Lord Razay just leave her be? Surely he'd gotten what he wanted? He'd destroyed every bit of happiness Celeste had given her and driven her out of her home. How much of a threat to him could she still be?

      She clenched her teeth, so furious that she wanted to smash every tree in sight. Something popped in her hand and she glanced down to see that she’d accidently squeezed the berries she was holding. The juice oozing out of them looked like blood, bringing the full horror of that night back to her.

      Suddenly dizzy, she leant over and retched under the berry bush, her empty stomach giving up nothing but bile, and then weakly ambled back to her bed of leaves, clinging onto nearby trees and branches as she went. Collapsing onto the ground, she stared blankly at the bushes in front of her, her thoughts a whirlwind of chaos.

      

      Hours later, a soft padding reached her ears. It was slow and there was a jolt to it, as though whatever creature it belonged to had been injured on one side.

      ‘Princess...I have returned.’

      With difficulty, Yusumi focused her eyes up at Jidan. He had a large bundle in his mouth, and as she pushed herself up into a sitting position, she saw two arrows poking out of his side.

      ‘You’re hurt,’ she croaked, her throat sore and dry.

      ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘but it was necessary.’

      ‘What do you mean, necessary? You...didn’t let yourself be seen on purpose, did you?’ He avoided her gaze. ‘Why would you do such a thing?’ she murmured, leaning over to examine his wounds. The arrows were crude, shaped roughly with a knife and fletched with goose feathers. ‘These aren’t the arrows of the Royal Guard. Or even a hunter’s arrows, are they?’ she asked.

      ‘No. They were shot by the farmer who I stole these from,’ he replied, nodding to the bundle. ‘I had to let him see me, to throw the Royal Guard off our scent. The farm is out to the west, twenty leagues away. They should not suspect that we are here.’ He gazed at her, hesitating. ‘Princess, there is something I must tell you. Lord Razay has—'

      ‘Put a bounty on our heads?’ she finished.

      ‘You were already aware of this?’ Jidan said, surprised.

      ‘There were hunters in here earlier. I overheard them talking about it,’ she explained. His eyes narrowed, so she hastily added, ‘Don’t worry, I wasn’t seen. One of them said that if I were hiding here, then you'd already have killed them.’

      ‘And he would have been right, had I have been here,’ he growled. Then he sighed and sat down tenderly. ‘I have more news, princess. Her Majesty is set to be buried next week, and it is Lord Razay’s intention to take up the role of steward until the council can decide who should inherit the throne. Apparently, Her Majesty’s cousin, Etchos, mysteriously disappeared before he could make his claim. Rather convenient, I thought.’

      ‘Lord Razay’s in control of Xya?’ Yusumi slumped over, drawing her knees in close. ‘Then we won’t ever be going back, will we?’

      ‘No, princess. There is no future there for us. I am unsure of where we should go, but for now, we should lie low in here until we have enough strength to move on.’ He adjusted his position, wincing as he did so.

      ‘Let me help you. I can take them out,’ she said, gesturing to the arrows in his side.

      ‘First change into the clothes I have brought for you. You will be much warmer. There is also a small stream beyond those trees if you would like to wash. I shall keep my ears open, so if anything happens, call for me,’ he said.

      She gave a slight nod, still eyeing up his wounds, and after removing an armful of clothes from the bundle, headed off to where he’d indicated the stream was. It didn’t take her long to find it; the bubbling and splashing of water over rough pebbles guided her straight there.

      No more than three feet wide, it flowed gently, occasionally lapping against the bushes and young saplings that grew alongside it. Kneeling down, she cupped a handful of the cool water and drank deeply until she'd satisfied her thirst. Then, too glad to be free of them to be embarrassed by her nakedness, she stripped off her nightclothes and gingerly walked in.

      The stream was like ice against the more tender parts of her body, but it was so refreshing that she quickly set to work scrubbing away all traces of dirt, berry juice and blood from her skin. She tried to wash her nightclothes too, but the dark red stains held fast. It didn’t matter, she had no use for them now, anyway.

      Instead, she dug a small hole with her hands by one of the saplings and buried them there, topping the mound with a small rock to mark its place. ‘Forgive me, Celeste,' she said, them mouthed, 'Forgive me, mother.’

      Dressing herself in the thick woollen hose and soft leather tunic Jidan had found for her, she then tugged a pair of leather boots over her chilled feet. Adding the long cloak that pooled around her heels, she made her way back to where he was waiting for her.

      He was resting with his eyes closed, but as she approached, one of them slowly opened. His breathing was shallow, and when she placed a hand tenderly on his side, his wounds were burning hot.

      ‘I think your wounds are infected,’ she said, panic clear in her voice.

      ‘Berries,’ he said weakly. ‘Blackwort berries will heal them. There should be some close by. They resemble blackberries, but have white spots near the stalk. Do not touch your face if the juice spills on your hands, it is deadly poisonous to humans.’

      Yusumi gulped and went over to what she’d thought was the blackberry bush. Sure enough, as she examined the berries properly, she saw the white spots near the stalk. Perhaps she should keep the fact that she’d nearly eaten some to herself.

      Taking another handful, she rushed back over to Jidan. He looked at her quizzically, wondering how she’d found them so quickly. ‘I saw them while I was gathering leaves to keep warm,’ she said, keeping her face neutral. ‘What should I do with them?’

      ‘Take the arrows out first. The heads are only sharp points, so do not worry about tearing my skin any further. Do it quickly, if you can.’

      ‘I’ll…I’ll try,’ she said, taking the first arrow firmly in her grip. She pulled; Jidan roared, but stayed still, and it came out in one piece. Blood seeped from the wound along with a foul-smelling yellow pus, but at least she hadn’t made it any bigger. More confident, she did the same with the second arrow, dropping it by her feet. ‘There,’ she said. ‘What should I do now?’

      ‘Crush the berries and rub the juice into the wounds. Make sure that the skin is covered in it.’

      ‘What about the blood? How do I stop that?’ Yusumi asked, watching as it stained his tan coloured fur.

      ‘There is no need. It will stop on its own as soon as you apply the berry juice,’ he said.

      ‘Very well, then.’ Taking a breath, she crushed the berries in her hands and rubbed the juice into his wounds. The skin around them fizzled, sending trails of grey smoke into the air, and turned white. It was like they had been seared shut by a hot poker. ‘Is that it?’ she asked nervously.

      ‘For now, yes. Though perhaps you could give me some water and food,’ he murmured. ‘There is some at the bottom of the bundle. It is not much, but it will do for now.’

      After visiting the stream once again to free her hands of the berry juice, Yusumi removed a loaf of bread and several large vegetables from the bundle. There was also some dried meat and a rind of cheese. She gave Jidan most of the meat, knowing that was what he preferred, and found a large, waxy leaf that she could catch some water in.

      She went back to the stream a third time and filled the leaf full, trying not to spill any on her way. He drank from it gratefully, and then passed out. After eating some food herself, she curled up next to him and let her weariness take her.

      

      Three days came and went before Jidan was able to stand properly, even with Yusumi applying the berry juice twice a day. By that time, the food he’d brought had long been eaten, and Yusumi had taken to foraging about the small area he’d marked as his territory.

      She’d found scores of mushrooms, nuts and other kinds of berries, but every one she brought to him turned out to be poisonous to humans. When he was able to get up, he decided there was only one way for her to survive. She would have to learn to hunt for herself.

      ‘You mean...I have to kill animals?’ she said, going pale. ‘Surely there must be some sort of vegetation here that I can live on. It can’t all be poisonous, can it?’

      ‘No, not all of it is, but you must be able to identify those that are safe correctly. You do not have enough knowledge yet to do so, and even if I teach you, you are likely to starve to death before you can learn even the basics. But you already know how to cook and prepare meat. You have observed the chefs at the palace do so a hundred times before,’ Jidan stated.

      ‘But I’ve never had to kill anything. The royal huntsmen always brought in the meat...and I suppose I never considered what they had to do to get it,’ she said.

      ‘Then consider it now. I am sorry, princess. This is the only way you will survive out here. I know I can hunt for you, but if anything were to happen to me, you would be on your own.’

      ‘Are you sure there isn't another way?’ she pleaded, although she already knew his answer.

      ‘I am. And the first thing I must teach you is how to move silently through the trees. Every animal in here is listening out for predators at all times, so even the slightest noise – the crunching of a leaf, or the snap of a twig – will alert them to your presence. They also have keen noses that can sniff out danger, so we must take note of the way the wind blows so it does not pass on our scent.’

      He strode over to her. ‘Here, climb on my back and I shall take you to the stream. Animals will be heading over there to drink at this time of day. I want you to watch them from the shadows. You must see how their eyes constantly search for movement, how their ears twitch back and forth picking up foreign sounds. Observe how quickly they realise we are there.’

      ‘But you’re only just able to stand. You can’t possibly take my weight yet,’ she protested.

      ‘Nonsense. I have recovered fully, thanks to your care. Quickly now, we must go or we shall miss them.’

      Reluctantly, she climbed onto his back, his lean muscles moving underneath her as he walked silently through the forest. Even though he was treading on dried leaves and loose stones, he seemed to be spreading his weight in such a way that he didn’t make a sound.

      It was impressive, but doubt spread through her as she wondered if she would ever be able to do the same.
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      Kai studied the map that Grandfather Heen had given to them. According to the rough key and faded markings in blue ink, the great River Ehm was only two days’ walk from the northern edge of Earthias. Crossing it would lead them straight to the road going to Xya.

      ‘Do you suppose this map is accurate?’ Xanna asked him. ‘I mean to say, if it really is as old as Grandfather Heen said?’

      ‘Well, geographically, the land should not have changed all that much, but we will not know how far the humans have spread until we see for ourselves,’ he said, adjusting his bag and stepping clear of the last trees of Earthias’ border. The view beyond made him stop dead; hillocks covered in small wildflowers and long grasses reaching up to his thighs spread out across the horizon, broken only by the remains of a cobbled path, barely visible through the moss growing on and around it.

      He turned to Xanna, who was staring at their surroundings in awe. She stretched out her arms and spun around, smelling the sweet air and savouring the light breeze on her face. ‘The energy here is strong,’ she said, laughing lightly. ‘It is so fresh and lively, not like the calm rhythms of Earthias at all.’

      Smiling at her, Kai checked the map again. ‘Look here,’ he said, pointing to several small sketches of huts drawn here and there. ‘These indicate human villages, and the larger ones are towns. The biggest one is Xya itself.’

      Xanna looked at it, frowning slightly. ‘Those are human villages? But there is only one between the far side of the River Ehm and the capital city.’

      ‘Yes, and this map was drawn out over a hundred years ago. There could be ten villages there now, or none at all. I just hope that the boat house on this side of the river is still there, otherwise we will have to go right up to the river’s source to cross, and though I am curious about the waterfalls of Foe'ehm, it would take us two moons to reach it.’

      He folded the map back up and put it in the pouch at his belt, next to the sheathed sword also given to him by Grandfather Heen. Like the map, the sword too was made of Dorret, but from the wood instead of the leaves. It was a sure match for any sword crafted from steel, both in strength and durability, and was also edged with Agentae, the hardest mineral ever discovered, to ensure its sharpness would never dull.

      According to Grandfather Heen’s story, the sword had once belonged to the Earth Healer warrior Gentunn Dorretblade, who had fought hard in the Last Battle against the demons. Unfortunately, Gentunn had suffered a fatal wound moments before the human mages were able to seal the demons inside the depths of Mal Roch’etchu. His servant (for in those times it was common practice for Earth Healers of importance to have such) braved the battlefield to retrieve his master’s body and sword, with the intent of returning them to Gentunn's family. They took Gentunn Dorretblade’s body back, but the sword they gave to his servant for aiding him through such dangerous times.

      ‘And it has been passed down from parent to child as an heirloom ever since,’ Grandfather Heen had said when he’d passed it to Kai. ‘I hope you never have to use it, but as you continually tell everyone, the humans cannot always be trusted, even in times of peace. Not to mention, no Earth Healer other than you knows the correct technique to wield it.’

      Then the old man had turned to Xanna. ‘You, my dear, need no such weapon. The strength of your Etherin will suffice to defend you. Now, you must gather your belongings and go; Lady Sia needs you. Oh, and do not worry about your duties as high sage. I will find a way to take care of them while you are away.'

      Kai glanced up at the sky. It had grown grey and restless, and there was moisture in the air. ‘I think it is going to rain,’ he said.

      Xanna looked up at it too. ‘We shall just have to brave it, then,’ she said. ‘Unless we happen to find some shelter along the way. Still,’ she grinned, ‘we are on an adventure. A little rain will not stop us.’

      ‘You know this is not an adventure, Xanna. We are here to find a way to break the curse on Lady Sia, not to spend time marvelling at the world,’ he pointed out.

      She whirled around sharply, her hair billowing out behind her in the breeze. ‘Kai, do not be so tense! We can take what we are doing seriously and have fun. There is so much knowledge to be learnt while we are out here, and we can take it all back with us once we have found a cure. You know full well that Lady Sia would want us to experience as much as we can.’

      Kai sighed. It was going to be a long journey.

      They reached the end of the long grasses, moving onto a plain of soggy marshland that made their feet sink and squelch with every step. Fortunately, Grandfather Heen had warned them about this, so they'd managed to make strong, waterproof boots from the leaves of the Wellog tree, a distant cousin of the Dorret. So far, the boots were working well, and would have kept their feet completely dry if Kai hadn't stepped in a puddle far deeper than it looked. He sank right up to his waist, and when Xanna helped him climb out of it, filthy, stale water poured off him and straight onto her.

      ‘Still think this is an adventure?’ he asked after they’d squelched away another three hours.

      ‘Yes, just a muddy one. Look on the bright side, the rain has yet to—‘

      Before she could finish, a single raindrop splashed onto her head. Unable to help himself, Kai snorted. Then the clouds burst open fully, soaking them in seconds. ‘What was that you said about braving the rain?’ he said sourly.

      ‘Alright, I admit this is far too heavy to simply keep going. Let us find somewhere to shelter and set up camp. There must be something near here,’ she said, squinting into the distance.

      ‘Over there.’ Kai nodded to a dense thicket of brambles. His eyes, adept at picking out details in partial light, had spotted them easily. ‘Do you think you could manipulate them into some sort of tunnel with your Etherin?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ she replied, brushing away the hair plastered to her face so she could see where he'd indicated. ‘Let us go.’

      Holding on tightly to their bags, they charged forwards, ignoring the sucking of the mud against their boots and the slapping of Kai’s sword on his thigh. Grasping at the energy she could feel around her, Xanna sang a complex song as she ran, goading the brambles into lifting their thorny branches into an archway. They were resistant, having been undisturbed for years, but eventually they gave way and formed a tight, waterproof shelter.

      Dashing inside, the twins threw down their bags and collapsed on the ground, catching their breath.

      

      The rain continued to pour for the next day and a half, and though Xanna had managed to make large woven hats out of the brambles to stop the water soaking through their clothes, both she and Kai were utterly miserable.

      There had been no sign of human civilisation at all, and the worries Kai had about the boat house no longer existing were starting to look like a reality. As they came over the top of a small hillock, however, they were greeted with rows and rows of neat plants growing in rich, dark soil.

      Kai knelt down by one that had a short stalk with masses of furred, curly leaves. ‘This...looks like Tymetsu,’ he said. ‘And over there – surely that is an Escroe!’

      Xanna inspected them for herself. ‘You are right,’ she said, gazing across the whole plantation. ‘They are all winter vegetables like the ones I have been overseeing in Earthias. It seems there are some variations between these ones and ours, but there is no doubt about it. These must be crops grown by the humans.  And if they are here, then the boat house could be here after all!’

      They carried on, finding a well-used trail that cut straight through the field and into another, filled with slightly different crops. The trail continued diagonally to the right. Following it closely, the sound of rushing water began to fill their ears, growing louder with each step they took.

      ‘We must be nearly there,’ Kai said, shaking excess water from his woven hat, realising too late that it was a fruitless task against the driving rain. They got to the end of the field, where the path opened up to form a small gravelled road. Beyond it was the River Ehm.

      The current was strong, flowing faster than a herd of stampeding horses, and even though the sky was grey, the light reflecting off the water’s surface was like glittering stars.

      With relief, the twins caught sight of a simple shelter close to the riverbank, made up of four thick wooden pillars and a thatched roof. As they got closer, they could see a stack of small paddle boats in one corner that, from the dents and scratches on them, had obviously seen better days. An elderly man sat in the centre, carving a fish out of a small block of wood. They raced over, glad to be free of the rain at last, and he glanced up.

      ‘Come for a boat, eh?’ he said, detailing in the scales of the fish. ‘You’ll want to wait 'til this lot stops, else you’ll get swept up in the current. Shouldn’t be long now, judging by 'ow fast it's coming down.’ He finished, putting down the knife, and took a good look at them. ‘I must say, I ain’t ever seen anyone dressed so funny before. Whatta your clothes made of? It ain't leather, I can tell.’

      ‘What is leather?’ Xanna asked, looking curiously back at him. She hadn’t known what to expect when meeting her first human, but it certainly wasn’t him. He appeared so, well, normal. His skin was a light brown colour instead of green, and his hair was a dirty yellow, but apart from that he could have been an Earth Healer. The wrinkles on his face even resembled Grandfather Heen’s.

      ‘What’s leather?’ he said, incredulously. ‘Where’ve you been living? In the woods with them forest folk?’ he joked. She removed her hat as the clouds parted slightly, letting the sun brighten the sky, and its rays hit her face to reveal the pigment of her skin. The man dropped his sculpture on the floor with a clunk. ‘You are one of them forest folk,’ he murmured.

      ‘Our people do have a name, you know,’ Kai said irritably, taking off his own hat and setting his bag on the ground. ‘You should use it.’

      ‘I would, but I’m afraid I don’t know what it is,’ the man admitted. ‘Still, whatta you doing outside the forest? I thought your folk never left?’

      ‘Usually we do not,’ Xanna replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘But we have been sent out to find a way to...relieve one of our people of a strange illness. We have been told to head to Xya. It is beyond this river, is it not?’

      ‘Sure is,’ the man said. ‘Though I doubt any of the 'ealers there are versed in ailments of you forest, I mean, er…'

      ‘Earth Healers,’ she said.

      ‘Earth 'ealers?’ he parroted, screwing up his brow. ‘I think I remember being told that once. Long time ago, though. And your forest is called...lemme think, now...Earthias, is that right?’

      ‘Yes, and do not worry, we are not going there to speak with the healers. We are going to look in the great library. We have reason to believe that the information we are seeking is there.’

      ‘So may we borrow a boat now that the rain has eased off?’ Kai broke in, not liking idle chatter at the best of times.

      ‘Well, yes, of course. But 'ow can you pay for it?’ the man asked. ‘I presume you don’t ‘ave any money on you?’

      'We may not use money in Earthias, but the concept was explained to us before we left,' Kai said, taking a small purse from his belt and opening it for the merchant to see the coins inside. 'How many do you need?’

      ‘Three coppers is what I usually charge,’ the man replied, eyeing the coins suspiciously. 'They're the rust coloured ones,' he added, noting Kai's confused expression.

      Kai counted the coins out and handed them over. The man stared at them, checking both sides. ‘Where’d you get these? That’s King 'eggard stamped in the middle. E’s been dead for at least a 'undred and twenty years!’

      ‘Really?’ Xanna said, glancing over at Kai. ‘I knew Grandfather Heen was old, but not that old.’ He shrugged back at her; he’d had no idea of the old man’s true age either.

      ‘Who’s Grandfather 'een?’ the man asked, stroking his chin. ‘Some kind of merchant?'

      ‘Merchant?’ Xanna said, raising her eyebrow. ‘No, no. He is our grandfather, though for some reason all of our people refer to him that way. He ran away from Earthias once when he was young and spent several years out here in the human world. The coins we have are what he brought back with him from that time.’

      ‘Oh, I see,’ the man said.

      ‘Are they still acceptable?’ Kai asked.

      ‘Acceptable? They’re more than that if they’re real and not just painted clay.’ He bit into one; the copper was solid. ‘They are! These coins are worth about a silver each. Course, I'd 'ave to find a specialist coin merchant to change them up, but they do come around every few years or so. Tell you what, you let me keep these and I'll give you my best boat.’

      ‘Then it is settled,’ Kai said. ‘When can we leave?’

      ‘Gimme a moment, lad, and I'll get it ready for you,’ the man said, and went over to the stack of boats in the corner of the shelter.

      Ten minutes later, an earthy brown boat with matching paddles engraved with intricate leaves waited for them on the riverbank. It was slightly longer and thinner than the others, and looked considerably less battered.

      ‘Careful pushing off now, mind. If you’re too 'asty and lose your footing, the Ehm will sweep you under in no time,’ the man cautioned.

      Kai could well believe it. Unlike the river in Earthias that separated the two sides of the forest, this one was so vast that he could just about see the other side in the distance.

      ‘Oh, and don’t forget to let the water steer you for about two leagues before you try paddling over to the other side. If you reach it too far up, you’ll ‘ave no one to 'elp pull you back onto land. But don’t worry too much. They always keep a good look out over there, so I’m sure they’ll see you approaching.’

      They thanked him and nervously turned to the boat. Xanna got in first, placing their bags at her feet so that they wouldn’t roll about. Once she was settled, Kai gave the boat a good push into the water before climbing in himself. The moment his boots touched the wooden boards, he was jerked over onto his backside, the force of the river pushing the boat downstream as though it were being pulled by the strength of a hundred horses.

      Holding tightly to the sides, the two of them rode it out until they were sure they were coming up to the distance the man had told them to start paddling. Taking a paddle each, they fought against the river’s strength to steer the boat across to the other side.  Sweat broke out on their brows, and their arms burnt with the effort of trying to guide the boat in the right direction. But eventually they made it.

      A group of small huts were set back a ways from the water, and a thin tower stood next to them. They spotted someone climb down it energetically, calling towards the huts. Several figures appeared at the edge of the bank after a few minutes, and the tallest one threw the twins a thick rope so that they could pull the boat onto land. For a moment, Xanna and Kai stayed sitting in it, panting. The men who’d helped them were exhausted too, and hadn’t even taken a good look at them yet.

      Xanna got to her feet, and as she climbed out on shaky legs, the men realised that she wasn’t human. ‘So it’s true,’ one of them whispered. ‘The Earth Healers are real.’

      ‘Earth Healers?’ his friend replied, keeping his voice hushed. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them before.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, Jared, I know you have,’ another cut in, his voice also low. ‘Remember the stories we were told as children, about the green skinned folk who live in the vast forest on the Ehm's other side? They were said to have powerful magic, capable of growing all sorts of things.’

      ‘We call it Etherin, and yes, we can use it to grow lots of different plants,’ Xanna said wryly, batting her eyelids. The men blushed.

      ‘Sorry, we didn’t realise you could hear us,’ the first man apologised.

      She shook her head. ‘You have no need to be sorry, and now you know that we have very sensitive hearing, too. Besides, it is only natural to be curious about people you have never seen before.  If my brother and I had time, we would ask you all sorts of questions. Unfortunately, we must make haste.’

      ‘Make haste? Where are you travelling to?’ the man called Jared asked.

      ‘The city of Xya,’ Kai said, finally standing up. His legs were even shakier that Xanna’s were. ‘Can you tell us how far away it is?’

      ‘Certainly. It’s about thirty-five leagues from here, if you head straight on down this road,’ Jared replied, indicating a cobbled path beyond the cluster of huts.  ‘But are you sure you won’t stop here for the night? We have food and dry clothes that you can borrow. It’s only soft leather, but it’ll keep you warm while your own clothes dry.’

      ‘What is this leather you speak of? The man at the boat house mentioned it as well,’ Xanna asked.

      ‘Why, it’s dried and cured animal skin. It’s very comfortable once you get used to—‘ he stopped, catching the look of horror on both Xanna and Kai’s faces.

      ‘You...you wear the skin of another animal?’ Kai said, struggling with the words.

      ‘Well, yes. It would be a shame to let it go to waste after we’ve eaten them,’ Jared replied, stumped by their reaction.

      ‘Eaten? You eat animals, too?’ Xanna said, her stomach churning at the idea.

      ‘Jared, I think you should stop talking and let them be on their way,’ his friend said firmly. He turned to the twins. ‘I apologise; it seems Jared doesn’t recall the tales about your people living only on plants and making your tools and clothing from them too.’

      Jared’s face paled as he realised his mistake. ‘I-I didn’t know. It’s a natural thing for us, I never knew there were people who didn’t eat meat.’

      He was sincere, the twins knew it, but still neither of them could look at him. ‘Thank you for helping to get our boat onto land. I am sure we will meet you again on our return,’ Kai said. Gathering their bags from the boat, they left, leaving the men completely speechless.

      

      The skies cleared up over the next four days, though the chill breeze blew their hats away and made it difficult for their clothes to dry out. Still, it allowed the twins time to study the openness of the land. While Kai admitted it was beautiful, Xanna was enraptured by it. She often stopped to examine the foliage, unable to resist sprinkling her Etherin on areas that'd been caught by the frosts to help encourage new growth.

      Aside from passing great fields of crops, they hadn't seen any signs of human civilisation since they’d left the riverbank. So it was that, when they came around the last hill and saw Xya looming before them, they stood speechless, completely overwhelmed by the enormity of the stark white walls surrounding it.

      They approached the city warily, eyeing the fully armoured guards standing either side of its gates. Like the other humans they'd met so far, the guards stared at them open mouthed. Unfortunately, they managed to remember their duty of charging all travellers for entry into the city.

      ‘Hold it! It costs six coppers to get into the royal city, traveller,' the guard to the right said to Kai, barring the way with his spear. 'That's six coppers each.’

      ‘You are asking us for money simply to enter Xya?’ Kai asked in disbelief.

      ‘You’d better believe it,’ the guard on the left said. ‘How else do you expect us to pay for the city's upkeep? These walls and the buildings beyond are old, and the repairs never stop.’

      ‘Does everyone have to pay to enter?’ Xanna said, pursing her lips.

      ‘Oh, yes, girly, we don't discriminate here. The only people who aren't charged are those with royal warrants, like the merchants who regularly trade here. ‘Course, the toll changes from week to week, depending on how the city’s budget is looking. You just happen to have arrived at an opportune time, when the toll is the lowest we’ve seen for months.’

      ‘Low? Six coppers each does not sound low to me,’ Kai said. ‘The man at the boat house on the other side of the river only charged us three coppers to hire his best boat.’

      The guards laughed. ‘You must be talking about old man Gaff. He’s one of them country folk; he has no idea about money. You’ll find we do things very differently here in Xya, especially at a time like this,’ the right guard said, adjusting his helmet. Kai noticed it was covered in spots of rust.

      ‘A time like what?’ Xanna asked. ‘Is there something we should know about?’

      ‘Oh, no, not much. Only the queen’s funeral, which nobles from all over the country have come to attend,’ he said sarcastically. ‘That’s why the fee for entering is so low, we’ve had so many visitors that we don’t need to charge the full price to break even. Now, nice as you folk seem, pay up or clear off.'

      Kai sighed and dropped twelve copper coins into the guard’s outstretched hand.

      

      ‘What kind of place asks for coins just to enter?’ he complained for the seventh time as they tried to pick their way through the maze of drab stone buildings to where Grandfather Heen had described the library. His initial awe at the concept of money was lessening by the hour, as was the weight of his purse. Several times they’d had to stop and ask for directions, and everyone they'd spoken to held out their hand afterwards expecting a coin in return.

      ‘Calm down, Kai,’ Xanna chided. ‘It is the way humans do things. We have to deal with it, otherwise they will never let us read their ancient books. And if what the guard said is true, then this is a time of mourning. Perhaps they are trying to make the best out of the situation.’

      Kai sniffed. ‘It is certainly a very different type of mourning than what we are used to.’

      They passed a group of children playing a game involving hopping and skipping, reminding Xanna of the ones back in Earthias. She smiled at them warmly. But far from smiling back, they took one look at her and ran away. Xanna shrugged, then spotted a boy dressed in nothing but rags hunched up in the doorway of a shop that sold bread (though the image on the sign didn't look like any bread she'd ever seen).

      She was about to offer him some vegetables from her bag when the door opened, revealing a woman holding a stiff broom. In one vigorous movement, the woman swept the boy off her doorstep as though he were a stubborn patch of dirt.

      ‘What are you—' Xanna began, but the woman gave her such a look of loathing that she faltered, unable to find her voice. The woman went back inside, closing the door firmly behind her. The child stood up shakily on skinny legs and took a small piece of chalk from his tattered pocket. Quickly, he marked the woman’s door with a spiral-like symbol, and then wandered off into a dark back alley.

      ‘Why...why would she do that to a child so obviously starving?’ Xanna said, after he was out of sight.

      Kai, who'd been watching just as she had, shook his head. ‘I do not know. But it does prove that humans can be as monstrous as I feared. I wonder, how did that child end up in such a state? Even if he is an orphan, surely there must be family who could take care of him?’

      A loud sound, like a hammer striking metal, echoed across the city, seven times in a row. Kai clutched his hands to his ears, the noise shooting pain into his head, and only lowered them when the last strike faded.

      Suddenly, doors all around them opened and humans scurried out, rushing in the very direction that they were headed. They waited for a moment, unsure of what was going on, and spotted the woman from the bread shop dash out. Hastily, she locked the door behind her and followed the rest of the crowd.

      Seconds later, a group of six children, dressed in rags like the boy, scuttled out from the back alley and went over to the shop. They stared at the symbol chalked on the door, nodding to each other, and then a girl with dreadlocks plucked out two thin pieces of metal from her jacket and put them in the lock. She wiggled the metal pieces about, and with a click, got the door open.

      Waving the others inside, she waited until they scrambled back out again a minute later with armfuls of bread loaves and rolls, then closed the door. Together, they melted into the crowd as if they'd never been there at all.

      Stunned by what they’d just witnessed, Xanna and Kai continued on their way in silence.

      

      They found the great library in the middle of the city, which was a square area of ground surrounded by buildings of different shapes and sizes. The library was one of the biggest, dwarfed only by a place the humans nearby seemed to be referring to as ‘the palace’.

      Guards were stationed everywhere the twins looked, swords belted at their hips and armour gleaming, and though the square was already full of people, more kept arriving from the streets nearby. Some were dressed in flamboyant and completely impractical clothing, while others wore plain but hard-wearing attire. The two groups seemed to avoid socialising with each other, and there were more people wearing only rags who no-one seemed to want to speak to.

      Kai's face grew hot the closer everyone got to him, and clinging onto Xanna, he raced over to the great library's door to get away from them all. When they reached it, he stopped, breathing heavily, and shook out his hands to try and dispel the pressure of the trapped feeling that had crept up on him.

      'Kai? Are you alright?' Xanna asked, watching him closely.

      'I will…be fine.' He drew in several deep breaths, then stood up to face her. 'There were too many. Far too many.' Turning towards the door, he saw that it was carved entirely from blocks of grey stone flecked with gold. Noticing the guard next to them, he once again prepared to hand several coins over. Yet the sound of metal being struck surrounded them again, and he dropped to the floor clutching his head.

      ‘What is making that sound?’ Xanna asked the guard urgently, who was regarding Kai with a mystified expression.

      ‘It’s the Bell of Declaration. Look up at the palace's tower and you’ll see it,’ he said, pointing. ‘It sounds seven times to call everyone to the square, and once again when a representative from the palace is ready to address them.'

      'Will it sound anymore?' she said, glancing at Kai. He'd managed to stand again, but she could see he was still shaken.

      The guard shook his head. 'No, that was the last toll. Watch, you'll see some of the Royal Guard come out in a moment.’

      As he spoke, the white marble doors of the palace opened and two rows of guards came out wearing black armour, noticeably setting them apart from the rest of the guards scattered about. They carried long, narrow shields and held spears in their right hands. Coming to stand in formation on either side of the palace doors, they were soon followed by six wizened men dressed in beige robes, each of them wearing thick gold chains around their necks. Positioning themselves three to each side of the blue carpeted walkway that ran the length of the courtyard and ended at the steel gates, the men stood and waited.

      Anticipation spread though the babbling crowd, and a hush came over them. After what seemed an eternity, even to the twins, a single man appeared in the doorway of the palace, taking in the gazes of the people before him.  He stepped forwards at an even pace, coming to stand an arm's length away from the gates. He was clothed in an ornate robe of black with gold finishing, matching his oiled hair and pointed beard.

      With a grave look on his face, he raised his arms to shoulder level and addressed the crowd. ‘My lords and ladies,’ he said, his rasping voice resounding through the square. ‘It's with vast sorrow that I, Lord Razay, and the members of the council, commemorate the passing of our great ruler, Queen Celeste the First, who has governed our fair Xylantria with grace and wisdom for twenty-five years. Twenty-five years of her love, her passion and her determination to keep this country strong, and for that she has been adored by her people. By you.’

      He passed a hand across his brow as his expression darkened. ‘And yet, through the actions of just one, she has been taken from us, never to utter a word or share her smile again. Many of you have heard the rumours, I'm sure, but now I shall confirm it.’ His voice had dropped to no more than whisper, yet now he looked up, and in a crazed snarl that caused spittle to fly from his lips, said, ‘The girl Yusumi, who Her Majesty so kindly rescued as a child and raised in the palace, murdered our beloved ruler in cold blood!’

      A ripple ran through the crowd, and though they were standing off to the side, Xanna and Kai sensed the amassed anger at Lord Razay’s words; even the library guard next to them was seething. But Lord Razay wasn’t finished yet.

      ‘I've a confession to make. I fear that I am as much to blame for Her Majesty’s death as that bloodthirsty wretch, for it was I who discovered Yusumi’s plans to work her way so deep into Queen Celeste’s heart that Her Majesty would look upon her not merely as her ward, but as her daughter and heir. And, in my ignorance of her true nature, I sought to confront the girl with my concerns. It's my belief that because of my hasty actions, Yusumi felt threatened and was driven to attack Her Majesty while she was asleep in her chambers. I have no doubt that she wanted to place the blame on myself, but there was suspicion in my heart that night, and I arrived with the Royal Guard to find her in the act.’

      He wiped a stray tear from his eye.  ‘Thanks to the giant beast she calls her guardian, Yusumi escaped capture and fled the city, though it shames me to admit it. But I promise you that I, acting as steward to the throne of Xylantria as voted by the council, will hunt her and this beast of hers down and make them pay for this terrible crime. I've already informed the hunting guilds of the rewards I am offering for their capture, and all my men will be conducting regular patrols and searches throughout the country. Justice will be served, and swiftly! The throne of Xylantria will not stay tainted for long!’

      The crowd erupted with cheers, and more than a few had to wipe their eyes from the emotion that his speech had brought on. Waiting for them to calm down, Lord Razay signalled to several of his guards, who swiftly withdrew inside the palace and then returned carrying a marble sarcophagus inset with mother of pearl. It was so heavy that it took seven of them on each side to lift it, their faces contorted with effort. ‘Good people, it is time for the queen to be taken to her eternal resting place in the royal tomb. We must give her our farewell.’

      With Lord Razay leading, the members of the Royal Guard carried the sarcophagus along the walkway and out into the square, followed by the council members. In a low, clear voice, the steward struck up the first notes of a solemn chant, gradually joined by everyone watching. To the steady rhythm, the procession advanced towards a small, domed structure built from blocks of black stone which was next to the library. Pausing briefly as he neared his destination, Lord Razay gazed intensely at Xanna and Kai, then inclined his head before continuing on.

      

      The great library was enormous inside, with shelves going right up to the ceiling, a third of the size of Earthias' tallest trees (and that was saying something). It was filled with more books than Xanna and Kai had ever imagined, and there were so many sections that it took them nearly an hour to find the one they needed, despite asking for guidance from the many assistants who worked there.

      Kai scanned the titles imprinted on each book's spine, removing one from the shelf to read more closely. Yet the texture of its cover made him recoil, almost dropping it. These books were not leaf bound like the ones he was so familiar with, but covered in animal skin – the leather the men by the riverbank had told them about.

      Wriggling his arms to shake off the sensation of his skin crawling, he opened it. The writing was neat and the language surprisingly easy to understand. Much easier in fact than in Grandfather Heen’s books. But he’d barely read a sentence when the library door opened and Lord Razay entered, heading directly for them.

      ‘I’d hoped that you would still be here after I gave the funeral rites, though I confess that the rawness of my grief caused me to delay somewhat,’ he rasped, reaching them quickly. ‘Forgive me, but when I first caught sight of you during the procession, I thought my eyes were deceiving me. I'm glad to see they were not. To think, Earth Healers in Xya after so many years!’ He stood so close to Xanna that she wrinkled her nose at his strong perfume. ‘I cannot imagine that news of Her Majesty’s death reached your fair forest, so I must assume you are here for some other reason. Am I correct?’

      Xanna shared a glance with Kai, and he dipped his head. Surely to be a high ranking official as Lord Razay was, one would need to know about many things – hopefully curses among them. ‘We have come here to find out about the magic humans used to have. Curses specifically,’ she said at last.

      Lord Razay smoothed his pointed beard. ‘Curses? They're a most ancient magic indeed, long since lost with the rest of our powers. What makes you so interested in such things?’ he asked, not impolitely.

      Kai took a breath. ‘Our Wise Woman, Lady Sia, is dying, sir. We believe that a curse is the reason behind it, and as none of our people have any knowledge of human magic, we have come to research it in the hopes of finding a cure.’

      ‘My, my, that certainly explains the air of urgency about you. Though I did not consider something so troubling to be the cause.  Not only have we humans lost our beloved ruler, but you might lose yours as well. Truly, this is by far a more tragic turn of events than I could ever have anticipated, and at a time when famine and petty crime are rife throughout the kingdom, no less.’ Lord Razay clucked his tongue. ‘If, as you say, your Wise Woman has become the object of such an ancient curse, then I regret to inform you that you will find no mention of a cure here. All our books pertaining to curses and the methods for removing them have long since perished. I fear that after we found we had no use for them, our preservation practices became too lax for any manuscript to withstand the passage of time. The only thing I can tell you is that for a curse to take effect after so many years have passed, it would have to be very strong indeed.'

      ‘Then there is no way we can save her?’ Xanna said, her eyes beginning to water.

      ‘My dear,’ he said softly, reaching out to brush a tear from her cheek. She fought hard not to draw back from his touch. ‘There’s no need to spoil such a beautiful face with sadness. There is hope yet, though it is small. I seem to recall a folktale that mentions a rare flower growing at the base of Mount Hailpeak. The rhyme alludes to the flower being able to break even the strongest of curses if touched by the one afflicted.’

      ‘Then all we have to do is find it and give it to Lady Sia?’ Kai asked. A simple flower didn't sound so hard to find.

      ‘So the tale leads me to believe. But be warned, journeying to Mount Hailpeak is no easy task. There are many challenges awaiting travellers such as yourselves, particularly since you don’t have much experience of the outside world.’

      ‘That does not matter,’ Kai said flatly. ‘If it is for Lady Sia, we will overcome any challenge.’

      Lord Razay smiled, revealing two rows of yellowing teeth. ‘Then I wish you both a fortuitous journey,’ he said, turning to leave.

      Even though he repulsed her, Xanna caught him by the sleeve and said, ‘Thank you, sir. You have the gratitude of our people.’

      ‘It was no trouble, my dear. After all, I’ve simply shared what little information I have with you,’ he said, and pulled away.
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