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      A pale moon was lifting above the horizon, its crescent barely visible in the evening sunlight.

      She had come too far to be turned away.
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            Village on the Edge

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn had come early this year. Too soon the blossoms of summer were dropping from the trees, the stone fruit rotting on the edge of the East Forest. The birds seemed to sense it too, the cool wind that lifted the leaves and brought a hint of the southern snows.

      In Seylon preparations for winter had begun. This was a village never caught unaware. Here no one could afford to drop their guard, even when the sun shone so merrily.

      Feyla was stripping bark from the kettlebrow trees. More youths were scattered throughout the forest; she could hear the scrape of each knife. She shivered in the damp shadows, yearning to step into the sunlight that lay only feet away, out of reach from the trees’ leafy shade. Her basket at the roots was only half-filled. Each youth was expected to bring in two full baskets, as rations for winter. Feyla did not much like kettlebark; it was like chewing on leather, but it would do for the long winter months, when the pond had iced over.

      A shout from behind her in the village made her jump and gouge the knife into the tree.

      ‘Branan girl! Stand and follow!’

      Feyla turned. Seylack was standing near the last village hut. The sun lit the feathered sash draped across his huge chest, lighting each feather glossy bronze. She turned back, squinting to look through the dim trees, searching for Florine. There, five trees in. Florine’s pale face sought hers, a heavy black braid falling across her shoulder and a question in her eyes.

      Feyla voiced it. ‘Which of us does he mean?’

      Florine shrugged, but knelt and began to gather her basket and tools.

      Feyla knew which of them he meant. It was unmistakeable with his anger. Her, Feyla. For Florine he would have crossed the butter-cupped meadow and called with pleading eyes, his hands clasped politely. The village tolerated Feyla, but everyone loved Florine.

      ‘Branan girl!’ He called again, his voice increasing in pitch. ‘Follow!’

      She swung to face him and called back, ‘You mean me? Not the fair Florine?’

      It had the intended effect. As Florine appeared beside her she watched Seylack’s reaction. Even across the meadow she saw panic flash across his handsome face. A nudge of satisfaction tugged at her.

      ‘Yes, Feyla of Branan. My apologies, fair Florine, to have troubled you. Please, continue with your work, so as to serve Seylon, as you so studiously do. I … I call upon your sister, only.’ He finished his sentence with an awkward half-bow.

      Feyla grinned at Florine.

      ‘When will you put them all to rest and choose which to Join?’ she muttered, pulling her knife from the tree and tucking it into her belt.

      Florine smiled her wide smile, tucking a stray hair behind Feyla’s ear. ‘Only four moons now.’ Her dark eyes flickered towards the village. ‘Go, he seems agitated.’

      ‘Nothing new,’ Feyla grumbled, but she gathered her bark and ran lightly across the grass.

      Seylack led her through the village. Feyla could feel his mind ticking over. She imagined him knocking quietly on their door this evening, a rehearsed apology for Florine tumbling from his lips.

      The sun was at mid-sky overhead now. Feyla enjoyed its heat as it washed over her shoulders, finally free of the dense cold beneath the trees.

      The central village was quiet at this time of day. The men neither on patrol, hunting, nor fishing lay inside the huts. Some resting, some healing, some waiting. The eldest pottered near the buildings, feeding chickens and holding babies, some whittling sticks.

      The women were working, always. Feyla could see a group of them up on the eastern slope of the Razed Peak, cutting logs for the winter. The strongest were chosen for wood work. Another group, those best with their hands, would be at the Amber Lake, reeling in fish and filleting them on the pebbled shore. And yet another group, some would say the best, but definitely the bravest women and men, were stalking bigger beasts through the frozen trees. They ventured far beyond the bark strippers and deeper than Feyla had ever dared, their quiet footsteps lost beneath the boom of the restless jaggedtooths. Those selected to run the forest were always the fastest, those who were never caught in summer games of catch in the meadow.

      Feyla had never encountered a jaggedtooth in person. From stories in the tavern she knew that the beasts stood higher than two men at their haunches, with red eyes that glowed like a nightmare and white fur that was dirty and matted with blood. Her mother told her you could smell the death on them as they passed beneath you, while their huge footsteps shook the tree you clung to for cover.

      But here in the village all was calm and sun drenched. Seylack led her to the mage’s den, and stood aside, speaking for the first time since he called across the field.

      ‘Oaken has requested you.’

      Feyla lifted her brow in surprise. Oaken never requested the girls. When he requested anyone at all it was only the bravest and wildest of Seylon’s warriors. Seylack shrugged his broad shoulders, waving her towards the carved doorway. He was already walking away.

      She pushed the heavy handle and entered.

      It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust, so dim was the inside of the den. Smoke rose from the fire and a heavy, incensed wash of perfume drenched her nose. After the cool forest air it caught in her throat. She held back a cough.

      Oaken stood near the fire, his tall frame silhouetted in the gloom, lighting a stick of incense on the flame. As it lit he lifted it to cluster with twenty some others, blowing it out in a rush. The smoke rose in tendrils.

      ‘Feyla of the Branan line.’ He said this slowly and without turning, a statement in no need of reply.

      Feyla said nothing. Oaken was skinnier than she remembered, his grey hair thinning, pockmarked skin turning rough with age. She traced the outline of the knife in her belt uneasily, waiting.

      ‘You may sit, child.’ He turned and fixed her with an intense gaze, smiling. Rather than put her at ease, fear tickled at her palms. She sat heavily on a nearby stool covered with furs and met his gaze, waiting. His eyes were grey, like the smooth stones she collected at the pond shore for her sling. He stared directly at her for a few moments before breaking eye contact, laughing lightly.

      ‘Oh yes, they told me you were bold. A wild spirit, I have been told, one that Seylon has not encountered in many years. I did not quite believe it, but I feel it from you now. You smell of fire and adventure and grass, although I imagine that is more from our meadow than your character.’ He smiled warmly, as though to reassure her, as if she were a wild creature to which he meant no harm.

      He moved to sit near her with the speed of a much younger man. His eyes lit greedily as he outstretched his right hand, palm up, expectant. Feyla dropped her gaze at last, suddenly nervous. She reached carefully to Greet him, hovering her palm above his.

      Energy surged through her arm and from her palm into his, singing between them. She could see the white ball swirling, suspended between their hands. His eyes widened, staring at their palms. Feyla was used to this astonishment, though Oaken surprised her by dropping his hand quickly, nodding to himself just once. He cleared his throat and she saw a muscle tick in his jaw. ‘Tell me, child, how many sun circles have you taken?’

      ‘Just sixteen, Oaken. My sun day was this moon just past.’

      ‘Sixteen and already so full of force.’ She heard him mutter as he cast his eyes around the small room before returning to her face, watching her hungrily. ‘And you live with…?’

      ‘My sister, Florine, and our father, Urion. He patrols the forest border.’

      Oaken took an audible breath. ‘So the beautiful Florine and brave warrior Urion also add a wild, spirited youth to their clutch. An impressive family. Your mother?’

      ‘She passed. Many sun circles ago. I was just a child.’ Feyla threw her hand dismissively, as she had learned to do.

      ‘Ah, yes. She ran the forest too, didn’t she?’ His brows knitted in momentary sympathy.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What a sadness to lose the one who loves you most in this earth. The only heartbeat that you know inside and out. I feel it on you, the shadow of your mother’s love. And her bravery. But your spirit, that is very much your own.’ He paused, gazing into middle distance. Then, seemingly decided, he said, ‘This sun circle, things are different, Feyla. Do you feel it?’

      Before she had a chance to speak, he continued.

      ‘Thus I have chosen to take an apprentice. To pass on my knowledge, my Eye, my healing.’

      Feyla watched him, hardly breathing.

      ‘It seems that you will be a powerful student, if you wish it so.’

      ‘I wish it,’ she blurted, her voice abnormally loud in the small smoky cabin. ‘I am willing.’

      He clapped his hands together like a child.

      ‘Wonderful. I hoped that you would be willing. We must get to business!’ He stood and began fussing around the small cabin. ‘Such eagerness,’ he muttered. ‘One would have thought she was sent from the ether herself!’

      Feyla watched his gnarled hands collecting and discarding items on the cluttered desk. A flame of excitement was unfurling within her. Since her sun circle a few weeks ago a fire had been lit within her belly and she felt a hunger. For what, she didn’t know, but she wagered that it lay beyond the low walls of the village she had lived within for her entire life.

      

      By that evening the news that Feyla had been asked to work as Oaken’s apprentice had travelled through the small village, a whispered breeze of words rustling the windows. Feyla overheard some murmuring the news gently, with heads cocked sympathetically to one side, exchanging soft words of how lovely it was for the poor Urion to have honour brought to his family long after the loss of his Joined. She knew that some, mainly the young men, would raise eyebrows and mention it only in passing, before being distracted by the more interesting topic of her sister, the breath-taking Florine. And of course, as it is in every group of people, Feyla knew there would be those who muttered the news angrily, throwing their eyes to the sky in disbelief at the stupidity of Oaken’s choice. These were few, but she felt the green vein of envy that erupted from their energy spheres, enough to cloud the mood of the cool, starlit evening as it lay over the quiet village.

      

      Feyla lay face down on her lumpy cot bed, the hay shifting uncomfortably beneath her bony frame. Her black braids hung down either side of her face. She was creating dust eddies with her outstretched palms, tiny tornados of the grit and sand that carpeted the hard earth of their hut no matter how often Florine swept. Florine herself was lying back across her pillow, her dark wave of hair fanning out behind her. Between her hands she was spinning an intricate web of thread, her fingers flexing and straightened like spider’s limbs. She was speaking quickly, the way she always did when she was excited.

      ‘He must have been told of your power from the young in the village. Do you remember when you pulled that bird down to land on Traynor’s head? The men kept saying it was a coincidence but I knew it was you, all of the children knew. Remember?’

      Feyla laughed at the memory. ‘He was furious. Remember I wasn’t allowed to eat in the tavern for a moon? You had to pass food to me on the roof.’ She paused to ponder the memory. The elders had thought they were punishing Feyla for her infraction. But sitting on the thatched hay and receiving warm packets of meat and roasted potatoes from Florine’s outstretched hands, she had sat like a queen. Even the village boys hadn’t climbed to the top of the tavern roof. From her vantage point at the top of the roof she could see beyond the walls that bordered the cluster of huts and out into the desert beyond. The pathway to the mountains winked and beckoned, and the stars that hung in the huge sky above seemed to twinkle brighter with every passing moment, smiling down at her. She had eaten her meal every night with a half-smile on her face, staring at that path as the sky grew dark, dreaming of unknown places.

      Her mind was still lingering on that memory when Florine spoke again. Her eyes stared fixedly at the threads weaving between her hands. ‘Father may not be back until morning. He has been courting Avasha this week, and he took a flower with him to the tavern.’

      Feyla’s hands dropped and the dust eddy dissipated, sending grit and fluff to the ground. ‘What colour?’

      ‘Pink.’ Florine pursed her lips in disapproval.

      ‘Men have a great thirst, Florine,’ Feyla said soberly in a deep voice, parroting the phrase one of the forest runners had told them when they were too young to understand what it meant. They had discussed that phrase at length throughout their childhood, until one drizzly afternoon one of the wood women had finally taken pity on the poor motherless girls and sat them in a quiet corner of the tavern. While the rain pattered on the window she explained delicately about a man’s incessant ‘drive’ and a woman’s receptive ‘flower’. Both girls had listened with increasingly disgusted expressions on their faces, but when the woman had finally described the ‘climax’ of the event they had fallen about laughing, unable to control their hilarity. Florine had snorted so hard that water had come out of her nose. They had had to be led outside to calm down while the men looked concernedly over at them. The men’s knitted brows had only made the girls laugh harder.

      Florine lifted the corner of her mouth in a reluctant smile.

      There followed a silence, save for the occasional crackle from the fire. There was a tight rap on the door, causing them both to jump. Florine stood swiftly, dropping her tangled threads on the bed and crossing the room to pull the door wide. Cool night air swept through the room.

      Seylack stood in the doorway, his hands curled together in front of his feathered sash. Florine smiled up at him and reached a palm forward for the Greeting. Feyla watched from where she lay as the energy gathered between their palms, shining golden.

      ‘Fairest Florine,’ Seylack said breathlessly. His eyes flicked around the room until they found Feyla, then cut away dismissively. ‘Feyla.’

      ‘How can we help you, Seylack? What brings you out of your cabin so late?’ Florine reached a hand out to him in concern.

      Feyla sighed quietly. This was Florine’s problem. She showed them all such compassion, such love and concern, that each potential suitor held onto it like a kernel of burning truth, proof that the glorious Florine, loved by so many, was destined to Join with him. They believed what they wanted to believe.

      ‘I wish your forgiveness, Florine, when I startled you today in the woods.’ His handsome face was a picture of regret. Feyla turned her attention back to her tornado, shaking her head as the dust eddy grew and grew.

      

      Feyla woke slowly the following morning, lifting through layers and layers of sleep, still half dreaming of swimming in the deepest part of the village pond.

      As children she, Florine and Raven had taken turns to swim down to the depths, where the water was murkiest and the fat shapes of fish flickered past in the darkness. Feyla remembered slapping the bottom of the pool, feeling the give of sifting muck beneath her fingers, then curling them together to gather a handful as proof. How she would spin on the spot and kick out at the soft ground, propelling herself upwards, watching with open eyes as the sky lightened above her, the blue sky mottled beyond the surface of the water. She would break the surface, her hand aloft, grinning as water streamed off her face. Florine would clap and laugh and Raven would smile his crooked grin, before one of them waded in to take their turn.

      That was back when Raven used to play with them. Back before everything went strange. Before he stopped talking to her and overnight her friendly playmate became unreadable and aloof, finally making the unreachable transition from boy to man.

      She opened her eyes. The dusty wooden beams above looked the way they always did in the dawn light, cobwebs gathering in the nooks. I really ought to sweep those down, Feyla thought idly. She had no intention of actually doing it, for Florine took care of the cabin.

      The cabin was silent. No snores came from their father’s bed in the corner, no rustling of Florine shifting in her blankets. She was alone. It was rare, to be alone in the village. Everything was done in groups, with families or friends. Sometimes Feyla craved to be alone with a yearning that frightened her.

      She stretched her arms overhead luxuriously, turning and snuggling further into her blankets. It couldn’t be much past dawn. She thought of eddying down into sleep once more, to dream of the pond, of Raven’s black hair slicked with water.

      She dragged herself upright, her feet to the cool dirt floor. There was work to do. The village would not feed itself.

      

      She was on fishing duty that morning. As she came through the copse of trees, she saw Raven standing beside the pond, laughing with the girls who were also gathered there. She took in the languid lines of his body, the way he held himself so casually, completely at ease in his bones. Was it just her imagination or did he stiffen as he turned and saw her? Feyla kept walking, looking studiously away.

      On the bank lay nets and lines. Traynor, a young man with a brutish face and the scrubby starts of a man’s beard, called out to her. ‘You decided to join us. Long asleep, I’d wager. Lazy as they come.’

      Several of the young men laughed, though a few did so with nervous looks in her direction. Feyla knew what they said about her. She didn’t care, or at least by now she had honed looking as though she didn’t.

      Raven frowned across the surface of the water, his eyes lit by the sparkling light dancing from the thin ripples. ‘Come, we’ve wasted enough time. Let us begin.’

      The work was strenuous and before long the sun baked relentlessly down upon them. The men worked without shirts, water sluicing from their wiry arms as they hoisted nets filled with mud and fat flapping fish to the banks. There the fish were knocked and gutted, and soon a gleaming pile of reddish-brown entrails was growing on the grass. Hopeful village dogs lurked nearby, their noses twitching on the breeze.

      Feyla saw a female black bear loitering amongst the nearest trees, enticed by the smell but too timid to come closer. She loved the black bears. She liked hunting the forests in spring, watching the bear cubs tumble and play together, having finally woken from their long winter sleep. They still needed the winter hibernation, unlike the savage jaggedtooths, who stalked the forest even when snow found its way to the forest floor, getting ever closer to the village in search of food as the nights grew colder. The jaggedtooths had none of the timidity of the black bears.

      Feyla preferred catching fish to stripping bark. Out in the sunlight, with the water lapping at her bare feet, like caresses from a cool hand across her brow, she could imagine that no danger had ever existed in the village. When she stripped bark the icy tendrils of cold from the south seemed to wind around the trees to find her, grabbing at her legs, entwining themselves within her braids. The boom of the jaggedtooths seemed impossibly close in those trees. For hours afterwards she would shiver, unable to shake off the cold, the encroaching menace.

      As Feyla worked she sang quietly to herself. There was general chatter in the group, good natured shouts at slipped ropes and the occasional burst of laughter. A smile slid onto her face and stayed there for the morning.

      ‘You’re smiling, Feyla,’ Kayan said when the sun was high overhead. She said it like an accusation, her knife tip pointing towards Feyla’s face. ‘Don’t stop! It’s lovely to see you smile. You always seem so –’ she dropped her eyes, digging with the knife tip along the spine of a fat grubber fish – ‘serious.’ She glanced up again, her blue eyes almost defiant. She wiped a blond curl from her face with the back of her knife hand, leaving a smear of mud across her forehead.

      Feyla surprised herself by laughing. ‘I am smiling because the sun shines. Everyone is happy.’ She wiped her forehead with a dirty forearm and gestured to the deep blue sky above, the fat sun winking down on them, the young men laughing in the sparkling water.

      Kayan followed her gaze and the corners of her mouth hitched knowingly.

      ‘He watches you in the tavern, you know. He thinks no one notices, but his eyes are like treacle. Always sliding back to the same spot.’

      A jolt went through Feyla. ‘Who?’ she demanded.

      Kayan laughed softly, dropping her eyes once more. ‘You know who. I prefer Rignor, myself.’ She watched the men, as Traynor wrestled the muscled Rignor into the depths of the pond, their roars of mock outrage and sport rising in the still air. Feyla laughed at the open desire on Kayan’s face.

      ‘Have you requested him to Join?’

      ‘Him!’ Kayan snorted. ‘My father would never allow it. I need to “breed with finer stock” or so I’m told.’ She stuck out her tongue in disgust. ‘Probably some sissy-foot like Elliatt, with his nose in the books. He must have softer hands than mine!’ She shuddered, then looked back to the men, where they were surfacing from the pond once more, straggly hair flying. Her fingers rubbed at her jaw. ‘No, Rignor will not be mine to Join. But it cannot hurt to look. Perhaps more than look. No one rules that those couples in the haystacks must Join, you know.’ She gave a sly sideways glance, which made Feyla flush pink.

      ‘I know that.’

      With a scowl she pushed her fingers into the gullet of a fish, tugging down to rip away its innards.

      They worked in silence for much of the afternoon. The novelty of the work wore off after a few hours. Feyla’s knees ached in their constant crouch and she could feel her skin baking beneath the sun’s glare. The fish guts began to stink where they baked in the summer air, and bucket after bucket of cool water was needed to keep the filleted fish cold enough beneath the shady trees. Her throat began to burn with thirst and her thoughts strayed to the dark inside of the tavern, to a mug of cool apple juice from the basement cold box.

      When the sun had dropped over the desert and hung low above the far mountains to the west, finally the group stopped. Feyla got to her feet, stretching her arms above her into the gathering dusk. Traynor sized up the several buckets of fat fish and declared that there was ample for the village to feast on that night, then began to bark orders at the rest of the working group. Feyla had been dismayed to find that Traynor would lead her group these three moons. He made her hairs prickle with revulsion, but he did an efficient job, despite his brusque manner.

      Several of the workers began to lift the baskets, heavy with fish. One moment Kayan was beside her, and the next she was sliding carefully between the young men beneath the trees, her hand grasping confidently at the handle of Rignor’s basket. Feyla saw his eyes flash in surprise, but within moments he was laughing at a quip she had made. Each pair began to walk towards the tavern, where the fish would be cooked for dinner on the open braziers in the courtyard.

      Envy slipped through Feyla’s belly like a fish tail as she watched the easy chatter between Rignor and Kayan, the lopsided basket slung comically between them.

      There were only a few youths left now, each spooling rope or throwing nets and lines across their shoulders. The dogs that had been held at bay were into the entrails. Feyla crossed to the water and cleaned the blade of her knife in the shallows, wiping it dry and stowing it in her leathers.

      Her sore, sweaty body ached for the pond’s cool embrace. She glanced around once more. The last two boys were passing the crab-apple tree, ropes and nets hanging down their backs as they chatted easily. Feyla removed her leathers and left them in a pile on the bank, then walked quickly into the water. Her toes sank into the sand beneath, leaving dark imprints beneath the water where they would be erased within seconds. The water rose to meet her stomach, her chest, her neck and finally she ducked beneath the surface, feeling the cool water press against her closed eyes, against her cheekbones, feeling it swallow up around the crown of her head. She sank down for a moment, her body hanging weightlessly in the space between the surface and the sand, a moment of exquisite, pressing silence. Then she kicked up and broke the surface, breathing deeply for air as she lay back, floating beneath a cornflower blue sky, turning indigo at the edges.

      She stayed like that for several minutes, turning slowly in a circle. Then a shadow flickered in the upper corner of her vision and she kicked out, rolling over quickly.

      Raven, spooling rope across his arm, his thumb outstretched to hold it in place as he looped it again and again, coming closer. The sun came out from behind a cloud, as though to kiss the day for one last time before dropping behind the mountains for good. The meadow lit golden for just a moment, and Feyla could see droplets of water on her lashes, and how the light made Raven’s hair even blacker.

      He was only a few yards away now, and she could tell by the stiffness of his body that he had noticed her. In that moment it was as though nothing had changed in these last five sun circles, as though he was still her closest friend, the first hut that she would run to when she found a treasure or a tiny creature. The one who knew her best, the real her, who she was outside her family walls. Her face broke into a smile, she forgot the new rules for just a moment, and one hand lifted to beckon him into the pond. She imagined swimming down to grab a muddy handful, the way they had so many times as children.

      Raven stared at her for just a moment, then a tentative half-smile formed on his face in response. As though he felt it too.

      ‘Do you remember the way we used to swim down to the depths?’ Feyla asked him. She could hear an odd note in her voice as it echoed across the water. Awkward, almost pleading.

      It broke the spell. Raven’s shoulders hunched towards his ears and he began spooling the rope feverishly, walking along the bank and towards the path. Within moments he was gone.

      Feyla crushed her eyes together. Stupid stupid stupid, she told herself as she slipped beneath the water once more, into the dark liquid nothingness.
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            A Healer Made

          

        

      

    

    
      Oaken wasted no time in teaching Feyla his skills and within a few short weeks she was reeling from all she had learned. Most nights she went to bed with her head whirling full of instructions, unable to concentrate on Florine’s chatter as she tried fruitlessly to untangle her own thoughts from Oaken’s remembered words. He wanted to focus on healing and much time was spent in his small smoky hut, their heads bent together over herbs and poultices. They worked first on small ailments: grazes and abrasions, rashes that spread amongst the children like wildfire. She learned to murmur quietly to the little ones as she smoothed the dark red berry mush along their itching arms, their big eyes watching her warily. Their small bodies began to relax under her touch, wariness turning to trust as she calmed them with quiet words of comfort and low chuckles.

      From the skin her training moved deeper into the body. Oaken showed her how to sew a warrior’s wound the way she had seen Florine embroider dresses so carefully, tucking the skin tightly together like a seam, then smearing it with honey and herbs and wrapping it in a clean white bandage. As she eased the children’s discomfort and sewed wounds so carefully so that they would leave only a thin scar upon a warrior’s bicep, a sense of pride began to well up in her body. It grew slowly, like a small spark, fanned carefully into a flaming fire. She walked taller, and when Oaken nodded approvingly over her work she glowed inwardly, flashing him a bright smile.

      It was an unfamiliar feeling for her. Raven was best at fishing, Florine a master seamstress. Seosha could drink a jug of mead faster than any man in the village. Even Traynor was famous for his wrestling. It had started to feel to Feyla as though everyone had a talent, a skill, and that she had missed out on hers, like she was absent the day the gifts had been given out.

      It changed one morning, when a scream ran through the village, renting the air with such a fearful chill it was as though the sky itself had been punctured.

      Oaken and Feyla were once more in his hut, embroiled in a discussion on the best way to treat burns. They both stood upon hearing the scream and Oaken crossed quickly to the door, opening it to the bright midday sun beyond. The shrieking was growing louder.

      Outside they could see a cluster of people moving towards them along the dusty lane. People had come out of their huts to see, and Feyla watched as a woman in full skirts lifted a hand to her mouth in horror, turning quickly to stop her son from seeing. Three warriors were carrying a fourth between them. From their white feathered shoulders Feyla knew that they had come from the deepest part of the forest, where the jaggedtooths stalked. A pervasive sense of cold flowed from them as they approached Oaken’s hut, calling in panicked voices. The woman writhed in their arms, agonised screams ripping from her as blood spurted from her left leg, drenching the track beneath them. Oaken moved quickly to open his small gate, chivvying the group inside.

      ‘Inside, quickly. Lay her on the sheets. What happened?’

      They wasted no time, depositing the screaming woman on Oaken’s bed. Blood began to pool beneath her leg.

      A warrior began to speak, her words tripping over one another in her haste. Her face was white, two high spots of colour on her cheeks.

      ‘We were running patrol. The beasts, they were closer than we expected. We had only laid the first trap when they came upon us. We managed to jump to the trees, but Leeana was last. She was only a foot or so up the trunk when the beast attacked. He pulled her to safety,’ she jerked her head at the man nearest, ‘but the jaggedtooth took a chunk of her leg. We had to wait until they moved on before we could drop to the forest floor and get her back. She has lost much blood.’

      Oaken nodded. ‘Feyla, come. I had hoped to explain this healing to you before we delved into it, but there is no time. This is very advanced.’

      Feyla shook her head, hardly able to hear over the woman’s shrieking.

      Oaken shook his head impatiently. ‘No matter. Put your hand here.’ He took her hand and curled her sweaty fingers around his forearm. ‘Now watch.’ He said the last word heavily, with great emphasis. He looked directly into her eyes, then said, ‘Close your eyes and watch. I know you can. I know you have the Eye.’

      Feeling panicky and confused, Feyla gripped his forearm.

      Oaken knelt beside the bed and laid his hands on the woman’s convulsing belly; she quieted instantly, though blood still flowed from her leg. Feyla stared at her heart-shaped face, smoothing as though the pain was receding. There was a sudden tug beneath her hands and she was pulled into Oaken’s field. She closed her eyes and surrendered, and for a moment she was falling through space.

      She could feel Oaken’s life force pumping through his veins, his internal focus gathered in his hands. Then a sudden sense of approval, an energetic nod as he realised she was with him. Watching intently, she released all control.

      

      With a sudden intake of breath she snapped her head up, returning to her body and startling the man on the chair nearest her. Oaken was stirring too, and Feyla removed her hand from his forearm with difficulty, prying each finger off. She sat back, parched and drained. The warriors were all slumped around the small room; from their reclined positions and dazed expressions it looked as though hours had passed. Through the small smoked window, she could see twilight had fallen and the first stars were beginning to prick from the night sky.

      Oaken opened his eyes. He looked as though he had aged twenty summers. She had never before thought about his age, but at that moment he looked so frail that it worried her. He gave a weak smile, like cold winter sun as he surveyed the woman before them.

      ‘Water, for us both, if you will.’

      The man nearest moved to pour two goblets of water from the jug beneath the window. They drank deeply.

      The woman, Leeana, was opening her eyes. She stared up at the rafters and Feyla watched, her shoulders hitched around her ears. Then the woman blinked and looked around at them. There was a great exhale of breath as relief filled the room, and Leeana sat up, shifting her weight gingerly. Feyla saw the muscles of her arms bunch and roll beneath her pale skin as she lifted herself. Her short blond hair stuck up at all angles.

      ‘What happened?’ Leeana’s voice was small in the quiet cabin, like a little girl’s.

      Oaken and the first woman began to explain. Feyla inspected the woman’s leg. The skin was shiny and slightly red over the wound. Where hours ago there had been a red slash of jagged flesh, there was now only a small divot covered in newly pink skin. It looked weeks old. Feyla leaned away, her head reeling at the sorcery.

      ‘You should not run, only walk with assistance for the next few weeks.’ Oaken was saying, getting slowly to his feet. ‘They did well to get you here so fast.’ His old bones creaked as he stood, and he swayed slightly.

      ‘Thank you, Oaken. You have saved her life.’ The man in the chair spoke for the first time, standing to Greet Oaken in thanks. The old man raised his palm but Feyla saw the energy between them stutter and die.

      ‘My apologies.’ Oaken ducked his head. ‘I have given much tonight, there is nothing of me left.’

      ‘No matter.’ The man began to gather his comrades, guiding them towards the wooden door and opening it to the falling dusk. Two supported Leeana, her pale arms draped across each shoulder as she limped across the rug. ‘We will leave you to rest. Know that what you do for our village is beyond valued.’ He ducked his head respectfully before shutting the wooden door behind them.

      In the silence Feyla could hear her ears ringing.

      ‘My apologies, child,’ Oaken said again. ‘I’m afraid I need to sleep.’

      He pawed at the bedcovers awkwardly, still pooled with Leeana’s blood. Feyla sat him on the chair and fussed around, changing his bedclothes and fetching water from the well that sat just beyond his front gate. When he was settled in the bed she kneeled beside him once more. Her knees ached from the hours they had knelt on the rug, unmoving, while she and her mind’s eye were with Oaken, deep in Leeana’s flesh. A thousand questions fought in her head.

      ‘Oaken, what was that? How were you able to heal her, with nothing?’

      He tried and failed to smile. ‘Not with nothing, my girl. As you see it has taken a great toll. Nothing that cannot be replenished, with some sleep, some water, some food perhaps.’

      ‘You touched her with nothing but your hands! No needles, no poultices, nothing.’ Her voice rose in her confusion and excitement, but Oaken batted a weary hand, as though to quieten her.

      ‘Not now, Feyla. I will tell you. Indeed, the plan is to show you how. You have the Eye, I have Seen it in you since you were a child. We will need to hone it, so that you can learn these skills. Why, you will need them if you are to make it all the way, with what you are destined to do. One must walk through flames to find one’s bravery, and thus, their destiny.’

      His head lolled to one side and his eyes fluttered closed. After a moment he gave a shuddering snore. Feyla stared at him, a finger of trepidation sliding down her spine.

      ‘What?’ she said loudly. She gave him a small shake, but his head only shifted further into the down of his pillow. ‘“What you are destined to do?” What does that mean?’

      The candle nearest the bed began to gutter itself, throwing wild shadows up against the rafters before plunging them both into semi-darkness. Feyla gathered her things and left quietly, the door making a tiny thud behind her.

      Outside the night air was fresh and cool and she gulped down huge breaths, revelling in the clean air after Oaken’s incense-filled hut. The stars hung above in the ink blue sky, so close she felt she could reach out and touch them. A yellow crescent moon lay on its side just above the trees, the rest of the moon circle subtly illuminated against the dark sky. She gazed up at it as she walked, her mind wandering the way it always did when she saw a crescent moon. Firelight glimmered in each cabin window as she passed, jumping orange flames, drawing her further into her memories.

      Had it been like that for her mother?

      Had she writhed in pain like that, screaming in agony until the blackness of death took her? There had been no Oaken that day, no one to save her. She died in the forest. Her body was brought out later that day by her comrades. They walked slowly, singing the mournful tune, heralding to the village that there had been a death. Feyla had heard the song before that day so she knew, knew that it meant you were to stand outside your hut and look sad, not fidgeting or moving at all. It meant that that night there would be nothing but broth in a silent tavern, not one word uttered, only the scrape of wood and spoons and swallows. She knew that it meant there was a body wrapped in light blue linen, held so carefully by those who handled it, that you were meant to avert your eyes as it came along.

      It had never meant anything real, anything that would impact her life. It had never before meant that the body in the light blue linen had braids like her mother, dark ropes that trailed beyond the hands carefully placed beneath her back. It had never meant that the warm embrace she received every night was suddenly gone from her life, like the soapy scent of lillyflower and the high laugh that tinkled through their cabin when father made a joke.

      That song had never made Florine fall to the ground and weep with wretched tears before, clutching at her hair like a banshee, making Feyla even more afraid. It had not before caused her father’s face to crumple and fold in on itself, the ghost of his thousands of smiles snatched away like a memory, never to be repeated.

      She remembered that day so clearly. The snow was just beginning to fall, still too early to stick. They heard the song only once the group had reached the edges of the village; the snow dampened the sound. Florine snapped her head around to the window and ran outside as though she had been burned, and Feyla followed her more slowly. Feyla knew her mother was out running the forest that day, but she could not see how the two things could be linked.

      The alley filled slowly with villagers from their huts, all staring at the ground except Florine, who was up on her toes, twisting and turning, trying to see. Then father was there, his big presence solid behind the two of them. Feyla felt his reassuring hand on her shoulder. It was shaking.

      She didn’t know why the two of them were acting so strangely.

      Then there were whispers, as the group began to walk slowly down their pathway. They travelled like wildfire, getting as far as the door opposite, and Feyla still remembered the woman there. The way she lifted her eyes, the pity and the sadness in their dark depths. She knew then, like smoke covering the sun, that something was very wrong.

      ‘It’s Oveen. It’s Oveen. It’s Oveen.’ Whispered again and again, hitting their ears like hail. Why did people keep saying something that they did not want to hear?

      Florine’s face was stricken and white with cold, and father’s hand became unbearably heavy on her shoulder. It was only when the group stopped at their door, still singing, and the shape in blue linen was placed so gently on the frozen ground, that Feyla began to understand. Father reached down, with the air of the man wanting to get something over and done with, and flipped the linen sheet back, away from the face of whoever lay there.

      Mother’s face, usually so familiar, so ready with a warm smile, was blank and full of nothing. She was gone, Feyla realised. Gone up into the sky that her unseeing green eyes so steadily gazed at.

      After that moment her six-year-old memories were hazy. She remembered Florine falling to the frozen ground, crouched and shaking over their mother. She remembered that night in the tavern, so different because this time they were the ones that the silence radiated from, the cause of the sideways looks. She remembered Florine’s sniffs. After that, it became hazy. She knew that father never really smiled anymore, and the laughter and singing they used to have in the cabin was gone. No one tucked her into bed anymore, or gave her a kiss on the forehead goodnight. For a while Feyla waited for it, wondering who would take up the task. But night after night passed where Florine and father both curled into themselves, feigning sleep, until one day Feyla realised that no one would.

      No one would ever kiss her goodnight again. She understood now that anything was only permanent for as long as it was here, and it could be gone in an instant. There was no one who could be trusted inherently, for they could all die at any moment, abandoning her. A harsh truth for a six-year-old to learn, but one that hardened and formed the very core of her being.

      The years passed and though father found comfort in others, there was no one like mother.

      The beasts had taken her, the way they had tried to take Leeana. But, Feyla thought now as she walked the quiet path, the idea trickling through her, warm and comforting as honey, Oaken had foiled them. He healed her, just like that. And he would teach her to heal too. Feyla quickened her step beneath the moon and star-filled sky, eager to relay the tale to Florine.

      

      The following sun found her with Oaken once more. Though he had purple smudges beneath his eyes and seemed more tired than usual, there were no ill-effects of the healing. Feyla had heard that Leeana was awake and doing well, already putting a little weight on her renewed leg. Both of these nuggets of information made her thirsty for this new knowledge.

      She waited until Oaken had drunk his tea and told her of a new poultice before she asked the question that had been burning in the pit of her stomach.

      ‘Oaken, last night you said that I am destined for something more, beyond Seylon. What did you mean?’

      She watched him intently, waiting for his eyes to duck and a hand to wave dismissively, batting her question away. Like a child. He surprised her by fixing his pale blue unblinking eyes on her own.

      ‘Ah yes. I was not sure if I had said that aloud, or within dreams.’ He gazed around the room, seeming to gather himself.

      ‘Do you know why I am here, Feyla of Branan?’

      Feyla hesitated, taken aback by the question. ‘Why you are here, Oaken? To protect us, no? With your Eye?’

      He laughed again, amused. ‘Very well. That is true. I serve to protect Seylon, by any means. My Eye helps, but sometimes, there are dangers even I do not anticipate.

      ‘To you, the village may seem at peace, happy, even. You strip bark with your sister, you watch the adults provide for us and protect us, and you think this will repeat for all sun circles. There is great peril thundering towards the people of Seylon. The jaggedtooths grow agitated; you must hear the booming even now. You saw what happened with Leeana yesterday. They will invade our village. It has happened before, every three or four hundred sun circles, from what I can See. Those in the village now are descended from the survivors, those who hid and scraped out an existence, your Branan ancestors amongst them.’ He stopped and took a bracing breath. ‘Each time our lines grow smaller, each time our village is razed, beaten and when the smoke has cleared and the dust has settled, many, many moons later, we begin again. That will not happen this time. They prepare, this time, to take the land over completely.’

      He broke off, giving her time to absorb this new information. Fear began to tingle in the soles of her feet. Oaken continued.

      ‘We cannot hold them off, even with all of our forces combined. You know the jaggedtooths, yourself, you have heard the stories. Their methods are brutal, effective. They will decimate us. This much is certain.’

      Oaken broke off and lifted one hand to the moon in the traditional gesture of receiving help from above, his hand turned towards his body, palm upturned to the heavens. It was usually a gesture of hope, but to Feyla in that moment it seemed utterly useless in the face of their future.

      Feyla waited for him to go on, but Oaken did not speak.

      ‘But Oaken, is there no hope? Surely, we can…’ her voice trailed off, lost in the futility of her words.

      To her great surprise, he smiled. ‘There may be something we can do. That you can do.’

      ‘Me?’ she spluttered. ‘How can I do anything, against these visions you have Seen?

      Still, he smiled.

      Feyla did not doubt him. She knew that he could accurately predict the future. For as long as she could remember Oaken had been the Eye of Seylon, advising the groups on when to harvest the fruit before hail came to destroy it, after which moons fishing would yield the fattest catch, occasionally rushing in the morning to stop a group of women from hunting in the woods, when the jaggedtooths brushed against their forest edges to ensure bloodshed. He knew which babies would be boys and which mothers had been chosen to carry two, as Geminae Mothers. Never had a prediction from Oaken been wrong. Never. And now he proclaimed the end of Seylon, of everything she had ever known and loved, and smiled about it. Feyla stared at him, utterly lost.

      ‘What do you know of the city of Anguard, child?’

      ‘Anguard?’ she asked, taken aback. ‘What has this to do Anguard?’

      ‘You and Anguard may be our weapons against all of this, Feyla. We cannot fight the jaggedtooths alone. So we ask for help from Anguard. It has been more than fifty sun circles since we last called upon the Lap of Anguard, they cannot refuse us. Also, they need our precious forest medicines. There are armies poised to defend the eastern borders, we need only to call on them. They are a different people, in many ways. But by the Moon, we are all one within the realm, so by lore they will defend us if we ask. I have chosen you, Feyla, to make the journey west.’

      She gaped at him.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You are not yet of age, which grants you safe passage between tribes. Secondly, your force. I have not known force like yours in many, many sun circles. Perhaps it is the strongest since the dawn of your Branan line. And yet a third, your boldness and bravery. You must call on your courage, between here and Anguard. The mountains do not let weaklings pass through.’

      Feyla looked around the cabin, filtering through hundreds of questions in her head.

      ‘Me? Pass the Hawked Mountains? The Pit of the Honourless? Oaken, I have heard of Anguard only in song and stories. What I know of land outside Seylon is only legend.’

      He nodded.

      ‘That I understand. But I see you catapulted out of this life, out of Seylon. I see you in the west lands, in the city. And what I See, most clearly, is that without you Seylon stands no chance. We may as well have the warriors in the forest lay down their weapons and wait for slaughter to pass over them, as it treads onwards into our village.

      ‘I see blood, Feyla. Enough blood to drown any trace that our lines were ever here. There is a faint glimmer of hope, and that hope is carried in those powerful veins of yours.’

      His eyes lit with a fire that scared her as he shifted closer, taking her hand in his, turning it to face the sun that shone through the tiny window. ‘I cannot see if you succeed, your future flickers in and out of darkness, depending which path you take. I see you climbing the foothills of the Hawked Mountains, past there I cannot say. You are our only chance. On that I would stake my Eye. What say you, Feyla of Branan?’

      She stared at him, her mouth slightly open.

      Fear swirled through her, lingering in the pit of her belly. Ever since she was a tiny girl she had been told of the dangers outside their border, the horrors that lay to the east and the west. She was not yet of age, there was no training other than this recent healing and hunting small creatures in the woods beyond the village fence. She knew nothing of maps, of defence or negotiation. The Hawked Mountains had claimed many of Seylon’s bravest scouts, the Pit of the Honourless had swallowed the most experienced fighters. Even the names of such places elicited fear; they held such a dark unreachable glamour within Seylon.

      But she sat straighter, lifting her chin to face him directly. Her eyes were dry as she said the only thing that she could say.

      ‘What choice do I have, Oaken? My people, dead. My home, gone. Or me, alone in the west. Of course I will travel. Of course I will try. For Seylon.’

      Oaken gave one curt nod, while another smile slid across his lips.

      ‘As I expected.’ He leapt up quickly and hurried to the desk, shifting parchment and unrolling a large map tied with a thick black toggle.

      ‘Come girl, I will show you the passage.’
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