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In the beginning there were three gods.

The god Asase came to being as a grain of wheat. A single particle that bloomed into life. As Asase grew, their roots became mountainsides and their leaves blossomed into forests. Valleys formed in the gaps of Asase’s branches and the knots in their bark became canyons.

And so, the earth was born.

The god Ewia flew in on wings of darkness to bring day and night to the world. As a bat with two heads they found their place in the sky above their sibling. When one face looked to the earth there was light, and when the other turned their gaze downwards there was darkness.

And so, the sun was born.

The last god to appear in the universe was Bosome. They moved through Asase’s roots creating rivers and seas before residing next to Ewia, a silver droplet of water in the sky that ebbed and flowed with the turning of tides.

And so, the moon was born.

The three gods lived happily for many years until one day Asase said, ‘I wish for a child. I shall create one.’

From the seeds of the earth Asase made humans. Sprigs became bones and flowers sprouted smiles.

Ewia, seeing their sibling so happy with their children, said, ‘I too wish for a child. I shall create one.’

And so, from the skin of their wings, Ewia made fae with pointed teeth and ears like bats.

Centuries passed and Bosome watched both their siblings in their happiness but saw their children’s faults. Humans were too fragile to survive long, and fae too arrogant to care much for their parents. So Bosome made the elves out of the waters of the world with the pointed ears of fae, but with the humble nature of the humans.

And for a time, all was well. But no matter how much the gods wished for peace, they had given their children the one thing that would never ensure it.

Free will.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Yeeran

Yeeran was born on the battlefield, lived on the battlefield, and one day, she knew, she’d die on the battlefield.

Her first breaths were tinged with the smoke and ash of her mother’s dying enemies. And when Yeeran screamed, she joined the rallying cry of her tribe as they rode into battle. Soldiers giving birth on the front line wasn’t uncommon. If you could hold a drum, you could fight.

And yet we still don’t have enough soldiers.

Yeeran let out a heavy sigh as she surveyed the war map in front of her. Each valley and hill had been etched into the slab of oak by skilled cartographers. An expensive piece of craftmanship to have in a bedchamber, but Yeeran’s lover had never been called frugal.

The moonlight cast a shard of silver over the centre of the table where the four districts of the Elven Lands converged on the Bleeding Field, the front line of battle. She ran her gaze over the four quadrants of the map: Waxing, Crescent, Eclipse and finally her own elven tribe, Waning.

Her hand curled around the edge of the table, her nails making fine dents in the grain of the wood as she scrutinised the battlefield formations. White tokens tracked the locations of troops under her army’s direction.

Yeeran’s eyes homed in on one regiment that lay in wait by the eastern tower of the garrison. Hers.

‘Yeery,’ the nickname was breathed into the silence. Salawa’s quiet steps had brought her to Yeeran’s side. ‘Come back to bed.’ Her breath was hot as she brushed her lips against the shaved sides of Yeeran’s head towards the pointed tips of her ears.

Yeeran’s hand slid up Salawa’s back and tangled her fingers in the edges of the woman’s braids. They hung heavy against her naked skin, weighed down with beads and gemstones.

‘I can’t sleep.’

Salawa didn’t respond for a time. Yeeran liked that about her lover, that each second was considered, every thought knitted together, before she spoke.

‘Twenty years you have waited to be promoted to colonel. Few thought you’d do it before your thirty-fifth birthday, yet here you are, the youngest colonel the Waning Army has ever had—’

‘Not until tomorrow.’

Salawa inhaled sharply. She didn’t like to be interrupted. Yeeran’s hand slipped up from Salawa’s clavicle until it rested against her cheek. It was only then that Salawa softened enough to continue.

‘Sleep will not take this moment away from you. Your new regiment will be there in the morning.’

Salawa looked to the window where the city of Gural pulsed as the heartbeat of the Waning district. Yeeran followed the direction of her gaze.

Chimneys thrust up from domed roofs puffing smoke into the star-speckled sky. Yeeran knew that the taverns would be teeming with soldiers made merry by spiced rum. For the bakeries it wasn’t late night, it was early morning, and the aroma of their ovens seasoned the light wind.

Yeeran watched the tenderness in Salawa’s face harden as she looked further, towards the Bleeding Field. Battle fire lit her green irises hazel and Yeeran felt herself burning from the flame reflected there.

‘I got you something, to celebrate your new title,’ Salawa said quietly.

Yeeran’s hand dropped from Salawa’s cheek. Her lover’s gifts were always ostentatious and gaudy. Yeeran didn’t wear jewellery or care for fine dresses. Neither helped her in combat.

The only thing she did keep on her was a small gold ring sewn into the lining of her uniform. It had no sentimental value for her, but she knew that, should she fall in battle, the ring would be rightfully claimed by the young children who made a living scavenging from the corpses of the army. With that ring, the children would be able to feed themselves for a year. Yeeran had spent many years of her childhood hoping to find such a boon.

‘I think you’ll really like this gift,’ Salawa said as she padded away to retrieve something from under her four-poster bed.

Yeeran gave her a tentative smile and Salawa laughed knowingly as she withdrew a large circular object wrapped in a leather sling.

It took Yeeran less than three steps to cross the room. She lifted the gift from Salawa’s outstretched hands and peeled back the grain of the leather to find the present within.

The drum was exquisitely crafted. The outer shell hewn in mahogany, making the barrel shine a deep crimson like fresh blood. The casing and hoop were gold and studded with sapphires. Beading threaded down the bowl of the drum, more for decoration than for sound. But the most beautiful thing by far was the black drumskin.

‘From an obeah elder?’ Yeeran murmured, her hand running over the stretched leather.

Obeah were the only creatures imbued with magic in the realm. The animals had once been as common as deer, roaming in packs across the Elven Lands. Yeeran’s sight went inwards as she imagined the creatures thundering through the forest, their white horns slicing through the foliage, their feline forms slipping past trees with the ease of ink on paper.

But now the ink had all but dried up, as they had been hunted to near extinction for their magic.

Magic for weapons like these. Yeeran’s fingers prickled where they rested on the drumskin.

Salawa grinned and clasped her hands under her chin.

‘Yes, this was made from one of the oldest obeah our hunters have ever caught.’

As an obeah aged its skin colour deepened, making the creature’s magic more potent, and its skin even more coveted for crafting powerful objects. Unfortunately, elder obeah were also more intelligent, so hunting them was near impossible. Salawa’s gift was something rare and precious.

Yeeran could feel the magic emanating from the skin. She tapped her fingers across it and directed the vibrations of the drumbeat with purpose, knitting them together in her mind to form a small projectile. It was like weaponising sound. The invisible force struck a white token in the centre of the map ten feet away.

She’d always been good at drumfire. Having a clear intention was the key, but the clarity of the note and strength of magic in the obeah elder skin made her skills unmatchable. If her enemies had thought she was dangerous before, they would soon see how deadly she could be.

Salawa clapped.

‘Now the greatest colonel of the Waning Army has the greatest weapon.’

Yeeran carefully sheathed the drum back in its case and went to Salawa. She folded her into her arms and rested her chin against her hair.

‘Thank you, I will treasure this gift for the rest of my life.’

‘Now can we go back to sleep? Tomorrow will come soon enough,’ Salawa murmured.

Yeeran released a breath of assent and let herself be led back towards Salawa’s bed. She slipped beneath the silk sheets, and Salawa moulded herself into the contours of Yeeran’s body. She lay her head on the soft skin between Yeeran’s shoulder and breast and let out a contented sigh.

Salawa’s breathing elongated as she fell into a deep slumber. Yeeran watched as the fraedia beads in her hair began to softly gleam with the oncoming dawn. The crystal had the same properties as the sun and could be used to grow crops or warm homes in winter.

She reached out and gently moved one of the beads away from Salawa’s face, lest the brightness wake her. She cradled the gemstone for a second, marvelling at its warmth. This small deposit could help grow a plant for its entire lifecycle. Could help feed a family.

She let the bead fall.

If only we had more of it.

For fraedia was the currency of the war.

Beneath the bloodied soil of the Bleeding Field were untapped mines of the valuable crystal. And where there is value, there is power, and where there is power, violence will always brew.

So, the Forever War came to be.

Yeeran found herself wondering how many soldiers had died for this small yield of fraedia in Salawa’s hair. It cast her black skin, darker than Yeeran’s soft umber complexion, in a warm saffron glow.

Though all elves looked different, the only difference that mattered was which tribe had your allegiance. And Yeeran was Waning, and Waning was Yeeran. There was no separating her from her tribe. To lead was to be one and the same.

Salawa had shown her that.

Sun sins, she is beautiful. Beautiful in dreams and fierce in waking.

Sleep didn’t come for Yeeran, but nor did she seek it. Instead, she lay there watching the dawn break against her lover’s skin, her mind alight with glory and power and death.

The next morning Yeeran slipped out of Salawa’s bedchamber while she was still asleep and made her way across the city. The sound of warfare grew louder the closer she got to the Bleeding Field, the echo of drumfire was as soothing as it was exhilarating.

Today she was a colonel.

As she neared the training grounds, she heard the familiar lilt of a nursery rhyme.


One, two, three, four: the elven tribes,

Waning, Waxing, Crescent, Eclipse,

Made by the moon, made to persist.



From a distance it was easy to mistake the youthful voices for a group of children in a playground. But Yeeran knew that she wouldn’t find schoolchildren when she turned the corner.


Three gods, three peoples, there were before,

Now only elves: one, two, three, four.



No, these soldiers had long stopped being children. They marched woodenly in time with their chanting, their expressions grim. Yeeran watched the boy closest to her spin on his heel, his small head rattling against his large helmet like an acorn in a barrel.

He can’t be more than nine years old.

‘Colonel Yeeran Teila.’ The lieutenant overseeing the drills had spotted her.

Yeeran winced, she’d hoped to slip by without being spotted.

‘Lieutenant Fadel.’ She returned the lieutenant’s salute.

‘Are you here to select your next drum-bearer?’

The role was given to the youngest recruits of the army. Yeeran had always thought the title an odd one, as she never relinquished her drum’s maintenance to anyone. Every night she would spend an hour cleaning the barrel of enemy blood and carefully oiling the drumskin.

Not that this drum would need as much maintenance.

It hung from her shoulder now, a reminder of Salawa’s love resting against her hip. Heavy and ever-present.

‘No, I have no need of a drum-bearer,’ Yeeran said, shaking her head sharply.

Fadel frowned but then smoothed his expression into one of earnestness.

‘What about Officer Hana? She is our very best.’ He gave a signal and a girl, slightly taller than her peers, stepped forward.

Her uniform hung off her frame like a flag on a pole. Her stomach, though, swelled from malnutrition, and Yeeran felt her own abdomen prickle with the memory.

The child’s dirty fingers curled into a tight fist as she pounded her frail chest in salute. The harder the drumbeat, the more respect the salute afforded, and this girl beat her chest so hard she was ready to knock the ribs from her breast.

Yeeran lowered herself to the girl’s height, dropping all pretence of formality. Hana gave her lieutenant a worried look, but Yeeran drew her gaze back to her with a smile.

‘It’s OK.’ Yeeran reached into her pocket and withdrew a single gold coin. ‘Make sure you get a proper meal tonight, not the gruel they give you in the barracks. All right?’

The child stood still, awestruck by the gold coin in her hand. Then she said the most unexpected thing. ‘They sold me for less than this.’

Yeeran felt a gasp reflexively escape her lips.

A few years ago, the chieftain had introduced a new programme: children could be sold directly to the Waning Army for half a silver. The child then became a ward of the district, their fellow soldiers their only family.

It made procreation a profitable business.

‘War plays by no rules. There are only fighters and failures,’ the chieftain had said when announcing the programme.

Looking at Hana, Yeeran wasn’t sure she agreed.

She straightened before striding away from the girl and the open mouth of Lieutenant Fadel.

Yeeran told herself that her hurried steps were driven by the anticipation of meeting her new regiment. But really she was running from the sight of the child soldiers and her own memories of an aching hunger that had never truly gone away.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Yeeran

Yeeran pushed her camel into a canter as she surveyed the front line of her new regiment. Five hundred infantry, three hundred cavalry and a hundred archers. A sea of soldiers at her command.

It felt damn good.

Sweat trickled down her back despite the mildness of the weather. The sun had burned off the humidity of the morning, leaving the sky clear and the wind brisk, moving in a north-easterly direction.

Perfect weather to guide my archers’ arrows true.

‘Colonel.’ One of her captains drew level with Yeeran and saluted from her saddle. ‘General Motogo has been spotted on the western front. They are heading this way.’

Yeeran looked to the sun. It was nearly at its zenith. She’d be marching into battle soon.

‘I will receive them in my command tent. I don’t want to be disturbed. The regiment is under your leadership until I return.’

The captain nodded her assent and rode off, barking her own orders to her subordinates.

Yeeran jumped down from her camel and strode across her line of troops to her command tent. Though it was called a ‘tent’, the military encampments had so long become a fixture of the Bleeding Field that the tribes had built permanent structures. The bronze doorway was circled by bright pink bougainvillea flowers that grew in abundance across the Waning district.

‘To help mask the scent of the battlefield,’ the chieftain had said when the flowers were planted.

But it’s impossible to mask the aroma of a thousand-year war. It lived in the air, in the skin, in the very bones of the earth.

Yeeran entered the circular room and stepped into the pool of sunlight that shone through the wide windows. The Bleeding Field stretched out for as far as she could see.

In the centre of the room she found Captain Rayan frowning over a letter. He looked up as she entered and smiled.

‘Good morning, Colonel.’ He said her title with a touch too much reverence and it drew out a laugh from her, which was exactly what he intended.

They had known each other a long time. She’d once been his lieutenant but had outgrown her rank long before he outgrew his. Her success had never bothered him, rather it had deepened his loyalty to her, grounding their roles in true friendship.

‘How goes it?’ Yeeran asked, peering over the letter he was reading. It was grubby and worn from being folded and opened too many times.

Rayan ran a tired hand over his shaved head.

‘This is the last message I received from my scouts. That was four days ago. They were due to return back to camp yesterday.’

Yeeran frowned.

‘Yesterday?’

‘Yes.’

It wasn’t unusual for scouts to be waylaid by unexpected enemy movement.

‘They might have had to change their route,’ she said.

‘Maybe.’ Rayan didn’t sound convinced.

‘Protocol requires they be missing for five days before we send in troops. We’ll give them until tomorrow before I report it.’

Rayan nodded, but his lips were pinched with concern.

‘Colonel Yeeran.’ General Motogo’s booming voice entered the room first, their body second. Like many elves, Motogo’s gender was as flexible as the weather, accepted like the fall of rain, and change welcomed like the turns of seasons.

Yeeran signalled for Rayan to leave; he did so with a grateful glance. Motogo was known to ensnare people in long conversations.

‘General Motogo, how fares the battleground beneath your feet?’ Yeeran said, using the formal greeting reserved for respected elders.

‘Well fed with the blood of my enemies,’ Motogo replied as was customary. They kept their greying hair in short knots that made it clear that they rarely wore a helmet any more. Yeeran couldn’t imagine ever wanting to stop combat.

‘Now to the heart of the matter. I came to confirm your orders – oh, I see you have a new weapon …’ Motogo had spotted the black skin of her drum in its sling.

‘That looks like a fine specimen, one to be jealous of I’m sure,’ they continued, their nostrils flaring with envy. ‘Not that I partake in drumfire any more, I leave that to the young ones.’

Drumfire didn’t physically drain you, but the intention required to focus took its toll mentally. And the general was at least a hundred years old, though Yeeran had known elves on the battlefield who’d made it to a hundred and twenty, the very end of an elf’s expected lifespan. She intended to be one of them.

‘Yes, the drum was a gift.’

‘Very fine. Very fine.’ Still their eyes lingered on the richness of the obeah skin.

‘Was there something you wanted to mention about my orders today?’

‘Ah yes. Given it’s your first day in command of such a large cohort of troops, I wanted to confirm your position for today. You are to patrol the western bank up to the Dying Hill in the second quadrant. Our scouts have reported one or two scouting platoons sent over from Crescent. Eliminate the enemy you find there and return to camp. It should be a routine sweep. No offensive against the main line. You hear?’

‘I hear, General,’ Yeeran said, a little irritated. She knew how to follow orders. You didn’t get far in the Waning Army if you couldn’t.

Motogo nodded before reaching into their bag and withdrawing a freshly pressed uniform.

‘Time to upgrade from your captain’s attire, Colonel.’

Yeeran reached for the new clothing with gratitude. It was a deeper blue than her captain’s uniform, like a storm-darkened sky.

‘Good luck out there today,’ Motogo continued. ‘May the three gods protect you.’

They invoked the gods without meaning. No one believed in them any more except diviners like her sister. Still, she acknowledged the sentiment, empty as it was.

‘And you, General.’

Yeeran watched them leave before letting out a heavy breath.

Her orders weren’t what she’d had in mind for her first day as colonel. Sweeps were mundane and she’d be lucky if they encountered any of the Crescent tribe at all. She rubbed her thumb along the casing of her drum. She’d been looking forward to spilling first blood with it.

There was a sound at the window and the flicker of a shadow. Yeeran swung her drum out of its sling with practised efficiency. Perhaps she’d get a chance to use her new weapon after all.

Fingers slipped under the open window and curled over the frame. The intruder was breathing heavily as they pulled themselves up through the opening.

‘Moon’s mercy,’ they cursed before climbing through and falling with a thud onto the floor.

Yeeran swung her drum behind her back and rubbed her brow.

‘Lettle, what are you doing?’

Her sister’s eyes flashed with annoyance.

‘Coming to see you, of course.’

She gathered her limbs and stood with the regal manner of a chieftain. The lilac dress she was wearing had tangled around her legs, but not an ounce of dignity was lost as she rearranged it.

‘Couldn’t you have used the door?’ Yeeran said.

Lettle met her gaze steadily. The skin around her forehead was pulled taut by the cornrows that ran the length of her head, ending in plaits by her waist.

‘Why yes, Yeeran, I would have liked to use the door. But some idiot at the front said you weren’t to be disturbed and wouldn’t let me past.’

Yeeran took pride in the fact her captains were loyal to a fault.

‘And so, you climbed through the window.’

‘I did.’ Lettle folded her arms across her chest and waited for Yeeran to challenge her.

Yeeran watched her younger sister for a moment before letting out a laugh.

‘You do know how to get your way.’

An unexpected smile broke across Lettle’s face like sun escaping through rainclouds.

‘I do.’

Yeeran turned to the decanter of juice on her desk and offered Lettle a glass, but her sister shook her head.

So Yeeran waited. Lettle never visited Yeeran without a reason.

‘I went to the abattoir this morning.’

Yeeran tried to stifle her groan. Lettle had been training to be a diviner for years. The practice required the entrails of an obeah in order to read the magic that pooled there. A trip to the abattoir normally meant Lettle was out of money. Again.

‘I’ll have a messenger send over some coins later, Lettle.’

Lettle’s eyes blazed like white coals.

‘I don’t need money,’ she said through clenched teeth. Yeeran knew how much it galled Lettle to rely on her.

Lettle didn’t work any more. When she had come to Gural after their father died, she had done her two years’ conscription. But unlike Yeeran, she hadn’t stayed on and worked her way up the army ranks. Instead, her passion lay in divination. A petty skill of prophecy rarely used by elves any more. Rarely used meant rarely paid for.

‘What is it then?’

Lettle’s anger cooled as quickly as it had come. ‘Today’s prophecy was about you.’

Yeeran looked at the clock on the wall. She had just a few minutes before she was expected to march out with her regiment. She was about to tell Lettle as such, but the sincerity of her sister’s gaze made her hold her tongue. This meant something to Lettle.

Yeeran turned to the new uniform Motogo had given her.

‘Tell me about my reading as I change.’

Lettle shot her a brief grin before launching into her story.

‘Like I said, I went to the abattoir this morning before they skinned the beasts. There were other diviners bidding on the entrails, but I knew this was your first day in command of your regiment. So, I bid the most. Even then they only gave me five minutes with the creature. And, Yeeran’ – she always clipped the ‘n’ in her name like the letter was an inconvenience – ‘you should have seen the sorry state of the place. We should send some money to the workers there …’

Yeeran nodded absently.

‘I’ll try and arrange it. Help me with this clasp, please.’ Unlike her captain’s uniform, Yeeran’s colonel coat was trimmed with thicker obeah fur. Though the skin was the most potent part of an obeah, the black mane around the creature’s neck also emanated pulses of magic that Yeeran could harness if needed.

The jacket was stiffly starched with a wide collar and epaulettes in the shape of the waning moon, the symbol of her tribe. On the back was yet another reminder of where she came from: three waning moons stitched into the centre of the jacket.

Yeeran didn’t mind. She was proud to wear her tribal sigil many times over.

Lettle let out a small sound of annoyance and muttered, ‘No client would ask for a diviner to help dress them in the middle of a reading.’

Yeeran wanted to retort that it would be difficult for any of her clients to ask as they were non-existent. But the words would hurt Lettle more than they’d satisfy Yeeran. Besides, her sister was helping as she spoke.

‘There, done. Don’t you look smart,’ Lettle said.

Yeeran peered into the gilded mirror that hung on the wall. Broad in the shoulder and over six foot in height, her body was all angles where her face was soft. A wide nose and full, purple-tinged lips sat beneath deep-set eyes. Her violet irises were dulled with fatigue; the colour, rare for an elf, made her instantly recognisable.

Colonel Yeeran Teila of the Waning Army, she thought to herself, and a small smile spread across her face.

Lettle pursed her lips. ‘Now to your reading. The Fates were clear, Yeeran: your glory lies to the east.’

Yeeran felt the corners of her lips crease as a precursor for laughter, but she swallowed it when she saw the earnestness on Lettle’s face. Divination was never a precise art, but Yeeran knew Lettle was being trained to one day supersede the leader of her sect. She should give her sister’s talents more credence.

‘Thank you for the reading, Lettle,’ she said with as much warmth as she could muster. ‘I will be sure to keep my wits about me on the battlefield today. Crescent tribe moved half their infantry back from the western bank, so we’ll just be running down the stragglers, it’s a simple operation.’

Lettle stepped into the space between them and clasped onto Yeeran’s wrist, nails first.

‘Remember: Seek your glory to the east.’

Lettle was at least a foot smaller than Yeeran. Her left arm was shorter, the outer muscle atrophied from the wasting pox. The illness had ravaged their village, but they’d been too poor to afford the medicine to treat Lettle. Yeeran still felt guilty when she stood this close to her.

When they’d finally had enough money to pay a doctor for a check-up, they confirmed that Lettle’s small stature and damaged arm was due to the prolonged effects of the pox. Yeeran should have worked harder to save the money for the medicine.

She laid a hand on Lettle’s.

‘Father would be proud of the work you’ve put into divination,’ she said.

Lettle’s grip turned limp, and she spun away.

They rarely spoke of Father. Though he wasn’t the one to have fathered Yeeran – her biological father had died on the battlefield when she was a baby – he was the only parent she had ever known. Six years after her mother married him, Lettle was born.

Then an arrow through the heart had taken their mother as well, too young to leave her daughters with many memories.

With Father, memories were all they had. Even though they seldom spoke of him, it was clear that in every half-smile they gave each other, in every softly spoken compliment, he lived in their minds like a hero from a beloved faerytale.

But those heroes were never thieves.

After losing his wife to the bloodshed of the battlefield, their father had left the army and had retrained as an obeah hunter. But the older he got the harder it was to sustain the physical demands of hunting. Especially as obeah became rarer and rarer. Soon the family had to turn to pickpocketing and scavenging to get by.

‘He’d be proud of you too, Yeeran.’ Lettle didn’t look at Yeeran as she spoke. It would have given away the lie.

They both knew Father would not have been proud of Yeeran’s achievements. His grief had corrupted his views on the war, and he condemned any participation in it. When Yeeran had told him she had decided to travel to Gural to join the Waning Army, they had parted in anger. It was the last time they spoke. Father died soon after.

‘I should go,’ Yeeran said.

‘Good luck out there.’ Lettle reached for her hand and squeezed it.

Yeeran closed her eyes, taking comfort in her sister’s support. No matter their differences, they had always faced the world together. Today would be no different. Though Yeeran headed to the battlefield and Lettle to her books, she would carry her sister with her. Always.

The scars of their life had fused them together.

Lettle nodded as if she knew what Yeeran was thinking. Her violet eyes were a similar colour to Yeeran’s, but their depths were unfathomable, as if Lettle saw the world in its entirety, and Yeeran viewed just a piece.

She gave Yeeran a small smile.

‘Your regiment awaits. Remember what I said.’
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Yeeran

The infantry marched in the centre of the formation with the cavalry flanking the sides and the archers bringing up the rear. Yeeran and her four captains rode at the front. The ranking officers and the cavalry were the only soldiers equipped with drumfire; obeah drums were a scarce commodity.

Obeah hunters were paid handsomely across the Elven Lands. If only Yeeran’s father hadn’t given up on his profession, they might have never known the gnawing hunger of true starvation.

She kicked her camel into a canter. The terrain was pockmarked from hoofprints and combat. Red puddles of blood from the previous campaign had soaked into the soil, leaving soggy, dark patches.

They crested the Dying Hill, named after the slaughter of a hundred civilians at the hands of the Two-Bladed Tyrant, a nickname he had garnered in the act. He’d had another name before that – Chieftain Akomido of the Crescent tribe.

As her camel’s hooves pounded the wet earth, Yeeran was reminded of the riches beneath their feet: a fraedia mine large enough to eradicate poverty altogether. One crystal would be sufficient for a household to grow their own food and warm their homes for a year, maybe more.

If they could only secure the mine, no more children would go hungry.

Yeeran thought of the drum-bearer, Hana, and realised why the sight of her had pained her so.

She reminded me of Lettle as a child. The distended stomach, the painfully thin arms, the haunting helplessness that hung heavy in her expression. Yeeran swallowed the memory with a shudder.

‘They’re gone. Not a Crescent soldier in sight,’ Rayan muttered as he drew level with her, pulling her from her thoughts. His brown eyes flashed with something hotter than anger – the dissatisfaction of a battle unfulfilled.

He was right. From this vantage point Yeeran could see the expanse of the first quadrant and there were no signs of the Crescent soldiers.

She felt the bitterness of disappointment in the back of her throat.

‘Colonel? Do we proceed?’ Rayan asked.

‘Proceed where? The soldiers would have made it back to the enemy line by now and we’re not to engage with the full might of the Crescent tribe. We’re only one regiment.’

What a great first day, Yeeran thought sourly.

‘We could sweep round to the east on our return and see if they turned off course?’ Rayan asked.

Yeeran shook her head. ‘That would be going against orders.’

Rayan shrugged. ‘But there’s a chance the enemy haven’t made it back to the front line, and if so, shouldn’t we take the opportunity to catch them?’ He was as primed for a fight as she was.

‘We can’t, Captain.’

Rayan’s jaw clenched but he didn’t press further. Though the expression in his face was enough to do the speaking for him. He was never insubordinate but was always ready to speak his mind if she asked. It was what she liked most about him.

Yeeran was about to steer her camel back to camp when it dawned on her: Seek your glory to the east.

Lettle had read those words in the entrails of the obeah.

She hesitated. It was true that Lettle’s predictions sometimes came true. Once she had foretold that Yeeran’s roof would cave in from torrential rain. Though it had taken a year for the prophecy to be fulfilled, when the roof finally did cave in, Yeeran had already bought the supplies to fix it.

And perhaps Yeeran wanted this foretelling to come to fruition, so she took even more stock in it than she would ordinarily have.

She nodded slowly.

‘Yes, I think we may find a few enemies to the east.’ Then Yeeran raised her voice so the other captains could hear. ‘Each of you let your squadron know. We move out to the eastern bank in five minutes.’

Yeeran had never disobeyed an order. But this wasn’t disobeying an order exactly, it was more like stretching it. Yeeran had received intelligence that there were enemy soldiers to the east. Just because that intelligence was based on divination didn’t make it any less valid.

Right?

Too late now. She grimaced.

They set off across the Bleeding Field, the sun hot on their backs. Yeeran’s new jacket was soon sodden with sweat, but she didn’t notice. Her blood pumped with the anticipation of battle.

They were nearly at the second quadrant to the east of her assigned battlefield when Rayan called, ‘Colonel, bodies ahead.’

She didn’t need Rayan to tell her, she could smell them. There were twelve in total, putrid and bloated from the afternoon sun.

‘The scouting party.’ Rayan’s voice was strained behind his helmet.

Yeeran sent up a signal to the advancing infantry.

Their footsteps stuttered to a stop.

Too slow, I will have to train them out of that.

Rayan jumped down from his camel and began to approach the bodies. They wore the mark of the Waning tribe on the back of their uniform.

‘Definitely our scouts,’ Rayan confirmed, his expression taut.

Yeeran swung her leg over the saddle and leapt down. Her camel grumbled and she gave it a tenderless pat. She couldn’t even remember the beast’s name … Baul? Boro? Brado?

She found it easier not to grow too attached to her steeds, as they rarely survived long.

Yeeran walked towards the prostrate bodies. Her other captains followed her, some of them stuttering over the smell.

They weren’t used to the odour of stagnant death. They only knew the quick kind that smelled of blood and sweat and urine too; iron, salt, ammonia. They knew nothing of a corpse left to fester, of the cloying aroma of liquefying organs.

But Yeeran knew death intimately. She knew what it felt like to search the jacket of a bloated corpse as gas leaked from seams in its flesh. She had rubbed against the shit of others as she pilfered back pockets. Or plucked earrings from ears blasted from faces five feet away. As a child, she had done what she had to do to survive. This was no different.

Yeeran knelt beside Rayan.

‘They must have been killed by the Crescent platoon,’ he said.

‘Yes, those stragglers we’ve been chasing.’

‘What’s that?’

Rayan followed Yeeran’s gaze.

There, in the dirt, was a shorn piece of the scout’s obeah fur collar. Finding a torn collar wasn’t unusual in itself – worse things had been torn in combat – but it looked like it had been dragged through the earth in the opposite direction of the scout.

Yeeran looked at the body again. The Crescent soldiers had left gaping wounds in the corpses where their blades had thrust through flesh. But from the discoloration of the ground, it looked like the scout had died from blood loss sometime later. The corpse’s head was tilted backwards, its unseeing eyes fixed on the fur with concentration.

Not concentration, intention. The scout had used the dregs of magic in the obeah fur to push the collar forward through the dirt. The strength of mind to manipulate something that weak in magic was impressive, impossible almost.

The scout must have been truly determined.

Yeeran cocked her head. But why?

She followed the direction of the line the collar had made.

A copse of trees shifted in the breeze half a league away.

One of the branches moved.

‘Does it look like an arrow to you? Like the fur is pointing to something?’ Rayan said behind her.

But Yeeran wasn’t listening. Because that wasn’t a branch.

‘Ambush!’ Yeeran barked. ‘Formation three, formation three.’

The collar had been pointing to the hidden Crescent soldiers. A warning Yeeran had seen too late.

The Bleeding Field thundered with the sound of running feet as the rival tribe advanced in their direction.

Yeeran swung into her saddle. The camel sprang quickly to standing, its muscles tightening as it sensed the oncoming danger, but it didn’t baulk.

The enemy drew closer with every blink. There were over two thousand of them, more than double Yeeran’s regiment.

‘We need to retreat, find higher ground,’ Rayan shouted.

‘No.’ Yeeran would not retreat on her first day as colonel. She would not be a failure. She ran her thumb over the lip of her drum and surveyed the battlefield.

She let out a breath of relief. The enemy didn’t have archers, and her soldiers did. Her regiment could take out at least a third of the oncoming attack with their arrows.

‘Archers, release.’ Her command was accompanied by a hand signal. A few seconds later it was raining arrows.

Yeeran smiled, enjoying the sight of it. This was the drug she lived for. The knowing deep down in her gut that she would survive this. And perhaps the knowing that one day she would not.

The arrows fell from the sky across the enemy line and Yeeran held her breath as she waited for the soldiers to fall too.

But they didn’t.

‘What? That doesn’t make sense—’ Rayan’s voice stuttered to a stop. Like her, he was struggling to comprehend what had just happened.

Not one Crescent soldier had fallen. It was as if the arrows had hit an invisible barrier around the elves. It was magic that Yeeran had never seen before. Intention only drove physical forces, and divination was an art based on reading the Fates. Neither type of magic could do something like this, on this scale.

‘Colonel, what do we do?’ Rayan asked. ‘Contact in three hundred and fifty feet … three hundred and forty …’

Yeeran knew the answer. The magical shield made this fight impossible.

She cleared her throat, so her words wouldn’t get stuck there. ‘Retreat, call the retreat.’

But it was too late to retreat successfully. The enemy infantry was too close, close enough for Yeeran to see the bloodthirsty look in their eyes.

Her soldiers began to break ranks, fear sweeping over them even as the signal to withdraw was sounded.

They needed more time to get to safety.

Yeeran pulled on her drum sling, spinning the weapon to between her thighs.

‘Colonel, what are you doing? We need to go, now. Yeeran!’

Then Yeeran began to drum.

The chaos around her melted away as her fingers brushed the black skin. Magic thrummed up her bones towards her elbows, a feeling more akin to pain than pleasure. She started with a slow bass tone created by a flat palm across the centre of the drum. It was an easier type of beat to hone her intention around. Though the note was less precise and the vibrations of magic wider than an open tone, the strands of magic were softer to mould.

And mould it she did. Each force of magic becoming a deadly bullet as she beat the drum faster and faster. She didn’t look behind her to see if her regiment was retreating. She focused in on the moment, using the drumfire to delay the oncoming attack as much as she could.

Dum—bara—dum—bara—dum—

Just like the arrows, the drumfire didn’t penetrate the magical shield protecting the Crescent elves. So instead she shot the magical projectiles at the ground by their feet, blowing up dust and causing a few ranks to stumble.

Still, the enemy kept coming.

‘Two hundred feet, a hundred and ninety feet,’ Rayan screamed next to her. ‘Yeeran, come on, we need to leave now.’

But Yeeran wasn’t finished yet. She needed to give her soldiers more time.

She was lurched backwards in her saddle as large arms wrapped around her waist. Rayan had joined her on her camel and was reaching for the reins.

Dum—bara—dum—bara—dum—

Then she was swung to the left, her drumfire dispelling as her intention faltered. She hadn’t delayed the enemy attack by more than a minute or two. It wasn’t enough.

Rayan kicked the camel into a fast canter, taking them further and further away from the battlefield. And further away from her infantry who were still running for their lives.
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Yeeran

‘Three hundred and seventy-six casualties.’

The number was announced like a death sentence and felt like a noose around Yeeran’s neck. She couldn’t look the chieftain in the eye. Instead, she squared her shoulders and fixed her gaze on the tapestry that hung next to the throne.

The edges were fraying, the colours fading to a dull grey, but the scene was clear. It depicted the three beings: human, fae and elf. The fae, identifiable by their sharpened canines, held the human’s throat between their jaws. The human with their rounded ears, their mouth open in a silent scream, reached for the elf on the far corner of the tapestry. The elf held a bloody sword, though it wasn’t clear whose blood ran to the tip, fae or human.

The tapestry immortalised the horrors of the fae who, along with humans, only lived in history now. Even that history had eroded to mere myths and legends. After all, it had been over a millennium since fae and humans had walked the earth. Some faerytales claimed that the fae killed all the humans and were then cursed by the gods. But more likely disease had simply struck them both and wiped them all out. Either way, Yeeran had never cared for stories of the monstrous fae.

Now she wondered if it wasn’t because she was a monster herself.

Yeeran dragged her eyes back to the throne. The chieftain sat with her legs folded beneath her and an arm draped over an armrest. The throne itself was polished white obeah horn, thrumming with enough magical energy to strike Yeeran down should her leader so choose.

The chieftain felt Yeeran’s eyes on hers and sat up, the fraedia beads in her braids tinkling.

‘Colonel Yeeran, you disobeyed orders. I suspect you know the punishment for insubordination?’

‘Dismissal from the army.’ Yeeran was pleased her voice didn’t shake as she spoke.

‘Indeed. But insubordination is just one of your crimes. The manslaughter of three hundred and seventy-six soldiers, that, by your own admission, you caused. Though we have also received a statement from one Captain Rayan who has claimed partial responsibility—’

‘It was my decision, my choice. No one else’s,’ Yeeran cut in.

There was a sharp intake of breath. You did not interrupt the chieftain.

‘I see insubordination is a pattern.’ The chieftain’s tone was dry.

Yeeran heard General Motogo scoff behind her, but she didn’t turn her head. Their displeasure was already palpable without seeing the scorn to match.

It probably looked a lot like the chieftain’s right now.

‘May I have the room? I would like to talk to the colonel alone.’

There was shuffling as all the high-ranking officials who were present for her sentencing left the throne room. Yeeran kept her head lowered as the chieftain approached. She paused a step away from Yeeran and lifted her chin with gentle fingers.

Yeeran looked into the sad eyes of her lover.

‘Salawa.’ The name was a tortured sound on her lips.

‘Oh, Yeery.’

Then Yeeran was in her arms. Neither of them cried though they clutched each other tight.

‘You need to sign my execution order,’ Yeeran said, her mouth pressed against Salawa’s hair, her voice muffled.

‘No.’

‘You must. It’s what you’d do if I was anyone else. You can’t trust me.’

Salawa stepped out of Yeeran’s embrace and gave her a guarded look.

‘Can’t I?’

‘You can’t be seen to trust me. “No favours, no special treatment”, that’s what we said all those years ago.’

It had been nearly fifteen years since they had first met. Yeeran’s eyelashes fluttered, and she saw the memory there, just beneath the membrane of her eyelids.

Yeeran had been standing by the fountains in Gural square. Her hands were jammed in her pockets, on one side she spun a flip knife, in the other she clutched a letter.

‘Are you all right?’ Salawa’s voice had always been rich with authority, even back then.

Yeeran looked up at the newcomer through her tears. She wore the clothes of a civilian, a cluster of leaflets in her hand.

‘I-I … my father has died.’ Yeeran had just received a message from Lettle, who was on her way to Gural.

The news had stripped Yeeran of her spirit. She felt raw, untethered to life. Her father hadn’t always made the right choices, but he had always tried to provide for them, even if it meant thievery. In turn, she too had taken up arms to fight for the Waning Army in order to send money back home. With Lettle on her way to the city to work herself, she felt she lacked purpose.

Salawa made a sympathetic sound in her throat. She didn’t hesitate to comfort a stranger as she embraced Yeeran with strong arms, forcing Yeeran to let go of the flip knife in her pocket – and the awful thoughts that had taken root there.

The leaflets Salawa had been holding fell to the ground, and Yeeran could just make out some of the wording of the political manifesto.

An end to poverty. An end to the war. Food and peace are what we fight for.

The slogan was a little rudimental, and over the years Salawa refined her campaign. But in that moment, it was exactly what Yeeran needed to hear.

Here was something to fight for.

Salawa earned Yeeran’s loyalty then. Love came later.

Not even Lettle knew how close she had been to letting her grief consume her that day. And now, when Yeeran looked at Salawa she saw all the ways in which the chieftain had saved her.

But she could not save her today.

‘No. I won’t do it,’ Salawa said. She knotted her fists in her velvet dress. The fabric fell to the floor by her feet in a pool of blue. The hem was embroidered with silver waning moons. Yeeran watched the moons shimmer as Salawa trembled.

‘What other option is there? I killed over three hundred of my regiment.’

‘You made a mistake.’

‘A big one.’

Salawa locked eyes with Yeeran and nodded sadly.

‘You can’t let your feelings for me cast a cloud over what is just and right. The law is the law,’ Yeeran said through tense lips. Lips that wanted to press down on Salawa’s and beg for her life.

But her pride was more valuable to her in death than love was. Her pride was her legacy.

‘The law is the law,’ Salawa whispered. Something flickered behind her expression. Something hard and unyielding. She walked away and perched back on her throne. From there she could look down at Yeeran.

There were two people within Salawa, the chieftain and her lover. One hard, one soft. It was in that moment that Yeeran saw her lover disappear.

‘I heard you refused to take a drum-bearer,’ Salawa said.

Yeeran released a short breath.

‘Yes.’

Salawa’s features went carefully blank.

‘Why?’

Yeeran didn’t respond for a time. The chieftain knew that Yeeran didn’t agree with her policy on child soldiers, it had been a bitter argument that had lasted weeks.

She wondered whether Salawa ripped open this scar between them to harden her resolve over what had to be done.

No, Yeeran would not let them part in bitterness.

‘Salawa, did you read my statement about Crescent tribe? About the new magic they seemed to be using?’ The question was meant to lead Salawa away from the topic, but Yeeran could see she had peeled back the scab of the old wound and was letting her anger flow forth.

‘We will look into it.’ Salawa’s hand absently ran over the fringe of braids that fell across her forehead. ‘The drum-bearer … she left the army and has run away with the gold coin you gave her.’

Yeeran had always known Salawa had spies in her ranks, though she had never admitted it.

She clenched her fists to stop them from quivering.

‘The girl was malnourished. You’re not feeding the children enough.’

Yeeran regretted her words as soon as she said them. Salawa had been fighting for children like Hana – like Lettle – since the day she sat on the throne.

But is it enough? She shook the intrusive thought free, but it was too late. Salawa had seen it written across her face. Something akin to a sneer settled onto her features.

‘That is precisely why we need to gain more land on the Bleeding Field. We need those fraedia mines to feed the troops.’

Salawa had always said her purpose in the war had been two-fold: to liberate those oppressed by rulers like the Crescent tribe’s Two-Bladed Tyrant, and to bring an end to poverty.

It was why she had Yeeran’s allegiance so totally.

‘But now I’m down another soldier,’ Salawa continued.

Yeeran didn’t voice what she wanted to say, that the girl wouldn’t have made a difference in battle except as another body to feed the vultures.

Instead, she said, ‘I’m sorry.’ Though she wasn’t sorry at all.

Salawa made a sound in her throat that wasn’t quite a laugh.

‘War plays by no rules. There are only fighters and failures,’ she said.

The silence that followed spoke the unspoken: Today, you have proved you are a failure.

Yeeran dipped her head with the heaviness of her guilt.

Salawa let out a long sigh.

‘You’ve helped many people over the years it seems. There are crowds at the gates of my residence calling your name, begging for me to spare your life. Even a group of diviners have chained themselves together in an attempt to plea for your freedom.’

Lettle. Yeeran choked back a sob.

‘My crime warrants execution,’ Yeeran whispered. She had accepted her fate and now she just hoped that they’d let her see Lettle one more time before she was killed.

Salawa tapped her lacquered nails across the ivory throne. ‘But I cannot afford an uprising. You are more popular with the civilians than I ever knew – I have to wonder, how many gold coins have you given out over the years?’

Hundreds. Thousands. Every bit of money that didn’t go to Lettle went to the hungry or the homeless.

Salawa’s eyelids fluttered and the hardness of the chieftain melted away, and the softness of Yeeran’s lover appeared once more.

‘Come here.’

Yeeran went to her, kneeling by her feet below the throne. The magic from the obeah horn prickled her skin, its magic a similar sensation to being in Salawa’s presence. Her love for Salawa was potent, all-encompassing.

Salawa slipped from the throne and knelt beside Yeeran until their foreheads were pressed together. Yeeran breathed in the scent of her, lavender, and the heavy tang of metal, committing it to memory before she was taken from this world.

‘Know this,’ Salawa said. ‘You are the fire of my heart, and the beat of my drum. I am yours under moonlight. Until the rhythm sings no more.’

Then she kissed her, long and slow. Yeeran pulled them both to their feet so her hands could roam across the shape of Salawa’s body as she took the kiss deeper.

Salawa broke away before Yeeran was done with her. But Yeeran could never be done with her.

The chieftain turned and rang a small bell that was laid on a cushion next to her bare feet.

‘Salawa—’

But her lover was gone once more. The look she gave Yeeran was all chieftain. She knew then she would never see the face of her lover again.

The chieftain’s advisers filed back in, the general leading the charge of smug smiles. Yeeran had long been envied by those in the upper ranks for her relationship with Salawa.

‘I have made my decision.’ The chieftain did not look at Yeeran as she spoke. It curdled her stomach with the feeling of dread. ‘Yeeran Teila is hereby dismissed from the army for insubordination. Furthermore, she must atone for the souls she lost on the field. She is sentenced to exile. Nevermore may she step foot in the Elven Lands. A scroll will be sent to every tribe.’

Yeeran’s knees cracked against the marble floor. Exile.

Who was she without an army, without a tribe?

It was a sentence worse than death.


OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Map



		Part One: The Story of the Wheat, the Bat, and the Water



		Chapter One: Yeeran



		Chapter Two: Yeeran



		Chapter Three: Yeeran



		Chapter Four: Yeeran



		Chapter Five: Lettle



		Chapter Six: Yeeran



		Chapter Seven: Lettle



		Chapter Eight: Yeeran



		Chapter Nine: Lettle



		Chapter Ten: Yeeran



		Chapter Eleven: Lettle



		Chapter Twelve: Yeeran



		Chapter Thirteen: Lettle



		Chapter Fourteen: Yeeran









		Part Two: The Story of the Wheat, the Bat, and the Water



		Chapter Fifteen: Yeeran



		Chapter Sixteen: Lettle



		Chapter Seventeen: Lettle



		Chapter Eighteen: Lettle



		Chapter Nineteen: Yeeran



		Chapter Twenty: Yeeran



		Chapter Twenty-One: Lettle



		Chapter Twenty-Two: Lettle



		Chapter Twenty-Three: Yeeran



		Chapter Twenty-Four: Yeeran



		Chapter Twenty-Five: Lettle



		Chapter Twenty-Six: Yeeran



		Chapter Twenty-Seven: Lettle



		Chapter Twenty-Eight: Yeeran



		Chapter Twenty-Nine: Lettle



		Chapter Thirty: Yeeran









		Part Three: The Story of the Wheat, the Bat, and the Water



		Chapter Thirty-One: Lettle



		Chapter Thirty-Two: Lettle



		Chapter Thirty-Three: Yeeran



		Chapter Thirty-Four: Yeeran



		Chapter Thirty-Five: Lettle



		Chapter Thirty-Six: Yeeran



		Chapter Thirty-Seven: Lettle



		Chapter Thirty-Eight: Yeeran



		Chapter Thirty-Nine: Lettle



		Chapter Forty: Yeeran









		Epilogue: Rayan



		Notes on Mosima



		Acknowledgements



		Also by Saara El-Arifi



		Keep Reading …



		About the Author



		About the Publisher











Guide





    		Cover



    		Contents

   

    		Title page













		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii

   

		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
HARPER
Eeraaas





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
PART ONE
Foo oy

The Story of the Wheat, the Bat,
and the Water





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/map.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.png
NN
‘A romantic fantasy of epic* '*'
proportions, crackling with
magic and passion’
SAMANTHA SHANNON
. ‘\ ‘:.'\ e

m——





