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    The Prophecy of the Seven Nations


    seven nations sit under one sky


    thought will come over many moons and travel by foot


    light and dark will be searching but blind to the truth


    sound will travel closely for it is bound by touch


    soul will not stop until the truth unfolds


    with fire comes a secret that must be spoken


    water will heal one and the other it will pound


    earth is the key that must be found


    one child remains their only link


    one child will bind them


    one child will show them


    one child will lead them again


    and then, there will be peace

  


  
    Chapter One


    The Selection


    Under the ground in the land of Sahas, in a neat, well-kept home, lived a family. Mai was born somewhere in the middle. Being in the middle was good and bad. For one reason, no one said: ‘You’re the oldest so set an example for your brothers and sisters.’ Another reason was no one noticed her. Mai didn’t mind being almost invisible. That was until she received the highest mark in her class for thoughtbanking. Of course, that’s when being born somewhere in the middle no longer meant she was invisible. 

			When Mai opened her eyes, she knew today was going to be an usual day. Sprawled out across her chest was a limpton lizard with its tail curled up around her neck. Mai had named him Barka because of the squeaky barks he made. She slid her fingers under his belly and lifted him off her chest. He stretched out in her hand and in a strange lizard way he smiled at her. Barka wasn’t an attractive lizard with his dark, protruding eyes, four nasty-looking horns on the rear of his head, and scales the colour of white sand. Nobody in her family really liked Barka, except Mai. And today, he would have to wait behind with her brothers and sisters. 

			Soon, all eight ministers of the Sanakra would send for her. Each minister represented one of the seven elemental energies: thought, light and dark, sound, soul, fire, water and earth. They were here to select a child for an important pilgrimage. Mai swung her legs off the bed and stared at herself in the mirror, thinking about what the ministers would be like. Would they ask her a question, or request a mind reading? Better still, would she just be asked to share a thought? Today, being the middle child meant something different. Not only was she setting an example to her brothers and sisters, but she was also very visible to everyone in the village.

			When Mai walked into the kitchen, everyone was eating. Well, all her brothers were eating. Her mother was piggybacking one of her little sisters, galloping around the table. Ari’s little giggles made Mai smile. 

			‘Hurry up and get ready, Mai,’ her mother said in puffs. ‘I’ve laid out your clothes on my bed.’

			‘Wear something pretty in your hair so the ministers like you,’ Ari added. 

			‘They don’t care about beauty,’ her youngest brother told her. 

			‘That’s right,’ her mother agreed. ‘They are searching for someone who is talented and wise.’ 

			‘Mai won’t win because she’s unskilled and reckless,’ Long said, grinning at her. He was Mai’s most favourite brother. Then he added. ‘I, on the other hand, am both talented and wise.’

			‘I agree,’ Mai’s oldest brother said. ‘When you are asleep you are both those things. When you are awake, being unskilled and reckless is YOUR true talent.’ 

			Everyone laughed. Long tossed a piece of toasted bread at his older brother. 

			Mai didn’t speak to anyone. She wasn’t sure she’d be any good at proving herself to the ministers. She took a piece of toasted bread from the table and left. Her mother had laid out her traditional robes to wear. They were neither pretty nor appealing, but the pants did match the tunic. When she walked back out, everyone was still eating. 

			‘The ministers have arrived,’ Long said. ‘You’re first. They are waiting for you.’

			‘Hurry along,’ her mother said. ‘We’ll meet up with you soon.’

			Mai climbed the stairs to the surface. The blistering hot desert air rushed over her as she opened the door and walked towards the elders’ hut, where an elder stood waiting. He led her down to the history room, then left, closing the door behind him. The room’s smooth round walls of earth had no windows, but it was cool down here. She’d never had permission to be in the history room before, but today was different. Four other children had been selected, and each one, like her, would be given a chance to prove themselves to the ministers in this very room. 

			The history room was sacred. Not meant for the likes of children, it was a place of secrets and wisdom. It contained all the knowledge of the six villages scattered around the flat lands of the desert region. Sahas was the only part of the world where thoughtbankers, those who could master the thoughts of others, were born. This quality was most envied by the other six nations and so the oasis that harboured their precious magical water was protected by the ancient elders and their powerful thoughts. 

			Mai rubbed her arms to entice the goose bumps to leave her skin. Scrolls were piled high: old scrolls, thick and thin scrolls, and some only beginning to be filled with words. The room, without candles burning and flickering, should have been pitch black, as the elders did not trust fire with such precious wisdom. Above her the ceiling shimmered brightness from nature itself. Thousands of glowdrums sat in clusters in the corners of the room, lighting up the space. These quiet little insects weren’t from the desert. They could never live above ground in the desert. But beneath the earth it was cool enough to keep them alive and shining. Mai felt sad for them. They were forest creatures and not meant to live underground in the desert. But who was she to question the elders? The elders would feed them well, she told herself. 

			Papers shuffled in the corner of the room, breaking her thoughts. There were unbound scrolls, open and strewn across the floor. Something scratched under the papers again and this time Mai saw its tail. She checked the door, feeling anxious. At any moment the first minister was due to arrive. She stepped forward, searching through the scrolls. For a split second she thought she saw him. No, it’s not possible, she thought.

			She stopped lifting the papers when she heard the door begin to open. Quickly she stood, straightened her shoulders, and smiled. The first minister was tall. He wore a red robe that dragged along the ground as he walked in. He had a shiny, bald head, with the gold tattoos of the thoughtbankers painted around his ears. A symbol was tattooed on each temple of his forehead. 

			He narrowed his large eyes. ‘You’re scrawny,’ he said abruptly. 

			‘I …’ 

			He raised his finger to Mai. ‘Think first before you speak.’

			At first she wasn’t sure what to think about. But then it came to her. 

			‘You think my size has nothing to do with my ability.’

			He nodded. ‘Good.’ Now he stared at her so forcefully that she felt unsteady on her feet. ‘What am I doing?’ he asked, surprising her.

			‘I …’ 

			Once again he raised his finger. 

			She didn’t need to think this time. She stared back at him. Suddenly he wobbled; his hand reached out to a table piled with scrolls to balance himself. ‘Good technique.’

			The paper scrolls on the ground rustled again. Mai lost her focus and shot a look down to see something emerging from under the papers. Barka! He looked up at her and squeaked out an odd bark. The minister raised his foot, ready to pound the lizard flat.

			‘No!’ she cried out. Without thinking twice she sent a thought to Barka. He moved so fast even she was amazed at the lizard’s pace. 

			The minister flashed a surprised look at Mai. ‘I never thought I’d see this day.’

			Mai blushed. Then suddenly she felt disappointed in herself. She understood how the villagers felt about this type of thoughtbanking. Communication between a thoughtbanker and an animal was forbidden, so no one ever tried it—except for Mai. She had never shown this ability to anyone before today. Except for her brother, Long—he was the only other person who knew she could thoughtbank with animals. 

			‘Who taught you this connection?’ 

			‘I …’ 

			He raised his finger to Mai. He slanted his head, searching her mind. It was impossible to hide. He was too powerful. ‘Ah, I understand how it happened.’ 

			Long had been born with a secret ability—well, it was a secret until it was discovered. He was born a morpher—only two are born every fifty years. He was eleven when the dreadful gift was exposed. On the day of his first transformation he was almost eaten by Barka. That day Long had been watching a small insect, a rimrock beetle, scurry across the woven matted floor in their mother’s kitchen. Then suddenly he was a rimrock beetle himself. It was a terrifying moment, to be a beetle and not a boy. He crawled around the floor in disbelief, unsure of how to transform back. Then Barka spotted him scampering around like a beetle gone mad—he almost caught Long too. Until Long’s own thoughts saved him, wishing so hard he was a boy again. In an instant he transformed back. One of Long’s brothers had seen the whole thing and Long’s newly discovered secret was out. Everyone knew this gift came as a terrible burden, and everyone in the village thought Long was doomed. And so it was that Long became known as the village morph. 

			‘Please don’t tell anyone,’ Mai asked politely. ‘I’ve always encouraged Long. He only changes into little things. It was simple for me to connect with him when he morphed, and once I could do that, I connected with other animals easily.’ She dropped her head. ‘I’m sorry.’

			The minister rubbed his chin. Mai tried to listen to his thoughts, but he was blocking her attempts. Finally, he shook his head and left the room without saying another word.

			Mai rushed over to find Barka hiding in a hole in the earth wall. He pushed her hand out towards him. The little lizard scurried straight up her arm and onto her shoulder. He rubbed up against her cheek as if to say thank you. 

			‘You’re welcome,’ she said. ‘No more digging tunnels. And just so you know, they will make me plug it up.’ Barka rubbed up against her cheek again. ‘I suppose you’re the one responsible for the missing glowdrums the elders have been talking about. That’s why your tummy has been so big, right?’ 

			Barka squeaked out a bark.

			‘I hope you realise I don’t have the slightest chance of being selected now.’ She sighed, feeling disappointed. Mai slid Barka into her pocket, straightened up, and prepared for the next minister to arrive.

			One by one the remaining ministers came into the room, each one bringing his or her own wisdom and powers. The sealers were the most confusing. Two of the eight ministers represented the elemental energies of the sealers: a purity of light and dark. These two energies were bound at the beginning of time. One without the other meant no life would exist, so with their deliverance also came their rivalry. A man and a woman entered the room, both dressed in red robes. The female, a lightsealer, was tall, elegant and beautiful, with hair whiter than the sand in the east, but her mind was shifting and complicated. The male, a darksealer, was also tall, but his skin was blacker than the night sky, and his mind was shadowy and frightening. Mai did her best to answer their questions. 

			Then came a soundwaver, who Mai found the hardest to read. He also looked the most threatening. He was a strong-statured man also draped in a red robe, but underneath she knew he would be dressed in black from head to toe. His arms would be decorated with the tattooed symbols of the soundwaver’s lore. These sentinel beings had minds filled with noise, sadness and rage. Even this minister was tightly bound to the world, enslaved to uphold the laws. Mai answered his questions the only way she knew how, using her mind sight, feeling, and the true thoughtbanking skills she knew. 

			The next minister was a soulbanker, a regulator of life and death. Mai couldn’t explain the feeling she had for this minister, a female with green streaks running through her red hair, a gentle face and big brown eyes. But Mai knew all too well she was very powerful. At first the minister ignored Mai, preferring to gaze up at the glowdrums. They were like her, these insects, born in a place where a lush forest grew wild, as if nothing could hold it back, and where freedom persuaded them to go forth and flourish. When she lifted her hand, a cluster of the little insects fluttered down to sit on it. Even though the minister kept her face emotionless, Mai had read her happy thoughts so Mai smiled for her. All at once the glowdrums fluttered away to take their positions back on the ceiling. The minister bowed. Mai had without knowing, in that moment, read the minister’s most intimate thought. Her smile had answered the minister’s planned question. Aren’t they beautiful, glowing so brightly in such a dark place? Reading her thoughts, Mai instinctively agreed and smiled. The test was over and the minister left without saying a word. 

			Another red robe entered the room, only this time it was filled with the body of a fireruler. A short, stout man with a deep frown and a nasty scar down his left cheek. He looked at Mai as though he was disappointed. He had a guarded mind, suspicious and calculating. But deep down Mai found a softness he had hidden. Perhaps it was on purpose, but she used this knowledge to help answer the question he asked. Like the others, he gave no clue whether she had answered his question correctly. 

			The waterclasper was smiling when he walked in. He was the first minister to display any kind of physical emotion. Mai liked him immediately. She quickly discovered the feeling was mutual after reading his thoughts. His face was kind, with eyes that sparkled under the glowdrums’ light. Water often had a gentle reflection, but she could not fool such a powerful minister. Mai knew the manipulation of water was the hardest of all the elements to master, but it was also the most rewarding because water could heal. That did not mean the elemental energy was not dangerous. 

			The minister stepped close to Mai. He looked at her carefully. It was hard not to feel uncomfortable with him so close and being so handsome, but she did her best. 

			His soft, caring voice asked her one question. ‘Find in my mind the most valuable information known to me.’ 

			Mai concentrated, searching his mind for the answer. There were so many thoughts, it was like searching through hundreds of puzzle pieces just for one, the right piece. She answered almost too quickly, but it felt like she had found the correct piece, so she trusted her feelings. 

			‘Water can be many things. It can be as simple as a trickling stream, or an angry sea crashing like thunder onto the shore. But when trapped, water will find a way to escape and create its own path through the land. It is the only elemental energy that can save a life or take a life.’ 

			This was the knowledge she considered the most important in his mind. A slight grin appeared on his face, just enough to tell Mai she had spoken the truth. 

			The last minister was an earthfollower. Her brown hair fell long past her shoulders in locks of curls. Her eyes were as green as the leaves Mai had seen in drawings painted by her teacher. Mai’s thoughts wandered for the first time, captured by the beauty of this minister. She hoped that one day she would be as beautiful and talented as her. Earthfollowers have a connection to every living thing that touches the earth. They are powerful, and just like waterclaspers they can be destructive. They can easily break open the earth and allow everything to fall into the deepest parts. 

			She walked over to Mai. Slowly, she moved her hand down to Mai’s pocket. Barka popped up the moment her hand reached him. 

			‘May I?’ she asked. Mai nodded. Barka scurried onto the earthfollower’s hand, happy to greet her. She lifted him up to inspect him carefully. He squeaked when their eyes met. 

			‘Yes, I do see.’ She handed him back to Mai and walked away. 

			Mai made a noise in her throat. ‘Excuse me, but aren’t you going to ask me a question?’ 

			The minister turned back to look at Mai. ‘All my questions have been answered,’ she said. 

			‘But how?’ Mai asked, puzzled. 

			The minister’s eyes went to Barka, who was still resting on Mai’s hand. ‘The little one has shown me everything I need to know.’ 

			Mai suddenly felt humbled by the minister’s ability to see images through the eyes of another living thing. Mai bowed. The earthfollower bowed back, and then she was gone.

			It was late in the evening; the sun had almost disappeared and the sky was rippled with dark clouds when the decision was made. The heat of the day was finally leaving the earth as all the villagers gathered around the five children selected for the tests. Mai’s family lined up in the front of the assembled circle. Her two eldest brothers each had one of her younger sisters on their shoulders, but it was Long who smiled and nodded to her. People in the village said they didn’t look like brother and sister, and at times Mai thought they couldn’t be more different, but they connected in a way no one else could understand. 

			Long’s sandy hair fell forward into his eyes and he flicked it back. Mai knew he felt different to everyone else in the village. In fact, most of the villagers treated him that way, avoiding him or leaving him out of gatherings. Having the ability to change his form into small animals or insects was highly offensive and insulting to the people of the village. They believed the purity of their living form should not be changed, no matter the gift that had been bestowed on him. In their eyes, he was cursed because animals did not have the ability to form creative thought. To live as a person and an animal was a violation. Animals exist only by the pure instinct of survival. These were beliefs the thoughtbankers would not allow to be changed. Long had been told never to use his morphing gift while he lived in the village. So to get any kind of attention he worked on another, brighter gift: the art of making people laugh, and so he also became the village joker. 

			Mai noticed the crowd had become tighter, with everyone packing in together to hear the decision. Mai’s breathing quickened. Her neck pulsed, a thumping annoyance under her skin she couldn’t stop, making her feel even more anxious. The two girls beside her were quivering. As for the boys, they seemed quietly confident. Barka had been asleep in her pocket and suddenly he popped up, placing his two front feet on the edge of the pocket. It was like he knew something important was about to be announced. 

			The eight ministers who represented the seven elemental energies trailed into the circle, each one looking serious but ready to disclose their decision. When they were finally lined up in front of the five children, the thoughtbanking minister stepped out of formation. 

			‘We have decided,’ he announced. He paused deliberately. ‘Many things are changing. This world faces the tragedy of disillusion. No longer are our allies our friends. The masters of our elements are fading away. Without our masters to teach us the gift of our elemental energies, our knowledge will dissolve. Or worse—it will be taken from our own minds and fall into the hands of another nation, where they may become more powerful.’ 

			‘We can’t let that happen,’ a villager cried out. 

			All the ministers nodded in agreement. ‘No, we cannot let that happen,’ the thoughtbanker said. ‘Each of us here represent the seven elemental energies: thought.’ He bowed his head. ‘Light and dark.’ The two sealers next to him bowed their heads. ‘Sound.’ The soundwaver did the same. ‘Soul … fire … water … and earth.’ He paused. ‘We are at peace with each other, but we as teachers are no longer recognised by our nations. So, we call upon this time for the prophecy to begin, a prophecy you all know well.’

			Some villagers gasped while others chattered about this sudden announcement.

			‘First, we must appoint a child who is worthy of such a pilgrimage. Our search has taken us through each nation and only now have we found the one deserving to train with SahDobha, the oldest and wisest master of thought. And that child is …’ The minister raised his arm but didn’t point towards any child in particular. 

			Mai swallowed. Both boys lifted their heads, ready to accept their selection. The two other girls had become so stiff with nerves they looked like statues. Barka squeaked and Mai carefully pushed him down into her pocket. The minister’s hand moved along the line. Mai’s eyes darted around as both boys began to smile. Which one would it be? Mai thought, feeling disappointed. 

			The minister stopped moving his hand at the last boy in the line. He smiled. ‘The child is …’ His hand shot away and his finger was suddenly pointing at Mai. ‘Mai. The daughter of Maine Lee has been chosen. She will take up the pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. There she will be trained and become part of the prophecy. Mai will represent thought, and she will journey over many moons and travel by foot.’ 

			Murmuring from the crowd began immediately—some villagers exchanged brief nods and then focused on Mai. Everyone understood the enormity of this selection. 

			Mai looked over the crowd. Her father would have been proud today. But her mother just smiled gently. Mai guessed she was pleased, but perhaps a little sad to see her leave, too. 

			‘And so it begins!’ the thoughtbanking minister shouted. 

			It was at that moment Mai truly realised she had been selected. She felt a rush of pride overwhelm her, a moment she would never forget.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Akra


    The sun stood out, full and round on the horizon. The hot burn woke Mai. A whisper, just a whisper of her mother’s voice saying goodbye was remembered. Then the minister’s pointing finger came to mind. Mai smoothed away her sleepiness, circling her face with her hands three times. Waking didn’t feel the same without water over her face, or having a lizard sprawled out over it either. But water was precious out here in the desert and they had very little of it. Barka had been left behind, it was safer for him that way. Mai stretched out her arms, happy to be awake, and ready to truly begin their journey. 

			The previous night, Mai and Long had slept in the desert with little more than the clothes on their backs, a small amount of food, and a pouch of water. They had left their home, a little igloo-shaped hut with a warren of cool rooms underground in the flat desert lands, straight after Mai’s selection. No one could argue that Mai’s selection had been a wonderful surprise to her mother, but it also brought a hidden sadness. It was a huge shock to her younger sisters and provided her older brothers with big bragging rights.

			Mai and Long left behind the sadness that had come to fall over their village. Mai had heard the elders speak of conspiracies and war, but she refused to believe in either. She believed, like her brother Long, that everything and everyone in their village would be happy again in the end. The other powerful nations must believe that too. She trusted the prophecy and she also trusted her brother, but they didn’t always agree. Long was incredibly lazy and at times too smart for his own good, but he was still her brother. Arguing was part of the arrangement at birth, according to her eldest brother. Like their disagreements over Barka. Long was convinced the lizard hated him and had threatened to step on him until his guts came out. He didn’t do it, but he’d often come very close. Thankfully, Mai had decided to leave Barka behind. She knew better than to take the little lizard on such a harsh journey—they had barely enough food to last the first part of the trip. Little did she know the tiny lizard had wriggled his way into her packsack and he was yet to greet the day. 

			A hot day lay ahead of them. Mai stood up, still stretching her sleepiness away. Everything but the heat was uncertain. For a moment she did nothing, staring down at Long curled up on the sand, snoring loudly. She thought about sneaking off, leaving him behind, not because she wanted to, but because this whole journey was going to be hard. Really, he shouldn’t have volunteered. He would miss a lot of things: a comfortable bed, his brothers and sisters, home baked bread and sweets. He would definitely miss sweets. She knelt down and in a low whisper she attempted to wake him up. He snorted out a breath and rolled over, his eyes still tightly closed. She leant into his ear and pushed his shoulder.

			‘Time to wake up!’ 

			He jolted awake.

			‘I can kill it!’ he screamed, hands outreached in an attack pose.

			Mai shook her head. ‘Boys.’

			Long sighed. ‘Why did you do that? I was just about to kill a huge sand viper.’

			‘Well, it will have to wait. We have to start walking.’ Mai looked at the sun, blazing out heat above the horizon. ‘Unless you want to fry out here under the sun. It’s a long way to the token tower and we can’t stop until we reach it.’

			Long stood up and stretched. Mai slung her packsack over her shoulder and walked away. Long gave one large sleepy sigh and quickly followed her. 

			Within a few short hours the morning sun had baked the desert sand. The heat of the day had already started to burn through their clothes. They walked up and down the sand dunes that seemed to go all the way to the horizon, until they stopped at the very top of a sandbank. Beyond it was a huge hole—no, an enormous hole. And from its deepest part a cool breeze travelled up. Mai rubbed her thumb gently over a golden amulet that was attached to a thin leather lace hanging around her neck. The feeling of protection was all it offered. 

			‘What do you think caused it?’ Long asked.

			Mai let go of the amulet and shrugged her shoulders. They were left only to guess unless they explored the hole. What lurked under the sand might be nothing. A stone could have fallen from the sky in the night. There was nothing to suggest otherwise. Except it would be hot, not have a cold, draught drifting up, she thought. No footprints, no drag marks, no hint of strange smells belching up from under the sand, nor the groan of an unsettled earth. Mai feared this was a test; she could walk by the hole and think no more of its deepest part. But that would not confirm her talent for investigation if this was a test. Then, from somewhere deep in the cooling sand, a white light flashed towards them. 

			Mai looked at Long expectantly.

			‘Oh no,’ Long said, shaking his head. ‘I’m not going down there.’

			‘We have to know,’ Mai said. ‘This could be important.’

			Next thing Long was sliding down the side of the massive hole. ‘You always get your way,’ he grumbled.

			Mai stayed put, watching Long dutifully doing what Mai had asked. She remembered the ministers explaining that she would require a chaperone, and she had adamantly declined the idea, but the ministers would not allow her to travel without one. That’s when Long stupidly volunteered. Mai had no choice but to accept his offer. This wasn’t what she considered reassuring. But right now, given how long the journey would be, and knowing that Long would have to suffer that same hardship attached to such a devoted pilgrimage, she was relieved she didn’t have to slide down the hole. In fact, she was quite pleased about that.

			* * *

			As he slid closer to the bottom of the hole, he became more cautious and even a little bit nervous. The idea of this being something dangerous flashed into his mind. Once at the bottom of the hole he found a place, a good distance away, and stood gazing at a pulsing sphere. At first he thought he was imagining it. A cunning boy might be encouraged to scurry back up the sand dune and lie to his sister—yet somehow Long didn’t think lying to Mai would work very well. She would read his thoughts for sure. What would Mai do in this situation? He answered himself out loud. She’d examine it because she is nosey and inquisitive.

			What Long hated the most was not being as smart as his sister. That thought was enough to make him step closer and closer. It was a large silvery-blue ball that was neither shiny nor dull. He stared into it, watching silver clouds swirling in a gently timed rotation. Long didn’t like studying anything for too long, so he leant forward and knocked on it a few times. Nothing happened. He leant in even closer and cupped his hand around his face as he peered into the silvery-blue abyss. The sphere’s cold exterior cooled his skin, incising him to enjoy a refreshing change from the heat of the day. Nothing but spinning clouds, he thought. That’s boring. 

			Just as he was about to look away, a hand shot up, slamming the inner surface of the sphere. Long stumbled back in fright and fell on his backside. An explosion of white light surrounded him. It was so bright that Long had to cover his eyes with his hands. In the next few seconds the light vanished. When Long opened his eyes, a boy was standing next to the sphere in front of him. If he wasn’t so surprised he would’ve laughed. Surely this was a trick. For a boy to just appear out of thin air was impossible, right? 

			The boy was young, no more than about nine or ten, he guessed. His skin was clean like a newborn baby and his cheeks blossomed out towards what was little more than a bud of a nose. His clothing looked new; a blue tunic with brown edging crossed his chest, and his pants finished a little past his knees. The rest of his legs, from his knees to his ankles, were bound in brown cloth and his feet were bare.

			‘Are you a falcon guard?’ the boy asked. 

			Long shook his head, confused.

			‘Are you sure?’ 

			Long nodded. He looked up. Overhead, the sun continued to beat down and the shadow of his sister fell on them both. Long rubbed the sweat from his forehead as he thought about what to do. 

			‘Are you a minister in disguise? Is this a test? Because my sister is up there and she’s good at tests.’ Long pointed up to the top of the crater. 

			‘I am not a minister,’ the boy said. 

			Long breathed a sigh of relief. ‘What about a soulbanker then? They can change into anything. If you are, my sister has our papers.’

			‘I need to find a falcon guard,’ the boy continued, sounding serious.

			‘Falcon guards don’t look like me,’ Long said.

			‘They don’t?’ The boy looked surprised. 

			‘No, trust me. Falcon guards are big.’ Long decided the boy was real and this wasn’t a test. He stretched out his arms to show how big. ‘And they have that thingy on their head.’ Long waved his hand around his head. 

			‘A deckard,’ the boy suggested softly. ‘I remember now.’

			‘Yeah, that’s it, a deckard,’ confirmed Long. ‘People don’t usually look for falcon guards.’

			‘They don’t?’ The boy seemed confused.

			‘No one I know wants to find a falcon guard,’ said Long. ‘They have that whole eye thing happening  … scary.’ He demonstrated a scary eye impression.

			‘They do?’ 

			‘When they do this,’ Long said, performing his scary eyes again, ‘run.’

			The boy studied Long’s face while he continued holding his scary expression.

			‘This face,’ Long’s hand circled around his face. ‘That means they’re going to do the whole fire blazer thing.’

			‘Fire blazer?’ The boy frowned. 

			‘You know they are fire breathers, right?’ asked Long suspiciously.

			The boy nodded and whispered, ‘Fire is within them.’

			‘Yeah, they can manipulate fire from inside and outside,’ Long confirmed. ‘And feathers just pop out of their skin.’ He shivered. ‘They’re seriously creepy.’ 

			‘Creepy,’ repeated the boy. 

			‘So who are you?’

			‘I am the Starchild,’ the boy announced softly. 

			Long’s mouth dropped open. ‘Starrr …’ He lost the rest of the word. For a moment they stared at each other. ‘I think you better come up and meet my sister.’

			The boy nodded obligingly. 

			They scrambled up to where Mai stood waiting. Long couldn’t wait to tell his sister about the boy, but before he had the chance, a sound echoed around them. 

			‘Soundwaver!’ Long shouted. 

			Long watched Mai calmly prepare herself. She pulled her black hair back into a ponytail, neatened her grey tunic, and tightened the violet coloured cloth belt around her waist. 

			‘Long, don’t say anything dumb. And try to look intelligent,’ Mai said as she retrieved their papers from the bag over her shoulder. 

			He brushed back his sandy brown hair that often fell onto his face, then raised one eyebrow and lifted his chin. 

			‘I said intelligent, not stupid.’

			Long dropped his pose and crossed his arms, irritated by his sister’s suggestion. 

			‘You will need your papers,’ Mai said to the boy. 

			‘Ah, about his papers,’ Long said uncomfortably. ‘He’s the …’ Long didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence, because the soundwaver had almost reached them.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Soundwaver


    A huge whirling tunnel of sand rushed towards them, screaming like a beast in pain as it moved. Mai and Long shielded their eyes as a hand embellished with the black symbols of the soundwavers shot out of the sand. The screaming stopped and the whirling sand fell to the ground, revealing a strong-statured man dressed in black from head to toe. His arms and face were embellished with the black tattooed symbols of the soundwavers’ symbolic lore, stories and traditions. His duty was known to Mai and Long. Across the land and sea, soundwavers were known as the sentinels of the world, held in bondage and forced to protect the nation’s boundaries, to uphold all worldly laws, and to discipline any insubordination they encountered. This man was not someone they should annoy or lie to. Mai took a moment before speaking, allowing the vibration of his raging thoughts, the ones she heard far too clearly in her mind, to dissipate.

			‘Your papers,’ the soundwaver said firmly. Mai looked into his gleaming eyes—black pools of emptiness—deflecting her prying eyes from seeing their natural colour. A mystical bondage coated them with darkness and there was nothing Mai could do about that. But what Mai feared the most was that he would not let them pass.

			‘Nice hat,’ Long said, gazing at its shining silver surface lined with sound symbols. ‘It’s kind of like the upturned bowl my mother uses to make bread.’ The soundwaver scowled even harder at Long. ‘Sorry,’ he said timidly. 

			Mai nudged Long with her elbow, then handed the soundwaver their papers. He inspected them thoroughly. ‘You are on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts.’ 

			Mai nodded once. When the soundwaver looked at Long, his head was bobbing eagerly. The soundwaver’s eyes moved across to the boy in blue and brown.

			‘Your papers?’ The soundwaver’s huge hand reached out.

			‘I don’t …’ he stammered.

			‘He doesn’t understand,’ Long interrupted. ‘He’s not multilingual like us.’ He grinned awkwardly.

			‘Long, what’s going on?’ Mai asked.

			‘Just give me a minute with him,’ Long said.

			As she stared at the boy, Mai felt concerned for him. A soundwaver was not someone to keep waiting, and right now he looked annoyed. Mai could hear his mind growling. She felt sorry for the soundwaver, the harness of his bondage under a mystical leader must be difficult to accept. But still, he frightened her a little.

			Long pulled the boy away just far enough so Mai and the soundwaver couldn’t hear them. 

			* * *

			‘Listen, you need papers or the soundwaver will sound out a wave and you’re done for.’

			‘Done for?’ The boy frowned. 

			‘Yeah, high pitched screaming until you bleed from your ears. It’s not good, trust me.’

			‘But I have no papers,’ admitted the boy.

			‘Then you’ll need to do something else,’ Long said, smiling nervously back at the soundwaver. The soundwaver shifted his weight from foot to foot impatiently. 

			Long pointed at the boy’s chest. ‘Starchild, right?’ Then Long pointed to the man. ‘Soundwaver.’ The boy frowned again, but then his face changed to indicate he understood. ‘Yeah, now you get it.’ Long assumed the boy would know what to do. He was the Starchild. Surely he’d be able to silence the soundwaver by placing him in some kind of paralysed state. This was the beginning of a strange new time, Long thought. The prophecy, his sister and the ancient stories all add up. Of course, Mai said most of those stories had been exaggerated, but he didn’t believe everything his sister said.

			The boy stepped away from Long. He walked nervously up to the soundwaver. 

			‘I have no papers.’

			‘No!’ Long slapped his own forehead with his palm. 

			The soundwaver grabbed the boy by his throat and lifted him up so their eyes could meet. ‘No papers mean you are non-existent and therefore can be destroyed,’ he thundered. The soundwaver’s mouth began to open much wider than was thought possible. Together Mai and Long quickly pressed their hands to their ears. Mai cringed, shying her eyes away from a vision she dared not witness. 

			Long’s heart raced. He wanted to help. He really did. But there was nothing he could do that would make a difference. The boy was doomed. Long snapped both eyes shut and crunched his face, waiting for the end.

			The boy didn’t struggle to save his own life. Instead, with the grace of the wisest man he lifted his hand to the soundwaver’s forehead and gently tapped it three times. The soundwaver’s body shuddered from head to toe. Behind him the sand spun upward and within seconds it encased his embellished body. The boy was tossed to the ground like a meaningless object. With a single roar the spinning funnel of sand and the soundwaver within it shot off to the east.

			Long opened one eye at a time, then smiled the widest he could manage. ‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘He is the Starchild. And he has special skills.’ Long waved his arms around in some strange fighting movements. 

			Mai’s mouth dropped open. 

			‘Long, what did you say?’ She stared curiously at the boy. 

			‘Ah. Yeah, about that …’ Long said as he put his arm over the boy’s shoulder and smiled.

			Mai pushed Long aside. ‘You think you’re the Starchild?’ 

			The boy nodded. 

			‘You used your thoughtbanking to send the soundwaver away?’

			He nodded again.

			Mai lifted her hand towards the boy’s forehead. As she touched his head with two fingers, the boy’s eyes widened. Mai quickly dropped her hand away and stepped back, stunned. 

			‘I can’t believe it,’ she said. ‘He is the Starchild.’

			‘See, I told you,’ said Long, playfully shoving his sister’s arm. ‘We’re buddies.’ 

			‘You know the way of the thoughtbankers,’ the boy said to Mai. 

			She nodded. ‘I was chosen. We’re on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. There I’m to finish my training in the art of thoughtbanking with my teacher, SahDobha. My brother is my chaperone.’ 

			Long popped his eyebrows. ‘That’s me,’ he said, pointing to himself with his thumb. 

			‘I must find a falcon guard called Tupuck,’ said the boy. 

			Mai frowned. ‘No one intentionally seeks out a falcon guard. They are secret creatures with nasty intentions and bad tempers.’

			The boy considered this for a moment. ‘But it is important.’

			Mai glanced at Long, who shrugged his shoulders in response. ‘You could come with us to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. We could ask Master SahDobha about the falcon guard you’re looking for.’

			Long suddenly fell to his knees. ‘Please come with us. We may need your powers.’ He paused. ‘For good, of course.’	 

			‘Long,’ snapped Mai. ‘Stop being ridiculous.’

			‘What? We might need his help.’

			‘My powers are very limited,’ admitted the boy. ‘I am yet to master the skills of light, dark, sound, soul, water, earth and fire. It is only thought I have mastered.’

			‘You look too young to have mastered thought. How old are you?’ Long asked. 

			‘I don’t remember,’ the boy said softly. 

			Mai nudged Long. ‘You’re welcome to come with us.’

			The boy considered her offer for a moment and then nodded. 

			* * *

			Mai turned away from the boy to return to the journey. But the boy was not ready to leave and had twisted back towards the crater. His hands began to sway as if they had been overtaken by the magical energy of dance. The air became damp and calm around them. Then the boy chanted words Mai didn’t understand. A bright light blasted up from the crater, and the sphere slowly rose up, hovering in mid-air in front of the boy. It was enough to stop Mai and Long in their tracks. 

			‘Are you seeing this?’ Long elbowed his sister. ‘Or have I got desert sickness?’

			‘No, I’m seeing it.’ The beam of light, as powerful as the sun, streamed out from the top of the sphere, piercing the sky.

			‘He’s my buddy for life,’ Long said brightly. 

			‘He’s going to be very important,’ Mai said, looking serious. ‘Please don’t teach him any of your bad habits.’

			A small burst of excitement took hold of Mai. Long gave her a good-natured shove and smiled at her. They watched as the boy’s hands swayed around in the air, pulling the sphere closer and closer towards him. When the sphere was near enough, the boy’s hands came together. The clap sounded like thunder, echoing out over the desert. The sphere split open and the boy reached in, pulling out a small, silver rod. Carefully he placed it in a pouch strapped to his side. He clapped his hands again, and the two halves of the sphere disappeared into thin air. 

			‘Imagine being that powerful,’ Long said enviously. 

			‘Imagine the burden that comes with it,’ Mai cautioned.

			The boy finally turned to face them. ‘My name is Akra,’ he announced. 

			‘I’m Mai, and this is my brother, Long.’

			‘At your service.’ Long bowed. ‘I am brave and courageous. I will protect you from all the wild beasts of the desert.’

			‘Since when did you discover bravery as a skill?’ Mai rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop her smile forming. ‘Don’t mind my brother. He means well.’

			‘I like him,’ Akra admitted, smiling. 

			‘It’s good you have arrived, Akra,’ she said seriously. ‘I am told we are headed for difficult times.’

			‘I am still trying to remember why I’m here.’ Akra looked away for a moment. ‘But can’t recall much.’

			Mai smiled. ‘It will come back to you in time, I’m sure.’

			‘I hope so.’ He frowned. ‘It feels like the things I can’t remember are important.’

			‘The legend says the Starchild was to be frozen in a moonstar for a thousand years. And that one day he would come again to bring peace to the world.’

			Akra nodded. ‘I don’t remember the star.’ He paused. ‘I do remember training in thoughtbanking with a master,’ he said, sounding truthful.

			‘The minister told me when the Starchild masters all seven disciplines he will engulf the world with goodness and there will finally be peace. In the time of the prophecy of the seven nations. Do you think that’s true?’

			Akra frowned. ‘I’m not sure what will happen.’

			‘We had better get going. It’s a long way to the token tower.’ Mai encouraged him to walk with her.

			‘Wait,’ Akra said. ‘The animal in your …’ He pointed, unsure what to call it. 

			Mai looked over her shoulder. ‘Packsack?’

			Akra nodded. ‘It is dying.’

			Mai shook her head. ‘I don’t have an animal in my packsack.’

			‘There is an animal in there,’ he pointed, ‘and it is dying. My earthfollowing shows me its fading life.’

			Mai swung the packsack around, opened it, turned it upside-down, and emptied the contents onto the sand. Several rock cakes wrapped in cloth, a whole loaf of tourte bread, and one water pouch fell out. The very last thing to fall out was Barka. The lizard flopped out onto his back and didn’t move. His tongue hung out of the corner of his mouth and his dark, protruding eyes were still.

			Mai fell to her knees, horrified. ‘Oh no!’

			‘Oh, that’s too bad.’ Long’s fake concern was ignored.

			Mai stared at Barka. She placed one finger onto his little belly and waited. At first there was nothing. Then she felt a faint heartbeat.

			‘He’s still alive!’ 

			‘Oh great,’ Long said, pretending to be overjoyed at the news.

			‘I can help him,’ Akra said.

			Akra knelt and placed one finger on the soft underside of Barka’s neck. Gently, he moved his finger towards his belly, over it, and then down to the tip of his tail. His finger left behind a trail of ice. Healing ice. A waterclasper’s skill. They all watched the ice seep into the lizard’s skin. But nothing happened. In Mai’s desperation she tried connecting with Barka, willing the little lizard to wake up, to breathe, or to move his eyes. Even then nothing happened.

			Mai looked up at Akra. ‘He’s dying, isn’t he?’ 

			Then the little lizard squeaked out a bark. There he was on the sand, wide-eyed, staring up at the children. Overjoyed, he scampered around in circles as if thrilled with his newfound energy. 

			Mai plucked him up and squeezed him gently. ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ she scolded. Then she smiled. Barka squeaked as if he was happy too. 

			‘Okay, the reunion is over. Let’s go,’ Long said, sounding mildly irritated about Barka’s recovery.

			‘Thank you.’ Mai smiled at Akra, who bowed in return. She gathered the food back into the packsack and swung the water pouch over her shoulder. 

			Long pulled out a spare pair of sandals for Akra to wear, knowing the sand would become blistering hot. They were two sizes too big, but Long adjusted them, wrapping the long, leather straps around Akra’s feet to hold them on tightly.

			* * *

			Some hours later the heat became almost unbearable. In the distance a haze began to magically move the dunes from side to side. Long and Akra hung back behind Mai. She had a quickness to her steps. Keeping up a good pace would ensure they reached the token tower before nightfall. 

			As the hours passed, Mai’s curiosity grew about Akra. She lowered her eyes and concentrated, believing it was the right thing to do. What if this was a test designed by the ministers? Before she thought about the thoughtbankers’ laws, she had slipped into his thoughts. His mind muttered feelings about how strange the sand felt as it seeped between his toes. There was worry about why he couldn’t remember things and questions about why he was here. Names were missing too. She found a memory of the stars and constellations and his body wrapped and sealed, cold and warm, where the dark existed more than the light. Thoughts urged him to go back to this place in the stars, but it was too late for that. Then it was like she had been discovered and that had never happened to her before. She came across a thought. I must be ready to experience the future with you, Mai. Startled, she retreated from his thoughts. 

			‘We need to hurry,’ Mai said loudly. ‘There’s not much water left.’

			Long leant over to Akra and whispered in his ear. ‘She thinks she knows everything because she came top of the class in thoughtbanking. But I’m older than her by two years. I’m fifteen.’

			‘That doesn’t make you smarter,’ Mai said.

			Long whispered again. ‘Ears like a lawker.’

			Mai huffed. ‘You’re just jealous.’

			‘What’s that do?’ Long pointed to the silver rod that had emerged from the sphere. It fitted snugly in a pouch strapped around Akra’s waist. 

			‘It’s a padiqua,’ he said. 

			Long waited for Akra to explain, but he didn’t. ‘And?’ he prompted.

			‘Long,’ Mai snapped. ‘It has nothing to do with you.’

			Long ignored his sister and gave Akra a look of encouragement. 

			‘It has many purposes.’

			‘Uh huh,’ Long said, waiting for the rest. 

			‘It has a function for all seven disciplines. But I only know the one for thought,’ Akra explained. ‘How far is it to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts?’ he asked Mai, changing the subject. 

			‘It will take another four days,’ Mai said. 

			‘Four days!’ Long squawked. ‘You told me two. You lied!’

			Mai smiled. ‘I said maybe two. I withheld the facts.’

			‘Sisters,’ Long said to Akra, tightening his eyes at Mai. ‘They can’t be trusted.’

			‘I’m practical. If I had told you earlier that you had four more days of walking …’

			‘I would start whining,’ he finished. 

			‘Exactly.’

			Long looked pleased. ‘I’m thirsty and hot. My feet are hurting and I don’t want to walk for an extra two days!’ He smiled at Akra. 

			‘Stop whining or I’ll tap out all of your good memories and all you’ll be left with is horror stories.’

			Long crossed his arms and huffed. ‘She’s better at thoughtbanking than me.’

			‘Because I practise more than you do.’

			Akra hurried along to catch up to Mai. ‘Do any lightsealers live in the valley?’

			Mai stopped abruptly. ‘Why would you want to know that?’

			Akra shrugged, seemingly unwilling to tell her the reason. 

			‘You know that lightsealers can be just as dangerous as darksealers, right?’

			Akra nodded. 

			‘It wouldn’t be a good idea to go looking for either.’ Mai walked off, flushing red after she remembered whom she was scolding.

			She heard Long say gruffly, ‘She’s right about sealers. They really can’t be trusted.’

			Mai expected Akra to be eager to learn about the world. He had come a long way and everything was new to him. Perhaps in time he would remember everything, but until then, she and Long would have to keep him safe.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    The Token Tower


    As the sun reached the middle of the sky, their steps began to slow, but they kept going. Every so often Mai would check on Barka, who was resting in her pocket. Thankfully he was still breathing. The haze made the dunes move and the horizon wobble. Mai felt her waist tie begin to slap against her side. In the distance, large thunderhead clouds were gathering and the wind was picking up. She felt the fear stirring inside her. A sandstorm was on its way. If they didn’t reach the token tower before the sandstorm hit, well, it wouldn’t work out very good for them. Finding protection from the wind-propelled sand and suffocating cloud was all she could think about.

			‘Can’t we rest?’ Long asked miserably. He stuck out his tongue and breathed like an animal trying to cool his body. He slumped his shoulders forward and moaned. His misery broke Mai’s troubled thoughts. 

			‘No, we have to keep going,’ she said. 

			‘Mai! I’m dying here,’ he whined. 

			‘You’re still standing and that means you’re still breathing.’

			He made a loud tasting sound. ‘I need some water,’ he moaned. 

			Mai lifted the pouch of water from her shoulder and shook it. ‘There’s not much left.’ She removed the plug and handed Long the pouch. ‘Don’t drink it all.’ 

			He lifted the pouch to his mouth, swallowing two mouthfuls of water, and then passed the pouch to Akra. Akra did the same, then passed the pouch back to Mai, but she didn’t take a drink, knowing she could last a little longer. 

			Hours went by. The wind whipped at their clothes and the sand stung when it hit their faces. They continued on, determined to reach the token tower before nightfall. Each of them found just enough strength to keep pushing against the wind.

			‘How much further?’ Long shouted. 

			‘Not long now,’ Mai yelled, surveying the seemingly endless desert. 

			‘Are you sure?’ Long stopped. ‘Wait! There’s water!’ He pointed at the sand in the distance. Suddenly he was running away. 

			‘Long, stop!’

			By the time Mai and Akra reached Long, his mouth was full of sand and he was trying to swallow it. 

			‘Oh, Long,’ Mai whispered under her breath. ‘You have desert sickness.’

			‘This water tastes like sand!’ he cried. ‘Want some?’ He scooped up a handful of sand and pushed it towards Akra. Akra shook his head, looking confused. Long shrugged his shoulders and went to drink more of the sand, but before he did, Mai tapped his forehead once. His face went blank for a few seconds and then he started coughing and spitting out the sand. 

			‘What just happened?’ Long wiped his tongue over his sleeve. 

			‘Come on! We have to hurry,’ Mai shouted over the wind. ‘Just over that sand dune is the token tower. We have to get there before the sandstorm hits.’ 

			‘Sandstorm?’ 

			Mai spun around and pointed to the west. On the horizon, a colossal cloud was travelling towards them. Its massive wall of choking cloud was about to block out the sun. 

			‘We need to run!’ Long said. 

			Mai grabbed Akra’s hand and pulled him away. As they came to the top of the next sand dune, the token tower came into view. Long sprinted right past Mai and Akra, heading for the safety of the building.

			* * *

			The token tower was a tall, round building made of stone with no windows and only one door. Every eighth stone jutted out unevenly, carved with the ancient words of the thoughtbankers. The roof was a golden dome with a decorative eave that spanned out like a frill underneath it. Beneath the eave were a few vacant square spaces to allow for ventilation. 

			By the time Mai and Akra reached the token tower, Long had already drunk himself delirious from the well inside. Together, Mai and Akra pushed the huge wooden door closed just as the sandstorm hit, securing the door by sliding two wooden boards through brackets on either side of the frame.

			‘Hey, why are you both blue?’ Long asked. He was sitting on the ground, swaying. 

			Mai charged over to him. ‘Long, you’ve drunk too much token water. It has strange properties.’

			‘I think I need some more.’ He tried to stand up, but instead his legs gave way and he fell onto his backside. 

			Long laughed at himself. 

			‘You are turning out to be a terrible chaperone. You should never have volunteered.’

			‘My hand is on fire,’ he said deliriously. Then laughed again.

			Mai growled in frustration. ‘Sleep it off,’ she said sharply. 

			‘Look, Mai. The stars are exploding just for me.’ Long swayed as he looked at the ceiling. Of course, there were no stars to be seen. 

			Mai rolled her eyes. She tapped his forehead twice and caught his shoulders as he fell back. She rested him down gently onto the stone floor. He immediately began snoring. When she looked up, Akra was smiling. ‘I’m sorry, he can be a little overenthusiastic sometimes.’

			‘But he seems like a good brother,’ Akra said. ‘He volunteered for you.’

			Mai looked at Long sleeping soundly. ‘I didn’t want him to come. I didn’t want him to share the burden of a long journey.’ 

			She dipped the water pouch into the well water, then handed the pouch to Akra when it was full. He swallowed only two mouthfuls, being careful not to become delirious like Long. Barka popped up from deep in her pocket, sniffing the air. She scooped him out and dropped him onto the edge of the fountain. Within seconds, his tongue flashed in and out, as he quenched his thirst. 

			‘Long is not my eldest brother,’ she said as she sat beside Akra, ‘or the biggest, or the smartest, but he was the only one to volunteer to be my chaperone.’

			‘Then perhaps he is the bravest,’ Akra replied. 

			‘I’m not sure he’s brave. But he is funny. He can morph, you know?’ She smiled at her brother. ‘I think he might be the only one in the world. Sometimes I can connect with his thoughts when he’s an animal. We kept our thoughtbanking connection secret. Until one of the ministers discovered it.’

			Akra nodded. ‘I knew that the moment he touched the sphere. But he is not the only one who can morph. There is another like him.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Perhaps they will meet one day.’ Akra smiled. 

			Their conversation was interrupted by two heavy hits to the door.

			‘Open the door!’

			Mai raced over to the door. But she had to be careful. It was known slavers would seek out token towers to find people they could sell to the sealers’ nation. The city needed slaves to keep their cities shining and their machines running. She placed her hand on the door and closed her eyes. The thoughts of death came quickly to her. 

			‘Help us! Open the door!’

			Everything Mai had been warned about vanished in that second. As she removed the last timber board, the door flung open, pushed by the wild wind and the huge hand of a man. He staggered in, dragging an unconscious boy behind him. Then he fell to the stone floor where he rolled over to look up at the dome ceiling. 

			‘Forgive me,’ he breathed out. 

			Mai rushed to his side. His heavy leather clothes fitted tight to his skin and the embellished patterned metal around his upper chest and waist were not known to Mai. From wrist to elbow was more leather and silver embellishments, looking worn with some pieces missing, indicating this man had been in battle. His long black hair was pulled back into a single plait. Around his waist, through the thick black leather oozed out blood. Then his bloodstained hand reached out and grabbed Mai’s tunic. His strong, muscular arm pulled her towards his face. 

			‘I am done, but my duty is not.’ He coughed, pushing a scroll into Mai’s hand. ‘Take this. And the boy to Sondara, a lightsealer in the City of Beams. You will be rewarded for your trouble.’ He spluttered out another cough and blood drizzled from his mouth. 

			‘I can’t do that,’ Mai said.

			‘You must! He’s too important to be lost to the desert.’

			He turned his head to look at the unconscious boy. Then his head dropped away and he gasped his last breath. 

			The sand whirled in from the open door, settling around the boy in his linen clothes. Neither Mai nor Akra said anything, but together they pulled the boy away from the entrance and closed the door. Akra shared his thoughts with Mai, speaking to her with his mind. I have seen this before. Death. And now, I remember how sad it feels. 

			Mai nodded. She spoke back to him silently. I sat with dying thoughtbankers in my village. I couldn’t heal them or take their pain away. Only comfort them. We would remember good things and dance together in our thoughts. It helped them to forget the pain. She knelt down, and with a gentle wipe of her hand she closed the man’s eyes. Sometimes I could see their soul leave their body. 

			‘His soul has left,’ Akra confirmed. Something about the smile on Akra’s face made her feel brighter. 

			Later that night, the air turned cold. It was common in the desert to have cold, short nights and blistering hot, long days. And a corpse had a way of making a space eerily colder. A stronger smell of death would heave out into the air, but not for several days, so it wasn’t that playing on Mai’s thoughts. What had her worried was how he came to be hurt in the first place. And who did this to him and the boy?

			Mai had checked the boy several times, but he was still sleeping. Maybe in the morning he would be able to answer her questions.

			Akra had made a fire to help keep them warm. His fireruler’s techniques were very basic, but good enough to start a fire. The flames leapt and dove around the kindling, not bound to any movement other than its own lapping randomness. The soft orange glow spread over their faces, and the shared pleasing warmth kept away the chill of the desert air from their skin. Mai watched the boy move in his sleep. 

			‘He is dreaming,’ Akra said. 

			Mai reached over and placed two fingers on his forehead. Suddenly, he slapped her hand away. 

			‘What are you trying to do?’ He moved away from her, scowling. 

			‘I didn’t mean to wake you,’ she said. 

			‘You’re a thoughtbanker,’ he hissed. ‘I know what you were trying to do.’

			‘And you’re a lightsealer,’ said Akra.

			The boy turned his head around to look at Akra. 

			‘How do you know that?’ he snapped. 

			‘I’m the …’

			‘He’s a lightsealer too,’ Mai interrupted. 

			Akra frowned at Mai. She smiled awkwardly and sent him a thought, asking him to trust her.

			‘Yes, I’m a lightsealer,’ Akra said.

			‘Obviously you don’t practise much. I can barely see your aura,’ the boy said, not sounding so defensive now. 

			He feels more comfortable now, Akra said silently to Mai. 

			Mai put her hands on her hips. ‘You’ve got some explaining to do. We have laws here too, just like sealers do.’ She pointed to the large man lying on the floor. ‘What happened to him?’

			‘He’s a bounty hunter employed to take me back to the City of Beams. But I will not return.’ The boy slumped forward, looking sad. ‘I think he’s dead because of me.’ He looked away. ‘I think I drew them to us,’ he said, muffling the words behind his hands. 

			Mai became even more suspicious. ‘Who are you talking about?’

			‘Something dark,’ he admitted as he dropped his hands away. ‘A beast.’

			Mai swallowed hard at hearing the word ‘beast’. ‘There are lots of creatures out here in the desert at night. It could’ve been a sand viper.’

			‘No, this was something different.’

			‘Lightsealers don’t use dark powers,’ she said flatly. ‘Only darksealers have dark powers.’

			‘Then perhaps I stabbed him trying to get away. And powers had nothing to do with it,’ the boy said.

			‘If you have taken a life, the soulbankers will know,’ she said. ‘They will hunt you down and your punishment will be far worse than going back to a beautiful city.’ 

			The boy pulled a smug face. ‘Beautiful? You think it’s beautiful?’ He paused to remember. ‘The City of Beams is at war. Light harvests the dark and the dark harvests the light. There is a war between the lightsealers and the darksealers over who will rule. It is a place of horrors.’

			‘He’s telling the truth,’ Mai said. ‘He doesn’t know what happened to the man. And the war is real.’

			‘Stop reading my mind. I know your laws and you aren’t allowed to read the thoughts of others without consent,’ the boy said.

			‘We can, if we are concerned that you might harm yourself or others,’ Mai declared. 

			The boy grunted and looked down at his feet. ‘That’s convenient for you. But stay out of my head.’

			‘You’re not just a lightsealer are you?’ Mai waited for the boy to look up. ‘You’re dark and light together.’

			Mai could see rage lurch in the boy’s eyes. ‘I said, stay out of my head!’

			‘That’s impossible,’ Mai exclaimed to herself. 

			‘No,’ Akra said. ‘It is possible. He is the only one in the world. You are the oracle of your people. That’s why the bounty hunter was taking you back.’

			The boy huffed. ‘I am a freak.’ He turned away, ashamed. ‘I can’t control the darkness. What if I called something dark and it killed him?’ His hands shook uncontrollably. 

			Mai stepped forward and grabbed his hands to steady them. As she looked into his face, her thoughts turned wild and angry. She felt darkness raging within him, spreading like a stain inside his mind. She jerked her hands away. Her thoughtbanking had shown her the unspeakable truth.

			‘See,’ he said shamefully. ‘Now you know.’ 

			Mai crossed her arms and dropped her head, feeling cold and a little frightened of him now. 

			Akra stood up. ‘I can’t help you remember, but I can contain what you fear.’

			The boy looked Akra up and down. ‘How? You aren’t even good at lightsealing yet.’ 

			Akra ignored him. ‘A place, a mountain called Hamulad. I am to tell you to go there. It is a place where you can hide.’

			‘How do you know that?’ Mai asked. 

			Akra shrugged. ‘It’s what I am supposed to tell you.’

			‘What about the soulbankers?’ Mai reminded him.

			‘I will take this burden,’ he said. 

			‘No!’ Mai shrieked. 

			Akra stretched out his hand and tapped the boy’s forehead five times. Each time Akra’s fingers made contact with the boy’s skin, the sound of thunder echoed in the distance.

			‘It is done,’ Akra said. 

			‘What’s done?’ the boy asked. 

			‘I have concealed your fear and made it mine, but not forever. You must learn to master the darkness or it will consume you. If you don’t, your people will have something far greater than war to fear.’

			‘What’s he talking about?’ The boy looked confused. ‘He must have desert sickness. He’s delusional.’ The boy looked at Mai for confirmation. She just shrugged sadly; she knew the burden he had taken for the boy.

			Not long after that they all found a comfortable place to sleep. Barka curled up next to Mai’s head. But her thoughts were restless as wind whipped the sand against the stone tower and howled as it pushed through the small openings under the decorative eave. She tossed and turned in her sleep. He’s dangerous, voices whispered in her thoughts. He’s not to be trusted. You are the future. This is a trick. Stay on the right path. Get him out. Make him leave! Malevolence!

			Mai’s eyes shot open. Once awake, the faces looming over her in her dream had gone. But from that moment on she knew that something wasn’t quite right. Some things are meant to be and some things are simply just trickery. She feared there was more to the connection between Akra and the boy and none of it felt right. She was afraid to close her eyes again, so she didn’t.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Danior


    At the first sign of light, Mai carefully rationed out the food. And there it was, four portions on the floor and the end of their food supply. She wasn’t looking forward to telling Long his ration of food was even smaller now. Then she noticed Akra standing next to her. 

			‘There isn’t enough to last for the whole journey,’ she admitted. 

			‘There’s a village to the west, about a day’s walk from here,’ the sealer boy said. He came to stand next to them. ‘They seemed like good villagers. They were willing to let us stay the night, but the bounty hunter didn’t want them asking me any questions. So he took up their offer of a meal, and then we left.’

			‘Going west to the village will add another two days to our journey,’ Mai said. 

			‘What!’ Long screeched from behind them. ‘I’m not walking an extra two days.’ When they all turned around Long was stretching his arms over his head. Then he saw the bounty hunter’s body and his face turned pale. ‘Mai! What happened?’

			‘He died in the night,’ she said. 

			All colour drained from Long’s face. He walked over to the body. ‘There’s blood.’

			‘Yes, he was wounded. That’s why he’s dead.’

			‘Wounded by what?’ Long scrutinised the boy, looking him up and down. 

			‘We don’t know exactly.’

			‘He looks like a sealer to me,’ Long said, looking suspiciously at the boy. ‘A darksealer.’

			‘So,’ the boy said. 

			‘So, I have nothing good to say,’ Long said. ‘You in your fancy linen clothes, white skin and weird green eyes.’

			Mai stepped in-between them. ‘Long, don’t do this.’

			‘Your kind killed my father. So you better leave before I lose my temper.’

			‘Long, it’s not his fault.’

			‘Get out now!’ Long shouted. 

			‘Okay, I’ll go.’ 

			‘Good. Go as far away from us as you can.’ Long looked angry now. ‘You!’ He pointed to the boy angrily. ‘You’ve put my sister in danger.’

			‘I’m leaving,’ the boy snapped back. ‘I’m not afraid of you.’

			‘Well, you should be!’ Long shouted.

			The boy turned away to walk towards the door. 

			‘Wait!’ Mai scowled at Long. Her hand shot up at her brother to stop him from saying another word because she knew him too well. ‘You could come with us.’

			‘No, he’s right. I’ve already put you in danger. If I come with you, it could get worse.’ 

			‘At least tell me your name,’ Mai said.

			‘Sahib.’ 

			Mai understood something important in that moment. She would see him again before this journey was through. Somewhere deep inside her, like the world was whispering a secret to her, she knew they would meet again. 

			Sahib lifted the boards from the door and opened it. 

			Mai grabbed a portion of food and rushed over to him. ‘At least take some food,’ she said, passing it to him. 

			‘Thank you,’ he said, looking deep into Mai’s eyes, ‘for your kindness.’ He took the food from her hands and smiled at her for the first time. That was enough.

			‘Go to the mountain of Hamulad.’ She paused. ‘Somehow this is important.’

			Sahib leant his head slightly to look at Akra. ‘You’re asking me to trust a little boy?’

			‘Yes. Trust is never a mistake.’ 

			‘Hurry up and leave, will you?’ Long said sharply. ‘Stinking sealer.’

			Sahib turned around and walked out, disappearing from their sight. 

			In the next second, Long hurried over to his portion of food, ate it and then said, ‘Hurry up, we have to get out of here.’

			‘We have to bury his body.’ Mai looked down at the dead man. 

			Long dragged his hands over his face. ‘How are we going to do that? With our hands?’

			Mai looked up, stubborn and ready to take it further. ‘Yes, if that’s what it takes.’

			Long slumped his shoulders. ‘Why do you always get your way?’

			‘I can use my earthfollowing skills,’ Akra suggested. ‘They are not very good but they might be enough to help.’

			Mai’s face brightened. 

			‘Fine,’ he said to Mai. ‘I’m supposed to be your chaperone, not your slave!’ 

			With that said, Mai, Long and Akra dragged the bounty hunter’s body out of the token tower and around the side of the tall structure. Akra prompted Mai and Long to move out of the way. In the sand he drew a large rectangle, a little larger than the man, just to make sure he would fit. Akra took a couple of deep breaths. He scrunched up his face, moved his arms, stepped forward and stepped back. But not a single grain of sand moved.

			Mai didn’t think earthfollowing would be easy to learn, and if it was anything like thoughtbanking, the history lessons came first along with a huge pile of books. And then after that, came a lot of reading and complicated note taking. Maybe Akra wouldn’t need to know the history to dig a hole, she thought.

			‘So do I start digging?’ Long asked. 

			‘I’m just having trouble concentrating,’ Akra said. 

			Akra moved around the man while Long and Mai sat in the shade. Long sifted sand through his fingers while Mai played with Barka.

			‘I think I’ve got it,’ Akra said. 

			He thrust out his arms, concentrating really hard. The sand inside the lines he drew crackled and hardened. As he raised his arms, the earth, now as hard as stone, lifted up into the air. 

			‘Roll him in,’ Akra said. His voice sounded strained from the effort. 

			Mai and Long rolled the man’s body into the hole, and it landed at the bottom with a thud. The hovering block of earth began to shake. Bit by bit it broke apart, falling back into the hole. Akra stumbled back towards the wall of the tower, looking like he was about to faint or vomit, or maybe both. He didn’t vomit, but he did faint. 

			It took some time for Akra to open his eyes. 

			‘That was harder than I thought,’ Akra said. ‘I think I will have to practise more.’

			‘Mai says that to me all the time.’ Long smiled.

			‘You’ll get better at it,’ Mai said, sounding encouraging. 

			‘It took all the energy I had. I’m not very good at earthfollowing,’ Akra explained. 

			Mai smiled, declaring to Akra like a teacher, ‘Best to start small and work up to the big stuff in the future. Can you walk?’

			‘Yes,’ he said, rising from his sitting position. 

			‘We have to make the village before nightfall.’

			Mai was surprised Long didn’t argue with her. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t concerned about entering a village of earthfollowers. While their counties’ borders were close, they didn’t always agree. Earthfollowers had their own beliefs and suspicions about other nations. Mai knew that well enough. 

			As the sun rose in the sky, the heat became almost unbearable. 

			‘Sometimes I hate the desert,’ Long moaned. 

			‘It’s almost too hot today,’ Mai agreed. She raised her hand and wiped the sweat from her forehead, feeling drained by the heat and the hardship of the journey herself. It was difficult to remain positive when it felt like the sun was burning through her clothes.

			Long poked a face at his sister. ‘Hey, I spy with my thoughtbanking eyes, something beginning with S. You have a fifty-fifty chance of getting it right.’ 

			‘Sand,’ Mai said. 

			‘Wrong.’ Long laughed. ‘Sky.’

			Mai groaned and kept walking.

			The sun beat down upon them. Mai heard Long ask Akra if he could make clouds to block out the sun or perhaps even make it rain, but Akra couldn’t do that. The hammering heat was joined by the cries of circling vultra—birds that picked the bones clean from anything that died in the desert. They all ignored the hungry birds, knowing they had no intentions of becoming their meal today.

			The supply of water Mai carried with her was almost gone by midday. Barka remained curled up in Mai’s pocket and every so often she would check on him. Six hours of walking had slowed their steps. 

			Now the continuous hot breeze brought the wafting smell of death. Mai shielded her nose with her bent arm to help lessen the terrible stench. They had come across the remains of a jackback, surrounded by a group of jostling vultra, all eager to get to the soft fleshy parts. 

			‘Poor thing,’ Mai mumbled through her arm. ‘It looks like it’s been attacked.’

			Mai looked over at Long. He tried to spit, but she knew by the way he moved his mouth that all he could conjure was gritty sand on his tongue. 

			‘Yeah, by what?’ he asked. 

			‘I don’t think we should stay here much longer,’ Mai said, surveying the area. 

			‘I agree,’ Long said.

			Mai moved away from the decomposing body of the jackback. As she did, the sand underneath her feet began to quiver. The vultra suddenly all leapt into flight as a low growl rumbled from under the sand. Terror hit her. 

			‘Sandgroper!’ Mai yelled.

			Long grabbed Mai’s arm, pulling her along with him as he ran. Next thing Mai knew, the sand was shifting under their feet. When they reached the bottom of the dune, the sandgroper broke the surface. Its mouth, almost large enough to swallow the three of them whole, opened to screech out a scream of awakening. The creature’s teeth were razored, with two extra-long fangs that were capable of puncturing right through a body. The monster rose up. Its body swayed against the backdrop of the blue sky. 

			Long and Mai stood petrified at the sight. Standing in the shadow of the hideous serpent was Akra. He hadn’t moved, not a step. 

			‘Run, Akra!’ Long shouted. 

			The sandgroper twisted and moved under the heat of the sun. Its scaled brown body gleamed with a tinge of yellow. A large, bony fin fanned out from the middle of its lower neck to its back and three horns poked out above its dirty yellow eyes. It bellowed out another screech that travelled across the dunes for miles. 

			Not in any great hurry, the serpent slid slowly around Akra, circling him inside a great loop of scales and horns. 

			Mai panicked. ‘We have to do something,’ she said to Long. 

			‘What can we do?’ Long said. ‘Look how big that thing is.’

			She tried to connect to its thoughts, but every time she failed. 

			Mai watched Akra unclasp the pouch and pull out the padiqua. The serpent pulled back, opening its mouth wide, preparing to eat him in one gulp. Its eyes gleamed with the thrill of the kill. Do something now, Mai thought. 

			Akra lifted the padiqua towards the sky. And then he chanted: ‘Ooommmmmmm.’ All other sound stopped. A blue stream of light shot out of the padiqua. Just like a weaving lightning bolt, it snaked around the sandgroper’s head and tightened itself to become a bridle with reins around the face of the creature. But it wasn’t over yet. 

			The creature reared up and screeched, pulling Akra up into the air. It was unlike Mai to make assumptions, but she didn’t think this would end well, not by a long shot. It was a very unnatural thing to see a sandgroper harnessed by anything, let alone with a ten-year-old boy dangling from the end of it!

			Her heart lurched as she watched Akra’s body being tossed from side to side like a rag-doll. Not daring to take her eyes off the catastrophe happening in front of her, she forgot all about her brother. He had made his way up the dune to try to help, only to receive a good wallop to the stomach from the serpent’s tail and was sent flying off into the sand. 

			Almost magically the serpent changed from a vicious beast to a tamed creature with Akra being gently lowered to the ground, proudly holding the reins of his new pet. Mai wasn’t sure if it was exhaustion or surrender but either way she didn’t care. No one was eaten alive! 

			Long didn’t have a clue about what had just happened when he finally walked up the dune to stand by his sister. He complained to Mai that his stomach hurt. She decided not to explain that he was knocked out cold by the rear end of the serpent. That story she would save to tell relatives, like their brothers. 

			Akra encouraged Mai and Long over. He explained he wasn’t sure how he did it but it worked, and the serpent wouldn’t attack anyone or eat them while the padiqua remained tight around its head. 

			Up close, it was huge. Mai ran her hand over its shiny scales. They were cool and slippery. She patted its great face just like she patted Barka. 

			‘That’s the biggest pet I’ve ever seen,’ Long said. ‘Yep, you’re my buddy for life.’

			‘I’ve named him Danior,’ Akra announced.

			‘How is this possible?’ Mai asked. 

			Akra stroked Danior’s neck. ‘The padiqua is powerful. I can concentrate all of my elemental energy and speak to all creatures through thought.’ Danior nudged Akra gently. He seemed to like being petted. 

			‘It’s amazing,’ Mai said, reaching up to touch Danior. 

			‘I can’t keep the bridle on him forever.’ Akra pointed to Danior’s head. ‘We have to hurry.’

			‘You mean we’re going to ride him?’ Long’s heart lurched with excitement. Akra nodded.

			‘I can’t,’ Mai announced. 

			Akra frowned. ‘Why not?’ 

			Long sighed. ‘It’s forbidden for her to receive help to travel.’ Long thought of something that might help change her mind. ‘We won’t make it to the village before dark.’

			Mai had to make a difficult choice.

			‘Technically speaking, we’re not on your journey. We’ve taken a detour to the village because we don’t have enough food,’ Long suggested to her. ‘And who’s going to know if you don’t tell?’

			‘Master SahDobha is the highest ranking thoughtbanker in the entire world, Long. He will know,’ she insisted. 

			‘Then I will take the blame,’ Akra said. 

			‘No, I can’t ask you to do that,’ she argued. The burning heat of the sun hit her face. 

			No reply came from either Long or Akra. A breeze began to tap Mai’s waist tie against her side, telling her something was coming. Once again colossal clouds were building up behind them.

			‘All right,’ she said, surrendering. 

			As soon as Mai and Long were settled on Danior’s neck, Akra grabbed the reins. Almost magically Danior moved in tune with Akra’s mental instructions. Mai glanced back to the approaching sandstorm, but she could not help feeling disloyal. Perhaps she was meant to endure the sting of a sandstorm rather than ride on the back of a sandgroper. Had she been weak? It was easy to be thankful for such a quick journey, but it was harder to hide the guilt of accepting such a concession. As Danior slid across the sand at great speed towards the village, she considered her decision, and began to regret it.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Terra


    They stepped off Danior and Akra released him from his padiqua bridle. The great serpent slipped back under the sand. Mai knew one thing was certain as she stared at the hills in the distance: they had done the right thing coming here. Over those hills would be water and food and perhaps even a place to rest for the night. The three walked away quietly as the sun continued to beat down.

			Slowly the sand disappeared, replaced by hard land that crunched under their feet. Mai looked back one last time, feeling a strange release from the thoughtbankers’ regions of dry, flat lands and sandy desert. 

			After two more hours of walking, the children reached the land of hard soil and rugged mountains. They sat perched at the very top of a large hill looking down on the valley below. Huts of stone and timber sat next to a dying lake surrounded by wicker trees. Trails of smoke swirled up from chimneys on most of the stone huts. A huge wheel, spinning slowly on the side of a wooden hut, groaned with each rotation. There were yards built for livestock but most of them were empty. The land was dry and the surrounding fields were bare or littered with dying crops. Drought was a plague here. In the desert, drought was a way of life.

			Akra, Mai and Long decided to watch over the village for several more hours. Mai said they could only hope that the villagers would be willing to share some food and water with them. They saw nothing strange or unusual, just people going about their daily lives, struggling as the earth died around them.

			‘I’m not sure this is a good idea,’ Long said. ‘What if they use their earth powers and discover Akra is the Starchild? They might want to use him or trade him to another nation.’

			Mai nodded. He was right to be concerned. Akra was very important. 

			Akra scratched his head. ‘I can block my thoughts.’ He looked at Mai. ‘Hide my true identity from the earthfollowers.’

			‘That would work,’ Mai said, sounding hopeful. She didn’t like the idea of taking chances with Akra. ‘But are you up to it? Remember what happened when you used all your strength before. Earthfollowers are very powerful.’ 

			‘I can do it,’ Akra said. 

			‘We’ll only ask for food and water. We can’t risk staying for the night.’ 

			Long frowned and looked over his shoulder. Night was not far away. The look in his eyes said it all. ‘We need to be quick.’

			The light was fading quicker than they’d expected. Mai felt nervous as they slipped into the village, mostly at the thought of someone discovering Akra. Many of the villagers were disappearing into their square-shaped huts. The children stopped still for a few seconds to search for someone who might help them. Approaching them from in the distance were two women. Mai prepared herself, cupping her hands and bowing her head as two female villagers walked closer. Both women were tall, with skin as tanned as the earth they ploughed, and eyes as green as kellen-kelp. Mai’s hair was held back in a neat plait, but theirs was left out for the elements to toss and tangle. Their simple tunics were belted at the waist by cloth, and underneath loose-fitting pants fell just below their knees. 

			Only one woman stopped; the other walked on. Her eyes were unfriendly at first. Mai bowed in respect again. She noticed the woman’s bare feet, which wasn’t uncommon for earthfollowers. Mai had read in a book that their connection to the earth was stronger this way. She’d also read about the decline of master earthfollowers. The elemental gift of earthfollowing was dying just like the surrounding country.

			‘What are you doing here?’ the woman snapped coldly. 

			Mai lifted her head. ‘My name is Mai. I am on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts.’ She swung her hands behind her. ‘These are my two chaperones, Long and Akra. We are here to beg—’ Her words were cut short.

			‘More beggars,’ the woman said. ‘We’ve had too many over the past few days. Look around you.’ She stretched out her arms and twisted around. ‘Do we look like we can afford to share what little we have?’

			Mai bowed her head but said nothing in return. The woman seemed to take pity on the three children. 

			‘Come with me,’ she said softly. Mai followed her across the dry earth and around several huts. Long and Akra scurried along behind. 

			The light of day was almost gone as they walked through the doorway and into the woman’s hut. Inside was humble, with little more than two beds, a timber table with three chairs, a fireplace, and a small wash bowl perched on top of a waist-high cupboard made of wood. The dirt floor was absent of woven thatched mats. Mai felt the need to apologise and leave because this woman had so little, but the delicious aroma of something cooking had her inhaling deeply, closing her eyes to savour the smell. 

			‘My name is Terra,’ the woman said. ‘Sit.’

			‘Thank you,’ Mai said softly. 

			Stew bubbled in an iron pot over a modest flame. Terra scooped a good portion into a bowl and placed it in front of Mai. Long and Akra stared hungrily at the bowl. 

			‘May I share this with my chaperones?’ Mai asked. 

			Terra looked at Long and then Akra. 

			‘You know pilgrimages are a dying practice?’ Terra watched Mai carefully. ‘They are not necessary. The elemental sovereign is going to abolish the powers of the Sanakra. The holy ministers will have no power to send you on these painfully long journeys.’ 

			Mai swallowed, feeling unsure what to say. Terra reached out and touched Mai’s forehead. Shock ravaged both their faces in an instant. 

			‘No, it’s not possible,’ Terra breathed out. 

			Mai panicked. ‘I can explain.’

			‘Do you know what you have done by bringing him here?’

			‘We had no choice,’ Mai said desperately. 

			‘You have no idea what you have done.’ Terra walked away to stand by the fireplace.

			‘You are afraid,’ Akra said to her. 

			‘Yes, I am afraid because now my brother knows you are here. We have an unbreakable connection to the earth.’

			Akra nodded. ‘He betrayed you and your other brother.’

			‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘He works with a dark lord, denouncing his name and using his powers to forge a path for this new leader.’ 

			Mai frowned. ‘If this is true, you must be one of only three master earthfollowers known to be alive,’ she said sadly. ‘Your brothers are Humra and Humus.’ 

			Terra nodded carefully. ‘The world is changing. Dark energies are gathering and the people are getting weaker. I do what I can. But with Humus’s betrayal and Humra lost to the darkness on the mountain, I’m unable to do much.’

			‘But don’t you see. The prophecy has begun. Akra is here.’ Mai stepped closer. ‘He will bring peace to the world.’

			‘They are words. That’s all.’ Terra turned away. ‘There is a power growing that you do not understand. You are children, nothing more.’

			‘Yes, we are young,’ Mai said. ‘But we are filled with hope.’

			‘It’s too late for hope,’ Terra said. ‘They are coming to collect him. He will go to any length to have the child.’

			‘Who’s coming?’ Mai asked. 

			‘Darksealers.’

			Mai felt the colour drain from her face. ‘That’s impossible …’ 

			‘Your brother knows.’ Akra looked up, startled. He turned to Mai. ‘They are connected by the earth and that can’t be broken. He sees what she sees.’

			Terra nodded. ‘If I could break it, I would. My brother, Humus, deserted the earth when he aligned himself with this darkness.’

			‘It’s forbidden for nations to align their gifts with other powerful nations,’ Mai said. 

			‘We are headed for difficult times. Laws will soon mean nothing,’ said Terra, looking from Mai to Akra. ‘Once it was written that when the three earthfollowers came together, they would bring abundance to the land. But earth is no longer the key.’

			‘It still can be,’ Akra said.

			Terra huffed. ‘You think of the prophecy. But it is doomed.’ Her face turned sad. ‘My two brothers are lost. One lost to the power of darkness, and the other sleeps in the mountain of Hamulad. Lured there by some strange magic.’

			‘Isn’t that where …’ Long immediately stopped speaking when Mai’s hand shot up. 

			‘We can help you and your brother,’ she announced defiantly.

			‘What?’ Long stepped forward. ‘We can’t do that.’

			‘Why not?’ asked Mai, putting her hands on her hips. 

			The room became silent. Terra walked over to the fire. She scooped out two good portions of stew, filling two clay bowls. ‘It’s too late for that now,’ she remarked sadly. ‘They will be here soon.’

			‘It’s a three-day sea journey,’ said Long, hurrying over to the table. ‘It will take days to get here.’

			‘They travel with the magic of darkness. They will arrive as night falls.’

			The room fell quiet again as they each ate from their bowls. It was the gloomiest Mai had felt in a long time. Long also wore an expression of sadness, even while he was eating, and that was saying something. Mai had never seen him so upset. Except for the day of their father’s funeral. And now here they were, about to be taken to the sealers’ city. 

			Terra glanced up and sighed. ‘They are getting close. You must finish eating and prepare yourselves.’

			‘Can’t you help us?’ Mai asked desperately. 

			Terra shook her head. 

			‘You’re remembering what your father said to you. All things happen because the earth is alive. Without its body we have nothing,’ Akra said out loud to Terra. ‘I don’t think the dark ruler will want to keep everything alive. And if that happens, what will happen to the earthfollowers?’

			She planted her hands on his shoulders and looked into his face. ‘You’re right.’

			The night was bellowing with a storm front of rumbling shadows. The darksealers’ shadowy forms stretched out as they swooped and soared on the edge of the darkness, moving across the land towards the village. The night groaned around them. Soon their darkness would engulf the village and they would begin their search for the Starchild.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The Darksealers


    In that moment, Terra had made her decision. 

			‘There might be a way.’ She clapped twice and spread her hands. An underground cellar opened. ‘Hide down there,’ she said to all of them. ‘Wait. I have a better idea.’ She quickly explained and Akra and Mai agreed. Long growled about it, but he really didn’t have a choice.

			Somewhere outside animals stirred. Then a barking dogma warned them the darksealers were close to the village. 

			Terra and Long chose their seats on different sides of the table. Long was nervous and kept tapping his spoon. 

			Terra touched his hand. 

			‘Think strong thoughts. Take a moment to breathe.’

			Long swallowed instead, seeming uncertain about how good he’d be at doing this. But he nodded anyway.

			Long appeared to be uncomfortable wearing Mai’s pilgrim clothes, but he knew it was for a good reason. Terra had chosen him because he was the hardest to read. She had explained, as gently as possible, that he had a muddled mind. His confusing life energy was filled with ridiculous ripples and silly notions—an excellent deflecting method. Mai had explained the reason; his morphing gift interrupted the purity of his thoughtbanking. Terra was the first adult ever to praise his gift and added that he would make a perfect shield. And with that thought he sat up proudly, happy to be protecting his sister and Akra.

			‘Now eat,’ Terra said. ‘They are very close.’

			Long nodded. The task of eating he could handle. He had plenty of room in his stomach for another bowl of stew. 

			* * *

			 The door blew open violently. Dark streaking shapes flew into the room. Nothing more than black swirling smoke at first, then slowly taking a physical form in front of Long’s eyes. Terra lifted her chin slightly, not showing any fear at all. Within seconds, three soldiers of the dark stood in front of them. Long’s heart took a huge beat inside his chest when one of the darksealers stepped forward. One side of his face had been blackened, as if burnt by the night itself, leaving scarred, twisted skin and black encrusted cinder. 

			‘Where is the Starchild?’ one darksealer thundered. 

			‘There’s no such child here,’ Terra said casually.

			‘The Starchild is here.’ The darksealer indicated to the others to start searching the village. ‘Your brother has sensed his presence through the earth.’

			‘Then my brother has gone mad!’ she said, laughing. 

			The soldier moved forward and thumped his fists down on the table. 

			‘Where is he?’ 

			Terra stood up from the table abruptly. ‘I’ll warn you only once, darksealer. Come any closer and I will make sure the earth crushes you thinner than paper.’ She smirked. ‘Even the likes of you have to stand on the earth. And I already know that you are afraid to be here.’

			The darksealer straightened up, seemingly intimidated by her threat. ‘Then we’ll search until he’s found.’ The darksealer ordered the remaining soldiers to search Terra’s hut. 

			The few things she owned were upturned and thrown around the hut. Angrily, she hissed at the darksealer. ‘You’re a fool for believing my brother.’

			He snorted at her like an animal. 

			Screams were heard from outside. Men’s shouts were made louder by the echo of the still night in the valley. 

			Terra slid her arm around Long, offering him some comfort when the screams and shouts became even louder.

			A darksealer strode in. ‘There’s no sign of the boy.’

			‘I told you the boy is not here,’ Terra remarked. ‘My brother is clearly delusional.’

			The darksealer pointed to Long. ‘Who is he?’

			‘I am on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts,’ Long said convincingly. ‘There I will be taught to remove all obstacles so I can harness the highest levels of thoughtbanking. I am grateful to be chosen.’ 

			The darksealer leant in close. Long could feel the heat of the sealer’s breath on his face. ‘Are you hiding something, boy?’ 

			Long squirmed. ‘No … but I like what you’ve done with the whole dark side of your face. Very threatening.’

			The darksealer roared in anger and grabbed Long around the neck. He peered into Long’s eyes suspiciously. 

			‘Leave him!’ Terra shouted. ‘He knows nothing. This boy is poor. His clothes barely fit him. He stopped here to beg for food.’

			The darksealer pushed Long to the ground. 

			‘I think it’s time you left.’ Terra reached out a hand to help him up. ‘Tell my brother he has made a terrible mistake.’ She paused. ‘Perhaps he has spent too much time in the dark and his energy has become confused.’

			The darksealer seemed to consider her suggestion. But this was a dangerous creature, one not easily swayed into another way of thinking. Then, in a howling explosion of mystical shadows, they were gone. 

			Long slumped forward in relief. 

			‘Say nothing,’ she warned Long. ‘They are still close.’ She filled another bowl with stew. 

			Long sat down and remained silent. Soon after, he curled up on the floor and slept until the dim light of day came streaming in through a window. 

			‘Is it safe now?’ he asked Terra.

			She nodded and clapped twice and spread her hands. The earth at her feet parted to reveal the cellar again. It was stocked with some food and water—hidden supplies she shared with the villagers in times of need. 

			Terra and Long peered into the darkness of the cellar where Mai and Akra were crouched below.

			* * *

			Among the supplies, Akra and Mai sat still, eyes softly closed and their faces calm. Their deep meditation had taken all the tightness away from their muscles. They had stayed this way all night, shielding all their thoughts and concealing any remnants of earth energy from Terra’s brother so the darksealers would not know where to find them. 

			Mai opened her eyes to find Terra looking pale and concerned. ‘You must leave here.’

			Mai carefully placed her two fingers on Akra’s forehead. She closed her eyes and spoke to Akra silently. You must wake up now. 

			I am awake, Mai.

			When she turned around, it was like she had been pulled into a dream. They stood together on a mountain top, looking out over a green valley.

			There is something I must ask you while we are connected like this. So no one else can hear us.

			Mai nodded. 

			The padiqua must never fall into the wrong hands. If something is to happen to me, I bequeath that you are to take the padiqua to the falcon guard Tupuck. Do you understand what I am asking you to do?

			Yes, she said. But I am not worthy to carry such an element.

			Worthiness is not in the hand but in the heart. And you have a heart worthy of such an elemental duty.

			Mai heard Long call out to her in a muffled voice. 

			We must leave here, Akra said. 

			They opened their eyes together. 

			Long looked relieved. ‘We have to go.’ He shifted restlessly from one foot to the other.

			Akra tried to stand, but each time his legs crumpled under his body. Long hurried down the steps to help Mai. Clutching hold of Akra’s arm, Long helped him up and out of the cellar to a chair next to the table.

			‘You will have to go on without me,’ Akra admitted. 

			‘If you allow me, I can help you,’ Terra said. 

			Akra nodded. 

			Terra inhaled three slow, deep breaths. She rubbed her palms together briskly and clasped her hands around Akra’s face. Mai could feel the vibration beneath her feet, the surging energy moving under the earth. It reminded her how powerful Terra was and how important she would be for the future. 

			‘Is she healing him?’ Long asked as a whisper. 

			Mai shook her head. ‘No, she’s transferring her earthfollowing knowledge to him so he can heal himself.’ Mai watched Terra carefully. ‘It will help him to master the gift of earthfollowing.’ 

			Almost immediately Akra looked stronger. After a few more minutes his cheeks flushed with colour and he managed a smile. ‘Thank you,’ he said, bowing to Terra. 

			‘I must repay your kindness. I will find your brother on the mountain and free him so he can come home to you.’

			‘That mountain is cursed with dark magic,’ Terra explained. ‘No one has ever returned alive.’

			‘But I thought it was safe,’ Mai breathed. ‘We sent someone there. A friend.’

			‘A sealer,’ Long corrected. 

			‘I sent him,’ Akra said. ‘So I must free him as well.’

			‘There is evil on that mountain and it is growing stronger. It holds my brother there, taking his energy, using his power. It will do the same to your friend.’

			‘Sealer,’ Long corrected. ‘He’s not our friend.’

			‘Regardless of what he is, there is no way to save him,’ Terra admitted. 

			‘We have to try,’ Mai urged. ‘Because he’s the oracle.’

			Terra’s mouth fell open. ‘The sealer’s oracle?’

			Mai nodded.

			‘Whoever holds that mountain will be using his power too,’ said Terra. ‘And that will make releasing him even more difficult.’

			Akra stepped forward, took a deep breath and said, ‘I was the one who sent him. The knowledge of the mountain came to me. It’s my fault.’

			‘Whatever magic is being used, those dark powers, placed thoughts into your mind. I fear it’s a trap. You can no longer trust your thoughts,’ said Terra. ‘This dark power will use your connections to all the seven powers.’

			‘Then that is even more reason for why I must go to the mountain,’ Akra said. ‘To confront this magic and put an end to it.’

			‘We can’t!’ Long spluttered. ‘We’re on a pilgrimage, not an adventure.’

			‘I’m going with Akra,’ Mai said. 

			‘No, you’re not!’ said Long, sounding angry now. ‘I’m your chaperone and you’ll do as I say.’

			‘I will not!’ 

			‘Yes, you will!’ 

			‘I didn’t want a chaperone,’ she reminded him. 

			‘But you had to have one,’ Long huffed, looking hurt. ‘That’s what the ministers wanted.’

			Akra made a noise in his throat. They both looked at him. 

			‘It’s my fault, I will go alone to Hamulad.’

			Mai shook her head. ‘I’m coming,’ she said adamantly. 

			‘Mai, think about this,’ Long said. ‘This isn’t your problem.’

			‘You won’t change my mind.’

			‘He’s a sealer,’ Long hissed. ‘They’re trouble and you know it. What’s the good of me being your chaperone if you won’t listen to me?’

			Mai quickly decided what to say. ‘Stop being my chaperone and start being my brother again.’

			Long could have argued, but he didn’t. 

			‘All right, we’ll go,’ he said finally. ‘But when we find him he goes on his own way.’

			Mai didn’t answer. But Akra did. ‘Agreed.’

			‘Mai?’ 

			She looked away from Long, refusing to answer. 

			Terra unfolded her arms after hearing them finally agree on something. ‘There’s something you should all know.’ She paused. ‘The power resides in the castle on the mountain. That’s where my brother lies sleeping. It’s a sleep so deep that I can barely feel his life.’

			‘How can we wake him from that kind of sleep?’ Mai asked. 

			‘You will need a potion made from the venom of the spiderflax.’

			‘Whoa.’ Long stepped between Terra and Mai and stared at his sister. ‘This is not our problem, Mai.’

			Mai folded her arms, looking defiant.

			Long implored Terra, ‘Please tell her this is not our problem!’

			Terra didn’t offer any reassurance. ‘You’ll have to milk the spiderflax to get the venom,’ she said.

			‘Milk a spiderflax?’ Mai whispered, shocked. 

			‘There’s no way I’m going near any spiderflax,’ Long said.

			‘We’ll do it,’ Mai said. 

			‘No, we won’t!’ Long hollered. ‘You are on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. That’s it!’ He crossed his arms and pouted. 

			‘We have to help Akra,’ Mai said. ‘He is too important to the world.’

			‘He is, but the sealer is not,’ Long retorted. ‘And you’re important to the world too, Mai.’ 

			Akra spoke up. ‘Perhaps Sahib is more important than we all think.’

			Long unwrapped his arms and sank his head into his hands. ‘This is a bad dream,’ he mumbled. 

			‘Will you come with us, Long?’ Akra asked.

			Long dropped his hands in defeat. ‘Fine, I’ll come.’

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Hamulad Mountain


    Terra explained the process of milking a spiderflax. It sounded dangerous, frightening and almost impossible. She had sketched the location of the spiderflax’s lair on a parchment and handed it to Mai for safekeeping. The lair could be found on Hamulad Mountain. Once they had the spiderflax’s venom it should be mixed with other ingredients and then poured into her sleeping brother’s mouth to wake him. Terra had given the ingredients to Mai. She had also packed a good amount of food, some water, and cloth soaked in oil to make torches for when they entered the lair.

			As they walked away from the village, carrying the supplies Terra had provided, Mai wondered why she had been selected by the ministers. She’d always come last when competing in desert races and she never played physical games because she was too busy reading. Then she thought about Long, but resisted the urge to look back at him, thinking he’d been loyal to come with them but wished he hadn’t volunteered to be her chaperone.

			Mai and Akra walked along a dry river bed with Long trailing behind. Mai had studied the parchment Terra had given her before they left. She was good with maps. Long had suggested taking an easier route, but once again Mai made the decision. The map clearly showed this way to be the shortest path, though it was also the hardest and they already had been walking for hours. 

			Not long after, they reached a point where the riverbed split in two directions. The creek bed had turned into a deep dry hole. Above the hole was a large crack that formed an opening in the grey stone wall. Dangling crusty brown moss swayed in the hot breeze. Years ago, water may have poured from the belly of this mountain, but not anymore. Terra had told them when they reached the fork in the riverbed they would also come across a wall of stone, called the Shoulder, where their climb would begin. 

			‘This must be it.’ Long slipped the bag from his shoulders and dropped it to the ground. ‘How far do we have to climb?’ 

			‘Almost to the top,’ Mai said uncomfortably. 

			Long leant back and looked up; now shadowing them was the mountain of Hamulad. He gave a dismal laugh then looked miserable. ‘I’d rather walk through the desert with no water.’ 

			‘Think of it as an adventure.’ Mai said nothing more. 

			Akra and Mai sat under the shade of a tree to eat. Long wasted no time in scoffing down his portion of food. 

			‘Can I have some more?’ he asked. 

			‘We don’t have much. It has to last us a few days at least.’

			‘You can have some of mine,’ Akra offered. ‘I’m not feeling very hungry.’

			‘That’s why he’s my buddy for life,’ he scoffed to his sister. 

			Mai ignored him and started packing away the food. ‘It’s best if we keep moving.’ She was already tired and guessed that Akra and Long felt the same way. She hesitated for a moment, then found her determination and decided not to be tired anymore. The clouds cleared and a ray a sunlight fell across the mountain. Mai saw it as a sign to move on, so she stood up and walked towards the jagged rock wall. 

			With all the willpower she could muster she found a place for her hands, grasped hold and pulled herself up. The first step was always the hardest, she thought. She hauled herself up step by step, climbing up the wall. 

			‘Come on, you two,’ she called back to Long and Akra. 

			The boys watched from the bottom. Quickly and silently they began to climb after her. 

			The climbing was hard on their hands but they kept going. By midday they had scaled the wall. Mai was exhausted. A stony path now led the way up the mountain. She looked back at her brother. He stooped forward to balance himself, readjusting the bag Terra had given him

			‘I hope you know what you’re doing,’ Long said to Mai, continuing to walk on. ‘The risk you are taking for an earthfollower and a sealer.’ 

			‘Imagine the story you’ll have to tell our brothers,’ Mai said. 

			‘That’s if we live to tell it.’ Long dragged his feet. ‘You’ve never seen a spiderflax up close.’ 

			‘Neither have you.’

			‘No, but I’ve seen them in pictures.’ He twisted his face. ‘And they are big.’

			Mai knew he was right. ‘I’ll think of a plan.’

			‘You can’t plan to milk a spiderflax. It’s a wild creature. It’s not going to do what you want.’

			Countless times, Mai had been the one in the village to come up with ideas to help others, but this task came with a terrible risk. The big sleep. 

			Akra slipped back to walk next to Long. ‘This is all my fault,’ Akra said. 

			‘No, she would’ve gone to save the earthfollower anyway.’

			‘At least we’re not in the desert anymore.’ 

			A smile grew on Long’s face. ‘Don’t like the sand between your toes either, hey?’

			Akra shook his head.

			‘Everything about the desert is dry and irritating,’ said Long. ‘Trust me, I know. I was born there.’ 

			Mai smiled to herself after hearing her brother. She knew he really loved the desert, though he’d never admit it. 

			They trudged along a small upward track, probably made by animals. Most likely it was shabucks, the animals used to carry people and produce. They roamed wild in this part of the country. This was also siger country, home to the ravenous meat-eating creature that would happily make a meal of the three children. 

			Mai turned back to check on Long again. He stared at the ground as he trudged along. She heard his mumbling thoughts, which were mostly complaints about his aching body, but she didn’t let him know she had read his mind. It bothered her that he was also thinking about Sahib and how he didn’t care whether Sahib was saved or not. Long didn’t like him because he was a sealer, one of the very kind that killed their father. 

			Mai was the only one thinking about the task of milking the spiderflax. Coming up with an idea wouldn’t be easy. Long was right, she thought; how can she plan for such a task? No ropes, no net, and no way of knowing how to get the creature to be still. She stared miserably at the ground. The bite of a spiderflax could kill a person in a few minutes. Their webs were woven in such a way that no one could ever escape from its thick, sticky threads. Barka squeaked, breaking her thoughts. She gently lifted the little lizard from her pocket and placed him on her shoulder. He sniffed the air, then squeaked out an odd little bark. 

			‘The air is becoming thin,’ she said to Barka. ‘Soon we’ll be up in the clouds.’

			The children said nothing to each other for a very long time. After another four long hours of trudging up the mountain, they neared the spiderflax’s lair. The rugged landscape of the mountain sharpened; rocks and boulders protruded out in every direction. They could see a blackened opening not far ahead. It was time to rest, to eat, and to build a fire. The darkness of the opening lying ahead had them all worried.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    The Patchwork Web


    Long collapsed onto the hard ground, struggling to remove the packsack from his shoulders. Once he had managed to lay it on the ground, he rummaged through it until he found a water pouch. 

			‘Don’t drink too much, Long,’ Mai reminded him as she looked around for some dry twigs to burn. ‘That’s all the water we have.’

			Long swallowed two mouthfuls. Mai knew he could easily guzzle down all the water in the pouch. 

			Soon there was a fire. Akra had ignited a small dry bush with his fireruler skills. Mai tossed some sticks and twigs onto the fire to keep it burning. 

			‘We’ll need to make the torches,’ she said, ‘in preparation for tomorrow.’

			‘I’ll search for three strong sticks,’ Akra offered, and walked away. 

			‘The parchment, Long,’ Mai urged.

			Long rummaged through the bag. He unrolled the parchment and placed a rock on each corner. Suddenly Barka raced down Mai’s arm and bit Long on the finger. 

			‘Ouch!’ Long tried to grab Barka, but the little lizard reared up on his hind legs, ready to bite him again. ‘Why you little …’

			Mai scooped up Barka and placed him back on her shoulder. ‘Behave,’ she said to the lizard. 

			Long nursed his finger. ‘Look, he drew blood.’ He stuck his finger in front of Mai and scorned hatefully at Barka.

			Mai ignored him, studying the parchment instead. ‘We are here,’ she said, tracing the line until her finger sat over a large black hole. ‘We enter at this point.’ She spread her fingers to measure the distance from the hole to the spiderflax’s lair. ‘I’m guessing it’s a two-hour walk up to the lair.’

			‘In the dark,’ Long moaned, ‘with creepy things crawling all around us.’ He wiped his forehead on the sleeve of his shirt. 

			Mai was thinking the same thing. ‘Maybe I could try using my thoughtbanking to connect with the spiderflax. I might be able to control it.’ 

			‘Might,’ said Long in a cautious tone. ‘And what if you can’t?’

			‘Then we’ll have to think of something else.’

			‘There’s a whole bunch of things that could go wrong,’ said Long. ‘I volunteered to be your chaperone, not watch you risk your life for people you don’t even know.’ He searched her face then lowered his voice. ‘Mai, this is a spiderflax we’re talking about. They’re huge.’ He spread out his arms in both directions. ‘Please reconsider.’

			Mai frowned at him. ‘No.’

			‘What if you get hurt?’ 

			She smiled wistfully. ‘I won’t.’

			Long shook his head at his sister and looked away. 

			Right then Akra returned with three reasonably straight sticks. Mai showed Akra how to bind the ends of the sticks with cloth while Long sat with his arms crossed in front of him, refusing to look at either of them as they worked.

			Mai didn’t know how to stop Long from worrying; on the other hand, she understood some of his disappointment and even his fear. 

			After the torches were made, they sat around the fire, eating as the sky turned dark. The light from the flames reflected on a metal container Mai turned in her hands as she stared at it. She was trying to think of a plan. Then, it was as if Long had read her thoughts.

			‘How do we get the venom from its fangs into that?’

			‘Very carefully,’ Akra suggested.

			Long gulped. ‘And we’d have to be very close.’ 

			Mai glanced over to Akra, who now looked just as worried as Long.

			‘You do realise that if one of us gets bitten, we sleep the big sleep,’ said Long. ‘One of my teachers told me about these creatures. First, the spiderflax bites you. Then you can’t move. It rolls you up in a tight little ball with its webbing and leaves you there to decay for a couple of day. Then it drinks out your juices and—’

			‘That’s enough stories,’ Mai interrupted.

			Mai looked at Akra’s petrified face. She tried to point out that it was only a story and she didn’t believe everything Long said because he had a tendency to exaggerate. 

			‘I’m not exaggerating,’ he shrieked. ‘I’ve seen the pictures.’

			Akra thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps we do need a plan.’

			‘I don’t think we should be doing this at all.’ Long looked into Mai’s determined face. but nothing he said was going to make a difference. 

			Long fell asleep before anyone else. The fire flickered and reached out towards the darkness as Mai and Akra settled down to sleep in front of the fire. 

			‘Do you think we will be able to milk the spiderflax?’ Akra asked. 

			‘We have to try,’ Mai said. 

			As far as she could remember, her father had always said it is better to try than to wonder what could have been. She breathed in deep and closed her eyes. 

			* * *

			Mai woke to the sound of birds calling somewhere in the distance. The sun was already warming the earth, sitting bright in a clear sky. She hadn’t dreamt at all throughout the night and perhaps that was a good thing. 

			Barka scurried onto her leg, then ran straight up her body and finally perched himself on her shoulder. 

			Long yawned behind her. ‘Where’s Akra?’ he said, stretching.

			Mai pointed to the black opening ahead. ‘You scared him with your stories.’

			‘It’s better if he’s prepared.’ 

			‘He’s reluctant to take us with him,’ she said, after reading his thoughts. 

			‘It’s a bit late for that now.’

			Mai was silent for a moment and then she passed a small portion of food to Long. She placed a few pieces on her shoulder for Barka, who gobbled them down. ‘We’d better go.’ She packed all the items into the bag. Long picked up the torches and they walked off.

			When they reached Akra, he was still staring into the dark hole. Mai handed him some food. 

			‘Thank you.’ He paused.

			‘It’s going to be dangerous, isn’t it?’ he asked. 

			‘Yes. But we are together and that counts for something.’ Mai reached out her hand and locked her fingers into his. ‘We will stay with each other until the end.’ She turned to look over her shoulder at Long. 

			‘To the end then.’ Long lifted his torch. ‘But first we need fire.’

			Akra ignited their torches with his finger. They peered into the dark hole, their hearts beating fast. Mai lifted Barka from her shoulder and placed him in her pocket. Stepping into the cave was not an easy thing to do, but all at once, with one step after the other, they walked in. 

			A putrid stench came to them on a draught from other parts of the darkness. As they moved on the tunnel shrank, becoming tighter, and the sense of a lurking menace had Mai squeezing Akra’s hand tightly. They followed the path on the parchment; to deviate would have them walking the tunnels, lost forever. 

			Long cleared his throat and spat the foul taste from his mouth. ‘What could make such a stink?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing good,’ Mai suggested. 

			They had not walked more than a few steps when a noise shrieked out from somewhere in the tunnels. The children halted. Long would have given away all his most precious items to swap places with his oldest brother right then. Akra looked terrified. 

			‘I don’t think that’s a good sign,’ Long stated. 

			Mai squeezed Akra’s hand. ‘If you don’t want to go on—’

			‘I do,’ said Akra. 

			‘I don’t,’ said Long, looking paler than usual. 

			Mai ignored Long. ‘Ready?’ 

			Akra nodded. 

			Drawing in a deep breath, Mai continued on. They walked through the tunnels of the cave, sometimes going up and sometimes going down. Their voices echoed around the dark spaces and so did their footsteps, until the walls became thick with stickiness and the air heavy with a foul stench. But still they walked on, stumbling but never giving up. 

			As they entered a narrow tunnel, something chattered above and they all looked up. Then there was silence. Next moment, a shuffling sound from behind made them all spin around. Once again, silence. Calling up their remaining courage they continued to trudge upward now, with their torches providing just enough light to see where they were walking. 

			‘Have you decided on a plan?’ Akra asked. 

			‘I will use my thoughtbanking,’ Mai said, feeling nervous. ‘That’s all I can think of.’

			‘Your connections don’t always work,’ Long added. 

			There was silence between them. 

			‘I could help,’ Akra said. ‘I could use the padiqua, like I did with Danior.’

			‘What if that doesn’t work either?’ Akra and Mai stopped and looked at Long. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Someone has to think about it.’

			Mai had thought about it. ‘We’ll have to think on our feet,’ she suggested. 

			‘Oh, then we won’t have anything to worry about,’ Long said sarcastically.

			They trudged along for what seemed like hours until their torches started to dim and so did their hopes of finding the lair. 

			‘Did you hear that?’ Long asked, stopping in his tracks. 

			They all stood still and listened. And then they heard it, a scampering—no, a twittering. Not so much like birds, more like insects, lots of insects. 

			‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ Long squeaked nervously. 

			‘It’s nothing,’ Mai said boldly.

			The noises around them became louder.

			‘That’s not nothing.’

			Mai knew it was impossible to know what was hiding in the dark. She sneaked slowly forward. She swallowed, feeling brave and nervous at the same time. Now she could hear the echoes of insects twittering. She wondered if they should go back, but when they rounded the next corner it was too late. Thousands of beady-eyed bodies were busily crawling over white, glistening webs. The webs draped from one side of the cave to the other, like a patchwork of sticky glistening silk, spreading out to fill the entire space. 

			Side by side they stood, staring. 

			‘Spiderflax babies,’ Mai whispered. 

			‘A lot of them,’ Long stressed quietly. 

			Akra strangled a gasp by putting his hand over his mouth.

			‘They’re just babies, right?’ Mai said. 

			‘They can still bite.’ 

			‘We have to go through.’ Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. 

			‘What?’ Long turned to his sister, gritting his teeth. ‘Didn’t you hear me? They bite.’

			Mai ignored him and slowly crept forward, reaching out to break open the webbing as she moved through its delicate patchwork of silk. The webbing sizzled and crackled when the torch brushed against it. 

			‘Mai, wait,’ Long whispered. 

			‘Come on,’ Akra said. ‘I don’t think she’s going to stop.’ 

			Mai’s beating heart thumped with fear so loudly she could hear it in her ears. Carefully she broke through the silky threads and the tiny spiders scurried away. Slowly, the children squeezed between the vast webbing, breaking open only what was necessary to allow their bodies to slide through. Then the very worst thing happened. There was a sound. A chitter—no, a shriek. A loud and angry one at that, and it turned the baby spiderflaxes into an angry cluster of legs. All at once they rubbed their front legs together and a collective sound was sent echoing around the tunnel. Mai wondered if she should run—the loud angry shriek had obviously been made by something a lot bigger.

			Somewhere from above them came the charge. The babies raced straight towards them. 

			‘Come on, Akra,’ Long yelled. ‘Run.’

			He rushed past Akra and grabbed Mai’s hand, pulling her through the sticky threads in a flash.

			As Mai looked back, Akra had stopped still. He placed two fingers on the side of his temple and chanted an old earthfollowing spell. Almost instantly, the babies’ angry assault stopped dead. 

			When Akra finally stepped free of webbing, a terrible cold sent his hair shooting upwards. He had stepped into a huge open cave. Long and Mai were crouched, half hiding behind a large rock. From behind the rock, Long pointed upwards. When Akra looked up, there she was, sitting in a web high above them, her huge, black velvety body balancing on a lattice of silky white webbing. 

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The Lair


    It was dark, with the three torches only burning dimly now. Akra raced over to where Mai and Long sat crouched. 

			‘Just so you know. I’m not going anywhere near that,’ Long stated. ‘Look at it. It’s huge!’ He shrank closer to the ground, attempting to remove the chance of being spotted by the spiderflax. ‘I say we get out of here while we’re still alive.’

			‘We’ve come all this way,’ whispered Mai. She produced that look she reserved only for when she wanted Long to do something. ‘I’m better at thoughtbanking than you.’

			‘You don’t know the half of what could happen to us! Bitten. Eaten. Half dead, half alive.’ 

			‘With me and Akra controlling it, you can milk it.’

			‘I can’t do this,’ Long said uncomfortably. 

			‘I think there is dark magic here and it’s surrounding the spiderflax,’ said Akra, sounding surprised. ‘We’ll have to be careful.’

			‘This is a very bad idea,’ Long said, convincing himself. 

			Mai looked up at the spiderflax. ‘We can do this.’

			‘You are out of your mind,’ Long said. ‘We have nothing to be ashamed of if we leave right now.’

			Mai looked at Long with a determined face. ‘We’re not leaving.’ She paused. ‘First we have to coax it down. Then Akra and I can control it.’

			‘Oh, no,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’m not going to pretend to be its prey.’

			‘Once it’s close enough to milk, Akra and I can calm it down. Then you can milk it,’ Mai said, sounding less than confident. 

			‘What!’ Long shrieked. ‘Why me?’ It had happened again. His chaperoning commitment had taken a whole new direction. For a split second he felt like running away and leaving them to milk the spiderflax by themselves. Then he remembered his mother’s last words to him before they embarked on this journey. Look after her, Long. 

			‘Long.’ Akra had said his name twice now to get his attention. ‘I can help her calm it.’

			‘Fine! But if I get bitten, it’s on you two.’ 

			Mai pulled out the cylinder from the packsack. ‘Thank you.’ 

			Long handed his torch to her. ‘Thank me later. If I’m still alive.’ He snatched the cylinder and tucked it under his belt. 

			Creeping across the open space above the spiderflax, around a large boulder, Long headed towards a strand of web. He attempted to swallow his fear, but it kept coming back up his throat. When he reached the glistening anchor point for the silken weave hanging above them, he looked up at the spiderflax, sitting deathly still as she waited for her next meal.

			Long gathered his courage and stretched out his hands to take hold of the strand. When his grasp was solid around it he nodded at Mai and Akra. 

			But then something happened. Long’s hands were stuck! He felt his heart give one mighty beat, and then he panicked. 

			‘No, no, no …’ he stammered. He heaved and pulled, and as he did the ripples of movement travelled up to the web. Slowly the great spiderflax lifted one long, glistening black leg, and then another and another, gracefully creeping down towards him. Long, now terrified, had planted his foot on the wall, heaving back with all the strength he could conjure. The spiderflax quickened her crawl towards him. 

			‘My hands are stuck!’ he screamed. ‘I can’t get them free!’

			Mai and Akra leapt from their positions, but before they could do anything, the spiderflax landed on the open space between them. Long stopped heaving and gulped down a big breath. The spiderflax’s black shining body, laced with the slightest shade of red around her legs, turned ever so carefully in the darkness. Long lost sight of his sister and Akra. Now her eyes—not four, not six, but eight eyes in total—glared down at him. And it was safe to say he saw his death in those eyes.

			This had to be the very worst thing that had ever happened to Long. And what was worse, he had no idea what to do. He thought for a moment but nothing came to mind, no plan to escape. Then slowly the spiderflax lifted one large leg after the other, moving closer and closer towards him. But he couldn’t give up. So Long leant back again, straining, desperately trying to free his hands from the sticky web. Sadly, all his struggle did was quicken the spiderflax’s steps towards him. 

			The first of her legs brushed against his arm. Then another hit his back. Long froze right then, not feeling ready to sleep the big sleep. Or be eaten. The spiderflax edged even closer. Long could see a moist spot of venom already forming on the end of one fang. The spiderflax lurched back slightly, ready to drive her fangs into Long. He looked quickly at Mai and was about to say goodbye. 

			‘Hey! Over here!’ A stone flew past the spiderflax and hit Long clean on the forehead. Then other sailed past Long also missing the spiderflax entirely, but the next one hit her back. She stopped in mid-strike and let out a horrible shriek.

			Long almost fainted with relief. Determined to live another day, he planted one foot on the rock as leverage, pulling back as hard as he could. His heart pounded as he felt his hands begin to break free. He gritted his teeth and heaved back some more, using all his strength. His hands shifted again and a gush of hope surged inside him. He hit the ground with a thud. He jumped to his feet and another stone hurtled past his head. Without even thinking about the danger, he grabbed one of the spiderflax’s back legs. She scampered around to find Long ready with the cylinder in his hands. ‘Do it now,’ he called out to Akra and Mai.

			Mai concentrated and Akra chanted. His voice echoed around the lair, but before the spell could invoke any power, the spiderflax knocked the cylinder from Long’s hands. Stunned, Long stared at the fallen cylinder. It knew! This was no ordinary spiderflax. There was only one way this could happen. Something or someone was controlling it.

			‘It’s possessed!’ he yelled to his sister. Long jumped aside as the fangs of the spiderflax struck down at him. One bristly leg blocked his way as he tried to escape. Once again without thinking about the danger, he took a few steps back and in a running jump he leapt up onto the back of the spiderflax. She reared up and screeched. Long hung on using all his strength. And he didn’t let go. 

			‘Hurry up, Mai!’ he yelled. He tightened his grip as the spiderflax tried to shake him free. 

			Now with the spiderflax distracted, Akra and Mai tried again. Only this time they concentrated even harder. Akra spoke up in a loud voice, chanting new words to break the dark magic control over the spiderflax. Mai concentrated on calming the huge creature. 

			Then, a huge gush of black swirling mist seeped out of the spiderflax and drifted down the tunnel. The spiderflax lowered her body to the ground and became still. Long slid off her back, scrambled over to collect the cylinder and scooped it up. He gave his sister one nod to let her know he was ready. 

			Mai nodded back.

			He raised his arms, still trembling from his ride, and held the cylinder up to the first fang. He swallowed heavily and waited. To his complete surprise he heard venom dripping into the cylinder. When the drips stopped, he moved over to the other fang. Once there was no more venom, he carefully stepped away from the spiderflax. Long, who earlier had believed it couldn’t be accomplished, felt an overwhelming flush of success right then as he plugged the cylinder with its cork. 

			‘I don’t believe it!’ Mai screamed. ‘We did it.’ She hugged her brother around the neck. 

			Long handed her the vial and she handed back his torch. 

			‘We have to go,’ Akra said with a sense of urgency. ‘The spell will not last forever.’ He pointed to a small hole in the far side of the cave. 

			An alarming thought popped into Long’s head. They weren’t out of danger just yet. It was almost like his thoughts made the whole thing happen. 

			The spiderflax let out a terrible screech. They all dashed off towards the small opening in the cave. Long crouched and quickly entered the hole, crawling along on his knees. 

			‘Keep moving!’ Mai shouted. 

			When Long finally emerged from the cave to see the light of the sun shining overhead, he felt relieved and somewhat excited. As Mai and Akra cleared the hole, he couldn’t stop himself from giving them both a huge hug. Then he fell to the ground, rolled over onto his back and sighed loudly. 

			‘We did it!’

			The three of them stretched out on the ground, looked up at the sky and laughed. Together they had milked the venom from a spiderflax. Mai congratulated Akra because he had managed to banished the dark magic from the spiderflax—an unbelievable feat for such a small boy. 

			Alongside their success, Mai had a thought that hovered and filled her with a strange feeling. A sense that they were being watched. Every step they took, she now believed, was known to something on this mountain. The black mist they had encountered belonged to something more sinister, yet nothing could be seen of what it might be. She was certain of one thing though: before the next few days were through they would come face to face with the conjurer of this dark magic. 

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    The Castle of Stone


    There was a chatter of excitement between the three for some time. Each child was grinning as they relived the experience, laughing at how Long panicked when his hands were stuck, pulling so hard he thought his hands would rip off from his arms. Akra made sure to add how brave he was, while Long exaggerated about the size of its eyes and the stench of its breath and how riding the dreadful beast came easy to him. Mai admitted they’d all been much braver than she’d ever expected. But their excitement soon dimmed as the winding path darkened and the trees became less like trees and more like skeletons.

			The talk between them died down to nothing as they trudged up the steep path.

			‘We should prepare ourselves for what we might find,’ Mai said. 

			Long removed the packsack from his shoulders to retrieve a water pouch.

			‘If we can beat a spiderflax, I don’t see why we can’t beat a conjurer of dark magic,’ he stated. 

			‘We shouldn’t be too confident about that,’ Mai said bluntly. 

			‘Well, I know we can do it,’ Long affirmed. ‘Isn’t that right, Akra?’

			Akra didn’t speak. He had a strange feeling, like Mai. The darkness that had taken hold of the surrounding land now whispered a miserable groan on the wind. It was as though somewhere deep inside the mountain it had begun to rot. A grey twilight set in from all directions as the darkness of this magic followed them up the mountain. 

			‘Akra?’ 

			He looked up, startled out of his thoughts. 

			‘Together we are stronger than any conjurer of dark magic, right?’ Long repeated.

			‘I think we should be careful,’ Akra warned. ‘There is something very powerful here.’

			‘I agree,’ Mai said, looking pleased that Akra took her side.

			Long wasn’t going to be scared. 

			‘What do you think controlled the spiderflax?’ Mai asked Akra.

			Akra shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I could not see the conjurer, but the magic is powerful. The spell used to possess the spiderflax was not hard to break, but that does not mean the magic is weak.’ 

			‘Then we need to get rid of it for good,’ Long announced.

			‘I don’t think it will be that easy,’ Akra admitted. ‘I’m not strong enough to stop a master of dark power.’

			‘If that’s what this is,’ Long said. ‘It might simply be a rogue wizard who hopes to build on his own weakness by using the earthfollower and the sealer.’

			‘Or it could be something far more powerful,’ Mai suggested. 

			‘Then we’ll help each other.’ Long paused. ‘Like we did in the cave. Together we’ll be stronger.’ 

			‘Aligning powers is forbidden,’ Mai reminded Long.

			‘He’s the Starchild. I’m sure it will be okay.’

			Mai appeared to think about that for a moment. ‘And he’s not exactly from any one nation,’ she suggested cleverly. 

			Akra smiled. ‘I’m a thoughtbanker, like you.’

			‘Who just happens to also be a lightsealer, darksealer, earthfollower …’

			‘Soundwaver, fireruler and waterclasper,’ Akra finished for her. ‘Who needs a lot more practice at all of those to be helpful.’

			‘Yes, we’ll have to set aside some time for practising.’ 

			‘You are brave, Mai,’ Akra said.

			Mai stopped walking. ‘I’ve been told the prophecy all my life. I never thought I would be a part of it. And then when I was, I thought all I’d have to do is journey to Master SahDobha and train. I didn’t know I’d meet you.’ She glanced over to look at her brother still trudging along. ‘I am afraid we won’t succeed. That I won’t be good enough.’

			‘Is that why you didn’t want Long to be your chaperone? Because you were afraid you would fail and Long would fail with you?’ 

			Mai nodded.

			‘We won’t fail,’ Long said.

			As they continued to trudge their way up the steep path, Akra and Mai exchanged their knowledge about their gifts. It was perhaps the best way to lessen the drudgery of the journey. Talking to each other meant they were so busy listening and learning that neither of them needed to think about the climb. Or notice the darkness setting in around them.

			It had turned bleak and dreary. The path ahead was narrowing, slowly being overtaken by the rocky terrain. As soon as they had eaten and rested, they continued on. 

			To the east, the far land of sand could not be seen, but Mai knew that her family would be going about their day. To the south, the mountains continued to a sudden stop on the horizon; beyond that she didn’t know what terrain would sit under the sky. At times they stumbled their way up the path, weary, with Long trudging behind. 

			Hours later, exhausted and tired, each of them had started to feel the effects of the high altitude. Their breathing became heavy and their hearts were beating fast. With their bodies aching from the climb it was hard to keep moving with any great pace.

			As night approached, so did the creatures of the darkness. Strange sounds called out and echoed around the mountain—sounds the children had never heard before. With their torches left behind in the spiderflax’s lair the only light conjured was that from four of Akra’s fingers. It was just enough light to see the path, but nothing more. At least the path was still visible and had not been overtaken by rocks. 

			Long had just finished complaining about how hungry he was when something terrible happened. Akra jumped forward and pushed Mai out of the way. Straight after that, there was an impressive snarl and a siger sprang towards them out of the darkness. It leapt into the air to the sound of shifting of rock. A loud yelp echoed out into the night. There, stuck in mid-jump, was the siger, wedged between two huge stones. Akra had used his earthfollowing powers to catch the siger. 

			‘Up the path,’ Akra cried. ‘Run.’ 

			The siger wriggled between the rocks, snarled some more and bared its teeth at the children. 

			‘Quick, before he squirms out,’ Akra warned. 

			They all sprang forward, running as fast as their legs could go. Mai fell and cut her hand, but up she got, and ran on and on. They didn’t stop running until the shadow of the castle came into view. 

			It was a grand gloomy structure nestled in the side of the mountain, with strange ancient shapes carved out of stone, standing guard in a line all the way to the gate. 

			In the dark, the eyes of the stone monsters seemed to gleam. With what little light they had, faintly lighting the path forward, the children continued on past the stone gates and its guardians. 

			‘I’ve never seen monsters like these before,’ Mai said. ‘Not even in the history books.’

			‘Look ahead,’ Long said. 

			Now the castle rose up above them: tall, dark and gloomy. The stone pillars were entwined with mighty tree roots, smooth and black like the night and its shadows. Everything above the great pillars was carved and moulded with faces and symbols not known to the children. 

			Together they set their first step on the stone stairs. 

			‘Wait.’ Long took hold of Mai’s arm. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t be knocking on the front door.’

			‘There’s no other way in.’

			Long, still clinging to Mai arm, didn’t look so sure. ‘At least let me go in first.’

			‘Maybe he’s right,’ Akra suggested. 

			‘I can go in undetected.’ Long raised his eyebrows. ‘None of us want to end up sleeping like Terra’s brother.’

			They agreed on a plan. It wasn’t exactly what Long had wanted, but they had no time to argue.

			Mai and Akra walked up the stone stairs and drew in a deep breath. Mai clutched the huge ring in the middle of the door, lifting it as far as she could, and then she let it go. Bang! And again. Bang! Not a sound was heard from inside. No locks unbolting, no dragging of boards from their brackets—nothing. What did happen next surprised them. The door opened with a long groan, as if the wood itself was complaining about swinging from its hinges.

			Standing there was a man draped in dark clothing with a face whiter than the sand in Sahas. His pale face had no expression at all. And for a few seconds, he didn’t say a word. ‘Yes.’

			Mai took a step forward and bowed. ‘We’re lost. The path led us here.’

			‘Then you may follow the path back down, and you will no longer be lost.’ His bluish lips did little to hide his rotting teeth. The stench of his breath wafted over to her with every word he spoke. ‘Go, on your way.’ The man attempted to straighten up only slightly and began to close the door. 

			‘But it’s almost dark,’ Mai begged. ‘And we were almost eaten by a siger.’

			‘This place is not for you.’ 

			A handsome man dressed in fine clothes appeared at the door. ‘Now, Juan, we can’t send these weary travellers out into the wild with such creatures roaming about.’ He smiled at the children. ‘Please come in.’

			The handsome man opened the door a little wider. 

			‘My name is Count Caelan Daegan, at your service. And this is my fateful servant, Juan.’

			The hunched man attempted a bow but gave up mid-bow. 

			‘Forgive my old friend, he doesn’t like visitors as much as I do. We’re delighted to have you stay.’

			‘Both of us?’ Mai asked quietly. 

			‘Unless there are more of you waiting outside?’

			‘No, just us,’ Mai said nervously. She suddenly caught sight of her brother, scampering down the hallway as a mouse. His little form scurried away as fast as his tiny legs would take him without being seen. His task was to search for the earthfollower and the young sealer.

			‘My name is Mai, and this is Akra.’

			‘Are you hungry?’ the Count asked. Then he answered the question himself. ‘Of course you’re hungry.’ He turned to Juan. ‘Take them to the kitchen and feed them. I will join you later.’

			Mai smiled, but there was something not quite right about the Count. Mai watched him walk away down the hallway. It should be easy to like him, but it wasn’t easy at all. She also didn’t like the constant damp chill oozing out of the walls and the dark shadows hovering over the walls. Terra was right: there was dark magic here.

			‘Follow me then,’ Juan said, as he shuffled away down the stone hallway. 

			Akra thought for a moment before he spoke silently to Mai. I believe this place is not just a castle. Mai spoke back. What else could it be? As Akra walked towards a stone statue, something made him stop and peer into it. A lurking noise was all he could hear, not a true word but a feeling of being trapped. Magic shadows everything here. Things are not as we see them.

			The torch flames perched on the stone walls flickered as they walked by. Along dreary hallways and through lifeless rooms they plodded, until they came to the end and a doorway. The delicious smell of something cooking drifted out. It was enough to make their empty stomachs growl and step right in without being asked.

			Around the table they sat, waiting for Juan to dish out some dinner. 

			‘Do the statues look real to you?’ Akra asked Mai.

			‘As real as a statue could be.’ 

			‘Don’t you mind the statues. The Count won’t like you pulling faces or poking your noses into things that aren’t your concern.’ Juan slapped down two bowls of stew. 

			‘You don’t understand,’ Akra said. 

			‘No, you don’t understand the trouble you’ll be in if you go sniffing around this place.’ Before they had even started to eat, Juan leant over even closer. ‘Fancy yourself as a statue?’

			Akra shook his head. 

			‘Well then, eat up and be on your way if you know what’s good for you.’ Juan shuffled back over to the bubbling pot and gave it a good stir.

			The sound of hurried footsteps on the stone floor made Juan stop what he was doing, and an uncomfortable look flickered in his eyes. No sooner had Juan’s face turned an even paler grey, the Count appeared in the doorway. He stepped into the room and sat at the table.

			‘Good, you’re eating,’ he said in a charming voice. ‘We don’t get visitors very often, you see.’ 

			‘They’ll soon be on their way.’ Juan’s voice cracked nervously. ‘They don’t want to stay.’

			‘Hmmm, but with the siger roaming around it wouldn’t be safe for the youngsters to venture out in the dark,’ the Count said. ‘No, they will be staying the night.’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			‘Now, tell me about your journey. Where have you been and where are you going?’

			‘I am on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts.’

			‘Ah, a thoughtbanker. Of course, I should have known.’

			Mai thought he was almost too beautiful, with his perfect skin, rosy cheeks, and eyes bluer than the sea. Mai turned to look over her shoulder at Akra, and when their eyes met they both silently agreed. Not really a man and not really here. He is an illusion.

			‘I’ve never seen anyone like you before,’ Mai stated. 

			‘That might be true,’ he admitted. ‘I am quite unique.’ He sounded delighted and very hopeful at the thought.

			‘I don’t know what nation you are from,’ Mai said. It was meant to be a question, but it didn’t sound like it when she spoke. 

			‘It feels like you are from fire,’ Akra said, sounding suspicious. 

			His steely blue eyes shot to Akra. ‘You are very interesting.’

			‘He is my chaperone,’ Mai said quickly. ‘There’s nothing interesting about that.’ 

			The Count looked back at Mai. ‘I hear your kind are withering under a clouded sky. Your elders fading away.’

			‘That’s not true,’ she insisted, with real power in her words.

			‘Yes, so you say. Well, I have things to do.’ He began to walk away. Then he suddenly stopped. ‘Sleep tight and don’t let the statues bite.’ Then he was gone, just like a shadow consumed by the darkness.

			It was only when the Count had rushed off that Akra knew he had not been honest about everything—except, maybe, when he suggested the statues might bite. 

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Men of Stone


    The food was good. Mai shared her food with Barka who, once full, rolled over onto his back to allow his swollen stomach a chance to digest the delicious meal. As much as Mai’s stomach was growling with hunger when she began eating, she found it difficult to eat with any kind of enthusiasm. It was quite unusual for Mai to be this worried about Long but she was. This was dark magic, not a village crowd saying harsh things about him. As brave as she thought him to be, especially after milking the spiderflax, this castle was darker and far more dangerous. The mystery of the castle and the Count himself had her feeling unsettled. 

			Akra had been hungry, scoffing down every scrap of food in the bowl. He yawned straight after that. There was silence until Mai finished eating, saying she was too full to finish the whole bowl. Juan mumbled something about his food not being good enough. 

			‘I’ll tell you this only once,’ Juan said, as he shuffled towards the doorway. ‘Once inside, do not leave your room.’ 

			‘Why not?’ Mai asked. 

			Juan pursed his bluish lips. ‘There are things in this castle you don’t want to run into.’

			‘What kind of things?’ Akra shot a look at Mai. 

			‘Oh, things that might bite or pound you flat.’ As he spoke he turned into the next hallway lined with statues. 

			He did not say another word. He shuffled on, leading them up two flights of stone steps and along a dark hallway to a door. 

			‘Here you are. Two beds and nothing more.’ Juan looked over his shoulder. Then he leant in and said, ‘Don’t leave this room.’

			Mai and Akra nodded and stepped into the room. It was the gloomiest, most dreadful room Mai had ever seen. The stone walls were cracked and chipped. A damp stench seemed to drift out of the broken walls. The light from one candle burning in its holder on a small table gave off just enough light to see spiders weaving their webs in the corners of the room. Mould grew here and there on the floor. Two beds sat waiting, nothing more like Juan had said. Mai chose her bed and sat down. She wondered where her brother might be.

			‘Do you think he will be safe?’ 

			‘He’s little enough not to be seen.’ 

			Mai looked away, unconvinced. ‘Maybe I should look for him.’

			She brushed away some cobwebs from the bed, pulled Barka from her pocket and placed him down. Immediately, he jumped from the bed and scampered around the room, searching, scratching and sniffing. 

			It was hard waiting for Long. So hard it became almost impossible to continue to do it. Mai tried connecting with him. Nothing. She asked Akra to use his earthfollowing powers. He found nothing of Long through the earth. 

			‘Something might have happened to him. He’s taking too long,’ said Mai. ‘I think we should look for him.’

			‘Remember what Juan said about leaving the room.’

			‘But he’s my brother. And he volunteered for me.’

			Akra looked sympathetic. ‘I guess he should be here by now. Maybe he couldn’t find them and got lost in the castle.’

			‘Then it’s up to us to find him.’

			Mai shot up off the bed, collected Barka from the floor and slipped him into her pocket. She slowly opened the door to check if the coast was clear. She nodded and slipped outside, with Akra following behind. 

			Their footsteps were as quiet as they could make them, sneaking through hallways and down the stairs. This way and that way they travelled, with no sign of Long. 

			They didn’t see the statues’ eyes watching them as they moved along the corridors. Mai knew all too well that something wasn’t quite right about the castle. The only good thing she could think about was the fact that they hadn’t seen another person. Nothing that would bite or pound. That was until they rounded the next corner. 

			Scratching at a door was a mouse. Mai’s heart lurched in delight. They had found her brother. His little claws scraped at the doorway, seemingly anxious to get into that particular room. 

			‘Long,’ she whispered. 

			The mouse stopped scratching, rose up on his two back legs and twitched his nose at them. Then, in front of their eyes, the mouse grew, contorting, stretching madly out of shape. It was a lot like magic but it wasn’t magical at all. In the next few seconds Long was back to his true form, and no longer a mouse. He opened his jaw and stretched his mouth back into a comfortable position. 

			‘Where have you been?’ Mai asked.

			‘I couldn’t find you. I’ve been scratching on every door,’ Long admitted. ‘You won’t believe what I’ve found.’

			A sudden noise stopped Long from continuing about his discovery. They all turned to look at the very end of the hallway, where a stone man stood square-footed with his sword raised. 

			‘Quick.’ Long grabbed Mai’s hand and pulled her in the opposite direction to the stone man. ‘The statues are alive!’ he shouted. 

			‘What?’ Slowly the stone man began to move. Then he lumbered forward and he began to run after them.

			As they ran, they could hear the pounds of the stone man’s steps behind them. What was worse than having one stone man chasing after them was the shudder they felt when his sword hit the stone walls. When they rounded the corner and headed into the next hallway, horror struck them all. The walls were lined with more stone men. There was a loud sound of stone shifting as each stone man stepped out, swords drawn and hammers ready. 

			There was no time to stop. ‘Run as fast as you can!’ Long shouted. He let go of Mai’s hand and twisted around. As the stone man charged towards him, Long looked straight into the statue’s cold stone eyes. That’s when he did the bravest thing yet: he changed into a driblet, flapping his wings and pecking at the head of the stone man. The stone man stumbled forward, swinging his sword aimlessly around, unable to hit the driblet. The driblet continued flapping around its head, clawing and cawing out loud. Then BOOM! The stone man’s mighty sword hit hard against the head of another stone man and lopped it clean off. The headless man stumbled forward and brought his hammer down on another stone man, who then crumbled into a pile of rocks. 

			Meanwhile, Mai and Akra kept running, dodging and weaving huge swings from other stone men. Akra tripped over, but Mai hauled him up and pulled him along with her. They ducked and weaved some more, all the way to the end of the hallway, turned the corner and kept running. Long came soaring around their heads, and when the coast was clear he changed back, falling over as he did. Still shaking a little, he brushed himself down when he was on his feet. 

			‘That was close,’ Long said. 

			‘That was your best transformation yet.’ Mai patted her brother on the back.

			For a split second, he thought she was right. In a rush, he told them everything he’d found. He’d discovered something extraordinary, even more unusual than walking stone men. He told them, without thinking, that the magic had a lot more to do with the Count than they had first thought. 

			‘Count Daegan is not from any nation we know,’ Long said. ‘And I watched him go through a secret passageway hidden behind the fireplace.’

			Mai shook her head. ‘But if he’s not from a nation …’

			‘Maybe this is somehow linked to the prophecy,’ Akra said hesitantly.

			‘Then he’s …’ Long was about to say it when he realised they had reached the room. ‘This is it.’

			They all looked at the gleaming doorknob. Mai grasped her hand over the knob and turned it slowly. One by one they filed into the room. It was empty but for a fireplace dressed in cobwebs and spiders. Mai looked around. Long raced straight to the hidden lever and pulled it down. With the grinding sound of stone on stone, the fireplace slid forward. There was silence between the three as they stared into the open black hole behind it. 

			‘Who’s going first?’ Long asked. No one answered. ‘That would be me, I guess.’

			Oddly, Mai was thinking about her father. What would he say to them in this situation? Don’t go. Be careful. Good luck. She wasn’t sure which one it would be. As Long disappeared into the hole, she took a deep breath and stepped in too. Akra followed behind her. 

			They had to crouch along the tunnel for some time, until at the end was a light. With only two torches burning from their brackets on the walls, the space looked less like a room and more like a dungeon. It was just enough light to see them: high above in the corners of the room were four little minions hanging quietly in their sleep. Harmless enough when they were sleeping, but when awake, they were very dangerous. 

			The children stepped quietly towards a large door on the other side of the room. Long pushed the door open as carefully as he could. 

			‘I think you need to blend the potion,’ Long said flatly. ‘Really quickly.’

			Mai nodded. Quietly, very quietly she took out the ingredients and mixed the potion as carefully as she could. 

			Akra rubbed his eyes in disbelief. In front of them Humra and Sahib lay sleeping on a slab of stone. Between them both was a huge stone man. Above them a troupe of minions hung like sleeping guards, waiting for the slightest noise to wake them into action. 

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    The Earthfollower


    Mai knew there was more to this mystery. There was more to the stone men. And more to the Count than met the eye. Right then, Akra spoke silently so he wouldn’t wake the minions. I think the statues were once people. They’ve been turned to stone. Mai now clearly understood the real danger they were in. To turn a man to stone required an earthfollowing power, and a master at that. Terra was right, someone is using Humra’s power. Whoever or whatever it is, when they appear, you cannot look them in the eye. It will turn us to stone too.

			‘Close your eyes, Long,’ Mai whispered. 

			‘Why?’ he whispered back.

			‘Just do it.’

			With the potion now mixed and Mai’s heart racing, she squeezed her eyes shut, reached out her arms and walked towards Humra’s sleeping body. She felt an eerie chill touch her face then whistle around the room. Her heart pounded inside her chest. Then Long was with her, placing her hand on his shoulder as they stepped towards the sleeping man. 

			Akra looked around the room, expecting to see something appear. But nothing happened. And then, just as he began to think he might be wrong, one by one the torches magically ignited in their brackets mounted on the wall. The shadows fled into the walls as the light filled the chamber.

			What Akra feared most had come true. A sudden rush of memories came flooding into his mind. This was not the work of a wizard. No, this was far worse than that. The underworld had broken open here, released a new enemy to the world of nations. The miserable mumblings were groans of men, turned to stone by the illusion of a Count who wasn’t really a Count at all. This was the work of a dementra from the realm of fire. And even though so many thoughts had returned to him, he stood fixed, feeling hollow. 

			It was like the creature had read his mind. Clever little thing. Akra heard her voice in his mind. She laughed. You can’t save your friends. They are doomed, I’m afraid. But you can save yourself if you come with me. Akra raised his head and looked around the room. Where are you? Her reply was quick. I am here and there. Almost everywhere. Akra had to keep her talking to give Mai time. Why are you here? She spoke almost too calmly. To win a war.

			Meanwhile, Mai couldn’t steady her thumping heart. While the minions were sleeping all would be well, but the moment they woke it would be a very different matter. A bite from such a creature would mark the end of their days. As poisonous as a sand viper, but a lot more agile. Steadily, with Long’s help, she stepped closer and closer to Humra, not willing to open her eyes for a second. Then came a terrible crunch from under her shoes. Her eyes shot open and the colour drained from her face as she stared down at the dry, broken bones on the floor. Mai and Long froze on the spot, but they did look up.

			One solitary eye of a minion fluttered open. It sniffed the air and then lazily opened its other eye. Its lazy look turned sharp and vicious. The call to action was a loud screech followed by several low grunts. 

			There was no time for closed eyes now. Mai raced over to Humra, opened his mouth and poured half the liquid down his throat. She tossed the remaining potion to Long, who opened the sealer’s mouth and did the same. Mai waited for a sign. Nothing. Not even a twitch of an eyelid. She glanced over to Long. Nothing was happening there either. A moment of doubt set in. Maybe she’d mixed the potion incorrectly. 

			The chamber was filled with loud screeching and excited calls as the minions waited for one to lead the charge. But suddenly they became calm and quiet. 

			‘What’s happening?’ Mai called out. 

			In the corner of the room she appeared, the dementra from the underworld. 

			‘Close your eyes,’ Akra said. ‘Don’t look at her.’

			Mai and Long squeezed their eyes shut. 

			Her dress fell heavily against her body. It was as black as night itself under the flickering light in the chamber. She stood tall with strands of long black hair brushing against her pale skin. Her fingernails were painted as black as everything else. 

			‘I’m not afraid of you,’ Akra said. ‘As mastered as you are, you can’t turn me to stone.’

			Her face turned hard with rage and she let out a sharp hiss. She stepped forward and Akra stepped back. 

			‘Don’t be afraid,’ she whispered. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ 

			‘Don’t listen to her,’ Mai shouted. 

			The dementra lifted her hand and with a casual flick Mai was hurled against the wall. 

			‘I can help,’ Long said. 

			‘No, keep your eyes closed, Long,’ Akra warned. 

			Mai lifted herself up and walked aimlessly over to Long, who took hold of her hand.

			The dementra lifted both hands into the air. Her black hair stretched out in all directions, as if caught by a wild wind. Slowly her shape seemed to grow, rising to cast a shadow that produced strange movements of its own. Her voice thundered, echoing around the chamber. ‘I am Amual!’ she cried. There was a strange cheer that came from deep in the mountain, and with it the mountain seemed to shake. Then the room fell silent. Amual did not break her stare as she took two more steps towards Akra. 

			‘Some of us believed you would never return,’ she boomed. ‘A new time is dawning. A new war is coming.’

			‘I’m here to stop you,’ Akra said bravely. 

			Amual laughed. She curled her finger towards the only shadowed part of the stone chamber and then pointed to it. ‘See the future.’

			On the wall, a vision of a large black castle appeared. Great beasts were perched on its walls, and beyond it thousands and thousands of soldiers stood in formation. There was fire and blood and then great black doors opened and an army from the underworld poured out. 

			‘This is coming.’ Amual spun around to look at Akra. ‘Join us and together we will make the world great.’ She encouraged him with her hand to come closer to her. 

			But Akra did not move. His heart thumped even faster when he realised he might not be strong enough to win this battle. 

			‘I know your story,’ he said to her. He did not have the slightest idea of how to stop her, but expected that maybe together with Mai and Long something would come to mind. According to what he remembered, these creatures came from darkness, a fiery underworld. They were powerful and unforgiving. Exiled to the underworld for all eternity. But now, one had escaped and here she was pleading with him to join her. 

			‘There is nothing here they can offer you,’ Amual said. 

			‘We offer him our friendship,’ Mai said boldly. 

			‘Keep your mouth shut as well as your eyes, or I will turn you to stone,’ Amual snapped at Mai.

			Mai, now fed up with it all, turned her back to Amual, opened her eyes, took hold of Humra’s shoulders and tried to shake him awake. Long did the same to the sealer. 

			Amual’s eyes darted over to Long. An electric light zoomed out of her finger and hit him in the back. He stopped still, frozen in that spot. 

			Mai gave up her attempt to wake Humra and waited to be zapped into a frozen state too. But it didn’t happen.

			Akra whispered something under his breath to get Amual’s attention. ‘If you are so powerful, why do you need the earthfollower?’

			‘I needed his earthfollowing powers to find you,’ she said. ‘Those powers sensed your arrival. The sealer boy was a tool to persuade you here.’ 

			Long mumbled something nasty about her through his frozen mouth. Mai told him to be quiet.

			‘It is time to make a decision,’ Amual said. ‘Come with me or die here in this chamber.’

			‘I cannot leave my friends.’

			‘So be it.’ With that said, Amual snapped her fingers and the flames suddenly became brighter. The minions began to snarl, hunching in the corners of the ceiling, preparing to leap down and attack. 

			Akra hesitated, then spun around and with all the strength he could conjure he sent a huge burst of fire from the palms of both hands into the stone man between the two sleeping figures. 

			‘What are you doing?’ Amual hissed. 

			The statue turned red hot and began to crack. Still he pushed the fire into the stone. Mai would have backed him up, but she didn’t know how to help. If she turned around, Amual would surely turn her to stone. When nothing more happened to the statue, Akra gave up on that idea.

			Amual’s face hardened and her black hair sprang out like a furious wind had caught hold of it. She spoke magical words and the minions’ faces turned devilish and their teeth grew long. Slowly they began to crawl down the walls. 

			Can you hear me, Long? Akra’s voice sounded distant, but Long could hear it. You can break out of the spell by morphing. Use your morphing. 

			Long rolled his eyes at himself. Why didn’t he think of that? In an instant he was a beetle, then a lizard, then a mouse and then finally a driblet. He took flight straight after that. 

			Keep them focused on you. Long gave a driblet nod to Akra. He swooped around them, flapping his wings, cawing and clawing at them. As much as they tried to shoo him away, he kept scratching at them with his claws. 

			Then Mai noticed Humra’s fingers begin to move. The potion had worked after all! It just needed some … But before Mai could finish that thought she was grabbed by unknown hands from behind.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    The Padiqua


    Mai struggled against the grip of those hands. It was only when she glanced over at the other stone slab to find it empty that she knew it must be Sahib. But the boy was fixed in a trance. Suddenly, Long was flapping over them, scratching at the sealer’s face, trying to protect his sister. He never believed he could be so terrified and angry at the same time. And with that thought, he put two good sized scratches on Sahib’s cheek. Blood dribbled down the boy’s face but he was still stuck in the trance. 

			Mai looked just as frightened for Long as she did for Sahib. She decided quickly that she knew what to do. It was very strange slipping into Sahib’s thoughts, but once she was there it was too late to turn back. STOP! She thundered the word into his head. Wake up now! 

			Sahib closed his eyes and opened them again. But there was no time to be dazed and no time for empty thoughts. Mai stepped aside as a minion leapt towards her. Long transformed back into a boy as Sahib grabbed a large bone from the floor and started whacking the minions as they neared them. Long and Mai looked at each other and did exactly the same thing. They ducked and weaved and swung the bones. They had no time to help Akra. All they could do was save themselves from being bitten.

			‘You cannot win,’ Amual roared. 

			Akra pulled the padiqua from its pouch. He wasn’t sure about using it but he had no choice. Until now, it had been useful. He pointed the padiqua towards Amual. 

			‘I call upon all the elements,’ Akra said. ‘Light and dark, fire and water, earth and sound, soul and thought.’ 

			‘First I need fire.’ Akra swung the padiqua around, and with his fingers tightly gripping it, he pointed it towards a tall statue. Flames shot out, snaking towards the statue with a loud crackling sound. Fire engulfed the stone, turning it red hot. He murmured a few words in the firerulers’ language and then the stone burst apart to reveal a man of fire. 

			‘Help me!’ Akra called out. 

			As the man—a fireruler—stepped forward, the flames went out. He looked around somewhat dazed and clearly not ready to help anyone.

			While Mai and Long battled the minions with their bone bats, Sahib stood fast and pushed out his palms ready to help Akra. The darkness raced against the light, stretching out in rope-like ghostly shapes. The light looped and swirled around the darkness, determined to reach Amual before the dark. Neither won, as both elemental forces reached her at exactly the same time. The ropes wrapped around Amual’s wrists and she pulled against them, then, like magic, she flicked them off. She looked into Sahib’s face, amused at his attempt to control her.

			‘You fools!’ Amual’s scream echoed around the room. Her eyes gleamed and her hair flared as if caught by another rush of furious wind. She raised her arms as she chanted the words of the underworld, calling upon all the power she could conjure. The surviving minions grew bigger and bigger. Their claws curled from their hands and feet to twice the size, and their teeth elongated out their stretching mouths. They were becoming huge monsters in front of their very eyes. One minion leapt towards Mai, and Long jumped in front her ready to be bitten instead of his sister. 

			‘I cannot let you have these children,’ the fireruler called out. He planted his feet when he stopped his march towards Amual. From his hands he conjured two blazing balls. With a forward lunge the balls flew out of his hands, dripping fire as they hurtled towards the first advancing minion. Just as its sharp teeth were about to sink into Long’s shielding arms, a fireball slammed into the minion’s back. It shrieked just once then exploded into ash. The other minion hesitated for a second, but then it leapt towards Sahib. Its life ended the same way, in an exploding ball of ash. 

			‘There’s one more!’ Mai yelled. Even as she said it, she felt an unnatural cold begin to build in the room. The air turned misty as gliding shadows stirred in the chamber. The last remaining minion ran straight out the doorway and disappeared into the darkness. 

			Mai had no idea what could scare a minion away, but she guessed it wasn’t going to be good. The shadows moved around above them, gliding aimlessly around like they were waiting for approval to do something. 

			Amual reached out her arms and the shadows rushed into her body. Instantly she grew larger and stronger. 

			Sahib, not willing to let her grow any more, whirled his arms around, stepped into a stance and drew in a deep breath. ‘Darkness will blind you and light will sear you. I call the power of my elemental forces. I am the oracle.’ With that, the shadowy form of darkness shot out from one of Sahib’s palms, howling as it hurled towards Amual. Then, from the other palm, light looped and swirled, racing across space to the sound of whispers. When the shadowing howl smashed into Amual, it bound her with rings of darkness. Then it was the light’s turn. As it hit her, she screamed in pain. The light exploded, engulfing her entire body in the purest of light. She crackled under the forces, held by darkness and seared by light as Sahib had claimed would happen. Then she began to disappear, consumed by both elemental energies. Her screams were slowly drowned and then there was silence. She had vanished. Everyone stood shocked and somewhat relieved. Then a blood-curdling laugh raced around the room, bouncing off the stone walls.

			‘A war is coming,’ she screamed. Her laughter bounced around them again. They all looked up. 

			The runaway minion leapt back into the chamber and knocked Sahib to the floor. He wrestled with the creature as it snapped at his face. Long and Mai tried to pull it off, but it snapped furiously at them too. 

			No one had seen Humra rise from his sleep. The big man marched over to the minion and plucked it up off Sahib. He held it out as it snarled and snapped at him. 

			‘What am I to do with you?’ he said. 

			And like it was possessed its face changed in front of his eyes. Amual’s gleaming expression and her long black hair appeared over the minion’s form and she spoke to him through it.

			‘Your day will come, earthfollower,’ it hissed. ‘It is not over yet.’

			Humra threw the creature to the wall. It stirred and began to sneak up the wall, snarling and growling.

			‘We need to finish this,’ Akra said. Mai nodded in agreement. She began to concentrate to calm the creature. Akra, looking pale now, lifted the padiqua into the air. Sahib stepped forward, lifting his hands again. Long had no intentions of doing anything because he believed, clearly, he’d done enough. 

			From Sahib’s palms, light and dark howled out and bound the creature with rings so it couldn’t move. Akra willed the power of all the energies from the padiqua, which rippled like liquid air towards the minion. When it hit, the creature jarred backward, its arms went limp and its face slipped into a trancelike stare. The fireruler stepped in and let two fireballs loose. A shadowy swirl shot out from the minion and glided out of the chamber to the sound of whispers. Then the minion exploded, a puff of ash falling to the floor. 

			Everyone took a moment to breathe. It seemed all had been made right. Then the floor began to quiver beneath their feet. Cracks appeared in the walls and the whole castle vibrated violently. The doorway broke away from the wall and fell onto the floor. Humra was the first to yell out the need to run and then the fireruler pushed everyone towards the doorway. Akra fell to the ground, but the fireruler scooped him up. Long was next to fall over, but he shot straight back up and kept moving. 

			A low rumble came from deep in the mountain. The stone walls trembled around them as they stumbled along the hallways. Then the group heard the worst sound of all: the deep groan of fracturing stone, splitting and crashing to the floor. They dodged and weaved their way through the hallways, some already littered with broken rocks, knowing this was the only way to surface. Again and again each of them tripped and fell, but every time someone helped them up and kept them moving. Now hot with panic and bleeding injuries, the darkness engulfed them. 

			Not a torch was left burning in the ruins of the castle as they staggered through it.

			‘It’s hopeless,’ Mai said. ‘We can’t see the way.’ 

			Akra tried to light a finger, but he had no power left. The padiqua had drawn everything from him. He had little energy, barely enough to walk, and suddenly crumpled, but Humra scooped him up and carried him without complaint.

			‘I’ll shine a light,’ Sahib said. He rubbed his hands together and a ball of white light appeared. He held it out and the light spread. He walked on, leading the way through the darkness. 

			The castle gave a violent shudder, and the crumbled stone lifted off the ground and fell back down. They all swayed to keep their footing. More walls fell over, crashing down into dust. More ruptures were felt under their feet and then the earth was still.

			And without any further sound, the floor fell away. Heat and fire rose to their faces through the opening in front of them. Each of them eased their way onto the thin ledge of stone left perched against the wall. Slowly they inched along as hot molten lava bubbled below. Long was the last to cross. 

			Below him the lava swirled and hissed. There came another rumble and a terrible shifting of stone. Long stumbled from the ledge, shrieking as he fell. His eyes flashed to his sister, knowing this would be the last time he would see her face. He gasped as a hand lunged forward to grab his arm. 

			‘I’ve got you!’ the fireruler called out. He was not worried by the flames at all. 

			But the swing of a flaming whip lashed up and curled its way around Long’s ankles. The whip, held by the dark magic of Amual, was not willing to let him go. Long grasped hold of the ledge as the fireruler pulled and pulled. But the power holding the whip was strong and bold, and twice Long was almost yanked in. 

			The fireruler gritted his teeth, determined not to let go. ‘Help me! Pull!’ the fireruler yelled. Humra and the children gathered in close to help. 

			‘Pull with all your strength!’ he shouted.

			Long felt the whip slip and its grasp slide away from his ankles. And then he was free. Humra hauled him up and reached out to help the fireruler to his feet too. Mai took hold of Long in a huge hug. 

			‘We must keep moving,’ the fireruler said. 

			Once again they were scrambling over rocks as walls crumbled. They dodged and weaved past broken doors and passageways. Then the huge broken door at the front of the castle came into view. They strode on as new hope settled into their thoughts. No one was willing to stop until they could see the golden light of the day. 

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Brave and Bold


    There was lots of wheezing and coughing once they were out and under the open sky. The golden sun had begun to peek over the horizon as they turned to watch the castle crumble to the ground. The morning mist was thin, but the sky was clear. Mai stood back and wondered what might have happened if they were still inside as the last of the castle fell. Fortunately it did not happen that way, she thought; each of them had come out alive, along with two new friends by their side who had yet to speak. 

			When their shaking muscles had calmed, each of them took some time to put their thoughts to rest. The escapees turned their back on the castle and looked out to the valley below. Sahib coughed, still bothered by the dust. Akra rested by a stone, but refused to dwell on the broken ruins or the dementra. Mai had not travelled very far on her journey, but she had learnt a lot about magic. It was not to be trusted. In a sudden panic she checked her pocket. Barka had slept through the whole ordeal. She lifted him up in her hand and he stretched out, yawning. To be sure he wasn’t hurt she searched over him, lifting up his tail, inspecting his legs and head. He growled softly, not exactly happy about the examination. 

			‘All right,’ she said. She placed him on her shoulder and he quickly scurried across to the other shoulder just to be sure she wouldn’t pick him up again.

			The fireruler finally stepped forward. ‘My name is Ignis. I’m indebted to you all.’

			‘It seems I am also indebted to this group of brave heroes,’ Humra said, looking over the group.

			‘They deserve a cheer,’ Ignis said. 

			‘Indeed they do.’ Both men cheered loudly. 

			Mai blushed hopelessly. Sahib’s lips curled up in pride for possibly the first time in his life. Even though Long must have still been able to feel the burning around his ankles, he managed to bow from the waist again and again. Mai ribbed him with her elbow to make him stop. And even though Akra looked terribly weak, he managed to smile. Finally there was silence.

			‘We must leave this place,’ Humra said to Mai. 

			‘Your sister needs you,’ Mai replied. ‘She is the one who told us about the potion to wake you.’

			‘I know the way back to her,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’

			Mai shook her head. ‘I am on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. I have to continue on my journey.’

			Humra nodded. ‘Only the milk of a spiderflax could break such a sleep,’ he said, searching the faces of the four pilgrims. ‘Who was it that milked the spiderflax?’

			‘That would be me,’ Long boasted, stepping forward. 

			‘Ah, then you require a reward,’ Humra announced. ‘To be bold enough to milk the venom of a spiderflax. To stare death in the eye. You are a braver man than me.’

			‘Eight eyes actually,’ Long interrupted. ‘And yes, it was very dangerous.’

			Humra turned to look at Ignis. ‘What do you say? Does he deserve a reward?’ 

			Ignis nodded. Humra reached into his pockets but pulled out nothing but lining. His face turned glum. ‘Alas, I have nothing to give you … Wait.’ He stepped towards Long and from behind his ear he produced an object. ‘What’s this?’ Humra held it up to show the fireruler. ‘One golden remmi for the boy.’ 

			The fireruler looked impressed. Humra smiled and handed the small, round piece of gold to Long. 

			‘Is that real?’ 

			‘Bite it and see,’ Humra replied. 

			He did, and it was indeed real. ‘Thanks!’

			‘No. Thank you,’ Humra said seriously. ‘I know no man who could be so brave.’ He turned to Akra and sighed at the sight of the pale, weak boy. ‘I will help you.’ 

			Mai already knew what Humra was about to do; she had read his thoughts. He inhaled three slow, deep breaths just like his sister had done days before. Only this time, he spread his palm and began to chant the ancient wisdom of the earth. The earth vibrated below Akra’s body and within a few minutes Akra felt better, stronger. 

			‘You should be more careful when using the padiqua,’ Humra said. ‘It will draw from you until you have nothing left. Didn’t you know this?’

			Akra shook his head. 

			‘It is a mysterious tool; use it carefully.’ A smile grew on Humra’s face. ‘Because of you, the stars will shine brighter from today.’ 

			Mai smiled and then blushed when she noticed Sahib watching her. When she turned to look at Long, he tightened his eyes at her. 

			Humra turned to Sahib, breaking his gaze. ‘So, you are the oracle. This means something important. The earth has shown me things. You must strengthen your control over the light and dark. Soon they will both be tested.’ 

			He finally turned to Mai and smiled. ‘You are a greater gift to the world than you know.’ He bowed. Mai bowed back in return. As she straightened up, Humra whispered in her ear. ‘You will not find what you seek, it will find you.’ 

			He looked strong, almost like a king ready to lead an army of men. ‘I will not say goodbye, because I know we will meet again.’ He looked around at the fireruler. He roared, ‘Instead, I say good luck!’ Humra turned and walked away. 

			Ignis stood with the pilgrims, watching Humra disappear down the mountain. 

			‘Aren’t you going with him?’ Mai asked. 

			‘I am a fireruler,’ he said. ‘I have no place with an earthfollower in the lands of Rooruh.’

			‘Where will you go?’

			‘Back to Bonfar, the city of flames in the canyon lands.’

			‘That sounds hot,’ Long announced stupidly.

			‘Perhaps, warm,’ Ignis replied. ‘It is in fact a beautiful city. And if you are ever to visit, please mention my name. Someone will find me. I will show you the wonders of our city.’

			‘Thank you,’ Mai said gratefully. 

			He bowed, then turned and walked away, ready to make his way down the mountain. 

			Mai turned to Sahib. ‘What will you do now?’ 

			‘I can’t go back to the City of Beams.’ Sahib turned away. The sun had now cleared the horizon and as its rays hit Sahib’s skin, a luminous shine travelled over his face almost magically. The lightsealer within him had grown a little stronger.

			‘Finally,’ Long exclaimed as he led Mai away from Sahib, ‘we can get back to the pilgrimage.’ He bent down, scratching at his ankles where he had been held by the flaming whip. Mai reluctantly followed while still looking back at Sahib. 

			‘Come with us!’ Akra announced. 

			‘What did you say?’ Long let go of his sister and raced around to stand in front of Akra. 

			‘He can come with us,’ Akra said.

			Mai nodded. 

			Long looked hopelessly upset at her. ‘You know what he might have done, and yet you still want him to come with us?’ 

			Mai glared at him and nodded again. 

			‘What if I say no?’ Long said, trying to sound like he was in charge.

			‘I don’t care what you say.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘If he wants to come, he can come.’

			Long flung his hands in the air and turned away.

			Akra stood up and put his hand on Long’s shoulder. ‘Just be her brother and my friend.’

			Long spun around and pointed angrily at Sahib. ‘You stay away from my sister.’

			Sahib ignored him, instead looking at Mai. ‘I’ll try.’ She smiled back at him.

			Long huffed and then lumbered off down the mountain, scratching at his ankles as he went along. 

			Mai watched him leave. She hadn’t forgotten the day she was selected, the day Long had volunteered, but the day would come when she wouldn’t think about it anymore. Still, she had a lot to be thankful for. They were all alive. Humra and Ignis had been saved. They would find their way back to their families, and hopefully Humra would reunite with his sister. She hoped the energies of the underworld, filled with its fire and dementras, might be shocked by Amual’s defeat and leave the world to find peace. But right now all Mai wanted to do was get back to her journey to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. Quietly, they all began to follow Long. 

			None of them knew what was to come, but they all still felt the tingle of excitement about defeating Amual together. And so down the mountain they trudged. Mai was sure there would be challenges along the way. But right now, the brand new day had them all smiling.

  


  
    Powers of the Seven Nations


    FROM THE CROWN


    Thoughtbankers: dwellers of the desert regions and defenders of the sand lands.


    Ability: to read people’s thoughts, remove and add memories, and create illusions.


    FROM THE THIRD EYE


    Lightsealers and Darksealers: dwellers of the City of Beams and protectors of the polished city.


    Ability: to control the light and dark, and the power to know if a person is telling the truth.


    FROM THE THROAT


    Soundwavers: sentinels to the whole world, enslaved to uphold the laws. They are the dwellers of nowhere and everywhere. Once they were dwellers of the lost city of the Acni.


    Ability: to sound out a wave that has the potential to bring down buildings, injure, or kill. The only nation that can move using all four elements: earth, wind, fire, and water.


    FROM THE HEART


    Soulbankers: regulators of life and death, dwellers of the rainforest, and defenders of the forest lands.


    Ability: to locate any person’s soul energy across the world and transform mystically into liquid air, moving with the speed of the wind. They can enter the body of anyone and use their physical form to achieve their objective.


    FROM THE NAVEL


    Firerulers: dwellers and champions of the canyon lands.


    Ability: to manipulate fire either from within or from an external source.


    FROM THE SACRAL


    Waterclaspers: dwellers of the ice regions and keepers of the land of ice.


    Ability: to manipulate water and the ability to boil or freeze it. They can also cleanse the body and heal illnesses.


    FROM THE ROOT


    Earthfollowers: dwellers of the rural lands and guardians of the fertile earth.


    Ability: to manipulate earth, including the ability to turn a person to stone. They can see other people’s mental images using their earth connection. They can also heal some illnesses.

  


  
    Creatures of the Lands of Sahas


    Falcon guard: A shapeshifter—but only of three forms. A creature that can take the form of person, a falcon, and a mix of both. They are gifted with the ability to manipulate fire from inside and outside their bodies. They are the only creatures in this world to have the power to manipulate one of the four elements of astrology: fire.


    Glowdrums: Small insects that can emit light from their bodies. They are meateaters, preferring a diet of slugs.


    Jackback: Four-legged animal with shaggy fur and curled horns either side of its head. Chews continually, regurgitating its food. These animals are able to travel great distances without food or water. They are incredibly affectionate creatures and rarely sold because of their tendency to imprint their first owner’s face to memory, binding them to such person for life. These animals have been known, if sold, to travel huge distances to return to their first owner.


    Limpton lizard: A small lizard with dark, protruding eyes, four rather nasty looking horns on the rear of its head, and scales the colour of white sand. They are grumpy little creatures with the tendency to bite the people they don’t like. Non-poisonous.


    Melamite mouse: Tiny rodent of the desert. Its white fur helps it to blend into the white sand. It has large black eyes, big ears and larger back legs than the front. Its long tail is forked at the end. They can hop, gallop and run with exceptional speed. They are usually nocturnal, preferring to stay out of the heat of daylight hours.


    Minion: A furless monkey-like creature with an evil face and gigantic appetite for mischief. They have large eyes and pointed ears, and four sharp anterior teeth in each jaw for gnawing. They are meateaters and can be highly aggressive if provoked. If bitten, their saliva carries harmful bacteria that can cause sickness and sometimes death. They have the ability to channel powers, but cannot use those powers themselves. They are highly sought-after creatures, often captured and trained to channel powers from one being to another.


    Sandgroper: A giant desert snake with a scaled brown body and a large fin segmented with bones fanning from its head to back. Three horns protrude above its dirty yellow eyes. These are scavengers of the desert, preferring to eat dead animals, but they will hunt their prey if hungry enough. Constricts their prey.


    Spiderflax: Giant black spider with a shining body laced with the slightest shade of red around their legs. Eight vastly different-sized eyes dusted with a tinge of red. Highly poisonous.

  


  
    Beings of the Underworld


    Dementra: A master of elemental evil. Their powers are yet to be revealed. They stand ready to flee the darkness of the underworld, but they are trapped in its fiery realm. Three are known to have mysteriously escaped their dark prison: Amual, Lowbah, and Piceptus. Up to now they have been happy to hide or blend into their surroundings, but the world is changing.

  


  
    Book Two: The City of Souls


    The children were unaware of the dark forces that had gathered in the south. A force far greater than any seen before had grown into a power of unconquerable strength. From the very first night of Mai and Long’s journey, the eyes from which this force had grown had been searching for them. The search would not stop until the prophecy, its foreknowledge, and the children were extinguished.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Sand Slavers


    The four children had travelled a long way. The mountain had disappeared behind them and so had the crumbled Castle of Stone. Akra had been attentive throughout the whole journey, listening to Sahib talk about the City of Beams. Behind them Long listened in, but Mai sensed a twinge of jealousy was beginning to twist his thoughts. Sahib and Akra were friends now. Long’s ‘buddy for life’ had been yanked away from him—by a sealer of all things. Mai noticed the frown on Long’s face; he pushed his eyebrows closer together as he watched Sahib and Akra talk. Every so often he stopped to rub his ankles. Mai knew the burns around them would not heal quickly. The wound left from the searing grasp of Amual, which had almost pulled him to his death, would soon blister. What she didn’t know was that two nasty red streaks were beginning to snake their way up Long’s legs, and with them came an unusual meddling in his thoughts. 

			When it was clear to Mai that they had walked as far as possible for that day, they found a place to rest. Long collected some dead wood, and with Akra’s fireruling skills a crackling fire soon spread its warmth as the darkness of night settled over them. It was a clear night. A starlit blanket twinkled above them. Each of the children, too tired to eat, curled up around the fire and soon they were all asleep. Mai was happy to be back on her journey to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. But as she slept, her twitching eyelids told a different story. Her mind replayed memories of the last few days. It was a skill only thoughtbankers possessed: the ability to replay a memory as if it were a dream.

			Seemingly untroubled about the events of the last few days, Barka sat on a large log next to the fire as the children slept. The small lizard’s dark, protruding eyes rolled around, searching for another juicy beetle attracted to the firelight. His large sticky tongue lapped around one of the horns on the rear of his head, cleaning away a piece of fly-flax wing. Then his eyes found something juicer than a fly-flax. The long, tube-like body of a wormwod slid across the ground. Barka jumped from the log and scampered after it. The wormwod sensed the danger and quickly slithered away from the light of the fire and into the dark shadows. Barka chased the wormwod until it reached a small hole next to a large blackened tree with enormous branches that stretched out into long twisted shapes. Without a second to spare, the wormwod disappeared down the tiny hole just as Barka’s tongue shot out. The little lizard scratched at the hole but there was little he could do. The wormwod had burrowed in deep. 

			A rustling sound came from high above in the blackened tree. It wasn’t loud enough to wake the four children sleeping nearby, but it was loud enough for Barka. The lizard stopped still, with one front leg planted on the ground and the other in mid-air. His eyes rolled upwards. A low snort from something hiding in the tree made him scamper back to the fire. He slid quickly into Mai’s pocket and didn’t come out until the pale shine of daylight made the tree visible again. By morning, and after a lizard-type inspection, the tree looked like all the other trees and had nothing particularly large or frightening hiding in its branches. 

			Mai was the first to wake after Barka. She smoothed away her sleepiness, circling her face with her hands three times. She wished for a handful of water to wash away her tiredness, but once again they had barely enough water to drink. Over the course of the day they would leave the land of Rooruh and journey back into the desert through the thoughtbankers’ land of Sahas to the second token tower. There, they would drink their fill and replenish their water supply. They would rest for the night and then move on to the third tower, before continuing north to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. 

			Mai stood up and stretched, looking over at Long. Her brother was curled up next to a log. The thought of nearly losing him on the mountain had unearthed a heavy responsibility. Even though he was older than her, and acting as her chaperone, she knew this journey would be dangerous for them both. Now she believed nothing would break their kinship—they were thoughtbankers of the desert, and even though Long didn’t care to develop his skill, he was still like her, born of the sands of thought. 

			She kneeled down and gently pushed his shoulder. He snorted and rolled over. She leant into his ear and whispered. ‘Wake up.’ 

			His body jolted. ‘Get out of my way. I’ll kill it!’ he screamed. His hands thrust upwards as though he was ready to swing a sword.

			‘Wake up!’ Mai shook him this time. 

			Long jerked awake.

			‘Dreaming again?’ 

			‘Why do you do that?’ Long snapped. ‘You never let me finish.’

			‘The end result would be the same in every dream you have anyway.’

			‘That’s not the point,’ he said, stretching. ‘Just once I’d like to see myself killing the siger.’

			‘So, it’s a siger you’re about to kill in your dreams this time.’

			‘Yes, and it was big.’ He stretched his arms out wide. 

			‘Have you ever seen one?’ Sahib asked.

			Long spun around. ‘Yes, and it was big, with teeth this long.’ He held apart two fingers from either hand, almost the width of his chest to show the size. 

			‘Long,’ Mai interrupted. ‘They weren’t that big.’ 

			He brought his fingers together a little. She shook her head. He closed the gap a little more. She raised one eyebrow. He rolled his eyes at her, dropping his hands to his sides. 

			‘They were teeth, sharp and ready to rip anything or anyone to shreds. It doesn’t matter how big they were.’

			Akra awoke as Mai started dividing the last of the food into small portions to eat before they journeyed on. She didn’t give them much time for breakfast, encouraging them to eat quickly. They needed to travel over the boundary hill as fast as possible. 

			When they had finished eating Mai hurried them along, keeping up a good pace. The sun was a quarter high in the sky when they reached the first sand dune. They were weary but there was no time to rest. 

			By midday the desert baked under the heat, its burning hands reaching out to quietly torture them. Like a sickness it gradually weakened them, and little by little their steps began to slow. 

			‘I hate the desert,’ Long moaned. 

			‘It’s not far now,’ Mai said, attempting to console her brother. 

			‘I don’t know how you can live in a place like this.’ Sahib kicked up the sand as he shuffled along behind them. 

			Suddenly Mai stopped. ‘Did you hear that?’ 

			Long had apparently not realised Mai was actually talking to Akra. ‘Yeah, we finally have one thing in common,’ he said to his sister. ‘He hates the desert too.’

			‘Quiet, Long,’ Mai snapped.

			The colour drained from Mai’s face. Her heart leapt. It was too late. They had walked into a trap. Akra reached for his padiqua, but Mai shook her head. 

			‘There are too many,’ Mai whispered. ‘Everyone stay calm.’

			Sahib frowned, searching the dunes. There was nothing to see but sand, haze and heat. 

			Mai could see the panic on Long’s face. His moaning had been forgotten for now. Mai realised he knew her too well—they were the closest of all their siblings. He would often joke about the strange faces she would make when she was thoughtbanking. Other times he would tell her she looked distracted. Right now it was a little of both. 

			All at once, several heads wrapped like mummies with slits of shadow for eyes rose out of the sand. Ragged cloaks were draped from their shoulders, and from these hanging shreds the sand rained down, returning to the desert dunes. Under the tattered cloaks were bodies bound in leather, and weapons swung loosely from belts around their middles. Their arms were solid and strong. On the ends of their fingers were claws instead of nails. When the circle of capture was complete, the sand slavers stood still, waiting.

			‘We should run,’ Sahib said courageously. ‘Now!’

			‘No. They’re not known to you. Slavers are fast. That’s why they are waiting. To see who runs so they can attack.’ Mai calmed her fearful thoughts before she spoke. ‘Just let me do the talking.’ 

			‘Mai.’ Long looked concerned as he stared at his sister. ‘You’re gifted, but not for this.’ 

			A gush of wind swept up one of the sand slavers, and in the next second it reappeared in front of Mai. She had completely missed the movement—slavers were mystical creatures. The elders in Mai’s village had told her the old tale of their birth. A mystical wind conjured by Master Ventus, they’d said, gave the slavers powers, but to balance such force they were sworn into slavery themselves. Only for seven days in each year would they leave the hidden city. This time was called the Reaping, when groups of slavers would leave their secret city in search of anyone who walked the sand. They would capture these poor people and take them to their land where each one would be bound in a mystical bondage and put to work. 

			The slaver spoke in a language only Mai could understand. Long was multilingual but not in the sand slavers’ ancient language. The elders of their village knew it and taught it, but Mai had studied harder than Long. 

			In a husky, commanding tone the sand slaver said, ‘You belong to us now. You can try to run, but if you do you will lose your last few days of freedom.’

			Mai pushed aside her fear as best she could. ‘I’m on a pilgrimage to the Valley of a Thousand Thoughts. Please allow me to complete my journey.’ She finished with a bow of respect.

			The sand slaver laughed, its voice one of thrilling tones and husky violence. Then the slits of shadow bore down upon Mai. ‘You belong to us now. Your journey is over.’

			She nodded in submission. It was the only thing she could do to protect them all. She turned to her companions. ‘We must do as they say. We belong to them now.’

			‘What?’ Sahib stepped boldly forward. ‘They will never own me!’ But before he could call upon the power of light and dark, two slavers grabbed him. A roar escaped the mouth of one. From the other, the bondage of the sand slavers was locked around Sahib’s neck. The collar of ownership with its mystical powers silenced him immediately. Sahib lost all knowledge of his life, his powers, and his true self. The oracle was now a slave.

			‘We must do what they say,’ Mai repeated softly. ‘Do you understand?’ She looked at Akra, who nodded in compliance. 

			‘Long?’ 

			His face was tight, his skin flushed red.

			‘Long, I need you to do this. Please be careful.’

			He nodded, and almost instantly Mai relaxed. 

			Mai sent a thought to Akra. We must do what they want … for now. 

			Akra remained calm, trusting Mai. He began to search the sand slavers’ minds. Rummaging through their thoughts, he searched for a weakness. 

			Mai knew he would soon recognise how cruel these creatures could be. He would find nothing but anger and violence in their thoughts. She herself found it difficult to be in their minds and so chose to leave their thoughts to themselves, fearing that their mystical ways might find a way to channel into her mind. 

			The sand slavers instructed the four pilgrims to walk, and walk they did, but not towards the second token tower. Mai knew they would be taken to the sand slavers’ secret city. It was a city built  on ridges of brown stone, they’d said, carved into the mountain with its dwellings protected deep in the earth. But these were just tales. She couldn’t be sure they were true, because no one had ever returned from the secret city of the sand slavers. All she could do was believe they would find a way to escape before they were all bound into slavery forever. 
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