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THE NEW BIKE
‘Get out here,’ came the shrill voices. ‘We know you are in there!’
Luna hid in the cubicle, covering her ears in an attempt to block out the sound but failing.
‘It’ll be worse the longer you wait,’ came the leering voice of Becca, the girl who all the others followed. 
Luna wished, not for the first time in her life, that she could be swallowed by the cubicle and taken to a place far far away. Her mind began to drift as she tried to block out the unpleasantness that was coming, fantasizing about the warm embrace of the Madrid sun she missed so much, which had always been able to lift her spirits. She wondered when she would see it again. Glancing at the window behind her, she was brought back to reality, the cold and gloomy London sky tapping against it with raindrops.
‘We don’t want girls like you here,’ said another of the girls, banging on the door.
Luna looked down at herself through the pair of round glasses perched on her small pointy nose. She was short for a girl of twelve, with soulful black eyes and skin a light shade of brown, which was a product of both the sunshine and her Caribbean heritage on her father’s side. Her frizzy hair fell in rich curls down her back, always unruly and free. She wondered what it was about her appearance that always caused the bullies to go for her.
‘We’re not going anywhere,’ said Becca. 
Luna thought her options through. These girls were particularly vicious; it was unlikely that they would get tired and leave. It didn’t seem that she could avoid what was coming to her, so she slowly undid the latch on the cubicle door and pushed it open.
The girls grabbed her and pulled her out of the cubicle, laughing at it all as if it was some kind of brilliant joke. One of them took her glasses whilst another pulled at her hair. Through it all Luna just looked at the ground, scared to do anything that might encourage them.
‘Look at these things,’ said the girl that had taken the glasses, laughing and bending them. ‘They look ridiculous,’ she said, tossing them to the ground.
‘Please be careful with them,’ said Luna quietly. ‘They’re the only ones I’ve got.’
‘Really?’ asked Becca, putting her hand on Luna’s chin and lifting it up. She was a pretty girl with wavy dark hair and large, slightly almond-shaped eyes. She walked over to the glasses and lifted her foot over them. ‘Looks like you are going to be needing some new ones, hopefully better-looking than these.’ The other girls snickered.
‘Please, don’t!’ pled Luna, which only made Becca’s leer widen.
At that moment, the door to the bathroom opened and someone walked in. It was Ms. Ainsworth, Luna’s English teacher.
‘What’s going on here?’ she asked, hands on her hips.
As soon as they saw her walk in, the girls all let go of Luna and took a step back. ‘Nothing, Ms. Ainsworth,’ they all said in unison.
Becca leaned down, picked up Luna’s glasses and returned them to her.
‘There you go,’ she said. ‘We’ll be seeing you later, Luna.’ She looked at the other girls. ‘Let’s get going.’
They giggled and walked out of the bathroom and into the corridor, leaving Luna feeling shaken and upset. Ms. Ainsworth leaned down and looked at her with concern. She was a young teacher in her early thirties, with blonde hair tied back neatly in a ponytail and a kind face.
‘Are you ok, Luna?’ she asked gently. ‘Were they bullying you?’
Luna didn’t want to tell on the girls. She knew that that would bring nothing but trouble.
‘No, they were just showing me where the bathroom was,’ she lied.
Ms. Ainsworth frowned and bit her lip. 
‘Well, if they give you any trouble at all, you let me know, ok?’ she said, smiling.
Luna nodded.
‘How are you feeling so far, anyway? Your mum told me you moved here recently. Is everything going alright?’
Luna desperately wanted to tell Ms. Ainsworth everything. How she hated the weather in London. How she disliked how cold the people were. How she had trouble with the accent. How she didn’t have any friends in school and missed her friends back in Madrid. In the end though, she decided against it. Telling grown-ups about these things never seemed to help, and she liked Ms. Ainsworth. She didn’t want to give her a bad impression of herself.
‘Yes,’ said Luna, managing a smile. ‘Everything is going great.’
‘Glad to hear that,’ said Ms. Ainsworth. ‘You’d better hurry off now, you don’t want to be late for your classes in your first week, do you?’
Luna shook her head and left the bathroom to go back to her class, silently thanking Ms. Ainsworth for her timely arrival. It was Maths, and she found herself quickly zoning out and daydreaming, drawing pictures in a little sketchbook she carried around everywhere. She drew fairies and dragons, ogres and elves, and drew herself in the pictures, a hero dressed in armour. Luna desperately wished for a way to become a part of the world in her imagination.
The rest of the morning went by quite quickly, one class melting into another as the moment Luna dreaded the most approached: the time to go home. She was terrified of Becca and the other girls waiting for her outside the school gates, where there was nowhere to hide and no teachers to come to her rescue. Luna had been bullied ever since she was a small child. She was shy and had trouble making friends, and even in her old school in Madrid it had been a daily problem, something she had grown used to living with. Her parents had thought that the change of city might be just what she needed, but so far for Luna, it wasn’t working.
The bell rang and Luna packed up her things, delaying and spending as much time as possible so as to avoid the girls, but it was no use; when she walked out of the main gates, there they were waiting for her. They were a little older and little taller than her, and Luna, carrying her sketchbook in her hands, started trembling slightly as she took the only path out of the school, which led her straight past them.
‘Well, look what we have here,’ said Becca. ‘If it isn’t our good friend Luna.’ She sneered. ‘Don’t think you got away so easily.’
Luna tried to ignore her and walk around them, but they blocked her way. She turned round, trying to find some help or another way to go, but there was no one there, and Becca’s friends quickly formed a circle around her. Luna hugged her sketchbook tightly to her chest as if it was a shield that could defend her.
‘What’s that you have there?’ said one of the girls, snatching it away from her.
‘Hey, give that back!’ 
Luna lunged, trying to grab it, but the girl pushed her back with one hand and passed her sketchbook to Becca. She opened the sketchbook and leafed through it, giggling.
‘Wow, did you ever see anything so pathetic?’ she asked the other girls, pointing at a drawing of Luna fighting a dragon. ‘You will never be a hero,’ she said to Luna.
‘Someone’s coming, Becca,’ one of the other girls said to her. 
Becca snorted, annoyed. ‘Fine.’ She looked Luna straight in the eyes. ‘This is worthless, just like you,’ she said, throwing the sketchbook into a puddle of muddy rainwater by the kerb. One of the other girls shoved Luna, hard, and they ran off laughing.
Luna felt the tears start pouring down her face as she sat on the cold pavement. After a few seconds, she managed to stand up and walk over to where her notebook was. She picked it up and cradled it, a ruined treasure, its pages brown and soggy. She desperately tried to salvage what she could, wiping the paper on her wet school uniform, then dejectedly began her walk home. A lonely squirrel stared at her from the top of a roadside tree branch. Luna sensed sympathy in its eyes. After a few seconds it cocked its head as if it had heard something and scampered off. Luna wiped her eyes and silently admonished herself for being silly. Squirrels didn’t care about people, after all.
✦
When Luna got home her mother, Hannah, looked at her with green eyes wide as saucers.
‘What happened to you?’ she asked with concern.
Luna, who had been bottling all her emotions in since the morning bathroom incident, broke down and cried, her loud sobs filling the small apartment. Her mother walked over to her and stroked her hair lovingly.
‘There, there,’ she said. ‘How about I run you a hot bath and you tell me all about it.’
Luna bit her lip and nodded, teary-eyed, and in no time at all her mother had a warm, bubbly bath ready for her. Her mom stepped outside, and, as Luna took her muddy clothes off and stepped into the tub, she felt all her pain melting away as if the dragon from her pictures was burning the fear away with its fiery breath.
When she was safely under the bubbles, her mom came back in and shampooed her hair gently. ‘Were they bullying you again?’ she asked Luna quietly.
‘Yes,’ she said simply.
‘That’s outrageous! Don’t they know how to protect you in that school? I think I should have a word with your teacher. I don’t think she’s doing enough.’
‘No, mum,’ Luna said, putting a soapy hand on her mother’s arm. ‘Ms. Ainsworth actually helped me, she’s really nice. Please don’t make a big deal out of this’
‘But we have to do something about it,’ her mum fussed. ‘We moved for your Dad’s job, sure, but also for you, so you would be safer and more protected in school.’
‘I don’t want to have to be protected, mom,’ Luna said. ‘I just want to be able to go through school like the other kids. I’m sure it will get better.’ Luna looked at her mom. ‘I miss my friends in Madrid, though,’ she said softly.
Her mom smiled at her. ‘I know, honey, I know. We’re all missing it a lot right now.’ She sighed. ‘Just try to hang in there, ok? I’m sure things will work out.’ She stood up, walking to the bathroom door. ‘I’ve got to go pick up your brother, ok? Dad will be home soon. When he gets back, we have a surprise for you.’
Luna soaked in the water, wondering what the surprise might be. Not for the first time, she felt a bit jealous of her little brother, who always seemed to cut her time with her mom short. He was only five years old, still in kindergarten, but Luna and he didn’t get on very well. Where she was quiet and bookish, he was loud and energetic, and every time they had a fight or something went wrong, it always seemed to be Luna’s fault. She hated that.
She finished her bath and dried herself with a towel, examining her face in the mirror. For the second time that day, she wondered why it was always her. What have I done to deserve this? She didn’t have an answer to that question.
Luna walked into the small bedroom she shared with her brother and changed into clean clothes. She stared at her pet turtle, who was happily paddling in his water tank, and wished her life could be as carefree as his was. She poured a little food in for him and quietly watched him eat. When he was done she could have sworn that he nodded his head at her in gratitude. Shaking her head to snap out of it, she headed to the living room. Her father had just arrived home from work and was sitting on the sofa quietly reading a newspaper. She ran over to him and hugged him.
‘Hey, sweetie,’ he said, ruffling her hair. ‘How was your day?’
Luna always found it easier to open up to her Dad than her mom. He was called Javier and had dark skin like her own, in such stark contrast with her mother’s paleness. She didn’t know why it was, but it just felt like he always knew exactly what she was trying to say.
‘Not so good, Dad,’ she said, looking down. ‘I was bullied again. They ruined my sketchbook,’ she said quietly. ‘They called me worthless.’
Her Dad lifted up her chin like Becca had earlier, but with tenderness instead of malice. He frowned.
‘There is nothing worthless about you,’ he said in his powerful voice. ‘I bet you those girls are nowhere as interesting as you. They are probably just jealous.’
‘I doubt it,’ she said.
‘Luna, listen to me,’ he said slightly more sternly. ‘You need to start standing up for yourself more. If you let these girls treat you like this from the beginning, then that’s how they are going to treat you throughout.’
‘But there are so many of them.’
‘I'm sure, but they always follow someone. Do you know who their leader is?’
Luna nodded. ‘Yes, Dad. Her name’s Becca.’
‘Right. Well, what you need to do is stand up to her. When the others see that you are not scared of her, they will leave you alone. I’m sure.’
‘You think so?’
‘I know so,’ he said firmly. ‘I’m not sure I have ever told you this story before, but, when I was young, back in the Dominican Republic, we lived in a poor part of town. One day, a group of men came to our house and asked me to join their gang. I was excited, but when I saw my mother and brother’s faces, I knew I couldn’t do it. These were bad people.’
‘So what happened? Did you join them?’ she asked, engrossed in her father’s story.
‘Of course not. I said no to them, but, you have to understand Luna, these weren’t the kind of men you just said no to. They kept harassing me when I walked past them in the street, and one day they even came to my house to threaten my mother and brother.’
Luna gasped.
‘That’s when I decided it was enough. I went to find the leader at his house and told him that I wanted him to leave my family alone. He laughed at me, and I hit him. I knocked him to the ground before he could react.’ His Dad smiled, reminiscing. ‘Of course his thugs were there too, and they had knives, so they quickly got me under control. He could have killed me then and there, but when he stood up he had a smile on his face. He told me that I was brave and that it was a pity I wouldn’t join their gang, and he promised me that no harm would come to me or my family.’
‘Did he keep his word, Dad?’
‘Well, sort of,’ he said, chuckling. He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a long mark on his upper arm. ‘You might have seen this scar before. I got it from the knife of one of those gang members. But, after that day, they never bothered us again.’
‘Wow,’ said Luna in awe. ‘I had no idea your life was that exciting!’
‘It really wasn’t,’ he said, ruffling her hair. ‘Anyway, the point I’m trying to make is sometimes you have no option but to fight for what you want. Trying to make everyone like you is impossible, there are always going to be those who won't. Stand up to them, Luna.’
Luna smiled. ‘I think I understand, Dad.’
‘Great. Now help me lay the table before your mom gets back!’
They set about putting the plates, knives and forks on the table, and, no sooner had they finished than Luna’s mother walked through the door red-faced and panting, dragging her brother Pablo behind her. His face was even redder than hers and he was screaming and bawling.
‘I want to play at school some more!’ he yelled. 
‘Pablo,’ said Javier in a cross voice. ‘This is no way to treat your mother, apologize right now.’
As if someone had flipped an off switch, Pablo immediately stopped crying, a look of shock on his face. Luna smiled contentedly to herself. Her Dad always had that effect on him.
‘Sorry, mom,’ he said, looking down at his feet. Pablo looked more like his mom, with her same green eyes and blonde hair and skin a paler shade of brown than Luna’s.
Luna’s mom let out a big, exhausted breath. ‘That’s ok, Pablo. I really wish we didn’t have to do this after school every day, though. I feel like I’m going to get superhero muscles from dragging you home all the time.’
Javier winked at her, and Luna giggled. He walked over to Hannah and gave her a kiss, taking off her coat and hanging it up for her.
‘Good to see you, dear,’ he said. ‘Shall we eat?’
‘Oh, yes please, I'm starving,' said her mom.
They sat down at the table and had stew, with crusty bread to dip in. The food was good and Luna was feeling a lot better than she had that afternoon. She had totally forgotten about the surprise her mother had mentioned until her father brought it up after they had finished eating.
‘So Luna, I think your mom told you that we have a surprise for you,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘Walking to school feels like it has been a bit stressful for you, and it takes some time to get there.’
‘Yes,’ continued her mother. ‘So, we thought it would be nice if you had a bike, so you can make it there faster. We remembered how much you liked riding your cousin’s one in Madrid, so…’
‘You got me my own bike?’ said Luna. She couldn’t believe her luck.
‘Yes,’ said her mom. ‘Of course you have to be very careful with it; only ride it on the bicycle lane or sidewalk and make sure to lock it well when you are in school, but we think you are responsible enough.’
Luna rushed to hug both of them. ‘Oh my gosh! Thanks so much! This is so cool!’
‘Why does Luna get to have a bike but I don’t?’ said Pablo, but nothing could spoil Luna’s mood. 
‘Let me go get it for you,’ said her dad, walking out into the corridor and reappearing a few seconds later with a beautiful green bike, just the right size for her. Luna stroked its shiny metal and ran her hands over the basket and wheels, thrilled beyond imagining. She had always wanted a bike, and now she had one. She had one!
When Luna went to bed that night she felt restless with excitement. Any apprehension she had felt about going back to school the next day was gone. She couldn’t wait to try her bike.
✦
The next morning Luna jumped out of bed, got dressed and went to the front door to make sure that her bike was still there. She looked at it proudly for a few seconds then skipped into the kitchen to make herself some breakfast. Her mom, dad and brother were already eating in the dining room, and she sat down and poured herself a bowl of cereal and milk.
‘Good morning, sweetheart,’ said her mom, giving her a kiss on the cheek.
‘Strange weather today,’ said her father to no one in particular, as he gazed out the window.
Luna looked too. He was right, it was strange weather. The sun was shining and it was raining lightly at the same time, which by itself wouldn’t be that odd, but what made things weirder was the colour of the sky: a purplish, orangey blue. Luna had never seen a sky that colour.
‘Maybe you shouldn’t ride your bike today. It looks like the rain could get worse,’ he said.
Luna shook her head adamantly. There was no way she wasn’t riding her bike today.
‘Fine, I suppose. Just be extra careful,’ said her father.
The mention of the bike had stirred Pablo, who up until that moment had been munching on his toast contentedly. 
‘Why does Luna get a bike and I don’t?’ he whined, repeating the question from the previous evening. Luna rolled her eyes.
‘Because,’ her mother began, sighing, ‘your sister is older than you. You can’t go to school by yourself. When you are her age, you can get a bike.’
Pablo was silent for a second, lost in thought.
‘But I can never be her age. She will always be older than me. That’s not fair!’
They all burst out laughing at that but Pablo didn’t seem to think it was funny. He crossed his arms and sulked for the remainder of breakfast.
When Luna had finished clearing up her plates she walked to the front door, eager to get on her bike and head out. She was stopped by her dad.
‘Aren’t you going to say goodbye?’ he asked her.
Luna smiled and ran over to him, giving him a big kiss on his stubbly cheek. 
‘Have fun with your bike,’ he said. ‘And remember what we talked about yesterday. Good things will come of standing up to bullies.’
Luna nodded, then carefully led her bike out of the main door and into the elevator, painstakingly avoiding any contact with the walls which would scrape the paint. When she got downstairs she adjusted the seat and climbed on, thrilled by the feeling of freedom she got. The rain was very light now and there was a slightly cool breeze whipping her face as she pedaled her way to school. For the first time, she appreciated the London weather and even found herself liking the rain. The sky above her was the same strange colour that it had been earlier, but she didn’t pay attention to it.
As she rode, she caught sight of a homeless man sitting with his back against a wall. He looked disheveled and worn out, with an overgrown beard and grubby clothes, but he smiled at her kindly, and she slowed down.
'That’s a lovely bike you have there,’ he said, his eyes twinkling as he admired it. He had a northern English accent.
‘Thanks,’ said Luna, who had been taught not to talk to strangers but felt very sorry for the man, who only looked in his twenties. ‘Are you OK?’
The man gave a sad smile. ‘It’s been a while since anyone has asked me that. Most people don’t notice you when you live on the streets. Or even worse, the pretend not to notice you,’ he added with a murmur.
‘What happened to you?’

‘Oh, you know, the usual. I made some bad decisions here, trusted some people I shouldn’t have there...' He shrugged. ‘But it’s hard, you know? People never realize just how hard it is...They just assume you are lazy or that you get what you deserve. I...I miss my mum and dad so much some days. But I can’t go back,’ he said, shaking his head.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Luna, biting her lip and feeling bad for asking. 
‘Sorry? No, don’t be. You did nothing wrong. It’s nice that someone cares enough to ask,’ he said, smiling.
Luna was suddenly struck by an urge to help the man, so she fished around in her backpack and produced five pounds, the last of her pocket money for the month.
‘Here,’ she said, giving it to the man.
He smiled, and took it in his hands. ‘Thanks, love,’ he said, with the warmest smile she had ever seen. ‘I’ll pay back the favour one day, I promise. I’m Alex, by the way.’
‘I’m Luna,’ she said.
‘Luna,’ he said, as if to himself. ‘What a lovely name. Well, Luna, I wish you a wonderful day with your new bike. Be good to it!’
‘Thanks, Alex,’ she said. ‘I hope I see you again soon.’
‘Oh, I’m sure you will,’ he said with a smile. 
It was an odd comment, but soon she was riding again with the wind through her hair, completely consumed by the magic of her new bike, and didn’t give it a second thought. It only took her about ten more minutes to make it to school. She was slightly early and felt great, but, as she approached the gates, she was dismayed to see that Becca was there, by herself. As soon as Becca caught sight of her she moved to block her way, and suddenly madness overwhelmed Luna. Instead of slowing down, she accelerated, heading straight for Becca. Becca stood her ground thinking that Luna would stop, but she just kept going. At the very last moment Becca jumped out of the way.
‘Are you crazy?’ she shouted after her, but Luna rode on past her, smiling to herself and heading to the bicycle rack at the side of the school, where she parked and locked her bike. She felt great.
Taking the back entrance to school to avoid Becca, Luna headed to her first class of the day, English. Ms. Ainsworth was a good teacher and Luna felt full of energy, even volunteering to answer multiple questions, unlike her normal shy self. When the bell rang for the next period she packed up her books and walked out of the corridor to go to her next class, smiling at Ms Ainsworth on her way.
As soon as she stepped into the hallway somebody pushed her against the wall. Becca was there with all of her friends. Everyone in the corridor was staring at them.
‘What was all that about earlier?’ Becca snarled. ‘You almost ran me over.’
‘I-I didn’t see you,’ stammered Luna, regretting the words even as they came out of her mouth.
‘Liar. You saw me all right. You rode straight at me on that new bicycle of yours,’ she said, pressing down on Luna’s chest harder and making it difficult to breathe.
‘Becca, let me go. You’re hurting me,’ Luna pleaded.
For the second time that week Luna was saved by Ms. Ainsworth, who had just walked out of the classroom.
‘Rebecca Zimmermann! What are you doing? Let go of Luna this second,’ she said, her eyes flaring.
Becca slowly brought her arm down.
‘Right, that’s it. You are coming with me to the headmaster’s office,’ she said, motioning for Becca to follow her. ‘As for the rest of you, I don’t know what you are all looking at. Don’t you have classes to go to?’
As if the play button had been pressed, everyone went back to their business, walking off to their next class. Just before she went with Ms. Ainsworth, Becca turned round to Luna.
‘You’ve really done it now,’ she hissed. ‘I won’t forget this.’
‘That’s enough, Rebecca,’ said Ms. Ainsworth.
Becca turned on her heels, seething, and followed Ms. Ainsworth down the corridor, leaving Luna shaking after this new threat.
✦
Luna’s mood was nowhere near as good as it had been in the morning. She was terrified of what Becca and her friends might do to her. Try as she may she couldn’t focus, and she was scolded more than once by her teachers for daydreaming. Little did they know that Luna was far from dreaming, instead running over possible scenarios of what would happen when Becca’s friends caught up with her.
Finally the school day dragged to an end, and she resignedly packed her stuff up. Before she could leave, there was a knock on the door and Ms. Ainsworth came in. The class was emptying fast, and by the time Luna had finished packing her books they were the only ones left.
‘Luna, can I have a word?’ said Ms. Ainsworth.
‘Of course,’ Luna said. ‘What is it, Miss?’
‘About what happened earlier…You told me that the girls weren’t bullying you yesterday. That wasn’t true, was it?’
Luna looked at the ground. ‘No, it wasn’t.’
‘You have to tell me the truth. Your mom called me this morning and she didn’t sound happy. If you don’t let me know when you are being bullied, I can’t help you,’ she said.
‘I don’t want help,’ said Luna, raising her voice slightly and startling Ms. Ainsworth. ‘I don’t want to be just some helpless little girl that needs others to defend her. I’m tired of being bullied, Miss. Why do they keep doing this to me?’
Ms. Ainsworth looked at her very kindly. ‘I don’t know why, Luna. I think you are great. Things won’t always be this bad, I’m sure,’ she said, giving Luna’s shoulder a little squeeze. ‘But you have to realize that it’s ok to need help sometimes. It doesn’t make you any less brave or strong. In fact, I think that people who know when they need help are the strongest of all,’ she said with a wide smile.
‘Thanks, Ms. Ainsworth,’ Luna said. She felt a bit better after their talk.
‘You are welcome. You should head off home. Your mom told me about your new bike, you must be desperate to ride it!’
My bike! With all the commotion of the morning’s events, Luna had totally forgotten about it.
‘Yes, I should get going,’ Luna said. ‘See you tomorrow Miss!’
‘I hope so,’ said Ms. Ainsworth with a slightly strange smile. 
Luna didn’t have time to think about what that odd comment meant as she walked towards the back entrance of the school where her bike was parked. When she stepped out, she noticed that the weather seemed even more unusual than earlier, the sky now a deep purple with heavy swirling clouds dotting it, threatening a storm.
Luna came in sight of her bike, then stopped in her tracks. Oh no! Oh no! The beautiful green paint had been scratched by what looked like keys and the tyres seemed to have been punctured by something sharp. They were completely flat. Luna’s shoulders slumped as she walked up to her destroyed bike. Stuck to the seat was a little note:
“Enjoy your new bike. Becca”
Luna was too upset for tears, so she just sat on her bike seat in complete silence for a few seconds, gazing vacantly ahead. Why did I do that this morning? If I hadn’t… she shook her head. She had been right to ignore Becca and stand up to her. And yet...her poor bike.
As she thought this through, she noticed something peculiar in the small basket at the front on the bike. It was a rectangular cream-coloured envelope with an unusual wax seal on it. It was in two colours, blue and yellow, split down the middle vertically. The left side was shaped like half of a stylized drop of water, whilst the right was half a blazing sun, it’s rays spreading outward. It was a very strange looking symbol indeed. Curious, Luna walked over and picked up the envelope. It felt surprisingly heavy in her hands and the texture was most unusual, almost fuzzy, like the skin of a peach.
Luna didn’t know why this envelope was in her bike or if it was meant for her, but it looked so strange and out of place that she couldn’t help herself; she slid her finger beneath the seal and broke it. After she did, the remains of the seal fizzled and burst into the air like miniature fireworks, surprising her. She lifted the flap and pulled out a letter from inside the envelope.
“To whomever it may concern,
If you are reading this, it means that Iluvia is in a time of desperate need and requires your assistance. You must make haste. To reach us, mount your steed and ride in circles. It might prove unpleasant, but it is the only way. Good luck.”
The letter was written in a flowing, old style of handwriting and was not signed. Luna was utterly flabbergasted. What is Iluvia? Why is this letter in my bike? And what on earth is my steed? She looked at her bike doubtfully. It had seen better days. She didn’t know if it counted as a steed but it was the only thing she had. Luna put the letter in her pocket and began to climb back on the bike.
Suddenly, she stopped and looked around her. What if this was just a prank by Becca and the girls to make her look stupid? Maybe they just wanted to see her make a fool of herself riding in circles. Luna bit her lip. Somehow, she didn’t think so. The writing was much too fancy and besides, Becca had already left a note. Making sure no one was around, Luna climbed on her bike and slowly backed out of the rack.
The tyres screeched, scraping against the ground as Luna struggled to build momentum. She began making a slow circle, then little by little she accelerated. She was beginning to feel a little dizzy and sick. This is ridiculous. I must look crazy. She felt embarrassed but kept going, ever faster and faster, until it felt like she no longer needed to move her feet to keep going, so she stopped. 
Wait a second! I’m not pedalling! The bike was moving by itself now, faster and faster, like a whirlpool in a bathtub, and beneath it a purple vortex was opening in the ground. Luna’s eyes widened as she saw the hole grow deeper and deeper, and before she realized, the bicycle had aimed down and plunged head first into it and she was falling, surrounded by darkness. She gripped onto the handlebars for dear life and screamed.




THE BLOBKIN BOY
Luna rubbed her head and slowly opened her eyes. She looked all around. Where am I? She didn’t recognize the rolling green hills or the trees surrounding her. There was a faint mist clinging to the air and through it she thought she could distinguish the outlines of a castle. One thing seemed obvious; this wasn’t London.
She dusted herself off and stood up, trying to figure out how she had got here. I was at school, getting ready to go home. I went to my bike, and then… The bike! Now she remembered it all; the letter, the strange seal, the vortex opening up in the ground… I must have fallen through the hole and ended up here. She looked up at the sky, but there was no swirling hole up there, just a grey mass of clouds from which tiny droplets of rain were beginning to fall. Luna felt very small and alone looking up at them. She felt inside the pocket of her pants and found the envelope and letter still resting snugly there. Her bike, on the other hand, was nowhere to be found.
Luna looked down next and realized she was on a road of some sort, although it looked much older than the asphalt of London. It was made of little squares of stone, much like the old Roman roads she had seen back when she lived in Spain. Not having any idea where she was or what to do, Luna decided to follow it in the direction that led to the castle. Perhaps someone there would be able to help her. Her body felt sore, presumably from the fall through the vortex, but the weather wasn’t cold despite the light rain, and she began to feel a little better as she took in the beautiful countryside around her.
After being on the road for some minutes, Luna sensed something strange; it felt as if she was being followed. She was terrified of what she would see if she turned round, so she kept walking, not taking her eyes off the road until she worked up enough courage and spun on her heels, shaking with apprehension.
‘Why are you following me?’ she demanded, then gasped when she saw the culprit.
It was the most unusual creature that Luna had ever seen. Around the same size and height as her, it had all the normal features of a human; arms, legs, a face… What made it different was the fact that its skin was bright green and somewhat translucent. For all she could tell, it looked like it was made of jelly. In its hands it was holding a bulky sack.
Her follower looked shaken as well, its mouth hanging open. ‘I-I...what are you?’ it said, in a boy’s voice.
‘What am I? What are you?’
‘I’m a blobkin, of course. What else would I be?’ he said, looking slightly offended.
‘A blobkin? What on earth is that?’ said Luna, taking a step back.
He examined her curiously, his eyes darting from one place to another. ‘You look like a human, but why is your skin not purple?’ he asked, almost to himself.
‘Why would I be purple?’ she gasped.
The blobkin boy’s eyes widened. ‘Wait a second! You are not from around here, right?’
Luna sighed. ‘I don’t think so. Where is here, anyway?’
‘You are in Iluvia,’ he said simply, as if that explained it.
‘Iluvia? Wait a second,’ she said, reaching inside her pockets to find the letter, which she showed to him. ‘Do you know what this is?’
The boy started practically jumping up and down on the spot when he saw it. ‘Oh my! Oh my! I’m so lucky. You are the Seeker. Papa said you wouldn’t come but I knew you-’
Luna held up her palms. ‘Can you slow down for a second, please? What’s your name?’
‘Of course, how rude of myself,’ he said, bowing awkwardly to her. ‘I am Ahote Eagleheart of Fringetown. Pleasure to meet you,’ he said, stretching out his hand.
Luna took it tentatively in hers and grasped it. His green hand felt soft, like a water balloon, as if there was nothing holding it together.
‘I am Luna Reyes,’ she said. ‘But most people call me Luna.’
‘Luna. That’s a wonderful name,’ he said earnestly, letting go of her hand. She blushed a little.
‘Just now you said I was the Seeker. What did you mean by that?’
Ahote eyes sparkled with excitement. ‘I mean, I’m not sure, but…that letter, did it have a gold and blue seal on it?’
‘Yes. How did you know?’
Ahote smiled. ‘The symbol that was on the seal is the sigil of the emperor and empress. It is said that in times of great need, they will send for the Seeker to come help us from far away.’
Luna let out a laugh. ‘Well, they must have sent the letter to the wrong person. There is no way that I am the Seeker you are talking about.’
Ahote looked deadly serious. ‘You have to be. There are no mistakes with the letter. It always finds who it’s supposed to. We need to get you to Twinspire as soon as possible.’
‘Twinspire?’
‘It’s where the empress and emperor live. Well, only the empress now I suppose,’ he said quietly. ‘I can take you there.’
‘But I’ve got to get back to my parents,’ she said. ‘My bike…’ She bit her lip, remembering that it was gone.
Ahote looked at her kindly. ‘You won’t get home by standing there and fretting about it,’ he said 
Luna sighed and thought for a second. Her parents had always warned her not to trust strangers, but Ahote seemed to want to help her and she didn’t really have any other options.
‘Alright,’ she said reluctantly. ‘I suppose you are right. I’d be grateful if you could take me to the empress.’
Ahote smiled excitedly and started off down the stone road, motioning for her to follow. As they walked, it began to dawn on Luna how hungry she was. She didn’t know how long she had been lying on the ground, but by the rumbling sounds her tummy was making, it must have been some time.
‘Hey,’ she said, catching up to Ahote, who was a surprisingly fast walker, ‘I’m starving. Is there anywhere around here where we can get some food?’
Ahote slapped his forehead. ‘How rude of me not to offer! I have some mushroom pie somewhere in here,’ he said sticking his hand in the sack. ‘I was out searching for mushrooms, you see,’ he explained.
He finally found what he was looking for and produced a grubby looking piece of pie, offering it up to her. Luna wrinkled her nose slightly but took it in her hands. She took a big bite. It tasted surprisingly good; savory and soft. She realized that Ahote was looking at the pie hungrily himself, so she broke off half of it and gave it to him.
‘Thank you,’ he said gratefully.
‘Thank you,’ she said, smiling. ‘It’s your pie after all.’ An image came to her mind of the stew she had had the previous evening and she felt her eyes begin to water. She shook her head. Now wasn’t the time to cry.
They sat and munched on their pie for some time, and Luna took the opportunity to look at Ahote in more detail. He had a pronounced nose and round, brown eyes. His ears stuck out slightly from his head. His smile was wide and honest. Luna liked that. For clothes, he wore an extremely worn looking hemp vest and pants with equally worn looking shoes. Finally, Luna was surprised to see he had tattoos on his arms. Most of them were simple patterns and shapes, but there was a grizzly bear tattoo that looked very fearsome, and Ahote caught her staring at it.
‘You like my bear tattoo?’ He said, puffing out his chest proudly.
‘Yes,’ said Luna. ‘But are your parents ok with you having one? You only look around the same age as me.’
Ahote chuckled. ‘You really aren’t from around here. We blobkin use the tattoos as a way to distinguish one another. You see, because of the way we are born and the way our bodies are made, we often end up looking very similar.’
‘I see,’ said Luna, although she didn't really see at all.
‘Anyway, it’s best we carry on. It will be dark soon,’ he said, looking at the sky. ‘Not that it’s ever very light these days, mind you,’ he muttered.
They continued walking, and just as Ahote had predicted, night began to fall. As it did, the mist began to clear and Luna saw that they were getting quite close to the castle. Now that she could see it better, she was impressed. A large grey wall circled the main building, and a bustling town sprawled in front of the wall. It looked warm and welcoming. Lamps were just beginning to be turned on and Luna could hear the sounds of life coming from the houses. Even better, she could smell something that reminded her a lot of roast meat, which made her mouth water.
As they neared the town, Ahote veered off the road and started walking in a different direction.
‘Hey, where are you going?’ she called after him. ‘The town is up ahead.’
He shook his head. ‘That is Twinspire. We are not going there. My family lives in Fringetown; you can stay with us tonight.’
Following Ahote, a new sight appeared before Luna. Beside the town of Twinspire lay a small, grubby patch of land. Upon it were tents, shacks and small crumbling houses, twisting together in a chaotic way. At several spots throughout the area large bonfires were being lit, the smoke giving the whole town a surreal appearance and casting dancing shadows. Many blobkin just like Ahote were spilling out of the makeshift buildings. The first impression the town gave Luna was not great; it looked just like a slum to her.
‘Welcome to Fringetown,’ said Ahote, grinning at her reaction. ‘Not much to look at, is it? But it’s home,’ he said.
Luna gulped and nodded, following Ahote as he began winding his way through the crowds and grimy streets. The blobkin stared at her as she walked, some discreetly, others with mouths gaping open and fingers pointing. Luna saw now what Ahote had meant before; there did seem to be size differences, and it was clear that there were both males and females, but otherwise the blobkin all looked rather similar to one another, and, just as he had said, almost all of them were sporting tattoos. 
Many of the tents and shacks they walked past had totems standing outside them with different animals perched atop. Ahote led her to a small house with an Eagle totem outside of it and gently pushed open the creaky door.
‘Home sweet home,’ he said.
Luna did not know what to expect, but she was looking forward to getting some shelter from the rain, so she stepped inside. She had been mentally preparing herself for squalor and dirt, but the house was relatively clean inside. She was in a large room lined with cupboards and shelves, and in the very middle lay a big circular table around which three adult blobkin were sitting. A large candle flickered on the table, bathing the room in a warm light. There was a pot of stew next to it, and the smell of it caused Luna’s tummy to rumble again, once more reminding her with a pang of home, wherever that was now.
As if hearing her stomach, all three blobkin turned to look at her at once, staring at her with an almost frightened look on their faces. Luna felt very self-conscious and was glad when she noticed Ahote had stepped beside her.
‘Hey everyone, I’m home,’ he said. ‘This is Luna. I found her on the road.’ He motioned with his hand. 'These are my parents, Shilah and Malia, and this is Grandma Eagleheart.’
Grandma Eagleheart squinted at Luna, her face wrinkled and her eyes misty. ‘Come closer, dear,’ she said in a raspy voice.
Luna took a tentative step towards her, her body trembling slightly
‘You’ll have to get closer than that, darling,’ said Malia, Ahote’s mother. ‘Poor Grandma can barely see anymore these days.’
Luna glanced at Ahote, who was still standing beside her. ‘Go ahead,’ he said, nudging her. ‘She won’t bite.’
Nibbling her lip, Luna walked until she was standing directly in front of Grandma Eagleheart. Only then did she realize how ancient she really was. The wrinkles covered her old body like snakes, and there were tattoos and what looked like scars crisscrossing over every inch of her exposed skin. She even had that kind of fuzz that always grew on grandmothers’ lips, just like Luna’s own grandma. The thing that surprised Luna the most were her eyes; covered by a white layer, their original lightning blue colour still shone through.
‘Grandma here used to be a shaman,’ said Malia proudly. ‘That was a while ago, of course.’
‘Shh,’ said the old lady as she gazed at Luna with her almost sightless eyes. A silence fell over the room. ‘Could this be? Is this-?’ 
‘Yes, grandma,’ said Ahote ecstatically. ‘It’s her! The Seeker! Can you believe how lucky we are? The Seeker is in our house!’
Luna felt very embarrassed by all the attention and began to blush, but now that Ahote had spelled it out the others became even more interested in her, walking over and oohing and aahing.
‘Look at her skin, such a strange colour!’
‘And her hands, she only has five fingers!’
‘Her hair is so curly!’
The only one who wasn’t speaking was the grandma, who held her hands up for silence. ‘Let the poor girl breathe. You’d think you’d never seen anyone different,’ she scolded them, and they all fell silent. ‘Would you like something to eat, dear?’
‘Yes, please,’ said Luna.
‘Great. Then sit down please,’ said Shilah, Ahote’s father. ‘You are our guest.’
Malia spooned out big bowls of stew and they all tucked in hungrily. The food was excellent, and as far as Luna could tell contained potatoes and beans. There was also a green substance she didn’t recognize, but she thought it best to not dwell on that too much. As the warm food filled her stomach, Luna felt more and more at ease, her previous concerns almost gone. She did wonder how her parents were, though, and how her father must be feeling.
When they had all finished eating, Grandma Eagleheart spoke. ‘So, Ahote here claims you are the Seeker,’ she rasped. ‘Why does he think that?’
‘I don’t know,’ Luna said truthfully. ‘The last thing I knew I was in London, then suddenly I was here.’
‘London? I’ve never heard that name,’ said Malia, frowning.
Ahote, who was sitting next to Luna, nudged her in the ribs. ‘Show them the letter.’
She shot him an unimpressed glance, then carefully produced the manila envelope from her pocket. Before she had time to say anything, Grandma Eagleheart had snatched it out of her hands and was squinting at it.
‘It’s no use,’ she said, frustrated. ‘I can’t read it.’
‘Let me help, grandma,’ said Shilah, gently taking the letter from her. He read its contents out loud. 
‘Tell me dear,’ said Grandma Eagleheart after he had finished, ‘was there any sort of seal on this letter of yours?’
‘Yes,’ said Luna. ‘But it just sort of fizzed into the air when I opened it.’
‘Then there is no doubt,’ said the old lady. ‘It is the mark of the royalty.’
‘That’s what I told her,’ said Ahote, getting excited again. ‘We should get her to the castle as soon as possible. The empress will be glad to know that she is safe.’
‘Perhaps,’ muttered Grandma Eagleheart. 
‘What do you mean, perhaps? The empress needs our help,’ said Ahote.
‘Things are a bit complicated now, son,’ said his father in a tired voice. ‘Ever since the emperor went missing, the humans have been blaming us for it. It might be hard for blobkin like us to get into Twinspire without running into trouble.’
‘Your father is right,’ chimed in his mother. Then, she leaned in close to them. ‘I don’t trust the empress,’ she whispered, as if she was scared someone would overhear. ‘She is a human, not one of us. No, I think it’s best if we lay low.’
‘What are you talking about?’ said Ahote. ‘Everyone knows the only reason the humans haven’t kicked us out of Fringetown is because of the empress.’
Luna was completely perplexed by this whole exchange and glanced from one person to the next, not knowing what to say. She wasn’t too happy that they kept talking about her like a thing that must be protected, but she wasn’t in any position to intervene.
‘Ahote, that’s enough,’ said his father. ‘It’s settled. Luna will stay here with us until we are sure it is safe to take her to Twinspire. If she truly is the Seeker, then it is our duty to keep her from harm.’
Ahote crossed his arms and grunted in a manner that suggested he was not at all happy with the outcome, but there was nothing more he could say.
‘What a wonderful time for you to arrive, though, dear,’ said Malia, changing the subject. ‘As it so happens, Shilah and I are having a child tomorrow. You can come to the birthing ceremony. We hope it will be a girl.’
Luna was taken aback. ‘I didn’t realize you were pregnant,’ she said, a little bluntly.
‘Oh, no, it’s nothing like that, dear,’ said Malia, and they all chuckled. ‘We blobkin are born in a different way from humans. I’m sure you will find it very interesting!’
‘It’s not,’ said Ahote, rolling his eyes. ‘It’s super boring.’
‘I’d love to go,’ said Luna diplomatically, then she let out a big yawn, forgetting to cover her mouth. ‘Sorry about that.’
‘Not at all, you must be exhausted,’ fussed Malia. ‘Let me prepare a bed for you in Ahote’s brothers’ room. They don’t live here anymore.’
‘That would be nice,’ said Luna.
‘Ugh, why did you agree to go to the birthing?’ Ahote whispered to her. ‘It’s going to be the worst!’
She ignored him, and when Malia returned to tell her that her bed was ready, she bid the others good night and sleepily made her way through a doorway that led out of the main room. The bedroom was sparsely decorated, but the bed was comfy enough and Luna got under the blankets gratefully. It had been a long, weird day. As soon as Malia closed the bedroom door, blocking out the candlelight, Luna fell into a deep sleep.
✦
She was awoken earlier than she would have liked by Ahote shaking her shoulders. 
‘Get up! Get up! It’s time for breakfast,’ he said.
Luna groaned and sat up, putting her hand to her head. There was no clock in the room but it had to be very early. 
‘You sleep a lot,’ Ahote said chirpily.
‘Well, I was trying to,’ she said.
He grinned. ‘Come on, you’ve never tried a blobkin breakfast before! My mom is a great cook!’
Luna pulled herself out of bed, still in the same clothes from the night before. She felt quite dirty, but she felt pretty certain there wasn’t a shower in the house so she just followed Ahote into the dining room. The others were already up.
‘Good morning,’ she said, and they greeted her back.
There were three plates piled with food on the table. There was something that looked a lot like pancakes on one of them, some sort of grilled meat on another, and the third was full of different kinds of fruit, most of which Luna recognized. She helped herself to a small piece of pancake and took a tentative bite. It was soft and fluffy with a slight taste of honey.
‘This is really good,’ she said to Malia, who beamed.
‘I’m glad you like it,’ she responded. ‘You should try some of the phoenix fruit, it’s quite rare. It’s mostly found only in the North of Iluvia,’ she said, pointing at a slab of strange-looking fruit. It was orange and covered with black seeds, and it seemed almost to be smoldering.
Luna took a piece and put it in her mouth. It felt warm and caramelly, but it wasn’t hot enough to burn her tongue. The taste was somewhat like hot fudge, and she gobbled the whole thing down.
‘That was amazing too,’ she said happily.
‘Come on, come on, hurry up,’ said Ahote, who seemed less concerned with eating than watching her. ‘We have so many things we can do today.’
‘He’s really excited to have you here,’ said Shilah apologetically. ‘He doesn’t really get along with blobkin boys his age.’
Ahote shot him a poisonous look and tugged on Luna’s sleeve.
‘Alright, alright, I’m coming,’ said Luna, who was rather full anyway. ‘Thanks for breakfast everyone.’
‘Don’t forget to come back at sundown for the birthing ceremony,’ said Malia.
‘And be careful,’ rasped Grandma Eagleheart. ‘These are dangerous times.’
‘Yes, grandma,’ said Ahote, rolling his eyes and all but dragging Luna out of the door.
Fringetown looked much different in the morning light, and not in a good way. Where the smoke from the bonfires had given the area a mysterious atmosphere, the grey daylight and slight drizzle revealed just how run down the homes of the blobkin truly were. Ahote didn’t seem to mind, zigzagging his way towards the outskirts of the town with his sack over his shoulder.
‘Why do all the blobkin live here?’
Ahote frowned, slowing down. ‘Well, it started a long time ago, hundreds of years before I was born. The land where Twinspire stands used to belong to us. But one day the humans came from the North, fleeing from some evil and asking for our help. We were fighters back then, so we offered to help, and most of our people set off to fight these monsters.’
‘Oh no,’ said Luna, who thought she knew where this was going.
‘Many of us died, but we won the fight. When we got back though, we found that the humans had taken our land and organized an army. They took our weapons and banished us from Twinspire into this land, where almost nothing grows.’ Ahote had suddenly got very serious. ‘But even that wasn’t enough. Every year they expand Twinspire a little more, cutting into our land and forcing us to move closer to the ocean, where the land ends.’
‘I’m sorry for that,’ said Luna.
‘No need to be. You aren’t one of them.’
‘Have you ever been to Twinspire?’ she said after a small pause.
‘Yes, of course,’ he said, smiling. ‘Some blobkin work there during the daytime, doing the jobs the humans don’t want to do. There are even a few who live there, though we don’t really like them.’ He wrinkled his nose.
Luna thought about all of this as they kept walking on in silence. She found herself liking the blobkin more and more with this new revelation. They are just like me. They are bullied, every single day of their lives.
‘Here we are,’ said Ahote, bringing her out of her thoughts. 
They were in a small grove of trees just outside of Fringetown. Only a few feet away, where the trees ended, the ocean spread, vast, blue and green. It was beautiful, and it reminded Luna of the beaches in Spain where she had often spent vacations as a child.
‘The sea… it's amazing,’ she said quietly.
Ahote smiled to himself. ‘You know, sometimes I wonder what it would be like to travel over the ocean and discover new lands…’
‘Has anyone ever gone?’
‘A handful of blobkin tried in the past, or so my grandmother says, but none ever came back, so I guess everyone gave up trying.’ 
Ahote turned away from the ocean, rubbing his hands in anticipation.
‘We need to find some mushrooms,’ he said, setting about looking around the tree stumps.
‘Really? That’s what you want us to do today? Shouldn’t we be trying to get me to the empress?’ So I can go home, she added in her head.
Ahote shrugged. ‘You heard my father. They don’t think it’s safe right now.’ The look on his face showed clearly what he thought of that.
Luna sighed, shook her head and joined him and he explained to her the secret world of mushrooms; which ones were edible, which were poisonous, and the most likely places to find each. It was fascinating work, but also quite tiring, and after a few hours Luna found herself panting with the effort. 
They took a rest in a small glade in the centre of the trees, and Ahote produced some more pie and some water from his sack. They sat down and ate to the pleasant sounds of insects and birds chirping. As nice as it was, Luna couldn’t stop thinking about her parents and how worried they would be,
A large fly flew into the glade, perhaps attracted by the smell of the food. It buzzed around and stopped in the middle of Ahote's back. With one fluid movement he bent his arm around entirely at the elbow, startling the fly who flew away just in time.
‘How did you do that?’ said Luna.
‘Huh? What?’
‘Your arm, it bent backwards at the elbow.’
Ahote grinned. ‘Right, I keep forgetting that you are not from Iluvia,’ he said. ‘We blobkin are very flexible. It's probably the whole not having bones thing,’ he said offhandedly.
‘You don't have bones? How does that even work? How do you stand up?’ Luna said, her eyes wide.
Ahote shrugged. ‘No one really knows how. Some people say there is deep magic in our blood, but who knows,’ he said.
The slivers of sky they could glimpse through the trees were beginning to get dark, so they picked up the sack, now heavy with plenty of mushrooms and headed back into town, where the birthing ceremony was about to take place.
A bonfire had been lit in the centre of Fringetown, and, by the looks of it, a large amount of the town's population were there surrounding the fire. Luna and Ahote found Grandma Eagleheart and sidled up to her.
‘You were almost late,’ she scolded, sensing their presence. ‘Shaman Ravensight is about to begin.’
Luna looked towards the fire. In front of it stood Shilah and Malia, and beside them was an old woman dressed in a colourful robe with trinkets dangling from it; animal teeth, feathers, and bones all jingling as she moved. In her hand she held a long staff, sharpened at the top into a hook. Her face was striking, wrinkled but fierce, with eyes that shone like coals. It was tattooed in red, blue and yellow, the different colours intersecting at various points and giving her a fearsome look. She positively exuded power.
‘Friends, neighbors,’ she began, and an absolute silence fell instantly over the gathering, ‘we are here because Malia and Shilah have decided to undertake the sacred task of bringing a new life into this world. Let us congratulate them on their choice.’
Loud cheers went up from everyone.
‘As we all know too well, children are a blessing, but they also demand we make many sacrifices for them, that they may one day make them for us. Are you willing to make the sacrifice required?’ she asked Ahote's parents.
‘Yes,’ they said in unison, the flames dancing in front of them.
The shaman drew out a very sharp looking dagger from her belt, and plunged it into the fire till the blade was red hot. 
‘You'd better look away for this next part if you are squeamish,’ whispered Ahote.
Malia and Shilah stretched out their arms and the shaman walked over to each of them. She plunged the knife into Malia's shoulder first. She flinched, but didn't shout. The shaman carved out a chunk of her skin, then pressed the hot knife on the wound to close it. Luna gasped. That had to hurt! The shaman then walked over to Shilah and did the same. She stood in front of them and produced a small circular container made of wood. Opening it, she deposited the two pieces of flesh inside, then closed her eyes and shook the container, murmuring words of power. The shaman's voice rose in intensity for about a minute, and then she stopped abruptly.
There was almost no sound, not even the chirping of birds, only the slow crackling of the fire. Suddenly, the silence was shattered by a wail coming from inside the container and the shaman opened it, lifting out a tiny blobkin from inside, crying its heart out. She gave the child to Malia and Shila, who embraced it lovingly.
‘May your child bring you much happiness,’ said the shaman, smiling warmly.
There were cheers from the crowd, and Luna turned to Ahote. 'That was beautiful,’ she said.
Suddenly the sound of hooved filled the air. The cheers from the crowd turned into confused murmurs. Ahote and his grandma glanced around. 
'Is this normal?’ asked Luna.
‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘Something is very wrong. Let's get out of here, quick!’
He grabbed Luna by the arm, and urged his grandma to follow. They crept behind one of the houses surrounding the bonfire. No sooner had they hidden than a group of horsemen in full armour rode into the area. Luna noticed even in the dim light that they were not blobkin and that their skin was a light purple colour.
‘By order of the Empress of Rain, we hereby declare this gathering illegal,’ said the soldier at the front. He had a cruel smile and a scar above his mouth. ‘Shaman Ravensight, you are accused of conspiring against the crown. We request that you come with us immediately.’
‘Nonsense!’ shouted someone in the crowd. 'The empress would do no such thing, and Shaman Ravensight has done no wrong!’
The shaman held up her hands for silence. 'If it is the empress's will, then I shall go peacefully.’
She began walking slowly towards the soldiers. Luna could feel Ahote's body tensing up next to hers. 
‘Hurry up,’ said the head soldier, producing a whip and preparing to strike the old woman.
At the last instant, Ahote's father got in the way and grabbed the whip, pulling it from the soldier’s hands.
‘Don't you dare hit her,’ he said fiercely.
The soldier’s eyes bulged. ‘That act of insolence will cost you dearly! Men, take him too, and his wife,’ he ordered the others.
The soldiers seized Malia and Shilah before anyone could react. Not that fighting back would have been a possibility. The soldiers were all equipped with swords and the people of Fringetown had nothing.
‘Go back to your homes, all of you,’ the soldier shouted out to the remaining blobkin. Then they rode away, taking Ahote's family and the shaman with them.
As soon as the soldiers left, the happiness and energy that had enveloped the gathering disappeared. They put out the fire and dragged their feet back to their homes, heads low. Luna felt Ahote trembling next to her, though she didn't know whether it was with anger or fear. She put her arm around his shoulder, hoping to cheer him up.
‘Why would they go for Shaman Ravensight? She's never done anything,’ he shouted. 
'It is always their way,’ said grandma quietly. ‘They know that shamans are our only way of having children, so that's who they go for. If they don't have a real reason, they just make up some excuse. There are fewer shamans left every year,' she said, sighing.
Ahote froze, as if he had just realized something for the first time. ‘Wait...they are trying to wipe us out?’
‘I may be blind, but there are none more blind than those who do not wish to see! Why do you think they keep targeting the shamans? Best snap out of thinking the empress wants to help us! Ever since the emperor has been gone, things have got worse and worse.’
‘How did the emperor disappear?’ said Luna, trying to stop them from arguing.
‘Now there is a good question,’ said Grandma Eagleheart, frowning. ‘Unfortunately no one has the answer. One day he was just gone, and he hasn't been seen for months.’ She cocked her ear. ‘I think it's best if we head home, anyway. I feel there's more trouble in the air tonight.’
Ahote and Luna followed her as she walked towards the house. Ahote still hadn't mentioned the fact that his family had been taken. Luna was worried about him, but she couldn't just bring the topic up.
When they got back, Grandma Eagleheart turned to Ahote.
‘Don't you go doing anything stupid,’ she said sternly, then shuffled off to bed.
Ahote and Luna both went to their separate rooms. Luna crawled under the bed, but she couldn't sleep. Her mind kept replaying the things that had happened after the birthing ceremony. She wished she could help Shilah and Malia but there didn't seem to be anything she could do. She felt useless, almost worthless, as Becca had called her. She hated that feeling. She promised herself she would somehow find a way to help them. Uneasily, Luna drifted into a restless sleep.
✦
For the second time since she had been transported to Iluvia, Luna was awoken earlier than she would have liked by Ahote shaking her. Groaning, she glanced out the window. It was completely dark.
‘What do you want?’ she mumbled.
‘Wake up Luna. We need to help my parents,’ he said.
‘And how do you plan to do that? They were taken by soldiers!’
‘Well, we need to get you to the empress so you can show her your letter. I'm sure she will listen to us then.’
Luna wasn't so sure. ‘Even if she would listen, how do you plan on getting to her? She must have lots of guards, I'm sure, and your father already said that blobkin are not welcome in Twinspire.’
Ahote glanced around nervously. ‘I know a secret way into the castle,’ he whispered. ‘We’ll find a way to get to her, I’m sure, but we need to get going now.’
Luna sighed. She was worried for her safety and what might happen in the castle. On the other hand, she had wanted an opportunity to help Malia and Shilah, and here it was. ‘Let’s go then,’ she said finally, pulling her tired body out of bed.
They tiptoed out of the room carefully and made their way towards the main door. When they were about to go out, they were stopped in their tracks by a rasping sound. Turning round, they saw Grandma Eagleheart with a hand on her hip.
‘What did I say about not doing anything stupid?’ she asked.
‘We can’t just let them take mom and dad,’ said Ahote. ‘We have to fight!’
Grandma Eagleheart looked as if she was going to say something else, but then she saw that Ahote had folded his arms in front of him. She sighed. ‘All right. Promise me you’ll take care of him, dear,’ she said, turning to Luna.
‘I promise.’
‘And just in case one of you gets into trouble, take this,’ she said, pulling two small pouches from her belt and giving one to Ahote and one to Luna. It had a rough design of an eagle on the outside. It felt light to the touch, and almost seemed to be purring.
‘If you are trapped in any way, just open both of those and mix them together and they will bring you back here, to Fringetown,’ she said. ‘Good luck. I wish I could go with you, but these eyes have seen too many years go by,’ she said, wistfully.
‘Thank you, grandma,’ said Ahote.
‘Thank you for everything,’ said Luna.
Grandma Eagleheart put her hand up as if to wave. ‘May the Eagle’s wisdom and courage guide you,’ she said solemnly. A tingle went through Luna’s skin.
Ahote and Luna nodded quietly, then walked out the door and into the street. There was nothing but the light of the stars to guide them, although even that was faint, blocked by clouds that rained down cold drops on them. Luna glanced up.
‘Is the weather always this bad?’ she grumbled to Ahote as they made their way out of Fringetown.
‘Well, it didn’t use to be. But since the emperor has been gone, we’ve had rainy day after rainy day. It has been ruining everyone’s harvest,’ he said.
Twinspire town was up ahead, shrouded in darkness. At this early hour, there wasn’t a soul in the street, and Luna and Ahote slipped quietly between the buildings. Luna noticed how much nicer the houses were in Twinspire; almost all the buildings were made with stone or marble and looked very sturdy. The facades were exquisitely designed and looked expensive. Luna wondered why the humans couldn’t just share their land and wealth with the blobkin.
They snaked their way through the cobbled streets, slowly approaching the huge wall that surrounded the castle. Suddenly, they saw a guard patrol walking out from the gates straight towards them.
‘Hide!’ whispered Ahote, pulling her behind a building.
They stood there, holding their breath for what felt for a lifetime until they heard the sounds of the guards’ footsteps pass by. Luna carefully peeked around the corner.
‘It’s clear,’ she said.
They walked right up to the wall, well to the left of the main gate. Luna was astonished by just how tall it actually was. It had to be a good sixty feet, much too high for them to climb, in any case.
‘What now?’ she said. ‘We can’t get over the wall.’
‘No, we can’t. But we can go around it,’ said Ahote, winking.
‘What are you talking about? Surely the wall surrounds the castle. If we go around it, we will just end up where we started.’
‘Just follow me,’ said Ahote enigmatically.
Luna sighed but did as he said, and after about ten minutes of following the perimeter of the wall, they came to a small gap from which water was flowing freely. 
‘The river goes through the castle gardens and through the wall, out towards the sea,’ he said, pointing away from the castle.
Luna could see that it was true. The water coming from the opening in the wall grew into a stream as it snaked its way towards the coast. She looked at the gap. It wasn’t big enough for a fully grown person but they might just be able to squeeze through it.
‘I used to sneak in here with my brothers, when things weren’t so tense,’ said Ahote. ‘Be careful. There is a small ledge on each side of the tunnel but the walls are very slippery.’
Luna gulped. She had always been a bit scared of running water and the speed of the river wasn’t helping.
‘I’ll go first, to show you how it’s done,’ said Ahote.
He stooped down and took a few steps forwards into the opening. Luna had trouble seeing him in the darkness, but if she squinted she could just about distinguish his silhouette moving next to the wall. The sound of the water was deafening.
‘Come on,’ whispered Ahote. ‘We don’t have much time.’
Luna took a deep breath, then bent down and stepped into the tunnel, pressing her hand to the wall. It felt slimy and wet, and the rock she was standing on was rather slippery too. Tentatively, she took one step forward, very aware of the rushing river next to her. Closing her eyes, she made her way slowly across the ledge until she was almost at the other side.
‘Good job,’ said Ahote encouragingly. ‘Only a couple more steps.’ His voice sounded near.
Luna lifted up her foot, and suddenly lost her balance. Her other foot had slipped. She felt herself falling and gasped. Just as she was about to hit the water, a strong arm grabbed her wrist. Ahote had reached into the gap and caught her at the last second. He dragged her with him, outside the little hole and onto a lawn of freshly clipped grass, where she lay, panting.
‘Thanks,’ she managed after a few seconds.
She looked around. They were surrounded in almost every direction by large hedges neatly carved into various shapes; animals, houses, and even people. It was beautiful but also a little bit sinister. In the darkness, a few of the hedges looked almost alive.
‘These are the palace gardens,’ he explained. ‘In the daytime they would be crawling with guards in almost every corner, but at this time there might not be so many.’
They set off, stealthily making their way towards the castle, which loomed massive up ahead. Ahote wove in and out of the hedges, and Luna was awestruck by their detail. The river that flowed through the castle had also been guided through the gardens, creating an effective natural irrigation system. Luna would have loved to explore the whole area in the daytime, but that was clearly out of the question.
‘Shhh,’ said Ahote suddenly. ‘Guards on patrol up ahead.’
Luna could see them too, and they waited until the guards had walked past the bush where they were hiding then continued, using the hedges as protection. The castle was getting closer and closer as they moved, but the sun was slowly starting to creep up on the horizon, so they had to hurry.
‘There,’ said Ahote, pointing ahead. ‘I see a small door up ahead.’
Luna looked to where he was pointing, and she saw it too.
‘You are right,’ she said, turning back to Ahote, except he wasn’t there anymore. In his place stood a large guard with a stern face. He reached down and grabbed her. She tried to kick and scream, but she was no match for him, and without a word, he dragged her away towards the castle.




THE EMPRESS OF RAIN
Luna lay in a little cell with only a small slit for the light to come through. It was dark and cold, and she shivered, not knowing how long she had been there. It might have been a few minutes or a few hours; without any changes in her surroundings it was impossible to know. There was nothing else in the room except for a small hole in the ground to use as a toilet, and a sturdy steel door; there was no hope of getting out.
She hoped Ahote was ok. She could only assume that he had been put in a similar cell, but remembering what his father had said about how blobkin were treated, she was concerned. Luna thought about the little pouch that Grandma Eagleheart had given her. She still had it in her pocket, but the old lady had said that they needed to mix the contents of both pouches together for it to work, so it was of no use.
More time passed, and even the faint light from outside began to fade. Luna was beginning to get very scared. What are they going to do with us? When the soldier had grabbed her, she had tried to tell him that they were here to see the empress, but he had just ignored her and dragged her to the cell anyway. She was sure that sneaking into the castle was illegal, but she had no idea what the punishment might be.
As the last light disappeared beyond the slit in the wall, there came the click of a key, and the door opened. A guard roughly motioned for her to stand up, then grabbed her arm and frogmarched her down corridor after corridor, and then stairs leading ever downwards. Where are they taking me? Finally, the guard paused at a large and ornate double door engraved with the same symbol that had appeared on her envelope, then knocked heavily on it.
‘Proceed,’ came a voice from beyond.
The guard pushed open the heavy door and led Luna into the room beyond. Her eyes widened at the sight. It was the most fantastic room she had ever been in. The most impressive thing about it was its size, a cavernous space topped by a dome impossibly high up. Lining each side were exquisitely decorated columns; on one side they were carved to look like twisting rain, on the other to look like rays of sun. The stunning thing about them was that the rain and light almost seemed to be moving. There was a plush red carpet leading to the end of the room, where two thrones stood on a dais. Occupying one of them was someone who could only be the Empress of Rain.
As the guard led her on the carpet towards the empress, Luna was surprised by how young she looked. She appeared to be in her mid twenties at most. She had pale purple skin and greyish-green eyes, and her hair was a light blue colour. There were no visible wrinkles on her skin and she was slender and fragile-looking. On her forehead lay a crown, which, like the pillars on one side of the room, seemed to be made of a flowing material, twisting and turning like drops of rain in motion. Luna was taken aback by how perfect the empress appeared, and yet there seemed a certain sadness in her, perhaps hidden somewhere deep within her eyes.
Luna had been so absorbed in the empress that she had failed to notice the other people in the room, but now that she stood just in front of the dais, she saw that Ahote was to her right, with his head down, flanked by a guard. The empress herself was not alone, as she had first thought. By her stood an old, gentle-looking bearded man in a cloak and two soldiers, one with an honest face and stubble and the other… Luna gasped. The other was the soldier who had taken Ahote’s family away, the one with the scar on his face.
‘Empress of Rain,’ said the guard that had brought Luna in, bowing. ‘We bring you the two children who were trying to sneak into the castle. What is to be done with them?’
The empress glanced at Ahote, then her eyes fell on Luna. ‘You, come forward,’ she said. Her voice was soft but powerful, impossible to resist.
Luna took a few steps closer to the dais and the empress delicately began walking down the steps, her entourage following close behind her. She stopped just in front of Luna and stared straight into her eyes. Luna found it impossible to match her gaze and glanced down.
‘You are not from here child, correct?’ asked the empress.
Luna didn’t know how to address the empress, so she stood silently.
‘Answer her majesty when she speaks to you,’ barked the guard, cuffing her on the back of the head hard.
‘That is correct, your majesty,’ said Luna, her eyes stinging as she fought back tears.
‘And what is your name?’ said the empress, her eyes narrowing.
‘My name is Luna, your majesty.’
The empress looked over at the old man in the cloak as if she hadn't heard Luna's name. 
‘Tell me Melthus, why is her skin that unusual shade? I have never seen anything quite like it.’
‘Nor have I,’ said the man, smiling at Luna. ‘Perhaps your majesty might ask the child what her business was in entering the castle.’
‘Yes, yes, indeed.’ She turned to Luna. ‘Well? Why are you here?’
‘I...I received a letter, your majesty, I have it here.’ She fumbled in her pocket and produced the envelope. Melthus came forward and examined it.
‘It is as I thought, empress. She is the Seeker, summoned from another land by your majesty in this time of dire need. How wise of you to make such a summons,’ he said, bowing to the empress.
The empress looked confused. ‘Yes, I suppose. I’m sorry for the way you have been treated,’ she said to Luna. ‘If I had known you were the Seeker, it would not have been so. What is your relation to this blobkin boy?’
‘He is the one that found me when I first arrived in this land. He has been of great help to me,’ she said.
‘Is that so?’ said the empress. ‘In that case, you are both to be released at once,’ she said, to no one in particular. ‘I must insist that you both join us for supper tonight. If you truly are the Seeker, then we have much to discuss.’
Ahote seemed to be trying to hold back his excitement, but it burst out. ‘Thank you so much your majesty! It is such an honour to meet you!’
‘Yes, I’m sure,’ she said flatly. ‘Melthus, please take our guests to be washed and dressed, then bring them to dine with us. I must rest first.’
‘Of course, your majesty,’ said Melthus, and he led both Ahote and Luna from the throne room through a side door. Luna glanced back as they walked away to find the two soldiers speaking to the empress in hushed tones.
‘Right, we’d better get you both ready,’ said Melthus with a twinkle in his eye.
He took them down winding corridors until they made it to a little room with chairs and a wardrobe in it. Leading out of the room were two doors. 
‘Please choose some clothes from the wardrobe, then you may go through the doors to the baths. I will wait out here until you are ready,’ he said.
‘Who are you?’ blurted Luna. She couldn’t handle all this mystery.
‘Oh, I’m just an old man who helps her majesty with things that need to get done around here,’ he said, but Luna sensed there was more to him; he looked somehow familiar.
Luna and Ahote looked through the wardrobe. He selected a white shirt and a smart navy blue overcoat with matching pants and Luna chose a simple white dress, then they each went through a door. 
Behind the door was a small, wooden washroom. Inside was a big, empty bathtub. There was a tap in it but the handles to turn it on were nowhere to be seen. She was about to ask Melthus how to fill it when she heard two claps from the other side of the door and hot water started spilling from the tap. Luna was surprised, but paid it little thought as she realized just how dirty she was. She quickly undressed, took off her glasses and got into the bath. Finding some soap by the edge, she scrubbed at her skin until all the dirt and grime from the last few days came off, and then she allowed herself to relax in the warm water for a few minutes.
Images of her mother cleaning her after Becca had pushed her into the puddle flooded her head, and it all became a little too much to handle. For a few moments she broke down and cried, finally allowing herself to feel overwhelmed by all the strangeness of the past couple of days. She wanted to go home more than anything in the world.
When she had calmed down somewhat, she stepped out and dried herself with a towel that was hanging from a peg on the door. She put on her glasses and her fresh clothes, which fit her perfectly, and picked up the dirty ones, carrying them outside with her. The bathtub was already emptying itself. Melthus gave her a long hard look, then smiled.
‘Ah yes, much better,’ he said. ‘I must say, that dress is an excellent choice.’
‘Thank you,’ Luna said, trying her best to smile.
A few seconds later, Ahote reappeared, and Luna was surprised by how different he looked dressed in nice clothes. She smiled at him but he looked glum.
‘I look ridiculous,’ he said.
‘Not at all. You look most elegant,’ said Melthus, but Ahote didn’t seem convinced.
‘Let us go to the dining room,’ said the old man. ‘You must both be very hungry and we should not keep the empress waiting.’
As they followed Melthus through the inner passageways of the castle, Ahote leaned closer to Luna. ‘This is amazing,’ he said. ‘I mean, can you believe it? We are going to have dinner with the empress!’
Luna smiled at him, but she didn't share his excitement. She had sensed something when they had spoken with the empress, a reluctance almost, that made her think that they were guests here only for as long as they did what was expected of them.
Soon they arrived at another pair of large doors which Melthus pushed open. ‘The grand dining hall,’ he announced.
As before, Luna was amazed by the size of the room. Impossibly large in every direction, it held rows and rows of long tables, all empty. There was, as in the throne room, a dais with a beautiful round oak table on it, where the empress sat, accompanied by the two soldiers. Luna felt Ahote tense up next to her when he recognized the soldier with the scar.
They made their way up the steps, and the empress made a motion with her hands indicating that they should sit opposite her. Luna took a seat, with Melthus flanking her on one side and Ahote on the other. She was sitting directly across from the empress.
When they were all sitting, the empress clapped her hands and servants came in, bringing piles and piles of food from the kitchen. There were platters of meat, exotic looking vegetables, soups of strange colours she had never seen before, and much more. It was far too much for them. As Luna ate, she couldn’t help think what a waste it was and she suddenly felt a pang of guilt remembering the simple food that she had seen the blobkin in Fringetown eat.
After they finished the main courses and were having a delicious fruity dessert, the empress spoke. ‘May I ask, Seeker, what is your plan?’
‘My...plan?’ managed Luna, who had a piece of cake in her mouth.
The empress pursed her lips. ‘Yes. How do you intend to find my husband?’
‘Find your husband?’ echoed Luna, realizing how silly she must sound repeating everything the empress said.
‘That is why you are here,’ continued the empress patiently. ‘The Seeker is only summoned in times of dire need. I called on you because my husband is missing. You must find him.’
‘I see…it’s just, I wonder if this isn’t all a big mistake. How can I be the Seeker everyone keeps talking about? I am not big or strong, and I’m not even from around here.’
The empress smiled. ‘The Seeker is said to always come from a place far away. In this way they can see clearly and are unencumbered by allegiances or loyalties. And, as for being strong...I was just a young girl like you when I became empress. Being young has nothing to do with your ability to get things done, and strength doesn’t come from size alone.’
‘Thank you, empress,’ said Luna quietly. ‘I haven’t the faintest clue where I would start looking for your husband, though. I don’t know anything about Iluvia.’
‘That is natural. As it so happens, Melthus has found some information that I think might be of use to you.’ She glanced over at the old man.
‘I have received news that someone has been found with the mark of the emperor in the Mounts of Sorrow, in the North of Iluvia. The information is a bit vague, but it is a lead.’
Ahote had been very quiet the whole meal, but now he intervened. ‘The Mounts of Sorrow?’ he said in awe. ‘Isn’t that where the aos sí live? I heard they can do magic.’
Melthus smiled at him. ‘It is indeed where they live, although they generally keep to themselves these days.’
Luna was deep in thought. ‘What do you mean by the mark of the emperor?’
‘The people chosen by the heavens to be emperor and empress have a mark on their body, in the same shape as the seal you found on the envelope. Well, half of the shape.’ She pulled back the sleeve of her gown until she revealed what looked like a scar on the skin of her upper arm. It wasn’t the complete symbol, and clearly the other half was on the emperor. 
‘I see,’ said Luna. ‘So if someone has been spotted with the mark, then…’
‘It could be the emperor,’ concluded Melthus. 
‘We need you to go there and investigate,’ said the empress. ‘If my husband is indeed there, you are to bring him back to me.’
‘I will try my best, empress,’ said Luna.
‘You are unlikely to be able to do this alone, so I will provide you with a soldier to act as your escort.’ She motioned towards the soldier with the scar on his mouth. ‘General Talkhir will be in charge of this.’
Luna felt Ahote tense up next to her. ‘Your majesty,’ he said, pointing his finger at Talkhir. ‘This man came to Fringetown yesterday and arrested our shaman and my parents, who had just had a child.’
‘Is that so?’ said the empress, arching an eyebrow.
‘Yes, and he claimed to be doing it on your orders.’
The empress's eyes narrowed and her voice sounded cold as steel as she turned to Talkhir, who averted his gaze. ‘I gave no such order,’ she said. ‘Given this new delevopment, I shall assign someone else to your protection.’
The empress motioned towards the captain with the honest face and smiled. ‘Captain Alevos is one of my most trusted men. He is loyal to a fault. I think it would be good for him to accompany you.’
‘As her majesty wishes,’ the captain said quietly, nodding at Luna.
The empress turned back to general Talkhir. ‘Leave us now, and release the blobkin boy’s family at once. We shall discuss your insolence further.’
‘Yes, your majesty,’ he said, scurrying away.
‘You may leave,’ the empress said to Ahote. ‘I expect you will be wanting to get back to your family.’
‘Yes, empress,’ he said. He stood up, and, glancing back at Luna, began to make his way out of the hall.
‘Wait!’ said Luna. ‘Your majesty, I would like to bring Ahote with me on my travels, if it please you. He has been of great help so far.’ Even with his back to her, Luna could picture Ahote beaming as he heard the words.
‘I see no problem with that. Let it be so,’ she said. ‘I believe there is no more to discuss. You will stay at the castle tonight. Melthus will provide you with a map and supplies.’ She rose elegantly, straightening her gown with her hands. ‘You leave tomorrow. Farewell and good luck,’ said the empress, making her way out of the dining room with Alevos following behind her. 
Ahote and Luna bowed as she left. When she had gone, Melthus smiled at both of them warmly and stood up.
‘Come, follow me,’ he said. 
Melthus led them from the dining room and up a winding staircase, which seemed to be never-ending. Luna realized they must be quite high up, and suddenly it hit her: they were going up one of the two castle spires.
‘Excuse me, what is up here?’ she asked Melthus, who was already huffing under the strain of the steps.
‘At the top of this spire are the Emperor of Light’s living quarters and my personal office. You see, I was one of his most trusted advisors and he liked to keep me close at hand,’ he said, his chest swelling. ‘He was a great man.’
‘Why are you talking about him in the past?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said, suddenly looking very tired and rubbing his head. ‘It’s just a feeling, but I feel that he might well be gone, and the empress… we have never seen eye to eye. She barely listens to my suggestions, such as when I asked her to send the letter to summon you-’ He stopped short, putting his hand to his mouth.
‘But she did listen,’ said Luna, perplexed. ‘I got the letter, and here I am.’
‘Yes, yes, of course,’ he said hastily. ‘I don’t know what I was thinking.’
Ahote shot Luna a strange look as if to confirm what they had just heard, but they both said nothing, making it up the last few steps and reaching the top. Melthus pushed open a small creaky door.
‘Well, here we are,’ he said. ‘Apologies about the mess.’
Mess was an understatement. The small room was littered with books, leftover food, and an absolutely eclectic collection of strange and arcane-looking items. It was dominated by a desk, piled high with more junk, and there was barely an inch of the floor that wasn’t occupied by something. 
‘Reminds me of my room,’ said Ahote fondly.
‘Yes, well…’ said Melthus, rubbing his head sheepishly. ‘Let me show you the view. It’s wondrous!’
He led them out of a small door at the far side of the room, which gave onto a tiny balcony of sorts. As they stepped out into the night air, a breath-taking sight appeared beneath them. It was the city of Twinspire, looking impossibly small from so far up. Beyond it was Fringetown, and after that the ocean. Luna tried to look in every direction, but she couldn’t see very far with the mist and the dark of night. Still, it was lovely to see the light from both towns glimmer from above. It made Luna feel very small, and she wished her father was here to share it with her.
‘It’s wonderful,’ she whispered.
‘Isn’t it?’ said Melthus. ‘Now let’s get to work, shall we?’
They went back inside and Melthus walked behind the desk, shoving things unceremoniously to the floor to reveal that there had in fact been a chair hiding under them. He waved his hands at them, and they realised that there were two chairs in front of the desk, again cluttered with stuff. Luna and Ahote looked at each other, unsure about what to do, but Melthus puffed and kept waving his hands in an irritated way until they realized he wanted them to vacate those chairs of junk too. When they were all sitting down, Melthus began speaking.
‘You are about to embark on the most perilous of journeys,’ he began. ‘Reaching the Mounts of Sorrow is no easy task, since they are at the very north of Illuvia, and many people have failed trying. Even if you make it there, the aos sí don’t always take kindly to humans and may be most unwelcoming.’  He took a deep breath, as if getting ready to deliver a lecture. ‘There is something else, something that I have not wanted to mention to the empress until the whereabouts of the emperor are known.’
‘What is it?’ said Luna. 
‘The person who brought me the news of the emperor, he… well, he was in a terrible state, and died shortly after. He was my son,’ he said, his voice breaking.
‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said Luna, her eyes widening. ‘That must have been terrible for you.’ 
‘Yes, well, it has not been an easy few weeks, for sure,’ continued Melthus, his voice heavy with emotion. He sighed. ‘Besides bringing me the information about the emperor, he told me something quite terrifying. You see, to the Southwest of the Mounts of Sorrow lies a place that is always dark and shrouded in mist. It is called-’
‘The cursed lands,’ finished Ahote, sending a shiver down Luna’s spine.
‘Indeed,’ said Melthus. ‘The cursed lands are populated by the banshees, ghastly beings neither alive nor dead that delight in tormenting the people of Illuvia. Their wail is said to echo in your soul and make you beg for your life to end,’ he said, his brow furrowed. ‘For the most part, the banshees stay in the cursed lands, preying on the occasional stray wanderer that ventures too far, and for many years now their population has been dwindling. But according to my son they are now on the rise, and may be amassing an army.’
Ahote had turned a lighter shade of green than usual. ‘An army of banshees? How would Twinspire stop them?’
‘Precisely,’ said Melthus. ‘All they would need to do would be to sing their foul song and all of our best soldiers would be rendered useless.’
‘You don’t want us to fight them, do you?’ said Luna.
‘Oh heavens no! I am just telling you this so that you may protect yourselves. Once it might have been possible to reach the Mounts of Sorrow through the cursed lands, but I suggest against that path. The road ahead will be challenging enough without having to deal with banshees.’
‘I understand,’ said Luna, who definitely didn’t want to have anything to do with any monsters.
‘Now for the map,’ said Melthus, and he reached under his desk to produce a small scroll which he unfurled. ‘It’s not much, but I copied this by hand myself a few years back from an older map.’
Luna gazed down at the parchment laid out on the desk. It was beautiful, the brown paper having been inked in blacks, blues and reds. The names of the locations all sounded exciting and new, and suddenly Luna’s tummy was filled with butterflies, a sense of adventure she had never felt before. She couldn’t wait to see these places with her own eyes and experience the wonders of this world, where, as far as she knew, no one from London had ever been before. Right at the top of the map she could see the Mounts of Sorrow, which looked imposing even in the drawing.
‘What about the lands beyond the sea?’ she asked. ‘Have you got any maps of them?’
Melthus looked at her most curiously, his head cocked to the side. ‘No, my dear. Most people believe that there is nothing beyond this land but endless water.’
‘You said most people. Does that mean you disagree?’
He smiled. ‘Well, what I think is of no importance. I don’t have any maps of that kind, at any rate.’
‘The blobkin have been to the lands beyond the sea,’ said Ahote suddenly.
‘Is that so?’ said Melthus. ‘And how many of them returned?’
Ahote looked at his feet sheepishly. ‘None, but-’
‘But nothing,’ interrupted Melthus. ‘You two have plenty to worry about without thinking of things beyond the sea. There will be plenty of time to talk about it after your mission is completed. Now, come with me, you both need a change of outfit.’
He walked off towards another door to the back of the room. Luna couldn’t put her finger on it, but she had been looking closely at Melthus throughout their conversation and there was something about his appearance that seemed odd. His skin was purple, like the other humans in Iluvia, but the shade was a little lighter than usual, and he had thinning hair, quite unlike his beard which was bushy and white, hanging down far under his chin. His face was lined with wrinkles, and he smiled more with his green eyes than with his mouth. Luna liked that.
‘This is the emperor’s private armoury,’ said Melthus.
Luna gasped at the sight of the room, and beside her Ahote seemed similarly impressed. The walls were lined with suits of armour, boots, vests, and all sorts of protective clothing. There were also many different types of weapons laid out on racks on the wall.
‘Why don’t you have a look around and choose something that fits?’
Ahote and Luna walked around the room, trying to lift the armour off the walls and mostly failing. Everything was so heavy. Luna had no idea how she could possibly wear any of the clothing. Finally, they found some small leather vests with a coat of chainmail on the outside that were surprisingly light and just their size, which they paired with some sturdy boots. They found the only weapons in the room that they could carry, a small dagger for Luna and a throwing axe for Ahote, and then they turned to Melthus for approval.
He looked at them thoughtfully with his finger on his chin. ‘Ah well, the weapons aren’t much, but I expect Alevos will be doing most of the fighting for you anyway.’ 
‘I sure hope so,’ said Ahote, fiddling with the axe and almost dropping it.
Luna wanted to laugh, but a loud yawn came out instead. She suddenly realized just how long it had been since she had had a full night’s sleep.
‘My oh my, look at you,’ said Melthus kindly. ‘You must be exhausted! Would you like me to show you to your sleeping quarters?’
Luna managed a nod. She could barely keep her eyes open.
‘Right then. I'm going to need you both to close your eyes for a second.’
It was a strange request, but she was tired and her eyes seemed to be closing of their own accord anyway. She stood there blindly for a few seconds until she felt a whoosh of air.
‘You may open your eyes,’ said Melthus.
Luna did, and they immediately went wide. They were in a totally different room, the weapons and armour having been replaced by two snug looking beds and a fire burning in a fireplace. 
‘Rest well,’ said Malthus as he walked out of a door. ‘Tomorrow is a big day.’
‘How-?’ began Ahote after Melthus had gone.
‘I don't know, and I don't care,’ interrupted Luna. 
She clambered into bed, barely awake, and as soon as her head touched the pillow, she fell asleep, hoping, rather foolishly she knew, that when she woke up she would be back in her own bed.




THE FALSE KING
The next morning Luna and Ahote were awoken by a knock on their door, which promptly swung open. Melthus walked in carrying a small flat piece of wood which he set on the floor.
‘Good morning, our two heroes,’ he said, bowing with a kind smile. ‘I have brought you breakfast. You must be quick about it.’
Luna glanced around, frowning, while Ahote rubbed his eyes sleepily. 
‘Where? I don't see it,’ he said.
Melthus winked. ‘It's right here,’ he said, tapping on the plank of wood twice with his knuckles. The wood began to unfold itself like a flower opening its petals, and suddenly a long piece grew out of each corner, forming legs. Finally, the last section folded out of the middle, revealing a spread of bread, fruit and drinks laid out in the centre of what was now a full-sized table.
‘Wow! How did you do that?’ said Luna, fully awake now.
‘If I told you how it was done, it would no longer be so wonderful to you,’ he said with an enigmatic smile. 
‘Is the food real?’ asked Ahote, his mouth agape.
Melthus laughed. ‘Yes, of course it's real. Now hurry up and eat, you must meet Captain Alevos downstairs shortly.’
They quickly tucked into the food laid out on the table. It was all delicious and they ate hungrily, realizing that it might be some time before they could eat a proper meal again. When they were finished the table folded itself back into the neat little wooden square and Melthus picked it up.
They put on their light armour and walked downstairs, soon reaching the main gate to the castle  where Captain Alevos stood waiting for them. When he saw Luna, he bowed.
‘Good morning, Seeker,’ he said solemnly. ‘I trust you slept well.’
Luna blushed a little. She was not used to being treated with such politeness. ‘Yes, I did.’
Alevos smiled, then turned to Ahote and nodded at him as a greeting. Ahote nodded back.
‘The empress has instructed me to apologize on her behalf for not being here to see you off. She has urgent business to attend to,’ said Alevos.
'Of course,’ said Luna.
‘I have taken the liberty of preparing some essentials for both of you,’ said Melthus, handing Ahote and her a small bag. 'Inside you will find some food and water, as well as some bandages, should you be wounded.’ He smiled gently at them. ‘I know that this is a lot to ask of both of you. Please know how grateful we all are. Good luck!’ he said, giving them both a squeeze on the shoulder.
‘Thank you for all your help, Melthus,’ said Luna. 'I hope we can find the emperor for you.’
‘I'm sure you will,’ he said, eyes twinkling. 
With that, the big gate slowly creaked open, and Luna and Ahote followed Alevos out into the cool morning air, leaving the castle by a much better route than they had entered it. When Luna turned round to say one last goodbye to Melthus, he had gone.
Twinspire city lay ahead of them, and they walked down the pebble road in silence, staring straight ahead. Alevos seemed to be a taciturn man, content to say just what was necessary and not a word more. Luna hoped he might open up to them more later on. Otherwise, it was going to be a long journey.
As they walked through the markets, they spotted some commotion ahead. A mob of people were surrounding a family of four well-dressed blobkin, who looked terrified. 
‘No bones, no homes,’ they chanted repeatedly, their eyes wild and fingers pointing.
Alevos stopped in his tracks and looked back at Ahote, his face serious.
‘Perhaps it is best if we take another route out of town,’ he said quietly.
As Luna watched, the people pulled out the possessions from the blobkin family's home and dumped them on the ground unceremoniously. The parents scurried to salvage what they could, while the blobkin children began wailing.
‘We have to do something,’ said Luna.
‘I advise against it, Seeker,’ he said, more urgently this time. ‘There is a lot of anger in the people, and the sight of our companion might incense them further.’
They watched the people kick around the blobkin's things as they scrambled to pick them up, all the while repeating their horrible chant.
‘We can't just let this happen!’ said Luna.’We have to help!’ She was getting flashback of Becca and the girls bullying her in the bathroom.
‘If you truly want to help, you must let this go. Finding the emperor will bring peace to the land. Without him, incidents like this will keep happening.’
‘He's right,’ said Ahote, putting his hand on her shoulder. ‘It will never end until we find him. I'm not happy about it either, but we need to move on.’ 
Alevos began walking behind the marketplace, avoiding the throng of people and taking an alternative route out of the city. Ahote followed closely behind. Before going after them, Luna stole one last look at the horrible scene in front of her. The blobkin family was now running out of the market as fast as they could. The mother glanced back and her eyes met Luna's, a look of pleading and recognition on her face. Luna knew what it meant. She felt her resolve harden. She promised herself she would do whatever it took to make things right, then ran to catch up with the other two.
‘Why were they chasing those blobkin out of their homes?’ she asked Alevos.
He rubbed the back of his head and took his time before responding. ‘There are those that believe that blobkin have no place in Twinspire,’ he said carefully.
'But how can that be? Ahote told me the blobkin used to live here, before the humans even.’
Alevos turned his head towards her, his face serious. ‘Who can say anymore who was here first, whose claim to the land has more weight? It may well be true that the boy has it right, that this was blobkin land at the beginning, but history has not been kind to his people.’ 
Luna frowned, unsatisfied with that answer. ‘Can’t the empress do more?’ 
Alevos stiffened slightly. 'There is only so much her majesty can do. Without the emperor, she can barely contain the anger under the surface. His disappearance seems to have brought out the worst in people.’
Luna fell silent at that, but the look in the blobkin mother's eyes kept replaying in the back of her head. Ahote looked similarly troubled but also said nothing. Their steps slowly took them out of Twinspire and onto the open road. As they moved down the cobbled path, Luna looked over towards Fringetown and the sea, which sparkled an inviting blue in a rare moment of sunshine.
Soon enough the weather turned overcast, blocking out the sea, and the view became monotonous as they trudged along the cobbled road. There were some trees, but it was mostly just low hills, and after what must have been at least a couple of hours without anyone saying a word, Luna spoke up.
‘Excuse me Captain Alevos, but where are we headed first?’
‘We will make a stop in a small town called Lightvale. We should be able to arrive there before nightfall,’ he said.
After that there was no more conversation from Alevos, and Ahote and Luna lingered behind him, chatting to each other to make the time pass more quickly. They stopped briefly to have a snack then kept marching, on and along the endless stone road. 
Day started fading into night, and suddenly a break appeared in the repetitive scenery; ahead of them in the distance lay a town.
‘That is Lightvale. They have always been very loyal to the emperor,' said Alevos. 
‘Not so much to the empress, though,’ whispered Ahote in Luna's ear.
If Alevos had heard the comment, he showed no sign of it. ‘If we make haste we may still arrive before nightfall.’ He accelerated, walking at a brisk pace that Luna and Ahote with their shorter legs struggled to match.
As they got closer to Lightvale, it was clear that something was not quite right. None of the sounds and smells that come with human settlement were present, and Alevos rested his hand on the hilt of his sword as he walked, a frown appearing on his face.
When they finally arrived, a shocking sight lay before them indeed. The houses were burnt and crumbling, everything in a state of complete disrepair. It looked as if no one had lived there for quite some time.
‘By the empress!' said Alevos. ‘What has happened here?’
‘It looks as if bandits have sacked the town,' said Ahote.
‘Don't be silly, boy. There are no bandits in this part of Iluvia.’
'But it does seem that way, Captain.’ said Luna quietly. 
Suddenly there came a sound, a muffled squeak emerging from the wreckage of one of the houses. Alevos drew his sword in one fluid motion. It looked sharp and ready.
‘Who goes there?' he called out.
Out of the ruins stumbled a mother, dragging a child behind her. They both looked very thin, their clothes torn and ragged. She stood in front of the child as if to protect him.
‘Please, don't hurt us,' she begged, clasping her hands together. ‘We have nothing more to give. They took it all!’
Alevos lowered his weapon slightly, but still kept it unsheathed. Luna, who had been standing behind the captain, took a step forward. She wanted to talk to the mother. She felt sorry for her. Before she had a chance to open her mouth though, the woman spoke again.
‘Oh, it can't be,' she cried, her eyes wide as saucers. ‘You must be the Seeker. Yes, I see it in you. You have the same glow the emperor used to have.’
Luna didn’t know what to say. 'What has happened here?’ she managed.
The little child came from behind his mother. He looked no older than seven or eight.
‘The Orange King came, Seeker,’ he said, deadly serious. ‘He came with his riders and they destroyed everything.’
'The Orange King?’ scoffed Alevos. ‘I have never heard such a name. Surely he knows that it is blasphemy to call oneself a king, equal to the emperor and empress?’
‘And yet he does so,’ said the woman defiantly. ‘Ever since the emperor disappeared he has grown stronger and stronger. Before, he might have only dared to steal a goat from a herd, or plunder some grain when a farmer was sleeping, but now…’ She moved her arm in an arc to show the destruction of the town.
‘Where are all the people?’ asked Luna gently.
'When our defences fell, some fought,’ said the woman. 'Most fled, trying to find somewhere where he couldn't reach them. Many were taken captive. We are the last inhabitants of Lightvale. I thought, since there was nothing left here, that the Orange King wouldn't come back. So far, it has been so.’
‘Do you know where we can find this Orange King?’ said Luna. Ahote looked at her as if she was crazy.
‘He has set up his base further down the Emperor's Road. Please don't go there, Seeker,’ she implored. ‘There are too many of them and too few of you.’
‘That is not an option,' said Alevos. 'Our path follows the road. There is no other way.’
‘If that is so, then at least stay the night. It is much too dangerous to travel by dark, and we can offer you something to eat.' She looked ashamed. 'Nothing fit for the Seeker, of course, but everything we can spare.’
Luna smiled warmly at the woman and child. 'We will stay the night, but I couldn’t possibly take your food, you must have little enough as it is. We have plenty, more than enough to share. Please, eat with us.’
The woman’s face lit up. ‘Heavens bless you, child,’ she said. ‘I shall make a fire to keep us warm.’ The woman scurried off with her child in tow to gather wood.
‘Seeker,’ said Alevos warily. ‘We are not overflowing with provisions. Are you sure it is wise to share them with these people?’
Luna frowned slightly as she wrapped a finger around one of her curls. ‘I didn’t really think about it, captain. They have gone through a lot. I just wanted to do something nice for them.’
‘Of course, Seeker,’ said Alevos, bowing his head, but Luna could tell that he wasn’t pleased.
When the fire was ready all five of them sat down around it. The weak sun had already gone down over the horizon and the warmth and crackle of the flames was very welcome. Luna looked inside the bag Melthus had prepared, finding an assortment of vegetables and some loaves of bread. She split a loaf into five equal parts and picked out five big tomatoes, one for each of them. They all ate contentedly and didn’t talk until their food was finished.
The little boy had been looking at Ahote throughout dinner, and after the food was gone, he seemed unable to contain himself any longer. ‘Are you one of those blobkin?’ he asked.
‘Arthur,’ his mother chided. ‘That is very rude!’
The boy ignored her, his eyes wide and excited. ‘I’ve heard you are the fiercest warriors. Is it true that you have no bones?’
‘Arthur!’
Ahote grinned happily, the light from the fire making his skin almost see-through. ‘Well, we blobkin don’t really fight anymore, but it’s true. We used to be great warriors. There are many stories about how we fought monsters when Illuvia was only young.’
‘Monsters!’ squealed Arthur, hiding behind his mother.
The flames danced upon the bear tattoo on Ahote’s arm, making it come to life. ‘Yes. Fearsome creatures, from the North of Illuvia and across the sea. They were bigger than a castle, and they could fly.’
‘Weren’t the blobkin scared?’
Luna grinned at that, as did Ahote. The boy’s questions were so innocent, it was hard not to. ‘Yes, I’m sure they were very scared,’ said Ahote, ‘but they were also brave, and together, they pushed the monsters away from where the people lived.’ He rubbed his head sheepishly. ‘At least that’s what my grandma told me.’
‘You still haven’t told me if you have bones or not,’ said Arthur. His mother looked absolutely mortified but seemed to have given up trying to get him to behave.
Ahote puffed out his chest with pride. ‘Of course not. Look at this!’ 
He flipped back, putting his hands on the ground so that he was on all fours with his stomach up towards the sky. Then, he continued going lower, moving his hands step by step towards his feet until he was practically bent in half at the middle.
‘Wow!’ screamed Arthur, clapping his hands.
‘Shh,’ his mother said, looking around furtively. ‘You never know if there might be some of the Orange King’s riders nearby.’
‘Who cares about them? We have a captain, a blobkin warrior and the Seeker to protect us!’
Luna smiled and looked at Alevos, who had been quiet throughout the whole dinner. His face was sombre, no doubt trying to think of a plan to get past the bandits guarding the road. ‘Maybe we should get some rest,’ she said. ‘We have been walking all day, and you are right, we shouldn’t make any unnecessary noise.’
The boy looked disappointed, but his mother nodded. ‘Of course, of course. You must be exhausted.’
Curling up as best she could amongst the rubble and using her bag as a pillow, Luna began to doze off in the light of the warm fire. She noticed out of the corner of her eye that Alevos was still wide awake, guarding the others, until her energy finally gave out and she fell fast asleep.
✦
It was the middle of the night when Luna awoke suddenly, covered in a deep sweat. The fire was completely out. Something had startled her, though she wasn’t sure what. She looked quickly around her; Ahote and Alevos were asleep and the mother and child were nowhere to be found. Luna stood up quietly so as not to wake the others. She tiptoed outside the ruins of the house, trying to see if she could spot anything in the dark. Suddenly she heard a noise, the sound of muffled words. She looked in the direction where it had come from and saw some movement in the shadows. They were men, at least ten of them, and, from what she could tell, they were big and strong. Luna didn’t like the way they were sneaking around. She went back to the remains of the fire and shook the other two to wake them up.
‘Alevos, Ahote, wake up! Someone is here,’ she whispered urgently.
In a flash, Alevos was upright, his sword in his hand. It was clear that he was used to being awoken suddenly. Ahote, on the other hand, wasn’t really one to rise and shine on command.
‘Luna, let me sleep. I’m sure it’s nothing,’ he said, covering his ears with his hands sleepily.
Luna froze. Ahote had been too loud. She watched in horror as the men came closer and circled the ruins in which they had slept. Alevos turned and turned, trying to face all of them, but there were too many. Their faces looked harsh, and they had scars on their bodies. Their skin was a strange hue of orange, and it didn’t seem to be only because of the campfire. 
‘Ahote, you need to wake up,’ said Luna loudly. She unsheathed her small sword, which looked rather silly compared to the size of the men in front of her.
Ahote opened his eyes, and they immediately went wide at the sight of the men. To his credit, he stood up and took out his weapon lightning fast.
‘Well, well. What do we ‘ave ‘ere?’ said one of the men with an unpleasant smile. He was missing many teeth. ‘You’re not from around ‘ere. Who are ‘ya?’ 
Luna shrunk, hiding behind Alevos. She suddenly felt very small. 
‘I am captain Alevos of the Imperial Guard. I am on urgent business from the empress to escort these two children to the Mounts of Sorrow. Please step aside.’
This seemed to delight the men, and they burst out laughing. The laughter went on for a long time, and Luna could sense Alevos tensing up beside her. She hoped he wouldn’t lose his temper.
‘The empress has no power ‘ere,’ said the man finally, wiping a tear from his eye. ‘You are in the Orange King’s land.’
‘Blasphemy!’ said Alevos, pointing his sword straight at the man who had been talking.
‘Easy now, soldier,’ said another one of the men, with equally crooked teeth. ‘The only reason we ‘aven’t cut you up already is these two companions of yours. We reckons the Orange King would be ‘appy to meet ‘em, so how’s about you all come along, nice and good, yes?’
Alevos grunted and looked as if he was about to say something, but Luna pulled at his sleeve.
‘He’s right,’ she said to him. ‘We are badly outnumbered. Our best chance is to go with him.’
The second orange man did a mocking bow towards her. ‘Wise words, little ‘un. We’ll be taking them weapons of yours until we reach the king. Just as a precaution, see,’ he said with a nasty grin.
Alevos reluctantly gave up his sword, followed by Luna and Ahote.
‘Now, if you would be so kind as to put yer’ hands together, like so,’ said the first man, holding his wrists against each other.
They held out their hands, which were tied tightly with rope. Luna’s were tied too tight, and the rope burned her skin, making her brown eyes well up, but she didn’t complain. She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of seeing her cry. 
The orange men led them to the edge of the ruined city of Lightvale, and still the mother and child were nowhere to be seen. Luna hoped with all her heart that they were safe. Outside the ruins stood the orange men’s horses, and they put each one of their prisoners on a different one, behind one of the men. Luna wrinkled her nose; the man whose back she was pressed against stank as if he hadn’t bathed in weeks.
The horses moved swiftly on the paved road. It was a very uncomfortable, bumpy ride, but fortunately, after about an hour they began to approach the orange men’s base. There was a huge wall, presumably built around their buildings. It was so high that Luna could not see anything inside. It seemed hastily put together but somehow still gave the impression of being strong and sturdy. It appeared to be made of some brown material, maybe clay. Luna wasn’t sure whether the wall was there in order to keep intruders out or the orange men in, but one thing was for certain: It would be very difficult to escape once they were inside that compound.
A gate slowly opened and Luna and the others were pulled off the horses and forced to walk. Inside the wall there turned out to be only one building, but it was huge. It resembled a castle, but, just like the gates, it was haphazardly put together. There were unfinished parts on one side, stray spikes on the other. It would have looked fearsome if it weren’t such a mess. It was towards the entrance to this building that they were escorted. All around them they could see frantic activity: men making fires; horses running wildly; a couple of the orange men fighting... It was absolute chaos.
The two orange men that had spoken to them earlier were now knocking on the door of the makeshift fortress.
‘What do yer’ want?’ came a voice from behind the heavy-looking door.
‘It’s Skral and Gruk,’ said the man who had knocked. ‘We have some juicy-lookin’ prisoners ‘ere. We thinks the King might wanna have a look before we get rid of ‘em.’
Luna gulped hard and looked over at Ahote, wondering if he was as scared as she was. He was a lighter shade of green than usual, but his face looked fierce and determined. She wished she were as brave as him. It was beginning to hit her that they truly had no hope of getting out of this place.
There were muffled sounds of chains being moved, and a few seconds later the door slowly creaked open. The face of another orange man glared at  them as they were manhandled inside.
‘Go on then, ‘urry up! His majesty ‘asn’t got all day,’ he said irritably.
They were in a giant mess hall, every inch of which seemed to be covered with stains of some sort. It was the grubbiest place that Luna had ever seen. She even felt a bit sorry for her shoes, having to make contact with whatever indescribable stuff coated the floor. Every time she lifted her foot up, it stuck to the ground slightly. The room was dominated, just like the emperor’s dining hall, by a large dais, upon which there seemed to be a huge, round, orange, statue. As they moved closer, though, Luna realized that it wasn’t a statue, but rather the largest man she had ever seen, seated on a large cushion. He was like a giant, oversized orange, his head just a smaller orange perched awkwardly on the mountain of fat that was his body.  Two tiny legs stuck out from under his body, although Luna would have been very surprised indeed if he had used them in a long time, and he had equally undersized arms and hands, the fingers of which he was currently licking. His face had a slightly nasty look to it, like that of a particularly petulant four-year-old, with small beady eyes. On top of his head was the slightest tuft of yellowish hair, although it seemed to be receding. He was deeply orange, not like all the orange men they had seen so far, but rather a bright, lurid hue. Luna was repulsed by him but forced herself to look. 
The Orange King belched loudly, the acrid smell reaching them and making them gag. ‘What is this you’ve brought me?’ he asked, in a higher-pitched voice than expected.
Skral and Gruk bowed to the king. Luna received a kick to the back of her knees, which prompted her to do the same, as did Alevos and Ahote.
‘Oh, wise Orange King,’ said Skral. ‘We ‘ave brought you some most ‘umble offerings.’
‘We found this lot in the ruins of Lightvale,’ continued Gruk. ‘We reckoned you might like to ‘ave a look at ‘em. They says they is on imperial business.’ He sniggered.
‘Is that so?’ said the Orange King. ‘Tell them to come closer.’
‘You ‘eard ‘im. Move!’ said Skral, and the three of them took a few steps up onto the dais.
They were so close now that Luna could see the stretch lines on the Orange King’s bare stomach and smell his unpleasant odor. She forced herself not to wrinkle her nose. 
The Orange King squinted first at Alevos, who looked back defiantly, then at Ahote, and finally at Luna.
‘I don’t see what is so interesting about these three,’ he said, with a dismissive wave of his tiny hand. ‘Why are you wasting my time with this?’
‘But your ‘ighness,’ said Gruk, visibly flustered. ‘Look at the colour of the girl’s skin. We ‘ain’t never seen anyone like that before, not around ‘ere.’
The Orange King looked back over Luna, his eyes widening slightly this time when he noticed the rich brown tone of her skin. ‘Why yes, Gruk, it seems you are right.’ He turned to Alevos. ‘Why is it you are here?’
‘We are on official business from the empress, we are to-’
‘Silence!’ thundered the Orange King’s voice. ‘I’m tired of hearing of the empress. The empress is weak. What we need is a King, soon everyone will see that. I am the only ruler of this land.’ The Orange King seemed to have lost himself in his own rant.
Alevos spat on the ground.
‘Never!’ said Ahote.
‘Guards,’ said the Orange King, with a lazy hand movement.
Immediately, orange men came out of the corners of the room and hit Alevos and Ahote, repeatedly. They both doubled down in pain. Luna knew she had to do something or they might keep hitting them, and she had just had a brainwave.
‘Stop!’ she shouted.
The Orange held up his hand, gazing at Luna, his beady little eyes brimming with curiosity. The guards ceased beating the other two and walked off slightly, leaving Alevos and Ahote panting. Luna shot them a hard, pointed look, then addressed the Orange King.
‘Your majesty? May I speak?’ The other two looked at her as if she had gone mad.
‘You may,’ he said.
‘What my rash companions meant to say,’ she said, looking again at the other two, ‘is that the empress has heard tales of your greatness.’
‘Is that so? What exactly has she heard?’ said the Orange King, his interest piqued.
‘Oh, all sorts,’ said Luna, buying time. ‘She has heard of how wise you are, of your formidable strength, and is particularly fond of your beautiful skin tone.’
‘Yes, well, it is quite unique,’ he said, smiling in a self-satisfied way. ‘I never knew the empress to be such a discerning woman.’
Alevos opened his mouth to speak, but before he could get a word in, Luna continued. 
‘Who could resist your majesty? She has sent us here because she finds herself without a husband, and would like you to consider her offer of marriage.’ 
Next to her Luna could just imagine Alevos almost having a heart attack at her words.
The Orange King furrowed his brow, looking almost taken aback. ‘Really? I had always assumed I would have to take Twinspire by force. I was amassing an army for such a purpose.’ He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his small eyes darting from Luna to the other two. ‘I suppose a marriage might be beneficial to us both. There is so much bloodshed in the land,’ he said, magnanimously.
‘Wisely said, your majesty,’ said Luna.
He puffed his chest out with pride at the compliment. ‘I like you,’ he said. ‘Tell me, little one. Why is your skin such an unusual colour?’
‘I am not from this land, your majesty. They call me the Seeker. I was summoned here by the empress to bring you this important message. She trusted no one else with the job.’
‘Of course, of course,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘The people of Iluvia can be so untrustworthy.’
‘And you, your majesty?’ continued Luna, growing bolder by the minute as her tactics seemed to be working. ‘What gives your skin its beautiful tone?’
The Orange King looked himself over from top to bottom, smiling. ‘I did not use to be this size or colour,’ he said slowly. ‘Once I was a normal man: weak, small and purple, like the rest of them. One day, though, I discovered a fruit that can only be described as created by the Heavens. I have eaten nothing but that fruit for the past ten years,’ he said boastfully. ‘You may have heard of it. It is called the phoenix fruit.’
Ahote and Luna’s faces lit up at the mention of the fruit that Ahote’s mother had given them for breakfast at Fringetown. She hadn’t noticed any change in her own skin colour after eating it, but then again, she hadn’t been eating it exclusively for the past ten years.
‘If you have heard of it,’ continued the Orange King, ‘then you will know that it is exceedingly rare. My supplies have almost run out. That has been the reason for my recent raids on Lightvale. However, there is none to be found there. I am at a loss as to what to do.’
‘The phoenix fruit is found mostly in the North of Iluvia,’ murmured Luna to herself. She looked over at Ahote. There was a plan forming in her mind, one that might just get them out of this situation.
‘What did you say, child?’ said the Orange King, his wobbling form towering dangerously over Luna.
‘I said that the phoenix fruit is found mostly in the North of Iluvia,’ she said, looking him straight in the eyes.
‘Alas, in my current condition I am much too weak to travel all the way North,’ said the Orange King.
‘Perhaps I may be of assistance?’ said Luna. ‘The empress instructed me to help you with anything at all.’
The Orange King’s eyes went greedily wide, presumably at the prospect of soon receiving a shipment of phoenix fruit. 
‘That would be most excellent. Could you be ready to depart in the morning?’ he asked.
‘Of course, your majesty.’
‘You must understand, this fruit is essential to me, to the whole of Iluvia now. If I should lose my skin tone,’ he said, putting his small arm to his forehead dramatically, ‘perhaps the empress would have no interest in me anymore, call off our wedding, and the whole country might slip into disaster!’
‘Surely not, my king,’ said Luna.
‘Very well,’ he said, quickly recomposing himself. ‘Then, it is settled. You may stay the night here, then leave in the morning.’ He looked around the room. ‘Guards! Take the other two and hang them.’
Two guards approached Alevos and Ahote with dangerous looks on their faces.
‘Your majesty,’ she said. ‘If I may, I would like to keep my two companions with me. I might need their help in reaching the North, and besides, it would not send a very good message to your betrothed to kill her soldiers.’
The Orange King sighed. ‘No, I suppose not. Very well, you may keep your servants. And I suppose you will be wanting your weapons back.’ He nodded at the guards, who gave them back to them. ‘You shall leave tomorrow. Sleep anywhere you see fit. Farewell!’ 
With that, he waved them away with a movement of his hand. As they walked out of the hall from the door he had shooed them towards, Luna noticed the disappointed looks on the faces of the guards.
They found themselves in a huge barracks, just as grimy as the mess hall they had been in earlier. Luna was exhausted from her conversation with the Orange King, so she tried to find an empty place to rest. The floor was covered in sleeping bags, most of them occupied by snoring orange men, but at the very far end there seemed to be a few empty spots. She motioned for the other two to follow her as she carefully walked along, avoiding stepping on any of the bodies sprawled on the floor. The other two followed some distance behind her, still looking slightly shell-shocked by what had happened earlier.
Finally, she stopped at a reasonably clean-looking sleeping bag, patting the ones next to it to indicate that the others should follow.
‘We should get some rest,’ she said. ‘We have barely slept, and we will need to head out early in the morning,’ she said, in a sensible, matter-of-fact kind of way.
Alevos glared at Luna with a look of utter disbelief. ‘You gave the empress's word that she would marry this...this Orange King!’ he spat.
‘And you told him she liked the colour of his skin,’ said Ahote, a small grin appearing on his face.
‘Well, I had to do something,’ she said, throwing her hands up in exasperation. ‘You two were being confrontational, and he was about to have you killed!’
‘That would have been more honourable,’ muttered Alevos under his breath.
‘You can be honourable next time!’ said Luna, crossing her arms. ‘This was the only way to get us out of here. I don’t like it any more than you do, but it worked. Right?’
‘Oh, it worked all right,’ said Ahote happily. ‘He believed every word of it.’
‘Then it’s settled. The empress doesn’t need to know about this. When we have found the emperor they can send someone to deal with this Orange King,’ she said.
‘And on the way back?’ asked Alevos. ‘What then? How are we going to get past the Orange King without him discovering that he was tricked?’
‘Oh, we’ll think of that when it comes to it,’ said Luna, who was beginning to get a bit cross that the other two weren’t more grateful to her for saving their lives. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to get some sleep.’ And with that, she lay down on the sleeping bag and closed her eyes, immediately falling into a deep slumber.




THE INNKEEPER’S DAUGHTER
Luna woke up first thing the next morning; the snores that were coming from Ahote’s sleeping bag were too loud to ignore. She elbowed him where his ribs would have been, had he had any, perhaps using a little too much strength. She was still unhappy about how ungrateful Alevos and him had been the night before.
‘Ouch,’ said Ahote, rubbing the spot where he had been hit. ‘What was that for?’
‘Why do you care? You don’t have bones, anyway,’ said Luna irritably.
Ahote looked down.
‘I’m sorry, Ahote,’ said Luna. ‘I didn’t mean that. It’s just that neither of you really thanked me after I talked us out of trouble last night. I’m still a bit annoyed,’ she said, blowing a tuft of hair off her face. 
Ahote grinned. ‘I see, so that’s the problem,’ he said. He looked solemnly at her. ‘I hereby formally thank you for saving my life yesterday. I shall never doubt you. Better?’
Luna punched him playfully in the shoulder. ‘You dork,’ she said, but she smiled nonetheless. ‘Let’s wake up Alevos.’
They only shook the captain slightly, but that was all that was needed to awaken him. He stretched briefly. ‘Let’s get going,’ he said simply.
They walked back through the same mess hall from the previous day. It was once again empty save for the Orange King, who was stuffing his face with food. Luna wondered if the man ever left his seat. He spotted them as they walked past and waved his grubby hand at them in a rather un-king-like way.
‘Safe journeys,’ he called. ‘Bring me back some phoenix fruit, or you shall pay.’ 
His face looked very threatening as he spoke the last words. Luna shuddered, wondering about his reaction when he discovered her ruse, but there was no going back now. They strode out of the building and through the gates of the wall which had been opened for them. The open road lay ahead. Before they could take a step, however, Skral and Gruk stepped up to bar their way.
‘Just you remember,’ said Skral, pointing a grubby finger at them, ‘I’ve got my eyes on you lot.’
‘Yeah,’ added Gruk. ‘If we ever find out you’ve tricked our king ‘ere…’ He ran his finger across his neck in an unpleasant way.
‘Thanks. We will keep that in mind,’ said Ahote. They stepped around the two orange men and set off, not looking back.
The road was less well-kept in this part of Iluvia, the slabs uneven and slightly painful to walk on. After only a few hours, Luna had to ask the others to stop. They took a rest, eating some of the vegetables that Melthus had packed and occasionally glancing at the grey, overcast sky. An eagle soared way overhead, its wings flapping majestically as they carried it through the sky.
‘Did you see it?’ asked Ahote.
Luna nodded.
‘My family name is Eagleheart. That is a good omen.’
‘Nonsense,’ said Alevos, speaking for the first time since they left the Orange King’s keep. ‘There is no such thing as an omen. Men must rely only on themselves, and make their own luck.’
‘Men, perhaps,’ said Ahote, winking mischievously, ‘but we blobkin know that there is no harm in getting a bit of help while you are making it.’
Alevos grunted, but said nothing more. Luna hoped that Ahote was right, and that the eagle was a symbol of good fortune. They could certainly do with as much help as they could get.
They finished their lunch and continued their path down the road. Luna noticed that the scenery was changing slightly; the monotonous plains and low hills were being replaced by vegetation. There were clumps of trees and brushes now dotting the landscape, and instead of hills there were slabs of rock jutting out from the ground, as if dropped by whoever sculpted the land and then just left there, forgotten. As they walked, she chatted and joked around with Ahote, but Alevos was as silent and sombre as ever.
Luna looked up at the sky and saw that twilight was fast approaching. She shivered, and noticed that the others were doing so as well; it was much colder up here than in Twinspire.
‘Where shall we spend the night?’ asked Luna.
‘There is an inn up ahead, before reaching the River Kitagawa.’
‘Will we be able to buy some warmer clothes there?’ she asked.
‘I am not certain,’ said Alevos, grimacing. ‘I certainly hope so.’
It was fully dark when they reached the inn Alevos had spoken of. If he hadn’t told her it was an inn, Luna would have thought it nothing more than a farmhouse. It was wooden, but the wood had a slightly musty smell to it, and its appearance didn’t bode much better. There were a couple of windows, from which yellow light poured out, and a crooked sign hung from above the door. It read “The Sullen Kappa Inn”.
‘This is where we are staying?’ said Ahote in disbelief. ‘It looks awful!’
‘What, not the luxury you are used to in Fringetown?’ said Alevos. Ahote shot him an angry glance. ‘It’s just a warm place to sleep and rest. It doesn’t need to be a palace.’
‘They’d better have tasty food,’ grumbled Ahote. ‘If I have to eat raw vegetables again…’
They walked up to the door and knocked. A hatch slid on the door and an old man with a sour face shaped like a half moon peeped out from inside. He had small eyes, narrowed to slits, and a large mole on his pointy chin.
‘How can I help you?’ the man said.
‘Good evening,’ said Alevos, stepping forward. ‘We are looking for accommodation. Do you have any rooms available?’
‘Maybe I do,’ said the man, eyeing them over suspiciously. ‘How many of you will be staying?’
‘All three of us,’ said Alevos.
‘The girl and yourself can stay. He,’ he said, looking straight at Ahote, ‘can not. Dirty bunch, his lot are. Make a mess, cause trouble, you name it.’
Ahote was fuming, but Luna touched him lightly on the arm, hoping to calm him down.
‘I’m afraid that won’t do,’ said Alevos politely but firmly. ‘It’s either all of us, or none of us.’
‘Suit yourself,’ said the man, and the hatch slid closed. They heard his footsteps moving away from the door.
Luna wasn’t worried about Ahote getting annoyed anymore. She was angry for her friend now. She thumped on the door loudly. They heard the footsteps coming back, and the viewing hatch slid open again.
‘What do you want? I thought I already told you, we won’t take his-’
‘Do you know who I am?’ said Luna, glowering.
The man looked a little shocked at being addressed in such an impertinent way by a little girl, and looked at Luna closely.
‘I can’t say that I do.’
‘Well, let me introduce myself. I am the Seeker, summoned by the empress to help her find the missing emperor. This is the head of the Imperial Guard, Captain Alevos, and this,’ she said, pointing theatrically at Ahote, ‘is Commander Ahote Eagleheart of the Imperial Army. We are here on her majesty’s business. I suggest you show some respect,’ she said, hoping she sounded convincing.
A second passed, maybe two, then the hatch slid closed and the door swung open. The man prostrated himself on the floor, his hands clasped above his head.
‘Forgive me,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘We have suffered many raids in these parts lately. I was just being cautious.’
Luna was unmoved. ‘What you said about my friend Ahote just now...I want you to apologize to him.’
The man stood up, a look of disbelief on his face. He seemed to be trying to determine whether Luna was joking or not.
‘You heard the girl,’ said Alevos, raising his voice slightly. ‘Apologize.’
‘Yes, yes, of course,’ he muttered. ‘I am very sorry to have caused any offence, my commander.’ He bowed.
‘That’s quite alright, no offence taken,’ said Ahote, looking very pleased by the show of respect.
‘If you don’t mind, we shall go inside now. It’s cold,’ said Luna. She was shaking slightly. She had never stood up for herself in that way before.
‘Naturally,’ said the man, still a little flustered. ‘My name is Alpheus. I am the owner of this inn. I suppose your honour will be wanting something warm to eat.’
‘That would be nice,’ said Luna with a sweet smile.
‘Of course. If you would be so kind as to take a seat in the dining room, my daughter will be more than happy to bring you some food.’
As he scurried off, Ahote elbowed her excitedly.
‘Commander of the Imperial Army?’ he said, laughing. ‘Where did you get that from?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Luna, suddenly feeling rather embarrassed. ‘I guess I just have a vivid imagination.’
‘That was well done. I feared we would have to camp outside,’ said Alevos, nodding at her in appreciation.
They walked into the dining room, which was empty at this late hour. The inside of the inn didn’t look much better than the exterior. The wooden tables and chairs were old and chipped, and the dim light coming from a few weary candles was barely enough to illuminate the whole room. The only good thing that could be said about the place was that it was warm, since there was a roaring fire burning in the sturdy old fireplace. They chose a table close to it and sat down, enjoying the feeling of being able to relax after a long day of walking. 
Not long had passed when there was a sound from what must have been the kitchen and a girl a little older than Luna walked in, carrying plates of food. They knew she was the daughter of the man that had opened the door because he had told them so, but she bore absolutely no resemblance to him. The girl was beautiful, with skin a fair shade of purple and large blue doe eyes. She had chestnut coloured hair which fell in long, wavy locks down her back. Her face was honest and cheerful, with lips that curved up slightly more on one side than the other and two small dimples that appeared on her cheeks every time she smiled.
‘Hello, travelers,’ she said, putting the plates down on the table. ‘Let me introduce today’s specials. This is stew made with trout fished straight from the river. We have some bread, freshly baked, and some roast potatoes. I am Adelia, by the way,’ she said, giving them a warm smile. ‘What brings you to our inn?’
Ahote was staring at her with his mouth open in quite a rude way. Luna kicked him under the table to snap him out of it, then answered the girl.  ‘Hello, Adelia,’ she said. ‘My name is Luna. We are here on business for the empress.’
‘Ooh, the empress, how exciting!’ she said, clapping her hands. ‘Forgive me, but it’s not often that we see young girls in these parts. I haven’t seen a girl around my age for years. It’s too dangerous for them to travel.’
‘Not for Luna,’ blurted Ahote. ‘She’s the Seeker.’
‘The Seeker?’ The girl’s eyes went wide. ‘From all the old tales? Why, I must have read hundreds of them when I was a child,’ she said. She turned to Ahote. ‘We don’t see many blobkin around here either. Father mentioned you were a commander of some sort?’
Ahote blushed and looked away shyly. Luna snorted. She had never seen him look so abashed.
‘Well, you scared him half to death with all your titles, that’s for sure,’ said Adelia, giggling. ‘And you, sir, who might you be?’ She was addressing Alevos.
‘I might be someone who is hungry and wants to enjoy his dinner in peace,’ he said, rather harshly.
‘Yes, yes, of course. I shall leave you to it,’ she said, flustered. She made a slightly awkward curtsey and walked off to the kitchen.
‘That was mean,’ said Luna. ‘What did you do that for?’
‘Because it’s the truth,’ he muttered. ‘The last thing I want after a day of walking in the cold is to listen to some innkeeper’s girl babbling on about nonsense.’
‘She was just being friendly,’ said Luna quietly.
Alevos grunted in response.
‘Why do you always have to be like this, Alevos?’ she said, raising her voice slightly. ‘Whenever we are on the road, you are always quiet, and whenever you speak, it is to say something negative. Do you hate traveling with us so much?’
Alevos sighed, and rubbed the stubble on his chin. While no one would say that he was a handsome man, his serious appearance and constant brooding did lend him a kind of unusual charm. At the moment, though, his face looked particularly weary.
‘It is not that I dislike traveling with you, Seeker,’ he began.
‘Luna, please call me Luna.’ She was beginning to get tired of all this Seeker talk.
‘As you wish,’ he said. ‘It is not your company that sours my mood, but rather a memory that you bring back so vividly. I was not always the forlorn man you see before you. Years ago, many things brought me joy, and none more than the birth of my daughter. She would have been your age now. You make me think of her,’ he said quietly.
‘And what happened to her?’
‘She is gone,’ he said simply.
‘I’m sorry, Alevos,’ said Luna. She didn’t know what else to say.
‘Let’s eat! The food is getting cold and that fish looks delicious,’ said Ahote, trying to change the subject. 
All of the food was delicious, not only the fish, and they gobbled it up hungrily, not knowing when they would get to eat a proper meal next. They all felt much better after eating, and when Adelia came back to take their plates away, Alevos addressed her.
‘I apologize for my rudeness earlier,’ he said. ‘I often forget my manners. My name is Captain Alevos.’
Adelia positively beamed as she walked away with the trays. After they had been sitting by the fire awhile, they began to grow drowsy, and before long they decided it was time to go to bed, so they walked up to their rooms. Saying good night to the others, Luna pushed open the creaky door and found a small but surprisingly clean bedroom. Finally she would have some privacy after the last few nights of sleeping surrounded by other people. She curled up under the blankets and fell into a warm sound sleep.
✦
Luna was awoken early the following morning by a loud banging on her window. At first she thought it was a dream, but she pinched herself and realized that she was, in fact, very much awake. She got up and stumbled over to the window, wondering what on earth was making the noise. She had only taken a couple of steps when she realized it was the rain which was banging against the window with such force that it sounded as if someone was knocking on it. In addition to the rain, Luna could hear the wind howling alarmingly loud too. She had never experienced weather like this in London.
Yawning, she plodded sleepily down the stairs, and made her way towards the dining hall.
‘Good morning, Seeker,’ said Adelia with a smile. She was sweeping the corridor. ‘Did you sleep well?’
‘Yes, I did. The room was very cosy. Please call me Luna, though.’
‘Of course, miss. Your companions are waiting for you. I’ll bring you breakfast in just a moment,’ she said.
The other two were sitting at the same table by the fire when Luna entered the room. Ahote was smiling, looking rested and happy, but Alevos was back to his gloomy old self. Luna was surprised to see that the dining room windows had been boarded up.
‘Can you believe our luck?’ he said, motioning with his hand towards the window and the weather outside. ‘A typhoon, of all things. There is no saying how long we will be stuck here!’
‘A typhoon?’ said Luna.
‘Yes, isn’t it exciting?’ said Ahote, his eyes gleaming. ‘We don’t really get them down in Fringetown but apparently they are more common up here. I love how powerful the wind and rain feel.’
‘I do not,’ said Alevos. ‘This will do nothing but delay us, and we have no time to spare as it is. Every second we lose could spell doom for the emperor.’
‘Can’t we travel in it? We have coats and hoods,’ said Luna innocently.
They both looked at her as if she had gone mad.
‘No chance,’ said Ahote. ‘You could get blown away, Luna. This is wind so strong that the rain falls sideways, and it can uproot trees. It makes you feel so small compared to nature, doesn’t it, captain?’
Alevos grunted.
They didn’t speak again until their food arrived. This time it was something Luna was familiar with. There were eggs, toast, and roasted tomatoes. Just like the night before, it was all delicious, and they ate up every last bit hungrily.
When Adelia came to pick up the plates, she looked at Ahote’s arm. ‘Nice tattoo!’ she said. ‘Do you mind if I…?’ she said, stretching out her arm.
Luna almost burst out laughing at the look on Ahote’s face. He had gone quite red in the cheeks, which looked comical compared to the greenness of the rest of his skin. He nodded to indicate that yes, she could touch him.
She put her hand lightly on his arm. ‘Wow, it feels different than I expected. Your skin is so soft. Is it true that you don’t have bones?’ she asked.
The question was the same one that the little boy Arthur had asked, but Ahote’s response was completely different. 
‘It’s true,’ he said, looking at the ground.
‘That’s amazing,’ she said, flashing him a big smile as she whisked the plates off into the kitchen.
‘Your face was priceless,’ teased Luna.
‘Be quiet,’ he said sulkily, but when Luna looked away, he allowed himself a little smile.
The rest of the morning and afternoon passed slowly. The storm was still raging outside, so there was no option but to stay inside and wait it out. Alpheus had insisted that he had enough provisions stocked up to last a few days, so they weren’t worried about that, but every second they delayed meant wasting time the emperor might not have. The longer he remained missing, the longer the problems in the land would continue.
At night, after dinner, they all went up to bed, but Luna was restless after a whole day of doing nothing. She tossed and turned in her bed, unable to drift off. Finally, she decided to go get herself a glass of water from the kitchen. The wind was still howling outside as she tiptoed down the stairs.
She noticed a glow coming from the dining room, and silently tiptoed over to see what it was. It turned out to be the fire, with Adelia sitting next to it, engrossed in a book. She didn’t seem to have noticed Luna come in.
‘Hi,’ said Luna softly, hoping not to startle her.
Adelia looked up and smiled her warm smile. ‘You couldn’t sleep either?’ she asked.
Luna shook her head. ‘No, the typhoon...Is the weather always like this around here?’
Adelia thought for a second. ‘Actually, no, Seeker. It is always wet in these parts, to be sure, but recently it has been raining more and more often, and with a greater intensity than ever before. It’s as if we were a magnet for storms.’
‘That must be awful for you, being cooped up all the time,’ said Luna. ‘I always have trouble sleeping when I’m stuck inside. I need to be out and about.’
Adelia sighed a deep, mournful sigh. ‘Me too. I suppose that’s why I can never sleep,’ she said. ‘All I do is stay at the inn every day. I’m so jealous of you,’ she said.
‘Of me?’ Luna almost laughed. She had never heard anything so ridiculous.
‘Yes, of you,’ said Adelia, fixing her sweet eyes on Luna’s. Somehow by the dim light of the fire she looked even more beautiful. ‘You are off exploring, going on adventures and meeting new people. I have never had that.’
‘Have you never gone anywhere else?’
‘Well, we used to travel a bit in the old days, I guess. I’ve been to Twinspire before. But when my mother died, my father just didn’t seem to have it in him. The inn and myself are the only things he has left. I suppose he doesn’t want to risk them.’
‘It must get boring though, right?’
‘Oh yes, absolutely, but there are often people coming and going. Also, I love to read, and whenever he gets supplies, father always asks for books to be delivered for me.’
Luna smiled at Adelia. She loved reading too. She glanced at the book that the young woman held in her hands. ‘What are you reading about now?’
‘Well, I love reading about monsters and magical creatures,’ she said excitedly. ‘This book is all about the kappa.’
‘I’ve never heard of a kappa. What is that?’ said Luna, her curiosity piqued.
‘Really?’ Adelia’s face lit up. Luna got the feeling that she had been waiting for years for someone to ask her about kappa. ‘That won’t do. If you are traveling North across the river, which I imagine you are, you need to be prepared.’
‘Prepared? The kappa are real?’
‘Oh yes, real as can be. Why wouldn’t they be?’ said Adelia, frowning.
‘Well, in my world, magical creatures are only found in stories. They don’t really exist.’
‘They don’t exist? But then, how do people write stories about them?’ Adelia was looking more and more confused.
Luna sensed that she had got herself into a conversation far beyond her means of explaining. ‘Never mind about that. Tell me about these kappa,’ she said.
‘Well, kappa look a little like humans, but they have scaly skin like lizards and a beak and shell like turtles. They usually live in rivers and ponds in the mountains, and they love playing tricks on people who walk through their land.’
‘What sort of tricks?’ 
Adelia bit her lip and looked up, deep in thought. ‘Well, it can be anything from splashing water on you to getting your clothes wet to stealing your food. Some people even believe that they drown humans and eat them, but I don’t think that’s true, because they don’t like to eat meat. Their favorite food is cucumber,’ she said confidingly.
‘I’ve never heard of anyone whose favorite food was cucumber,’ said Luna.
Adelia laughed. ‘Yeah, me neither! I wouldn’t be too worried about them, though. Most kappa are very polite and honourable. If a kappa swears allegiance to you, it is said they won’t break that promise for a thousand years.’
‘But what can we do if we are attacked by them? If we find some of the bad ones, I mean.’
Adelia put her finger on her chin and thought for some time. ‘I suppose you would have to empty the kappa’s sara,’ she said matter-of-factly.
‘What is that?’ Luna knew Adelia was trying to be helpful, but she couldn’t help getting a bit frustrated by the fact that the older girl kept assuming she knew things that she didn’t.
‘It’s like a bowl on the top of the kappa’s head. It is the source of a kappa’s power and it must always be filled with water. If it is emptied while they are on land, the kappa will lose all of their strength. I guess that is the only way you could hurt it.’
Luna frowned. ‘That doesn’t sound too easy.’
‘I can’t imagine it would be,’ said Adelia. ‘Hopefully it won’t come to that.’ She smiled. ‘I have told you about a creature from Iluvia, now why don’t you tell me about one from where you come from?’
Luna described dragons to Adelia. They were one of the mythical creatures she was most interested in and she found herself going into detail about the differences between Asian dragons and Western ones. Luna really enjoyed talking to Adelia; she ooh’d and aah’d in just the right places, and Luna loved the way her eyes widened in wonder as she pictured the dragons. 
‘They sound wonderful,’ said Adelia after she had finished. ‘They remind me a bit of the monsters that came from across the sea in the stories from long ago.’ She sighed. ‘Oh, how I would love to see one of these dragons with my own eyes.’
‘It’s not quite the same,’ offered Luna, ‘but if you have paper and a pencil, I could draw you one tomorrow morning.’
‘Really?’ said Adelia, clapping her hands excitedly. She paused for a second. ‘I really wish this storm would last for weeks so we could spend more time together.’ There was an unusual sparkle in Adelia’s eyes as she looked at Luna in the dim light.
‘Me too,’ said Luna. ‘You are like the older sister I don’t have in London.’
Whatever had been in Adelia’s eyes vanished suddenly.
‘Right, a sister,’ Adelia said. She yawned in a slightly forced manner. ‘It’s getting late,’ she said, standing up. ‘I’d better get some rest.’
‘Yeah, me too,’ said Luna.
Luna followed Adelia up the stairs and to the corridor where all the rooms lay. Just as Luna was about to open the door to her room, she felt Adelia grab her hand. 
‘I look forward to your dragon picture,’ she whispered. Then she let go and was swallowed by the darkness of the corridor in a second.
Luna went into her room and got under the blankets. Even though she had learned a lot that night and had plenty to think about, she fell fast asleep as soon as her head rested on the pillow.
✦
Luna woke up early the next morning and was greeted by sunshine pouring through the window and, thankfully, silence. The sounds of rain and wind had disappeared. It seemed the storm was over. She stretched and yawned, then something caught her eye by the door to the room.
She padded over to the door and stopped down to pick up a piece of paper and a rustic-looking pencil. They had been slid under the door. Luna smiled. Adelia had wasted no time finding her the materials. She really wanted to see that dragon.
Luna lay down on the floor on her stomach and put her legs in the air, immediately getting to work. She pictured the dragon in her mind: its fiery breath, its fierce face, its powerful wings... they all came flowing into her imagination with barely the slightest effort. It was second nature for Luna to draw, and the pencil in her hand felt like an extension of her mind, flowing freely on the paper. When she was done, she smiled. It was one of the best pictures she had ever drawn. “For Adelia” she wrote on the back of the paper, and she signed it “Luna”.
She went downstairs to find that Alevos and Ahote were still sleeping. She was just about to wake them up when Adelia walked into the room. Her face lit up as soon as she saw Luna.
‘Did you find the pencil and paper?’ she asked.
‘Well, they were hard to miss! They were right by the door.’
Adelia grinned sheepishly and looked at the floor, her dimples accentuated. ‘Well, I didn’t want you to forget your promise,’ she said.
‘I didn’t. Here is the drawing,’ said Luna, handing her the piece of paper.
Adelia’s eyes widened in awe as she studied the picture, running her fingertips over the lines of the pencil.
‘It looks so real, and so fierce,’ she murmured. ‘I love it!’
She threw her arms around Luna and gave her a big hug. Luna hugged her awkwardly back.
Adelia pulled back, holding both of Luna’s hands in hers. She stared at Luna fixedly with her large eyes.
‘You will come back and visit, right? When your journey is over, I mean.’
Luna flicked her glasses back up on her nose nervously. ‘I would love to visit,’ she said, although she didn’t truthfully know if they would be able to come back.
‘Good. It’s going to be so dreadfully boring without you.’ Adelia looked at the clock on the wall. ‘You had better wake up your partners. Not everyone is as early a riser as you!’
As it turned out, Luna didn’t need to, since they both came down the stairs at that moment. They had a quick, tasty breakfast, and then packed up their things, ready to leave. Alpheus reappeared, having made himself scarce since the confrontation that they had had when they first arrived. Alevos reached inside his back to produce some coins.
‘No, no. Please,’ said the old man, waving his hands. ‘I couldn’t possibly take money from people doing the empress's work.’
Alevos nodded, bowing slightly to the man, who bowed back.
‘Thank you so much. That was very kind,’ said Luna. She nudged Ahote.
‘Yes. Thank you for your hospitality,’ he said rather forcedly.
They stepped outside into a completely different landscape from the one they had arrived in. The typhoon had torn up patches of grass and a small tree even lay on the ground. The sign from the inn had flown off and was lying on the grass quite some distance away. The greatest difference though, was that everywhere was drenched in water, and the ground was muddy. Luna groaned quietly. It would not be pleasant to walk in.
As they set off, heading back onto the road, Adelia reappeared next to her father and they both waved them off.
‘Safe journey! And don’t forget to come back!’ she shouted, cupping her hands around her mouth.
Ahote smiled in a self-satisfied way. ‘I think she likes me,’ he said.
Luna snorted but didn’t say anything. Only she knew who Adelia’s wish was really for.




THE CUCUMBER THIEF
They walked in the sunshine, squelching in the muddy remains of the grass in patches where the road was uneven. The further behind they left Twinspire, the less well maintained it seemed to be. The weather was changing too. Though it was colder, it was not as gloomy or grey. The sun shone, feebly at first, but stronger and stronger the further on they went.
Late afternoon came and they rested and ate, sitting by the side of the road. There was no eagle flying above them this time, but Luna didn’t mind; the sun on her brown skin seemed a good enough omen to her.
They set off again, and Luna heard the river before she saw it; a whooshing liquid sound, full of vitality and power. Judging by the sound, it had to be quite close by. After another half hour, she saw the ocean up ahead, but still the river was nowhere to be found.
‘There it is,’ said Alevos. ‘The River Kitagawa.’
‘Where?’ said Luna. She still couldn’t see it.
Alevos extended his arm. ‘Right in front of you, Seeker,’ he said.
‘That’s the river?’ she said in wonder. 
She had never seen a river so wide. It extended as far as she could see in every direction, so far that she couldn’t glimpse the other side. It glittered and shone invitingly, but the waters were flowing very fast, probably engorged from the typhoon.
‘It’s amazing,’ said Ahote, his eyes sparkling. ‘I never thought I would see it myself. They say that all the rivers of Iluvia are born from the Kitagawa, down to the smallest stream.
‘It’s true,’ said Alevos. ‘If it wasn’t so treacherous, you could ride it all the way from here down to Twinspire.’
Luna let that sink in, staring at the water in wonder like Ahote. Then it hit her. ‘If it’s this wide, and the water flows so fast, how are we going to get across?’
‘Further down the road there is an old bridge. It was built in the early days of Iluvia. It sees less and less use, but it should still be standing.’
They continued walking until darkness fell, and they found themselves next to the great bridge that Alevos had spoken of. It was true that it was still standing, but it looked worn and tired, with cracks appearing in the huge slabs of stone that formed it. Still, Luna marveled at the engineering behind it; Alevos had said the bridge had been there since the beginning of Iluvia, and it must have been no mean feat for people to transport these heavy-looking rocks and arrange them across the river.
By the river there was an old guard shed. Alevos knocked on it twice, but it seemed to be abandoned. They went inside and found only some blankets, straw, and the remnants of a fire that had burned out long ago.
‘It’s strange,’ said Alevos, frowning. ‘There is supposed to always be someone manning the shed.’
‘Maybe the guards got tired of the rain and cold and decided to leave,’ said Ahote with a grin.
The joke didn’t amuse Alevos. ‘No imperial guards would ever abandon their post,’ he said seriously. ‘We should spend the night here. It will protect us from the weather and make it easier to defend ourselves if we are attacked.’
‘Why would we be attacked?’ asked Luna.
‘As I said, the guards did not abandon the post. Best be on guard. There are worse things than people and blobkin roaming this land,’ he said ominously.
Luna didn’t know if it was the gust of cold wind that blew suddenly or the words that Alevos spoke, but she got a cold shiver down her spine all the same.  They took some small rocks and made a ring to light their campfire in. Luckily, the typhoon had knocked down several branches from a nearby tree, but, unluckily, these were soaked through, so it took some time for the fire to catch. They sat there shivering until finally the flames flickered to life. Alevos stood guard by the entrance to the shed, looking through a small slit in the door.
‘We can take turns guarding the hut, captain,’ she said, yawning. 
‘That is quite alright, Seeker,’ said Alevos, with the slightest hint of what might have been a smile. ‘You get some rest now. You will need it tomorrow.’
Luna nodded, then lay her head on her bag, as did Ahote. They were both getting used to sleeping rough by now. As for Alevos, she wondered if he slept at all. Luna quickly drifted off, but it was a restless sleep, plagued by visions. Suddenly, she felt something shaking her and woke with a start.
‘Seeker, Seeker, wake up,’ he said, not unkindly.
‘Where am I?’ she said sleepily.
‘You are in Iluvia, and it is morning,’ said the captain. ‘It is time we resumed our journey. We have a long day ahead of us.’
They walked outside to find the early sun just rising over the horizon, then they immediately set off across the bridge. Luna wasn’t particularly fond of running water, but she followed carefully behind Alevos and Ahote, one step at a time. Directly underneath the slab of rock she was standing on, she could see fish swimming in the crystal-clear water, full of life. Seeing them so close made her feel a bit queasy, and she began worrying about the stability of the bridge. Despite her apprehensions and the cracks in the masonry, it seemed stable enough. It took them almost half an hour to cross the river, but when they were safely on the other side, Luna breathed a sigh of relief.
‘From here onward, the Imperial Road is not so obvious,’ said Alevos. ‘We must watch our step.’ He pointed forwards.
Luna could see that it was true. The road that had led onto the bridge narrowed significantly on this side of the river. It spiralled up into some craggy mountains that lay ahead. These mountains were covered in a thick canopy of trees. In the few places where the trees hadn’t taken root, sharp rocks overtook the landscape.
‘Do we need to go through there?’ she asked, a little incredulously.
‘Sadly, yes. It is the quickest way to our destination. We must, however, be extremely alert. That mountain is Kappakoku, the land of the kappa. They live in the pools and streams that flow through the mountains. Keep your eyes open.’
Ahote spat on the floor. For the first time since Luna had known him, he looked genuinely angry. ‘If I see a kappas, they’re dead,’ he said, rather aggressively.
Luna was shocked. Ahote was usually so jovial. ‘Why do you say that, Ahote?’ she asked. ‘Adelia said they weren’t so bad.’
‘There is bad history between the blobkin and the kappa. When Iluvia was still young, we lived together in peace. The kappa stuck to the rivers and lakes, and the blobkin worked the fields.’
‘What happened then?’
‘The kappa came to us one year, claiming that there had been fewer fish in the rivers than normal and that they had no food to eat. They asked us to give them some of our land. When our elders refused, they kidnapped one of them. There was a war, and many died.’
‘I see,’ said Luna. She knew she should be siding with her friend, but she couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for the kappa, driven to desperation out of hunger.
Ahote seemed to be expecting her to say more, but she remained silent. They went on their way, following the perilous narrow trail through the mountains. At first it was easy going, but as the ascent became steeper and the rocks looser, the road faded into nothing more than a barely trampled footpath that snaked through the crags. Luna huffed and puffed, not being used to having so much strain put on her legs, and even such a seasoned veteran as Alevos seemed to be struggling, his face damp with sweat.
Tough though the march was, the scenery was truly breath-taking. Trees with white bark that resembled birch trees mingled with oak and elm trees, creating a beautiful canopy of greenery. It was very quiet and serene, the silence only interrupted by the musical trickling of small streams and the chirp of birds. The streams themselves were fascinating to behold, filled with boulders and pebbles that diverted the course of the water in strange and wondrous ways. It almost looked as if some of the rocks had been placed there intentionally so as to improve the landscape.
As they ascended, Luna began to see the outline of a large wooden structure against the blue sky.
‘What is that?’ she asked Alevos.
‘That is a torii, an archway signaling the entrance to the land of the kappa,’ he said. ‘We must tread carefully and respectfully after going through it.’
‘No chance of that,’ muttered Ahote savagely.
After around an hour of tortuous climbing, they came upon the torii, which stood proud in the middle of the mountain. The trees were more abundant here, and the silence more oppressive. Luna marveled at the size of the torii; it had to be at least 12 feet tall. It was composed of two thick, perfectly smooth columns of wood. Perpendicular to these were another two pieces of wood, forming a sort of gate or archway. 
With trepidation, they passed through the archway to the other side. Luna thought she sensed a faint stir in the wind as her foot crossed the threshold.
After passing the torii the going became even tougher, and the rocks under their feet even looser. It felt as if they were going in circles; there seemed to be no trace of the path that they had previously been following. Alevos appeared to be frustrated and kept staring at the trees, trying to orient himself. Luna slipped twice on loose rocks, adding to their woes, and the second time she scraped her knees and hands painfully. Worse, though, was the fact that she had got dust and dirt on her glasses. She hadn’t washed them for some time and it was becoming hard to see. Luckily, up ahead lay a small stream with pure clean water that pooled around a large rock.
‘Wait for me,’ Luna called to the other two. ‘I need to wash my glasses.’
Alevos and Ahote nodded and sat down to rest, keeping an eye on her. Luna walked towards the water and leaned down, her bag hanging low over her shoulder. She took off her glasses, splashed the cold, crisp water on them and drank thirstily too. Looking at her reflection in the water, she was surprised by how tired and dirty she looked. She poured some water on her face and scrubbed it gently clean, then checked to see if it was any better. As she leaned close to the surface, something strange happened. Her reflection blinked at her. Too late she realized that there was something in the water, and a green scaly hand shot out and grabbed her by the arm.
‘Help,’ she screamed. Ahote and Alevos immediately leapt up and ran to where she was.
The thing under the water was remarkably strong, and Luna could feel herself losing ground and coming close to falling into the river. The scaly arm had moved from her arm to her bag, and seemed to be trying to grab it. Just as Luna thought she couldn’t possibly hold on any longer, Ahote grabbed her legs and pulled, but even with his strength added to hers, the creature of the river depths was still stronger. Its face was just now beginning to appear on the surface of the water. It looked like a turtle, with sharp black eyes and a pronounced beak that was slightly chipped at the end. It had a long, thin white scar just above its left eye.
Alevos grabbed Ahote, adding to their desperate tug of war. They pulled and pulled, and for a moment Luna felt that she would split down the middle as the weakest link amongst all those involved, but then the combined strength of the three of them triumphed, and the thing was lifted right out of the water and on to the rocky surface of the mountain, still clinging to Luna.
Instantly Ahote and Alevos had their weapons out.
‘It’s a kappa,’ said Ahote, snarling. ‘Kill it!’
‘No, please,’ said the kappa, cowering on the ground. There was something very strange about the way it was sprawled. ‘Don’t kill me.’
‘Give us one reason why we shouldn’t,’ said Alevos, his sword pointed straight at the creature’s heart. ‘You just tried to murder our friend here.’
The kappa’s eyes went wide. ‘No! No! I would never hurt her. It’s just…’
‘It’s just what?’ asked Luna, curious.
‘It’s just that I smelled cucumbers in her bag, and I couldn’t help myself,’ he said, looking ashamed. 
‘Pathetic!’ said Ahote aggressively. ‘Let’s kill it.’
Luna realized at that moment why the kappa looked so strange. His sara, the plate on the top of his head, was empty. The water must have fallen out when they dragged him out of the river, and now he was helplessly stranded. He lay on his back, which was a hard shell, and his legs and arms were fixed straight upwards. It didn’t seem able to move.
‘Ahote, you should be ashamed of yourself,’ said Luna. ‘Would you really want to kill a helpless person?’
‘He is not a person, he is a kappa,’ spat back Ahote, ‘and he is far from helpless. He is just pretending to be weak. Who knows what treachery he is planning?’
‘He is not pretending,’ said Luna. ‘Look at the plate on his head. It must always be filled with water. That’s where they get their power from. His is empty. He can’t move.’
‘The girl is right,’ said Alevos, lowering his weapon. ‘He is trapped and defenceless. There would be no honour in killing him.’
Ahote fumed but he too put his weapon down. ‘Fine. In that case, let’s just leave him here. That can be his punishment for trying to hurt you.’
‘No, please,’ begged the kappa. ‘If you leave me here, I will surely die.’
‘It serves you right,’ said Ahote.
‘No,’ said Luna.
‘No what?’ asked Ahote, looking at her intensely.
‘I am not leaving him here.’
Ahote looked at Alevos, as if to confirm that he wasn’t going mad. ‘The blobkin boy is right, Seeker. Kappa cannot be trusted, it is well known. If you help him, he might seek revenge on us.’
‘Alpheus also thought that blobkin couldn’t be trusted. Was he right too?’ asked Luna, walking over to the kappa and leaning very close to his face. ‘You won’t hurt us, will you?’
‘No, young one. If you help me, I shall be forever in your debt. This I promise,’ he said. He had a gruff but strangely gentle voice. Luna looked him deep in the eyes and saw no deception there.
Luna took a few steps towards the stream, cupped her hands and dipped them in the water, trying to collect as much as possible. Then she walked back to the kappa, and, ignoring the horrified gazes of Alevos and Ahote, began to refill his sara. It took her three journeys to refill it completely, but, when it was done, the creature rose unsteadily on its legs.
‘Thank you,’ he said, immediately kneeling down. ‘I am Nobuo Murakami of the kappa. May I ask who you are?’
‘I am Luna Reyes, but everyone appears to like calling me the Seeker.’
‘The Seeker,’ said Nobuo, stretching out the syllables as if he was tasting them. ‘It has been a long time since that person walked Iluvia. May I ask what brings you to Kappakoku?’
‘Don’t answer that, Seeker,’ warned Alevos. ‘There’s no knowing who he will tell.’
Luna ignored him. She found herself trusting the kappa. He had honest eyes. ‘We are on a journey to the Mounts of Sorrow to find the emperor,’ she said, whilst Alevos shook his head and looked at the ground in frustration. Ahote appeared to be still in a state of shock.
‘In that case, allow me most humbly to offer my services,’ said Nobuo. ‘You saved my life, and now mine is forfeit to you. Wherever you go, there shall I go too, to protect you from harm.’
Luna smiled. ‘For a thousand years,’ she murmured, recalling what Adelia had said. Focusing, she fixed Nobuo with her gaze. ‘I accept, although I don’t want your life to belong to me. You can come along with us, but only for as long as you want to,’ she said.
‘Very well,’ said Nobuo.
Alevos listened to the exchange in mute astonishment, but it was Ahote who spoke up.
‘You can’t let him come with us,’ he said. ‘Not a kappa!’
Nobuo gazed at him slowly, the creases from his scaly skin changing into something that resembled a frown. ‘Ah, a blobkin,’ he said finally. ‘It has been a long time since your kind have set foot on kappa land.’
‘Luna. I don’t want him to come with us,’ said Ahote childishly, folding his arms in front of his chest.
Luna had been putting up with his attitude for some time, but this time she finally lost her patience. ‘Then go! Go back to Fringetown by yourself! You are not the Seeker. I am. Please remember that,’ she said, shaking. She immediately regretted her outburst.
Ahote looked at the ground. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly. 
Nobuo looked curiously from one member of the party to the other.
‘That’s fine,’ said Luna.  ‘Now let’s get going, shall we?’
‘Yes, but in what direction,’ said Alevos. ‘I fear I do not know how to continue.’
‘But I do,’ said Nobuo, smiling and revealing rows of sharp teeth. ‘Follow me and I shall lead you safely through Kappakoku.’
Without another word, he set off walking through the mountains, making surprising speed on land. Alevos followed him, but Luna let herself fall behind, until she was walking at the same speed as Ahote.
‘I’m sorry for shouting at you,’ she said to him. ‘I’ve just...It’s just that I’m new to this place, and I don’t know all of your history, and everyone is expecting me to do all these things, and I’m just a twelve-year-old,’ said Luna, tears beginning to run down her cheeks. She had remained calm for a long time but now there was no holding back as the teardrops fell fast and strong.
Ahote looked at her without a shred of anger, and she saw the same kind face and warm eyes that had met her when she first arrived in Iluvia. Without saying a word, he put both of his arms around her and gave her a hug. It was the softest, most comfortable hug that Luna had ever received, probably due to the lack of bones in Ahote’s body, and she immediately felt much better.
‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I really needed that. Are you ok with Nobuo joining us?’
‘Well, I still think it’s a terrible idea, but I trust you,’ he said. He ran his hand over his hair and grinned in his typical sheepish way. ‘I know that doesn’t make any sense.’
They followed Nobuo’s lead up the mountain as the sun began to set in the sky. The further they walked, the more grateful Luna felt that they had found him. They would have been hopelessly lost trying to find their own way. She did wonder exactly where he was taking them, though.
Alevos seemed to be wondering the same thing. ‘It’s getting late,’ he said to Nobuo. ‘We must find somewhere to rest for the night.’
‘Just a little further,’ said Nobuo calmly. ‘Be patient, humans. The time for rest will soon be here.’
After a few more minutes they reached a clearing in the forest, within which a natural waterfall tumbled down, flanked on either side by a large boulder. In the little stream that flowed away from it lay several other rocks. In the twilight, the stream from the waterfall looked almost magical, gleaming with all the colours of the rainbow. It was a beautiful sight, but there was something a little unnerving about the place. Luna realized that there was nowhere left to go. The path ended here.
‘Where to now?’ asked Alevos, frowning.
Nobuo lifted up his hand, and the rocks lying in the stream moved, then stood up. They weren’t rocks at all but the shells of kappa. Five of them stood there, gazing fixedly at the travelers without saying a word.
‘See?’ shouted Ahote. ‘He tricked us! There is nowhere else to go. We are trapped!’ He threw his hands to his head.
‘I did not trick the Seeker,’ said Nobuo, a light note of steel coming into his voice. ‘I gave her my word. I would advise the blobkin boy to watch his mouth, if he values it.’
‘Ahote, be quiet for a moment,’ said Luna, hoping the situation wouldn’t escalate any further.
He scrunched up his face and looked away but said nothing.
‘So, Nobuo. Why are we here?’ she asked the kappa directly.
‘Beyond the waterfall is the sacred hall of the kappa,’ he said. ‘It is a rare honour for any outsider to be invited there, but since you are the Seeker and you saved my life, you are all welcome.’
‘Will we be able to spend the night there?’ asked Alevos, ever practical.
‘I must speak with our leader, but I do not believe it will be a problem.’
‘That’s great, Nobuo. Thank you so much!’ said Luna, though the way the other kappa kept staring at them was beginning to make her uncomfortable.
‘You are most welcome. There is a slight problem, though,’ said Nobuo. ‘To reach the grotto where the sacred hall is, we must swim underwater for some time.’
Luna began to feel very queasy. ‘You mean I have to swim there? I’m not much of a swimmer…’
Nobuo laughed, a full-bodied cheerful sound, and the other kappa surrounding him laughed in unison. ‘No, little one,’ he said. ‘The current is much too strong for a human to swim through. We will take you there. You must grab onto our shells tight, though. Letting go would be most dangerous.’
‘But how long will it take?’ asked Luna. ‘We cannot hold our breath for very long.’
‘Ah, I almost forgot,’ said Nobuo, slapping himself on the forehead and causing a few drops of the water in his sara to spill. He walked over to some reeds that grew by the boulder and snapped some off, turning his back to them. The other kappa did the same.
‘Here,’ he said after a few moments, and produced a curious object that he seemed to have made by weaving the reeds into squares. It was barely the size of the palm of his hand, and reminded Luna of a small waffle. 
Luna took the one Nobuo offered, and Alevos and Ahote reluctantly received theirs from the other kappa.
‘What is this?’ asked Ahote.
‘Put it in your mouth. It will help you breathe underwater,’ said Nobuo. ‘It should work well enough for such a short trip.’
Luna stared at the device doubtfully, but they didn’t really have any choice.
‘When you are ready, climb on our backs and we shall be off,’ said Nobuo. The kappa went on all fours, looking more like turtles than ever.
‘Ready?’ Luna asked the others. They looked just as apprehensive as she felt, but they nodded bravely. 
Luna waded into the river and climbed onto Nobuo’s shell. It was a greyish brown and had a rough texture and many small dents here and there. She wondered if these were from fighting. She grasped the edges of the shell and looked around to see that Ahote and Alevos were also ready. Then, without warning, Nobuo plunged under the water.
Luna was surprised to find that she could breathe normally, but nothing could have prepared her for the shock of cold that went through her body and she let out a huge shiver. She was about to let go to rub herself warm when she caught herself, just in time. Nobuo hadn’t been lying; the current was fierce, and unlike turtles, the kappa seemed to be extraordinarily fast swimmers. He glided swiftly and elegantly through the water, even faster and more comfortable under it than on land. After the first few seconds of shock Luna found herself revelling in the wonderful journey. The stream bed glittered under the pale light as if it were made of diamonds, and countless fish swam out of the way in a frenzy as they saw the kappa approach. It was much deeper than she had imagined here, and it certainly would have been an impossible journey to make by themselves, so for the second time that evening, she found herself feeling grateful for her stroke of luck in stumbling upon Nobuo.
After a few minutes the current slowed down, as did the kappa, and they rose to the surface for the last part of their journey. They were inside a massive natural grotto covered with stalactites and stalagmites, iridescent like the mother of pearl inside an oyster shell. These seemed to be constantly changing colour, and Luna marvelled, her mouth agape, at the beauty of it all. Behind her she heard astonished gasps from Alevos, and even Ahote seemed  begrudgingly impressed.
The current was all but gone here, leaving a placid lake in its wake. It was not deep, and after a few more strokes Nobuo stood up and Luna dismounted. Ahead of them were some steps carved out of the same material as the stalagmites, and at the top of them there was another torii gate hewn into the rock. Flanking it stood two kappa holding long, sharp, spears.
‘Welcome to the sacred hall of the kappa, the heart of Kappakoku,’ said Nobuo with a smile.




THE HOME OF THE KAPPA
They walked up the steps slowly, looking all around them at the beautiful rock. The cave must have been deep inside the mountain, and yet it seemed impossible that such a big grotto could be supported without columns to hold it up. When they reached the torii gate, the guards blocked their way with crossed swords, but their faces remained impassive. Beside them was a little basin filled with water that had dripped from a stalactite.
‘State your business,’ they said in a monotone voice, looking at Nobuo. 
‘I have found the Seeker from the stories of legend. I have brought her here to meet the leader and the elders.’
The guards listened, their faces registering no emotion. The lack of eyelids on the kappa created the effect that they were always staring, and sometimes it made Luna a little uncomfortable.
‘Wait here,’ the guards said after some time. One of them went through the torii gate.
After a few minutes he reappeared, this time with a slight smile on his lips.
‘You have been granted permission to enter,’ said the guards. ‘Be warned though, our gate is no normal one. It will judge your character. Those whose heart is not pure or worthy may not pass into our sacred halls.’
Luna felt her palms beginning to sweat, and she heard Ahote gulp next to her.
‘Don’t worry,’ said Nobuo, smiling. ‘Everything will be alright. Just do as I do. It is a cleansing ritual.’
The guards parted, and Nobuo walked over to the basin of water. He washed one hand, then the other. Then he cupped some into his mouth, swished it about, and spat it on the floor. He stood in front of the gate, bowed twice, clapped his hands twice, and walked through. The whole ritual took just a few seconds, and the air around the gate seemed to shimmer after he had walked through it.
‘Your turn,’ he said, beckoning from the other side.
Taking a deep breath, Luna walked over to the fountain. She was very nervous. What if the gate rejects me? She tried to remember every step that Nobuo had taken in order to copy them exactly. As she put her foot over the threshold, she felt a strange tingling in her skin, like electrostatic energy running through her every pore. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was soon over, in any case, and she walked over to Nobuo on the other side.
‘Well done,’ he said, beaming. ‘I knew you would have no trouble.’
Next it was Ahote’s turn. He was visibly shaking as he cupped the water, and he spilled some. The guards gave him a nasty look, but he continued through the steps in the ritual all the same. Luna knew what he must be thinking. He was terrified that his hatred of the kappa would show when he passed through the gate. As he walked through, the torii shimmered as with Nobuo, but nothing terrifying or scary happened, and Ahote breathed a sigh of relief as he joined the other two.
‘Well done, little one,’ said Nobuo.
Finally it was Alevos’s turn. He didn’t hesitate and quickly went through all the motions. He took a deep breath and put his first foot over the threshold. Sparks flew and his foot jolted back, as if it had met some resistance or hit something solid.
‘What on earth...?’ he exclaimed.
The guards and Nobuo were all looking at him with suspicious expressions on their faces now.
‘He failed to pass the test,’ the guards said in unison.
‘That is impossible,’ said Luna, her voice high with worry. ‘He is very loyal, the empress said so. Maybe the torii made a mistake,’ she said, looking pleadingly at Nobuo.
‘The torii does not make mistakes,’ said one of the guards, with a sharp glance in her direction.
Alevos shot glances at the kappa with fire in his eyes. He was clearly not impressed with the suggestions being made about his honour.
‘Please, let him try again,’ begged Luna desperately, looking up at Nobuo and tugging on his arm.
‘Fine. He can try again,’ he said. ‘But if he fails…’
‘He won’t fail,’ said Luna. ‘He can’t fail,’ she said quietly, almost to herself.
Glaring daggers at the kappa, Alevos began the ritual again. This time, when he stepped up to the gate there was apprehension in the way he walked. Tentatively, he put one foot over the threshold. Some sparks flew, but he wasn’t pushed back. He seemed to be struggling as he lifted the other foot, a grimace on his face showing that this was no mean feat. Grunting, he planted it over the threshold. A jolt of electricity sliced through the air, but Alevos took the final step required and made it to the other side.
Nobuo frowned, sizing him up from top to bottom.
‘My apologies, sir,’ he said, bowing. ‘The gate does not typically commit errors in its judgment.’
‘That is fine,’ responded Alevos gruffly. ‘Let’s just move on, shall we?’
They were in a thin, narrow corridor sloping slightly down. It smelled of damp and fish, and Luna thought she could detect a faint smell of cucumber, although that might have just been her imagination. Despite being underground, it was quite bright in the corridor, light shining from thousands of tiny points on the wall.
‘What are those?’ she asked Nobuo, pointing.
‘They are a type of firefly that live only in this grotto,’ said Nobuo. ‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’
Luna nodded, moving closer to the wall. It was true: there were tiny delicate fireflies lining it, their tails emitting a light brighter than any torch. It was a wondrous sight.
After some time, they reached a door hewn into the wall. There were two guards flanking it, and as they saw them approach, they swung it open. Inside was a huge room, full of kappa as far as the eye could see. They were playing, wrestling with each other, talking and eating, carefree and happy as could be. The room was dotted with pools of water in which kappa lay and bathed, steam rising up from the surface of the liquid.
‘They are thermal baths,’ said Nobuo. ‘The heat from the mountain warms up the water. The older kappa love to soak in there,’ he said with a wink.
As Nobuo led them through the room, the kappa stared with curiosity, but none of them stopped what they were doing for long. They were led through a side door and up a steeply sloping path. 
‘Where are we going?’ asked Luna.
‘I am taking you to meet our leader and the kappa elders,’ he said. ‘Some of them have lived for over two hundred years. They may be able to offer you some wisdom for your journey.’
The air was colder up here, and Luna sensed they must be quite far up the mountain. She quietly hoped that her gut reaction was right, and Ahote was wrong. If Nobuo did decide to betray them, there was no way they would be able to escape from a place like this.
After a few more minutes of uphill climb, they came to a small door with no obvious markings. Nobuo knocked twice, then waited.
‘Come in,’ said a voice from inside. 
Pushing the door open, they were greeted by the sight of a quiet little room without much decoration. Seated in a semicircle of chairs facing the door were a group of extremely ancient looking kappa, most of them fast asleep. Occupying the central place was a fierce looking individual wearing a full suit of red armour and a red helmet with deer antlers sticking out of it. He was sitting on a slightly more ornate chair which seemed to be made out of shells. Next to him was an ancient looking kappa woman, the only one who looked awake. She had thin white hair, and eyes so sunken into their sockets that they seemed to almost disappear. They looked totally different, of course, but Luna was reminded of Grandma Eagleheart when she saw the wrinkly face of this lady.
As they walked in, the armoured kappa in the central position stood up and bowed to them from his waist. They all did the same.
‘The kappa welcome you to our most sacred of places. This is the hall of the elders,’ he said. ‘My name is Toyo Rukawa. I am the leader of the kappa. You may address me as Rukawa,’ he said.
‘We are very grateful for your generosity, Rukawa,’ said Luna. ‘My name is Luna Reyes, but please call me Luna.’
‘Luna,’ said Rukawa slowly, smiling widely. ‘It is no wonder then that you are the chosen Seeker. The word luna in the kappa language means destiny. It is a very good name.’
‘I’m glad that you like it,’ said Luna, smiling at him. This is Ahote Eagleheart of Fringetown,’ she said, motioning towards Ahote.
‘Indeed, indeed,’ said Rukawa. ‘It has been many centuries since a blobkin has set foot in these halls. We most humbly welcome you, my friend,’ he said courteously, and bowed.
‘Glad to be here,’ murmured Ahote, reluctantly bowing back.
‘And who might you be, sir?’ asked Rukawa to Alevos.
‘My name is Captain Alevos, of the Imperial Guard.’
‘Ah. And how is the empress? Well, I hope. We were most distressed to hear about the emperor’s disappearance,’ he said, but there was a note of irony in his voice.
‘Most distressed indeed,’ chimed in the old lady sitting next to him. She had a very raspy voice, but still strong and clear. ‘It is never good news when the balance in Iluvia is disturbed.’
‘Yes, well, she is coping as well as she can,’ said Alevos, caught off guard by the elder kappa’s comment.
‘You will forgive Grandma Nakane, I hope,’ said Rukawa. ‘We kappa value our elders above all else. When one of them speak, we all must listen.’
‘Of course,’ said Luna. ‘If I may ask, how old are you, Grandma Nakane?’
‘Oh dear, I’m afraid I don’t quite remember,’ she said, mumbling slightly and clasping bony fingers together.
‘It’s three hundred and five this year, grandma, I believe,’ said Rukawa gently.
‘My, is it that long?’ said Grandma Nakane wistfully. ‘I remember playing with my friends when my shell was no bigger than a plate, as clearly as if it were yesterday.’ She sighed. ‘Of course, most of them are gone now.’
‘Three hundred years old,’ said Luna with awe. ‘You must have seen so much. Where I come from, nobody lives to be more than around a hundred years old,’ said Luna.
‘And where might you be from?’ asked Grandma Nakane, squinting her eyes and looking at her.
‘A place called Earth,’ said Luna. ‘Very far away from Iluvia, I think.’
The old kappa took some time to think about this, with her eyes closed. Luna thought she might have fallen asleep. Suddenly, her eyes flashed open, causing Ahote to jump slightly next to Luna.
‘Earth,’ she began. ‘I remember that place. I met a man from there once, a long time ago.’ She frowned. ‘He didn’t look like you, though. His skin was white, not brown.’
Luna blushed slightly at the mention of her skin colour. ‘We have many skin colours where I come from.’ She began to feel excited. If this lady had met someone from Earth before, then she wasn’t the first to come here. Maybe there was a way to go back! 
‘Do you remember anything about this man? Is he still here in Iluvia?’ she asked.
The old lady scrunched up her face, and Rukawa looked at her with concern. It was obvious that he didn’t want her to be put under too much stress.
‘I’m afraid I haven’t heard from him for a long time, my dear,’ said Grandma Nakane. ‘He could still be here, for all I know.’
‘I see,’ said Luna, slightly disappointed.
‘What brings you to Iluvia this time, Seeker?’ asked Grandma Nakane suddenly and rather loudly, causing the other sleeping elders to shift slightly in their slumber.
‘Well, Grandma Nakane,’ began Luna. ‘As you might have heard, the emperor has been missing for some time. The empress summoned me here to search for him. We think he might be in the Mounts of Sorrow.’
‘Is that so?’ said the old kappa quietly. She put her frail hand under her chin, deep in thought. ‘Has anyone ever told you the story of the origins of Iluvia, of the first emperor and empress?’
Luna shook her head.
‘Not many remember, but we kappa are good at remembering. We tell tales from one generation to the next, so that they are never lost. Would you like to hear the story of the emperors?’
‘Very much so, Grandma Nakane.’
‘Very well.’ Grandma Nakane took a deep breath and waved her hands in the air in front of her, as if stirring some invisible tea. Suddenly a swirling mist seemed to materialize where her hands had been moving, forming itself delicately into the shape of a man. All those who were awake focused their eyes on the elderly kappa’s illusion, and, with a smile, she began her tale.
‘At the beginning, there was the Emperor of Light. Under his protection, the land prospered with the rays of the sun, and the people of Iluvia's hearts were filled with happiness.’ 
As the grandma spoke, the mist she had conjured followed her voice, swirling and rearranging itself to depict what was being said. 
‘Soon though,’ she continued,’the emperor became lonely, and it was clear the land longed for balance. So the heavens gifted us with the Empress of Rain. She brought downpour and storms, and with her, some sadness crept into the hearts of the people also.’ The images she shaped with her hands became a bit darker at this point.
‘But why?’ said Luna, not realizing she had interrupted. ‘Why would the heavens create the Empress of Rain?’
Grandma Nakane smiled at her. ‘The people of Iluvia had been so accustomed to happiness that they were unable to find joy in the small things, taking them for granted. Think about it this way, child. It is true that the land flourishes under the gaze of the sun, but too much sun and it becomes dry and infertile. It is true that a person sees better with light, but if there is an excessive amount, they will be blinded, unable to see.’ She paused, sighing deeply. ‘Besides, is there not also beauty in the silence of clouds looming and the sound of the rain falling to the ground? Is there not also a certain beauty in sadness, a power in the sorrow of losing a loved one?’
Luna took some time to think about this. It seemed strange that sadness should be needed in order for things to be right, but somehow, it made sense. Too much of anything, even something excellent, could end up being bad.
‘I think I understand now,’ she said.
‘I knew you would,’ said the old kappa with a smile, lowering her hands so that the images disappeared completely. ‘Balance is required in all things, but a land as rich and bountiful as Iluvia needs balance above all else, lest it spiral out of control. That's why it is most troubling that the emperor should have disappeared like this.’ She frowned, the wrinkles on her forehead deepening.  
‘What would happen if the emperor was...gone for ever?’ said Luna, almost not daring to ask the question.
Grandma Nakane pondered the question. ‘The emperor and empress age and pass together. It has always been like this.’
‘Wait, do you mean that the emperor and empress die together?’
Alevos coughed, then spoke up. ‘Well, that has always been what has happened in the past,’ he said. ‘For whatever reason, they usually die within a week or two of each other, then a new couple take their place. That is one of the reasons we believe the emperor is still alive somewhere.’
Grandma Nakane rubbed her leathery chin. ‘Yes, possibly,’ she mumbled.
‘Well, the sun has begun shining again recently, and the weather returning to normal,’ joined in Rukawa, ‘but before that we had nothing but grey skies and rain for the longest time. Something strange has been happening this past year, there is no doubt about that.’
‘I guess we won’t know until we reach the Mounts of Sorrow,’ said Ahote, speaking for the first time.
‘Ah yes, about that,’ said Rukawa. ‘Word travels fast amongst the kappa, and we had heard news of your mission before Nobuo brought you to us. Grandma Nakane and I have discussed it, and we would like to send an envoy with you on this journey, as a sign of the good faith of the kappa towards the Seeker,’ he said, looking at Luna.
Luna knew they were in no position to refuse. ‘That is fine by me,’ she said.
‘Excellent. Then, I shall arrange for one of our fiercest warriors to join you.’
‘If I may,’ began Nobuo, lifting his hand with all the appearance of a child asking his teacher for permission, ‘I would like to volunteer to accompany the Seeker.’
‘You?’ said Rukawa, not with malice but with surprise. ‘You are hardly a great warrior, Nobuo.’ Luna examined Nobuo. She could see that Rukawa had a point. He was smaller than a lot of the other kappa they had seen in the caves. Luna wondered how old he was.
‘Nevertheless,’ continued Nobuo. ‘The girl saved my life by refilling my sara. She could have left me to die. I have pledged loyalty to her.’
‘Is that so?’ said Rukawa, his eyes narrowing as he slowly paced the room, stroking his chin. ‘You performed a noble deed, Seeker,’ he said to Luna. He turned back to Nobuo. ‘However, I feel it would be better if a more experienced fighter accompanied the girl.’
One of the other elders had begun snoring loudly, and Grandma Nakane elbowed him in the soft skin on the underside of his shell. He turned over in his sleep and the sound stopped. Grandma Nakane cleared her throat.
‘Oh, let him go,’ she said. ‘Nobuo is as stubborn as an ox, has been since his shell was no bigger than the palm of my hand.’ She smiled lovingly at Nobuo, who beamed back. ‘He is an acceptable fighter, but, in any case, there is more to life than fighting. He can be very sneaky and an excellent trickster. It may be that the Seeker will require such services.’
Rukawa took some time to think about this. ‘So be it,’ he said in the end, lifting his palms up. ‘I hope you take this responsibility seriously, Nobuo,’ he said gravely. ‘Do not allow any harm to come to the Seeker.’
‘I will protect her with my life, leader Rukawa,’ said Nobuo with a deep bow.
Rukawa bowed back. ‘Very well. Since that is settled, let us eat. You must all be very hungry after your travels.’
Ahote’s eyes lit up at the mention of food, and Luna could feel her stomach rumbling in anticipation.
Leaving the sleeping elders behind, they followed Rukawa and Grandma Nakane, who moved with surprising agility considering her age, back through the bathing room with the hot springs, which was now empty and eerily silent. Behind one of the rock formations, hidden from view, was a large double door. Rukawa pushed it open, and suddenly the noise was deafening. Every single kappa they had seen so far seemed to be stuffed into the room, and they were all chatting and laughing. It was by no means a small room, but the pure concentration of bodies made it seem cramped. There were tables as far as the eye could see, and, at the very far side of the room, an empty one.
‘That is the table for guests,’ said Rukawa, leading the way through the packed room.
Ahote looked even greener than usual at the sight of so many kappa. Luna squeezed his arm, trying to let him know that it was ok.
‘Do all the kappa live here?’ asked Luna, raising her voice over the din.
‘No, of course not,’ said Rukawa, laughing. ‘It is barely big enough under the mountain for all of us to gather for a few hours. Kappa live by themselves mostly.’
‘Then why are so many of them here?’ asked Alevos quietly, but Rukawa somehow still heard him.
‘They are here to honour the Seeker,’ he said simply.
They reached the table and sat down. Rukawa stood up, and clapped his hands loudly. At once, silence filled the room as all of the kappa stopped what they were doing and looked in the direction of their leader.
‘Welcome, all of you,’ he said. ‘As you all know, we are here to pay homage to the Seeker.’
A loud cheer went up from the crowd. Rukawa waved his hands for silence.
‘These last few months have been hard for us.’ There were murmurs of assent among the gathering. ‘Since the emperor vanished, the weather has become colder and wetter. There have been hardly any cucumbers to be found.’ The murmurs grew louder. ‘We have even heard of news that there is a threat moving from the North of Iluvia towards us. This is why it is so important that the Seeker should succeed in finding the emperor. This is why the kappa will help her in this mission,’ he said throwing his fist up in the air. Loud roars of approval filled the room. ‘And now, my friends, my family. Let us feast!’
He clapped his hands again, and servants came in through the double doors carrying plate upon plate of food upon their shoulders. There was fish, pickled vegetables, rice, and some plants that Luna didn’t recognize. There wasn’t a single cucumber to be found, however. Luna remembered how Adelia had told her that the kappa loved cucumbers. She bit her lip then made up her mind and, taking a deep breath, she stood up.
‘Excuse me,’ she shouted as loud as she could.
The kappa slowly quieted down, a sound of confusion spreading from one to the other as they turned their leathery heads to look at Luna and fixed their inky black eyes on her.
‘I heard what leader Rukawa said, about the cucumbers,’ she began awkwardly. ‘I know how much you like them. We have some.’ She gestured to Ahote and Alevos to take the ones from their bags and pooled them with hers, and they hurriedly complied. There were about twenty medium-sized cucumbers in all. ‘As a gesture of our thanks and appreciation, I would like to share them with you,’ she said, giving them to Rukawa.
Luna thought the roof of the cavern would come down with the sound that followed. The kappa were cheering, whistling and hooting in ecstasy, smiles plastered over all of their faces at the sight of the cucumbers. Rukawa nodded to Luna and motioned to the servers to come.
‘Chop them up,’ he said.
The servers cut up the cucumbers finely, so that everyone in the room had a slice. The kappa waited until all of them had a piece, then popped them into their mouths and munched together. For a few seconds the sounds of chewing and satisfied sighs filled the room. Then, all the kappa in the room looked up at Luna and grinned happily. It was nice but a little unnerving at the same time, since she couldn’t help but notice their sharp teeth.
‘As it so happens, Seeker, we have gifts for you too,’ said Rukawa. He clapped his hands and one of the servers brought in a tray, covered in silk. 
Rukawa lifted up the silk, revealing a very strange sight indeed. It looked like a chainmail vest, similar to the one Ahote and Luna were wearing, but instead of being made of metal, it was made of some translucent turquoise material, linked together intricately in little circles.
‘This is armour,’ said Rukawa, lifting up the item and putting it in Luna’s hands. It felt almost liquid to the touch, and impossibly light, but as she ran her fingers over each individual link they felt strong as steel. ‘It is made from the scales of a kappa.’
When he saw Luna’s shocked face, Nobuo laughed. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘No kappa was harmed to make this. We shed our scales once per lifetime.’
‘But most of us shed them in the river,’ added Grandma Nakane. ‘What you have in your hands is extremely rare.’
‘Thank you,’ said Luna, awestruck. ‘I don’t think I can ever repay your kindness.’
‘You can,’ said Rukawa, smiling, ‘by finding the emperor.’ He lifted up another set of kappa scale armour. ‘This is for you,’ he said, handing it over to Ahote, who received it with a look of surprise. ‘We know our people have not seen eye to eye, but we hold no grudges against the blobkin.’ He bowed.
‘Th-thank you,’ stammered Ahote, bowing back.
‘I’m afraid we did not have enough scales to make one in your size,’ said Rukawa to Alevos apologetically. ‘However, if you were to lend us your sword, we could forge some into the tip. The scales are much stronger than steel.’
Alevos looked almost offended, and shook his head. ‘Thank you for your kind offer, but my sword is a family heirloom, and I would rather keep it as is.’
‘As you wish,’ said Rukawa, moving his shoulders ever so slightly up, almost like a shrug.
With all the formalities over, they could finally relax, and it turned out to be quite a pleasant evening. The kappa were good company, and when there weren’t serious matters to discuss, they loved nothing better than to joke and sing. The food was good and everyone was in high spirits. Even Ahote seemed to be in a good mood by the end of the night, but that might have been because Nobuo had introduced him to rice wine, which the kappa served in copious measures. Ahote had gone red in the face and had talked far too loud, and the wine even cheered up Alevos, who broke into song at one point during the meal. Luna, always the sensible one, shook her head at these antics and of course didn’t drink, but seeing the others having such a good time made her smile nonetheless.
Finally it was time to rest, and Nobuo and some other kappa helped carry Ahote to their room, for he had fallen asleep. Luna and Alevos followed behind. The room was simple, and it was clear the kappa didn’t use beds, for they had only provided some blankets and pillows, but they were comfortable enough and soon Luna found herself drifting off to sleep and dreaming of the adventures to come.




THE CURSED LANDS
They rose early the next morning and after having a quick breakfast of fermented beans and rice, they were escorted by Grandma Nakane and leader Rukawa to a small tunnel in a different part of the cave from which they had entered. As they made their way towards the tunnel, all the kappa they passed bowed to them, smiling, and Luna thought her back might break from returning all of the bows. 
At the entrance to the tunnel, Rukawa and Nakane turned to them.
‘Best of luck on your journey,’ he said, bowing deeply.
Grandma Nakane traced some shapes in the air and muttered some words under her breath. ‘I have spoken protective words for you. They should keep you safe and ensure a smooth return,’ she said in her croaky voice.
Luna nodded and bowed to both of them.
‘Thank you for everything,’ she said, and she meant it. Everything that had happened since the moment she had stumbled upon Nobuo felt like some giant stroke of luck.
‘You are always welcome here,’ said Rukawa. ‘Farewell!’
They turned their back on Grandma Nakane and Rukawa and began walking down the cold tunnel, which sloped downwards. It was lit by fireflies, just like the one they had used on the way in, but their light was somehow dimmer, nowhere near as luminous and encouraging as before.
‘This tunnel cuts straight through the mountain,’ explained Nobuo as they walked. ‘It’s a shortcut that will lead us straight back to the emperor’s road.’
They continued their downward trek at a steady pace, and after about an hour, Luna saw some light up ahead. It grew brighter and brighter until they reached an opening in the face of the rock. They had to stop for a while, since the light was blinding. It wasn’t a particularly sunny day, but after the dimness of the hall of the kappa it felt unbearable to them. 
When their eyes had adjusted, they saw that they were indeed on the side of the mountain, not very high up. They slowly and tentatively began their descent, following Nobuo, who seemed to know just the right rocks to step on, and in just half an hour they were on solid ground again. Slightly ahead of them lay the emperor’s road, if it could even be called that anymore. The previous proudly paved path lay almost in ruins, little more than some scattered stones. Running next to it was a little stream, while some trees dotted the countryside around them.
‘If we are heading North, we need to go that way,’ said Nobuo, pointing straight ahead.
They set off at a steady pace, seeing the occasional bird and sometimes a small rabbit or some other small mammal. Other than that the view was fairly boring, and Luna soon found herself striking up a conversation with Nobuo.
‘Nobuo, can I ask you a question?’ she said.
‘You already did,’ he said, winking.
Luna blushed. ‘Right, it’s just that…when you talked to leader Rukawa, I noticed that you were both very casual with each other. Are you family?’
Nobuo chuckled. ‘All kappa are family,’ he said simply.
Luna pressed on. ‘No. I mean... is he your cousin or something?’
Nobuo cocked his head  at  her, looking quite funny when he did so. ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand,’ he said with a puzzled look on his face.
‘Well, back in the place where I come from, I had a cousin,’ said Luna. ‘She was the daughter of my father’s brother.’
Nobuo slapped his forehead, as if he had suddenly realized what Luna meant, then grimaced as most of the water from his sara fell out. He walked carefully over to the stream by the road to fill it up, trying not to spill any more.
‘Now I see what you mean,’ he said, after he had rejoined the group. ‘We kappa don’t have families like humans, or even blobkin. We are born in hatcheries,’ he said.
‘What does that mean?’ asked Luna. Despite all her tips, Adelia hadn’t mentioned anything about how kappa were born.
‘Well, there is a special room in the halls of the kappa where the females lay the eggs in water, once every few years,’ he said. ‘Then the males go and fertilize them. The kappa babies are all born at the same time, one batch every year.’
Luna only had a basic understanding of anatomy, both human and otherwise, but she still found this fascinating. 
‘So you don’t have a mother or father?’ said Luna.
‘Not in the way you understand them,’ he said. ‘Each kappa is reared by the whole community, so we all belong to everyone else.’
‘So leader Rukawa...was he born in the same batch as you?’ asked Luna.
Nobuo chuckled at the girl’s curiosity. ‘No, but close. He was born in the batch before mine. You see, everyone from the same batch shares a surname, it’s kind of like a badge for your generation. Mine is Murakami,’ he said with pride. ‘His is Rukawa. There is only one Nakane left; the old grandma that you met.’
‘Wow!’ said Luna, slowly considering that fact.
Behind them, Ahote was trudging along next to Alevos with a sullen look on his face. Luna glanced back at him over her shoulder.
‘What’s wrong with him?’ asked Nobuo.
Luna didn’t quite know how to put it to the kappa. ‘Well, he doesn’t seem to like kappa very much,’ she began tentatively. ‘His family seem to have taught him that you were evil.’
Nobuo scrunched up his face slightly. ‘Yes, there is bad history between our people. But blobkin and kappa haven’t been in contact for so long...there is no reason we can’t get along now.’
‘I think he’s also a little jealous that I am talking to you and not him,’ she admitted. She had been feeling a bit guilty about it herself, but, as much as she liked Ahote, sometimes she needed a little break from talking to him.
‘Maybe I should speak to him,’ said Nobuo, rather reluctantly. With that, he fell back to Ahote’s speed and began engaging him in conversation.
Luna was left alone at the head of the party. Thankfully they were still just following the road, so it wasn’t possible to get lost. It felt nice to have some space. It gave her time to think. She had been surrounded by people the last few days and had barely had time to spare a thought for her family. How are mum and dad? And Pablo? Is he ok? I wonder if they are worried about me. The thoughts came into her head unbidden, and not always welcome. She had got so carried away in her adventure in Iluvia that she had forgotten about her primary problem: how to get home.
As the sun fell under the horizon the temperature dropped drastically. It was cold. They found a spot under some trees and made a little campfire. Curling up under her blanket, Luna watched Ahote and Alevos do the same, although as usual the soldier seemed to keep one eye open for danger. Nobuo, on the other hand, had no need for blankets. He retracted his arms, legs and neck until there was nothing left but a shell on the ground. It was a strange sight, one more to add to the long list of seemingly impossible things that Luna had seen since arriving in this land. With thoughts of her family still on her mind, her eyes closed and she fell into a restless sleep.
✦
The sun was shining brightly the next morning, warming up the land and slowly caressing Luna’s cheek until it woke her up. The cold from the previous night was gone and it was a glorious day. They made a quick, light breakfast out of some supplies that the kappa had given them, then set off on their way.
By midday the sun had grown into a huge ball of fire, and Luna was sweating. It was such a sharp change from the night before. The weather seemed to be going mad, unable to settle and behave predictably.
As they continued down the emperor’s road, Luna began to see a strange sight far off to their left. It looked like a forest, but something was not quite right. The shape of the trees was familiar, but also alien. Ahote had noticed it too.
‘What is that?’ he asked Nobuo. Since their chat the day before, Ahote seemed to be warming to him. At least he didn’t scowl all the time, thought Luna. That was definitely an improvement.
‘That is the Forest of Mushrooms,’ said Nobuo indifferently.
‘The Forest of Mushrooms?’ repeated Ahote, a little stupidly. Luna could almost imagine his mouth salivating.
‘Yes,’ said Nobuo. ‘The mushrooms there grow much larger than normal, as big as trees.’
Luna glanced at Ahote. His eyes were like saucers.
‘Does the road lead us past there?’ Ahote asked.
Nobuo looked at him curiously. ‘No,’ he said simply. ‘Besides, they say that dangerous beasts lurk in the forest. Why would you want to go there?’
Ahote looked a little sullen. ‘Well, you know how kappa love cucumber?’
Nobuo nodded, closing his eyes and smiling as if imagining the taste of the green vegetable in his mouth.
‘Well, some blobkin feel that way about mushrooms, including myself. I could eat a million of them!’
Nobuo chuckled and smiled a wide smile. He put his arm around Ahote. ‘Ah, my friend! Now we understand one another!’ he said merrily. ‘One day, after this journey is over, I promise I will take you there myself. You can eat all the mushrooms you can fit into that skinny belly!’ He roared with laughter.
Ahote smiled, and so did Luna. It was nice to see him in a good mood. Up ahead, Alevos was leading the march. The speed with which he walked belied the calm expression on his face. Luna got a feeling that he couldn’t wait for the journey to be over so that he could get back to Twinspire.
‘Hello, Captain Alevos,’ she called, in what she hoped was her friendliest voice.
Alevos looked in her general direction. ‘Good morning, Seeker,’ he said simply.
Luna hadn’t thought this far ahead in the conversation. She bit her lip, her mind desperately trying to find something to talk about. ‘How long have you known the empress?’ she blurted out finally.
Alevos raised an eyebrow and gave her a strange look. ‘I have been in the Imperial Guard since I was old enough to serve,’ he said, his eyes clouding over slightly as he reminisced. ‘That must be a good fifteen years now.’
Luna tugged at her hair, not knowing how to continue. Luckily, she didn’t have to.
‘You have only ever seen the empress in her current state,’ he said. ‘She is but a shadow of what she was. I wouldn’t blame you for disliking her,’ he said, but Luna quickly shook her head. ‘Back then, things were different. She was so full of life, so... radiant,’ he said wistfully.
Luna looked at Alevos intensely. She could sense something there, a deep well of emotion buried beneath his brusqueness and silence. Whenever he talked about the empress, his face lit up slightly, although he usually realised immediately and got it back under control.
‘She must have been even more beautiful back then,’ probed Luna. Alevos was becoming more interesting to her by the minute, her curiosity piqued.
‘Yes, she was,’ he said, a smile beginning to spread on his lips. He caught himself just in time, and masked it with a cough. ‘Anyway, that was then and this is now. Let’s just focus on finding the emperor and getting him back to her,’ he said, turning his back to Luna and accelerating his pace. Their conversation was over.
Luna was left feeling even more curious than she had before. She was certain now that something had occurred between Alevos and the empress, but what exactly, she didn’t know. One thing was sure: she wouldn’t be getting any more information from him on the subject. She sighed. Luna hated not knowing things.
The days passed and they carried on with their journey uneventfully. Luna, Ahote and Nobuo all chatted together, while Alevos continued silently ahead of them. The road got narrower and narrower as they walked, and the nights grew colder and colder, but, during the daytime, the sun was hotter than ever, cheering them up and making them sweat as they tramped along at a steady pace.
At midday a few days after leaving Kappakoku, they came upon a giant tree rising up on the horizon. At first Luna thought that it was a green mountain, but then, upon closer inspection, she realized that there were branches sticking out in many directions. It was certainly bigger than the mountain where the kappa lived, and many times larger than Twinspire or the castle of the Orange King.
‘Wow!’ exclaimed Ahote. ‘Is that the Greattree?’
‘It is,’ answered Alevos from up ahead. ‘I was here once, when I was a young soldier. It has grown since then. I’m sure of it.’
‘Do we need to go through it?’ asked Luna.
‘No,’ said Alevos. ‘The road leads around the tree, and besides, the creatures that live there don’t take kindly to strangers entering their lands.’
‘Does every creature in Iluvia hate all the others?’ asked Luna, joking.
The other three shot her nasty looks, unimpressed.
By nightfall they had drawn close to the lower sections of the tree, but the road had disappeared from under their feet. Looking up, Luna would have guessed that the tree was at least nine hundred feet tall, and it spread out in every direction.
‘What do we do now? There’s no more road,’ she said, blowing her sweat-soaked hair out of her face.
Alevos frowned, looking up at the tree. ‘It is as I thought. The tree must have grown and swallowed the path. We have no alternative but to go around it.’ He sighed. ‘It will delay us, but it is safer than cutting through it.’
Everyone seemed to agree that it was the best course of action, and they set up camp as the chilling cold of night began to descend upon them. Luna glanced up. There was a little mist, but it was thin, and she could see the stars through it. It suddenly hit her just how far she was from home. She couldn’t recognize any of the constellations in the sky. She felt a strong pang of homesickness surge through her, but she shook her head and sighed. She mustn’t let it get to her. Until they found the emperor, there was no way for her to return home.
They spent an uneventful night by the fire, only to wake up in the morning and find that everything was blanketed in a thick fog. They couldn’t even see the tree towering above them, and everything beyond a few feet in front of them was impossible to distinguish. Because the sun was blocked, there was none of the warmth that they had grown accustomed to over the last few days, and Luna shivered. Even the ground looked cold, the soil having turned a sickly greyish brown.
Alevos rubbed his head, and Nobuo looked in every direction, disconcerted, trying to find anywhere that was not enveloped in the fog. 
‘This fog,’ said Nobuo, putting out his thin, lizard-like tongue as if tasting it, ‘doesn’t seem natural.’
Ahote nodded. ‘Yes, it seems too thick somehow. It’s the kind of fog you would find near the sea, but we are inland.’
‘Be that as it may,’ said Alevos, ‘we need to be on our way. We were already delayed because of the typhoon. We can’t afford to wait.’
‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ asked Luna. ‘We can’t even see where we are going.’
‘We are not staying here doing nothing,’ said Alevos with finality. ‘Who knows when this fog will clear? We can make a torch from one of the sticks we didn’t use for the fire last night. That should help us see a little.’
Luna had a bad feeling about walking in the fog, but she knew it was useless to disagree. When Alevos made up his mind, there was no convincing him. The others seemed to share her apprehension as they set about packing their things up. When they were done, Alevos managed to light the piece of wood and they went unsteadily on their way. 
They walked very tentatively at first, staying close together. It was strange not to be able to rely on their eyes for directions, and the torch did little to help. Luna stumbled numerous times on loose rocks and gnarly roots. She noticed that the land was turning steadily greyer as they walked. It looked shrivelled and sickly, as if the earth itself was dying.
‘Alevos,’ she said, her voice sounding louder than expected in the fog. ‘Are you sure we are still going in the right direction? I have a bad feeling about this.’
‘Yes,’ he responded gruffly. ‘It’s just a little fog. It should clear soon enough.’
Luna had her doubts, but kept quiet and continued shuffling along the ground. The temperature continued to drop as they walked, and now Luna’s teeth were positively chattering. Ahote and Nobuo seemed similarly cold, but Alevos continued trudging forward stubbornly.
Suddenly, there was a sound in the fog. It was faint, but it sounded like a wolf howling, except more high-pitched and less natural. Luna glanced around at the others. It sent a chill down her spine.
‘Did no one hear that?’ she asked with disbelief.
‘Hear wha-’ said Ahote, but before he could finish, the sound came again, this time much louder than before.
At once, all four of them stopped moving and pressed their backs against one another.
‘What was that?’ said Ahote, trembling.
‘I don’t know,’ said Alevos. ‘But it seems we are about to find out.’ 
He pointed ahead of him, where the fog was swirling and lifting. Luna didn’t like the look of it one bit. She tugged at Alevos’s clothes.
‘We should go back,’ she said.
‘Just wait a moment. The fog is clearing,’ said the Captain.
A figure was slowly emerging from where the fog was lifting. Dressed in grey, torn rags, it seemed almost to float above the ground, although Luna thought that must be an illusion caused by the mist. The creature had long flowing black hair, strands of which seemed to be floating in a rather unnatural way, pointing towards the sky rather than the ground. Its hands were outstretched towards Alevos, and they were deathly thin, with barely any flesh on them. In one of its hands it held a jagged dagger made of some black stone, the tip of which looked unspeakably sharp. But the worst thing was its face. It was filled with rage and sorrow and looked almost skeletal, not quite that of a corpse nor human either. And the eyes; the eyes were black pools of inky darkness, brimming with malevolence and hunger. When the creature was completely visible, it leered at them in a terrifying way.
‘A banshee!’ said Alevos, who had turned slightly pale. ‘Get behind me, quick!’
He unsheathed his sword with barely a moment’s hesitation and charged towards the creature. The other three huddled together, unsure of what to do.
Before he could reach her, the banshee opened her mouth, stretching it up and down rather than wideways and revealing a gaping black hole. Suddenly, the most horrifying sound that Luna had ever heard came out from it. A screeching, impossibly high-pitched wail, it was the sound of the last breath of all those that had died in agony, condensed into a single note. It filled Luna’s mind with visions of darkness and rot, and soon it wasn’t only her mind that was hurting. The sound seemed to reverberate within her very bones, causing them to tremble and making her feel that they were going to shatter. 
She fell to the ground, feeling sick and covering her ears in a desperate attempt to make it stop. From the corner of her eye she could see that Alevos had dropped his sword and was doing the same, and that Nobuo had retreated into his shell. She couldn’t see Ahote, who was behind her, but she hoped desperately that he was ok. The banshee was almost upon Alevos now, her dagger pointing towards his chest, the foul sound seeping all the while from the hole that was her mouth.
She stabbed him with a quick motion, and he fell silently to the ground, his face contorted into a look of utter agony. Luna screamed, but it was of no use. The banshee was gliding towards her now, and she still didn’t dare to remove her hands from her ears, every cell of her body burning with the pain caused by the banshee’s song. As the creature raised its dagger, Luna closed her eyes, hoping that at least it would be quick. 
Suddenly, the wailing stopped. Luna opened her eyes and saw the banshee grasping at the hilt of an axe buried squarely in her chest. It was Ahote’s throwing axe. He walked deliberately and purposefully towards her, and she opened her mouth to scream again, although this time in panic. Luna trembled as the noise began and covered her ears, but kept her eyes open. Ahote walked on towards the monster, ignoring the sound as if he couldn’t hear it, and pulled out his axe. Lying on the ground, the banshee slowly stretched its hands out and made a horrible rasping sound as a thick black liquid oozed from where the axe had been. Then it lay still.
Luna waited a few seconds, then removed her hands from her ears. There was nothing but blissful silence to be heard. The fog had cleared completely and they could see that they were in a grey patch of land that stretched as far as the eye could see. Luna ran over to Ahote and threw her arms around him.
‘How did you do that? That was so brave,’ she said.
Before he had time to respond, she remembered Alevos. He was lying on the ground, his eyes wild and unfocused and his hand clutching at his chest, from which blood was seeping. She bent over him.
‘Oh no, Alevos,’ she said, with tears coming to her eyes.
‘Step aside,’ said Nobuo, who had come to stand beside her. 
He pressed his hand on the wound but only managed to stem the bleeding slightly. Alevos winced.
‘We need to do something about this fast,’ he said. ‘Do you have anything to wrap it with?’
Luna was about to answer when she suddenly froze, staring straight ahead. Banshees were floating towards them in large numbers, like a foul grey tide, as far as the eye could see. They all had an identical look of malice on their faces and the same leering smiles.
‘We need to go. Now!’ shouted Ahote, grabbing her arm.
‘What about Alevos?’ she said, her voice trembling.
‘We can carry him with us,’ said Nobuo. ‘I will take the legs. Each of you take an arm.’
‘You heard him,’ said Ahote. ‘Let’s go, Luna!’
They picked him up with difficulty, since he was a fully grown man who probably weighed more than all three of them combined. His purple skin was turning paler by the moment, and Luna was scared that he wouldn’t make it, but there was no time to think about that now. Finding strength that they didn’t know they had, they moved quickly over the uneven terrain, Alevos groaning as his body swayed. 
After they had been going for a few minutes, Luna ventured a glance over her shoulder. The banshees were still following them, but at least they weren’t gaining ground. Luna hoped they would give up the chase. Alevos seemed to become heavier with every step they took.
After a few more minutes they glimpsed the towering branches of the Greattree ahead of them. The banshees were still hot on their heels and Luna’s muscles were burning. She knew she couldn’t keep carrying Alevos much longer.
‘What now?’ she said desperately.
‘We’ll have to go into the forest,’ said Ahote.
‘But Alevos said-’
‘Never mind what he said,’ shouted Nobuo. ‘We don’t have any other choice!’
Using the last of their strength, they managed to make it into the thick tangle of trunks that was the Greattree. Luna couldn’t see well in the dim light, but somehow they succeeded in getting away from the edge without tripping over anything or falling down. Gasping and panting for breath, they lay Alevos down softly and turned around, dreading what they might see.
The banshees had stopped where the first trunks of the Greattree rose up from the ground. They hissed and stretched their arms longingly towards them, but seemed to stop short of actually reaching over the edge into the forest. Their faces held looks of pure fury, their black eyes wide and cruel. Then, silently and as one, they turned and glided away. As Luna watched them fade into the distance, she allowed herself a moment or two to breathe. They were safe, at least for the time being.




THE WARDEN OF THE FOREST
Alevos winced in pain as Nobuo attempted to wrap some soft gauze around the gash in his chest. Luna, who was holding his hand and squeezing it in what she hoped was a reassuring way, had been shocked when they had removed his shirt and she had seen the wound for the first time. The stab looked clean, and no shards of the weapon seemed to be stuck in his flesh, but around the wound his skin had turned blackish, and this dark area seemed to be spreading, rippling out like a drop of ink in a glass of water. It reminded Luna of the tentacles of a jellyfish or the veins of some unseen monster, and she shuddered, holding on to Alevos's hand all the tighter.
No matter how tightly Nobuo wrapped the bandage, the blood kept seeping out. It wasn’t gushing anymore, but that was of little solace to the group. Nobuo looked over at Luna. Despite the kappa not having the most expressive of faces, she could tell that it wasn’t good. If they couldn’t get him urgent attention, Alevos seemed unlikely to survive. They couldn’t travel with him in this state, and the Mounts of Sorrow still lay far away on the other side of the Greattree.
While Luna and Nobuo took care of Alevos, Ahote stared out into the tangle of trees, acting as a lookout. Since Alevos had been injured, Ahote had taken on the role of leader, encouraging the others and telling them what to do. Luna found herself being very grateful for this. They needed someone to keep them focused and since their encounter with the banshees her mind had been a blur and she had been unable to think clearly. She glanced at Ahote out of the corner of her eye and noticed him suddenly grow tense.
‘I think I saw something move over there,’ he said, turning to Luna and narrowing his eyes. He was pointing to the branches directly above them.
Luna looked up, but she couldn’t see anything in the poor light. Her body trembled, though she wasn’t sure whether it was because of the fear of having to face another possible attack or because of the air, which was growing steadily colder. Alevos seemed to be feeling it too, as the hand she was holding trembled, and he looked up at her.
´Cold…’ he mumbled deliriously, his eyes out of focus. Luna was filled with pity. He looked nothing like the strong man who had been leading them throughout their journey.
‘We need to start a fire for him,’ she said, to no one in particular. ‘We mustn’t let him get cold.’
Ahote and Nobuo nodded as one, but as Luna looked around, she could see that finding good wood was going to be a challenge. The floor of the forest was covered in what looked like pine needles, but they were green and didn’t look as if they would burn well. Ahote and Nobuo made their way over to the nearest trunk, and using the blobkin’s axe, they chopped off pieces of bark and small, low branches. Luna heard a rustling above her head, which seemed to be coming from the direction Ahote had indicated earlier, but she couldn’t see any movement. Alevos's grip on her hand was so tight that her skin was going white, but she daren’t let go, even for a second.
‘Hurry!’ she said urgently. ‘We need to warm him up.’
As Ahote and Nobuo busied themselves piling the twigs up and trying to set fire to them, Luna glanced up towards the branch that Ahote had pointed to. She had a tingling sensation in her skin; she was sure someone--or something--was watching them. 
‘The damned thing won’t light,’ said Nobuo after some time in frustration.
‘The wood does not care for strangers mutilating it,’ said a cold voice from somewhere above.
Luna gasped and looked up once more, trying to identify where it was coming from. Ahote had taken his axe out and was frowning, glancing nervously in every direction.
‘Who are you?’ he shouted with frustration into the fast darkening forest. ‘Show yourself! We are in no mood for games.’
‘You have harmed the Greattree,’ said the voice, which now seemed to have divided and to be coming from multiple directions at once. ‘Now, you will pay the price.’
Suddenly, there was a blur of motion moving down one of the nearby trunks. Something moved so fast that Luna couldn’t make out what sort of creature it was in the poor light, but it was certainly smaller than a person. When it reached the ground, the blur zigzagged and moved towards Ahote. He yelled and took aim, throwing his axe, but the thing moved out of the way with incredible speed. It jumped up towards Ahote and there was a loud wet sound as something connected with the blobkin’s jaw and sent him sprawling to the ground with a cry of pain.
For a fraction of a second the creature slowed down, giving Luna just enough time to realize it had a tail, then it darted off up the trunk of a tree just as Nobuo came charging over with his fists raised and Ahote lay on the ground massaging his face.
Nobuo roared, his sharp teeth showing as he looked towards the trunk the creature had just raced up. ‘Come, stop hiding,’ he shouted. ‘Fight like a man!’ He failed to notice it scurrying out from the tangle of roots that wove up from the ground behind where he stood.
‘Nobuo, careful!’ screamed Luna, but it was too late. As he turned round, the usually nimble Nobuo looked positively clumsy when compared with the speed of his attacker, who darted back and forth between the kappa’s legs. As Nobuo attempted to face his opponent, he found that he couldn’t, for his legs had been tied together with some sort of cord, and he tripped, falling heavily to the ground on his back. Luna was grateful that he hadn’t fallen face down, because she had no idea where they would have been able to get water to fill his sara in the middle of the woods.
The creature climbed slowly onto Nobuo’s belly. Now that Luna could see it well, she was quite astounded. It was a squirrel, only slightly bigger than the ones back home, with reddish brown fur and a bushy tail. It was wearing some sort of wooden plates of armour, and on its head was the cup of a giant acorn, serving as a helmet. In its outstretched arm it held a sword, made of wood like the armour, but no less sharp or dangerous because of that fact. The creature was now standing up straight and pointing its weapon straight at Nobuo’s neck, just out of reach of his flailing arms.
‘I am no man,’ said the squirrel creature, in a high-pitched voice. ‘I am Tala Eriksdóttir of the rattatoskr. Now you have a chance to tell me why you committed sacrilege by cutting the Greattree, and then I shall kill you, foul creature.’
Nobuo’s eyes widened slightly at the threat, but he said nothing, staring defiantly back at Tala.
‘Speak!’ she said, louder this time, her bushy tail swaying impatiently from side to side. ‘It may be the last chance you have! Why did you chop wood from the Greattree?’ She lowered the tip of her sword until it rested on the kappa’s neck.
Ahote had stood up unsteadily and had picked up his throwing axe.
‘Leave him alone,’ he said to Tala.
‘Or what?’ she said, lifting her pointy squirrel nose towards him in a scornful way. ‘You are going to stop me?’ Her eyes darted up and down Ahote, sizing him up.
‘Please,’ said Luna, scared that the situation would escalate. ‘We meant no disrespect. It’s just that our friend...he is hurt. We wanted to warm him up.’
Tala paused for a second, lowering her sword slightly. A slight frown began to appear on her squirrel face. ‘Be that as it may,’ she said. ‘Someone must pay the price.’ She shook her head, suddenly looking weary. ‘Let me look upon your companion,’ she said to Luna. She turned to Nobuo and Ahote. ‘You two had better not try any funny business,’ she warned, glaring at them. Ahote looked as if he wanted to answer back, but then thought better of it as he massaged his jaw.
With a few nimble steps, Tala climbed off Nobuo and made her way to Luna, who was struck by how elegant and fluid all her movements were. Not an ounce of energy was wasted, and she appeared regal and purposeful. 
Tala looked at Alevos's face first, and her frown deepened. ‘He is pale. This does not look promising. Show me the wound,’ she commanded. 
Luna still didn’t know if they could trust her, but there was no refusing her command. She carefully unwrapped the gauze and removed it from the wound on Alevos's chest. It was still as black as ink.
Tala’s eyes widened and her breath seemed to catch in her throat. Ahote had untied Nobuo’s feet and they both looked over curiously when they heard the sound.
‘This is a banshee wound,’ said Tala. ‘It is worse than I thought. He needs urgent help. Wait here,’ she said, scampering off up one of the tree trunks and disappearing into the foliage instantly. 
Nobuo stepped over and put his scaly arm on Luna’s shoulder. ‘Can we trust her, Seeker?’ he asked. His eyes were as inscrutable as ever.
‘I’m not sure,’ Luna said, biting her lip nervously. ‘I don’t think we have much choice though. She is right about Alevos. He won’t last much longer without assistance.’ The soldier was sweating profusely from his forehead despite the cool weather, and his eyes were still wild and unfocused. 
Nobuo nodded. ‘Let us hope that her heart is kind, then,’ he said, but Luna could sense a shadow of doubt in his voice.
They waited in silence for what felt like hours, but must have been minutes. The light coming through the canopy of the forest was growing fainter with each passing moment, casting shadows on the twigs and branches in strange, alien colours and making them look almost as if they were alive. From where Ahote and Nobuo had chopped at the wood, a thin trickle of sap was flowing. It looked a disturbing shade of dark red in the poor light. 
Tala’s return was announced by the almost imperceptible sound of her scurrying. The others had noticed nothing, but Luna had excellent hearing. She had been worried that Tala would betray them and bring along others of her kind, so she breathed a quiet sigh of relief when she could only distinguish one set of footsteps.
The rattatoskr leapt from a low branch with agility, landing where Alevos lay. She was carrying a clump of tiny green leaves in her mouth. She removed her acorn helmet. Luna thought she had a beautiful face, with kind but tired eyes and long eyelashes, and a small tuft of bushy hair between her ears that almost reached her eyes. She blew it away impatiently.
‘Here,’ she said, handing Luna the leaves with her tiny paws. ‘These are leaves from the higher branches of the Greattree. He needs to chew them and put them on the wound.’
Luna looked from the leaves in her palm to Alevos. He was looking paler every second. She walked over and gently lifted his head. From the corner of her eye she noticed Ahote fidgeting nervously. Nobuo and him didn’t take their eyes off Tala for one second. 
Opening Alevos's jaw, Luna put the powdery leaves inside. 
‘Chew them till they are a paste,’ said Tala to the soldier, who seemed to understand what he had to do. 
He began laboriously chewing, and after a few seconds he signaled to Tala that he was ready. The rattatoskr walked over and held her palm out. She didn’t squirm as Alevos spat the chewed up leaves into her hand.
‘Expose the wound,’ she said to Luna. Her voice was commanding, and Luna felt certain that she was someone who had never been disobeyed.
Luna pulled open Alevos's vest, hoping silently that the remedy would work. Muttering a few words under her breath, Tala deftly spread the green paste, which seemed to be pulsating slightly, all over the open wound. After she finished, she took a step back. A few seconds passed without any change, and then, suddenly, Alevos began screaming, clawing at his hair with his hands.
Nobuo pointed an accusatory finger at Tala. ‘She has poisoned him!’ 
Tala lifted up her palm and said nothing at first, her eyes narrow and fixed on Alevos. He began to calm down, the screaming and the thrashing slowly subsiding and then ceasing completely as his eyes closed. ‘The worst has passed,’ Tala said quietly, her voice barely a whisper. ‘We shall let the poultice set overnight while he sleeps. The rest will do him good.’
‘Will it cure him?’ Luna said.
Tala didn’t meet her gaze. ‘It will stop his wound from bleeding, and cure his physical ailments, but this wound was caused by a banshee’s blade.’ She shook her head. ‘There are some things we can’t cure. The darkness will keep spreading.’
Luna felt her eyes beginning to water at the edges. Ahote walked over to her and put his arm around her shoulder. ‘So there’s nothing we can do?’ she asked Tala.
The rattatoskr bit her lip. ‘There is one place where he might be cured,’ she began, uttering the words slowly, ‘but they do not take kindly to strangers.’
‘I’m used to that by now,’ said Luna bitterly. ‘Where is this place?’
‘To the North of the Greattree, in the Mounts of Sorrow. The light magic of the aos sí is said to be able to cure a banshee wound.’
‘But that’s where we are going,’ said Luna, her face lighting up. She couldn’t keep from smiling at the stroke of luck.
‘And what business might bring you to the Mounts of Sorrow?’ asked Tala, taking a step towards Luna.
‘No business of yours,’ said Nobuo, crossing his arms menacingly and moving between the two.
‘Move, or be beaten again,’ said Tala, her nostrils flaring. ‘It is certainly business of mine. I am the warden of this forest, and if it weren’t for my help, your friend would still be in agony!’
‘She’s right, Nobuo,’ said Luna, laying her hand on his shell. ‘We owe her that at least.’ Grumbling and sending icy looks in Tala’s direction, Nobuo grudgingly moved out of the way. 
Luna recounted everything that had happened to her so far, from the moment she had arrived in Iluvia right up to their current situation. At every new turn in the story, the rattatoskr’s eyes widened further in disbelief, until Luna thought it would be impossible for them to get any bigger. 
‘Forgive me, Seeker,’ said Tala when Luna had finished, ‘but this tale sounds almost too strange to be true.’
Luna nodded. ‘I always wanted to have adventures,’ she said, sighing. ‘But I didn’t think anything like this would happen.’ She said, glancing at Alevos.
Tala looked at her solemnly. ‘It is a heavy burden you carry.’ Something flickered in her eyes, perhaps pity, and it seemed as if she had come to a decision. ‘I will help you in your quest, inasmuch as I can. We females must support one another.’ She shot a look at Nobuo and Ahote. ‘Know that I do this not for either of you. If I had found you without her, your bodies would be feeding the Greattree by now.’
They grunted in response.
‘If you want to make it out of the forest you must do as I say,’ said Tala, immediately assuming a tone of authority. ‘It will not do for us to be discovered by other rattatoskr. If I am found to have helped you, my life will be forfeit. Luckily for us, I am the best scout in this whole forest.’ Her chest swelled with pride, and she didn’t notice Ahote rolling his eyes. ‘We shall rest tonight and leave in the early hours, as soon as your companion is fit to stand. Try to get what sleep you can.’
They lay down in their light blankets, but these were not enough to fend off the cold completely, since Tala had forbidden them from burning the wood of the Greattree. Luna found it hard to sleep, due both to the cold and to the visions of banshees that were still swimming through her mind. From the sound of things, the others didn’t seem to be having so much trouble, as she could hear loud snoring coming from where Ahote and Nobuo were lying. Somehow the sound comforted her a little, and, as she looked up at the branch where Tala stood watch far above her, she began to feel her eyelids growing heavier and heavier until they finally fell shut and darkness engulfed her.
✦
A sliver of light pierced through the thick foliage, barely reaching the bed of leaves where Luna lay sleeping, wrapped in her blanket like a mummy. She stirred slightly, noticing a soft stream of warm air caressing her face at regular intervals, and then she lazily opened her eyes. Tala’s furry face greeted her, mere inches from hers. She was all curled up, her body pressed close to Luna’s, her eyes closed and her nose twitching slightly every few seconds. Her brow was furrowed, giving her face a worried or concentrated expression. Luna had always pleaded, unsuccessfully, with her parents for them to get her a cat, and a warm instinct overcame her. She stretched out her arm to stroke Tala’s fur lightly.
Tala’s eyes shot open, and her tail stood on end. She bared her fangs and growled, causing Luna to pull back her arm in fear. As Tala realized that there was no danger, her face softened, and she put up her tiny paws in a gesture of peace.
‘My apologies, Seeker,’ she said, scratching the tuft of hair above her head. ‘It’s just that my people are not accustomed to being touched, and…’ Her voice trailed off.
‘And?’ asked Luna.
‘And I was worried it might be some of my fellow rattatoskr.’
It suddenly hit Luna just how much of a risk Tala was taking by sheltering them. ‘I’m sorry. I can only imagine how worried you are. Thank you again for your help,’ she said.
Tala smiled broadly, the frown fully dissipating from her face. ‘Not to worry. If you make it to your destination it will all have been worthwhile. Now, let us see how your injured companion is faring today.’
They walked over to where Alevos was lying. A soft snoring was still coming from some roots a few feet away, and Luna shook her head, grinning in disbelief. Ahote and Nobuo still lay fast asleep, the blobkin’s head resting on the underside of the kappa’s shell. They hadn’t heard Tala’s snarl and Luna thought they looked exhausted enough to sleep through a hurricane, so she let them slumber on. As they approached Alevos, his eyes slowly blinked open. His skin was still pale, but some colour seemed to be creeping back into it.
He coughed lightly and leaned up on his elbows with difficulty, gazing in confusion at Tala. ‘You...you look just like the creature from my dream,’ he muttered, still a bit dazed. 
Tala chuckled, and Luna quickly intervened. ‘That wasn’t a dream, Alevos,’ she explained gently. ‘Tala helped you last night. She fetched you some leaves to help stop the bleeding.’
‘Bleeding?’ he asked with a blank expression.
‘We were attacked by a banshee, remember? You were stabbed in the chest,’ said Luna, pointing at the bandage.
Alevos looked down, gently laying his hand on the dressing and wincing gingerly as he did so. He looked at Tala with eyes wide open. ‘I thank you for your aid, but I fear it will do me no good. There is no remedy for a banshee blade. Nothing can stem its corruption.’
‘The aos sí can remove the curse,’ said Tala simply.
A shadow seemed to lift from Alevos's face, and Luna thought that he had never looked so alive.
‘Then there is still hope. I am forever in your debt,’ he said, attempting a bow and wincing again.
‘You should thank her,’ said Tala, pointing to Luna. ‘She is the only reason I helped you all. And you shouldn’t go around thanking anyone just yet, in any case. First, I need to get you out of the forest.’
A loud yawn pierced the air, and Luna looked over to see Ahote stretching. He noticed Alevos and a big smile spread over his face. He elbowed Nobuo, causing him to yelp and turn over in his sleep.
‘Get up! It’s Alevos. He’s awake!’ he yelled excitedly.
‘Shh.’ Tala put her finger in front of her lips and glared at the blobkin.
‘Right, yeah, sorry,’ he whispered sheepishly.
By this point, the racket had fully stirred Nobuo from his slumber. He stood up heavily and yawned, then his eyes widened at the sight of Alevos.  He nodded at him with a smile on his face.
Ahote was less restrained. ‘You’re alive!’ he screamed, throwing his arms around the captain. 
Alevos winced. ‘I shan’t be for long if you don’t get off me,’ he grumbled, but there was the trace of a smile on his face.
Ahote stood up awkwardly, and all of them watched as Alevos rose, slowly and with great difficulty. He looked a mere shadow of the man he had been a few days ago, his cheeks sunken and his colour changed from purple to a dull gray, and yet Luna felt nothing but happiness; she couldn’t imagine how they could have continued their journey without him.
‘Is anyone else hungry?’ said Ahote, drawing her out of her thoughts.
Luna nodded. She hadn’t had time to think about it with all the worrying about Alevos, but now she realized her stomach was rumbling so loudly that she was sure all the squirrels in the Greattree would hear.
‘We shall gather nuts. There are also mushrooms growing at the base of the Greattree. You may pick those,’ said Tala. Ahote’s face lit up at the mere mention of mushrooms.
They walked around the tangled branches and trunks, gathering acorns the size of Luna’s head. They found clumps of mushrooms, as Tala had mentioned, and Ahote expertly picked out the ones that were safe to eat, clearly enjoying himself. The faint sunshine sifting through the branches gave the forest a totally different appearance from the one it had had at night, and, with everyone’s spirits high, Luna found herself almost forgetting just how much danger they were still in.
When they had collected enough food for everyone, they sat down and prepared to eat. Ahote wanted to roast the mushrooms over a fire, but a single glare from Tala was
enough to dissuade him. He grumbled that mushrooms were not meant to be eaten raw, but when he popped one into his mouth, his face lit up and he chewed contentedly. Luna had also been a bit hesitant to eat them raw, but, seeing Ahote’s reaction, she mustered up enough courage to give one a bite. She opened her eyes wide. The mushroom had a rich, creamy taste to it, like melted butter. It was fantastic.
‘Maybe I should bring some of these back to fringetown,’ joked Ahote. ‘We don't have mushrooms like these down South.’
'Then you are satisfied with the Greattree's offering of food?’ asked Tala.
‘More than just satisfied. It's amazing!’ he said, patting his belly and belching happily.
Luna rolled her eyes, but Tala seemed pleased, grinning widely, the sun glinting off her small, white teeth.
‘It's been a long time since I have eaten in company,’ said Tala thoughtfully, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘It is pleasant.’
‘What about the other rattatoskr?’ asked Luna, ever inquisitive. ‘Surely you could eat with them.’
Tala shook her head slowly. ‘Most rattatoskr know not to associate with me. I have not been officially exiled, but I have no friends here,’ she said bitterly.
‘So you have no one to speak to, day after day?’ asked Nobuo softly.
Tala nodded.
Nobuo shook his head. ‘We kappa are solitary creatures, but I can't imagine never being able to have contact with other kappa.’
‘Why do they avoid you?’ asked Ahote, his curiosity piqued.
‘It's a long story,’ she said, sighing and looking round the circle. When nobody said anything, she continued speaking. ‘My father was the leader of the rattatoskr. He was a great fighter, but also an honest ruler. I was his firstborn child, and a short while later, my brother followed.’
'From the beginning, it was clear that I had a more suitable personality for leading than my brother. Where I was capable of compassion, he was cruel. Where I was just, he was selfish. We used to clash a lot as children,’ she said, pausing to take a breath. ‘As my father got older, his health began to falter. As he lay dying, with my brother, myself, and his circle of counsellors by his side, he whispered that he wanted me to succeed him.’
‘Now, the thing you need to understand about the rattatoskr is that we are a people of traditions. The older councilors and my brother did not take kindly to my father's will. After all, no female had ever led them. When he passed away, the councilors and my brother held a gathering where they proclaimed my brother the next leader.’ She sighed deeply at the memory. ‘They even told everyone that that was what my father had said on his deathbed.’
'But that's terrible!’ said Luna, putting her hands to her head. ‘Why didn't you tell them the truth?’
‘And tell them what?’ said Tala, laughing bitterly. ‘That my father had chosen his daughter when he had an able-bodied son? It was my word against the council's. None would have believed me. No, I stood there in silence as they assigned me the role of warden of the forest, which they claimed my father had intended for me. I was to patrol the edges of the Greattree looking for intruders. It is an honourable position, certainly, but I know why they gave it to me: It would keep me far away from my brother and leave me isolated, far from my people.’
A muted silence fell over the gathering as Tala's story sank in.
‘So you see,’ Tala said after some time, cutting through the quiet, ‘it is for my sake as well as yours that we should not be discovered.’ She leapt to her feet brusquely, as if embarrassed by all the attention her story had brought upon her. ‘If you have all had your fill of food, I suggest we begin our journey. It will take us at least a whole day to go all the way around the tree.’
‘Why don't we just cut through the middle then?’ said Ahote, as everyone stood up and began to pack their things.
Tala's eyes narrowed and she looked at him as if she had never heard anything so ridiculous in her life. ‘Because,’ she began, in a condescending way, ‘that is where my fellow rattatoskr live. I told you they sent me to the edges of the forest for a reason. We will go all the way around. It will be slow, but it should be safer.’ Then, without another word, Tala spun on her heels and walked off through the tangle of roots and leaves, motioning with her hand for the others to follow.




THE SECRET WHISTLE
Luna shivered slightly under her clothes and brushed her hair off her glasses. It seemed to be growing a lot faster since she had arrived in Iluvia, and was well overdue for a cut. They had been walking for what felt like a lifetime now, and the rapidly fading light was casting shadows on the twisted mass of trunks and branches that made up the Greattree, giving her the impression that they were alive and moving. That wasn’t the only thing making her uncomfortable; she also had a nagging feeling that they were being watched, reminiscent of the sensation she had had right before they met Tala.  She shook her head to take the thoughts from her mind, but the truth was she couldn’t wait to put as much distance as she could between the forest and herself.
The others trudged along in silence. The initial excitement of the morning, when they had discovered that Alevos's wound had improved, had quickly been replaced with boredom caused by the monotony of the journey. Nobuo, who Luna was surprised to find had a remarkably good singing voice, had sung some songs at first, but even he had eventually fallen silent, beaten into submission by the repetitive sound of their boots on the leaves. Far ahead of the rest, Tala walked along with a spring in her step, the only one who seemed to be enjoying the trek.
Just when Luna thought that her legs wouldn’t be able to carry her a single step further, Tala stopped in a clearing ahead of them. As Luna stepped into it, she was struck by how strange it felt that there were no trunks or roots in this small circular patch of land. 
‘We’ll take a rest and eat here,’ said Tala. She immediately set about gathering nuts.
The others nodded, doing their best to help her. Luna found a clump of mushrooms next to a thick root at the edge of the clearing. She pointed at them and looked at Ahote, who smiled and nodded. Bending her knees, she plucked them gently from the ground. As she stood up again, she noticed something strange about the root next to which the mushrooms had been growing. It was hollow, but the hole did not appear to be the result of an accident; there were slight teeth marks around the edge and it was wide enough for her to comfortably put her arm in. She had no intention of doing so, however, since it was dark and looked as if it continued for the whole length of the root, running deep into the ground. Clutching the mushrooms close to her chest, Luna resolved to ask Tala about it.
They sat and ate in silence, their chewing cutting through the sound of unseen insects chirping somewhere in the forest. Luna thought it sounded like crickets, but she wasn't completely sure. When everyone was almost finished, Luna finally asked Tala the question that had been on her mind.
‘Tala, why is there a hole in that root over there? Was it made by the rattatoskr?’
Tala's eyes narrowed for the slightest fraction of a second, but then she smiled. ‘You are very observant, Seeker,’ she said. ‘It is as you say, we rattatoskr hollowed out some of the Greattree's roots.’
‘But...why?’ said Luna. ‘I thought you really cared about the Greattree.’
Tala laughed softly. ‘We do. We pour water inside the roots, to nourish the tree,’ she said. ‘But that is not the main reason why we made the holes.’ She finished munching on a nut. ‘We made them to travel to other parts of Iluvia.’
Luna looked at her with a blank expression on her face, as did the others.
Tala sighed. ‘I suppose you are not from Iluvia, so you do not know its tales,’ she said. ‘Very well. As you have no doubt seen, the Greattree is vast, reaching far into the sky. What you may not know is that underground it is even larger; its roots spread to all four corners of Iluvia and, it is said, even beyond.’
'Long ago we rattatoskr discovered this, and my ancestors gnawed through the thickest, strongest roots in order to build a network of tunnels. It was extremely hard work, but, back then, the rattatoskr were brave explorers, and being able to reach anywhere on Iluvia was worth the effort.’ She paused and looked up, sighing wistfully. ‘Of course, nowadays my people are weak, barely daring to move out of the comfort of the forest.’
‘That is a nice story, but it cannot possibly be true,’ said Alevos gruffly. ‘There is no way that the roots reach Twinspire itself. The Imperial Guard would have noticed them long ago.’
‘No one thinks to look for what is hidden in plain sight,’ said Tala simply, shrugging. 'If you believe my account to be just a story, I will not dissuade you. That does not bother me in the slightest. It's not as if you can use our tunnels, at any rate,’ she said, turning up her nose.
Fury flashed on Alevos's face for an instant at Tala's dismissive tone, and an uncomfortable silence fell over the gathering as they all tried to avoid one another's gaze. Luna barely noticed the tension in the air, for she was replaying a detail of what Tala had said in her head.
‘You said anywhere on Iluvia and beyond,’ she began, slowly. ‘Where exactly did you mean? Could these tunnels lead back to my world?’
Tala cocked her head and smiled enigmatically at Luna. 'You are astute beyond your years, Seeker, but there are some questions that are best left unanswered for the time being.’ Noticing the disappointment spreading on Luna's face, she quickly changed the subject. ‘Let us carry on, before night is fully upon us.’
They picked up their bags and left the clearing, once again having to navigate the mess of roots and stumps that littered the forest floor. Luna felt frustrated that Tala hadn't answered her question, but she didn't seem to want to discuss the subject, and besides, she had already darted ahead. 
Luna thought about home as she plodded along. She had no idea how fast time was passing there, but she knew her mother would be very worried. She missed awfully all the little things she had taken for granted; her father's stubbly chin, her mother's cheerful laugh, and even her brother's goofy smile. She could feel her eyes getting wet at the edges, but she blinked the tears away; she knew she still had to be strong for a little longer.
They walked and walked, trunks giving way to more trunks in a never ending parade of intertwined wood. Luna couldn’t feel a breeze, but she had nevertheless noticed the upper leaves of the Greattree rustling in a rather strange way. An uneasy feeling crept up from her stomach.
‘Seeker,’ said a voice, bringing her out of her thoughts. It was Tala. ‘You are falling behind.’
Luna looked ahead. It was true. She could see the others in front of them, just at the edge of her field of vision.
Tala fixed Luna with her gaze and narrowed her eyes. ‘I can see your sorrow,’ she whispered. ‘You miss your loved ones, and wonder why you were chosen for this task.’
Luna hadn’t been thinking about that, but as soon as Tala said the words, she realized they were true. She had found herself wishing on more than one occasion that she hadn’t opened that envelope in her bicycle basket.
Tala laid a hand gently on her arm. ‘It is natural to feel that way sometimes. It is not always clear why fate gives us the roles that it does, but I sense strength within you. You will see this through. The end of the forest is but a few feet ahead.’
Her kind words opened the floodgates that Luna had struggled so hard to keep closed earlier. She felt tears welling up in her eyes. She opened her mouth to thank Tala.
Before she could speak, a whistling sound pierced the silent air of the forest, and something hit Luna in the chest hard, knocking her off her feet. Tala’s eyes went wild, darting from one branch to another.
‘Take cover, Seeker!’ she shouted, as more shapes shot through the air. Luna saw now that they were arrows, and that the shaft of one was protruding from her chest. She frowned, confused, then felt under her clothes, feeling the delicate but tough kappa scale armour resting there. The arrow must have lodged itself in its links.
There was a frenzied chittering from the treetops, and Luna saw dozens upon dozens of gleaming eyes there.
‘Traitor!’ screamed voices in their midst. ‘She has led outsiders into the Greattree!’
The squirrel people were running down the trunks now, making their way to the forest floor. Their eyes had none of the kindness that Luna had seen in Tala’s and they looked anything but cute; a swirling mass of claws and bared fangs.
‘Run, Seeker! Join your friends!’ 
Luna shook her head, tears coming to her eyes. The rattatoskr began to surround Tala, who unsheathed her wooden sword. Never turning her back on them, she took something in her other hand and passed it to Luna. It was small and wooden, beautifully carved, with a familiar shape. It was attached to a long string that Luna put around her neck.
‘I want you to have this whistle,’ Tala said urgently. ‘If ever you should need my help, blow it. It emits a sound that only the rattatoskr can hear. No matter where you are, I shall come to your aid.’
‘Come with us, Tala! Please!’ said Luna,
‘Don’t worry! I’m a better fighter than any of them,’ she said, looking over at Luna. ‘Now run!’ 
Luna began stumbling back, hating herself with every step. Tala smiled at her encouragingly. She shouted, a guttural battle roar so different from her usual voice. The sound pierced the chittering of the rattatoskr, and all of their attention was drawn to Tala.
‘Farewell, Seeker.’  Tala turned and ran in a different direction to where the others of her kind had come from, dragging the army of angry squirrel people after her. Luna heard the sounds of wooden swords clashing as she stumbled through the roots, her vision blurred by hot tears, hoping against hope that Tala would be fine.
She noticed the outline of Nobuo’s shell up ahead and practically flung her arms around him, sobbing and startling the kappa. 
‘Seeker,’ said Nobuo, his usually passive face twisted into a worried frown. ‘Are you all right? We heard a strange sound.’ The others joined them.
‘Tala...she…’ Luna tried hard but the sentence wouldn’t form itself. She burst into sobs as Nobuo gently patted her on the back, trying to console her. After a few moments she regained her composure and told the others about what had just happened. They listened seriously, and, when she was done, Alevos spoke.
‘That was a brave thing she did,’ he said. ‘I will tell the empress of it. People will write songs about her. Her sacrifice won’t have been in vain.’
‘Sacrifice?’ asked Luna, a dazed look on her face. ‘No... no. She said she was a better fighter than them. She will make it. She has to.’
‘Seeker,’ began Alevos slowly, ‘the odds… if what you say is true…’ he stopped speaking when Nobuo laid a hand on his arm and shook his head.
Ahote, who had been quiet the whole time, now walked over to Luna and put his hand on her shoulder. It felt warm and soft, and it comforted Luna more than anything else could have at that moment. ‘Think about it, Luna,’ he said. ‘Let’s not waste this chance Tala has given us. We are almost out of the forest.’
Luna smiled at him weakly and nodded. All the emotions of the last two days were swirling through her, making her feel exhausted. She wanted nothing more than to lie down on the forest floor and let herself be overcome by sleep, but she knew Ahote was right.
And so they set off again towards the edge of the Greattree, one weary step at a time. The branches ahead of them became sparser as they walked, and the going was easier. Finally they began to see light shining through the last few branches, and then they emerged. Luna’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t know what she had expected to see, but it wasn’t this. 
In every direction stretched white, featureless land. It reminded her of the moon, which stared at them from above, as if looking at itself in the mirror. Its white glow gave everything a bleached, monotonous appearance. Up ahead, not far in the distance, a jagged range of mountains sat majestically on the landscape, their pitch black colour in stark contrast with the milky ground. Completely enveloping everything was an eerie silence, not stirred by even the faintest of breezes.
‘Those,’ said Alevos, waving his hands toward the peaks, ‘are the Mounts of Sorrow. Our journey is almost at its end.’
The words hung ominously in the air, sounding strangely alien with no wind to carry them along. No one felt like talking, and they set up camp quietly at the edge of the forest, under the silent gaze of the mountains.




THE MOUNTS OF SORROW
Dawn came after a night that felt much too short, and they were awoken by a fiercely blazing sun, so close that Luna felt she could almost reach out and touch it. The weather was still crisp and bitter, but the sun acted like a radiator, and where it kissed her skin she felt a pleasant warmth that neutralized the cold somewhat.
‘Look at the size of the sun,’ uttered Ahote in wonder. ‘It shows that we are heading the right way.’
‘The blobkin is right for once,’ said Alevos. ‘See how the sun is perched atop the Mounts of Sorrow? It might as well be a map. The emperor must be there.’ His eyes were still sunken and his skin still gray from the encounter with the Banshee, but Luna thought that this was the most positive she had ever seen him.
‘We Kappa believe that the sun is always fierce this far to the North,’ chimed in Nobuo, ‘but you may be right. There does seem to be an unusual intensity to it.’
Luna was less concerned about the sun than their journey. She took in their surroundings. The landscape looked no more hospitable in the day than it had during the night. There was a sadness to the emptiness, as if the land itself was mourning along with the Mounts of Sorrow. It made Luna feel alone and small. Ahote saw her staring out into the distance and walked over to her.
‘You know, I think this is where my ancestors fought the monsters that came from across the ocean a long time ago,’ he said in awe. ‘They say that the battle was so fierce that the land never recovered. That’s why it looks the way it does today. The monsters burned it all away.’
‘Were they dragons?’ asked Luna, remembering her conversation with Adelia.
‘Dragons?’ Ahote rolled the word around on his tongue as if it was completely alien to him. ‘I don’t know if that’s what they were, but what I do know is that after that battle everything changed. When the surviving blobkin returned to the South, the humans had taken our land. There were so few of us and so many of them that they forced us to give up our weapons and live separated from them.’ He sighed.
‘That’s terrible,’ said Luna quietly. In her mind she could almost picture the brave blobkin facing these terrifying monsters from over the sea, only to return home and have everything taken from them. For some reason it brought memories of Becca and the girls stealing her sketchbook and destroying her bike, and she felt her eyes begin to moisten. She rubbed them on her sleeve and noticed Alevos was staring at them with a serious look on his face. He looked as if he had been eavesdropping.
‘Let’s get started,’ said the captain, keeping his eyes fixed on her. ‘If we keep up a good pace, we should be able to make it to the foot of the mountains by late evening.’
They set off towards the jagged peaks in the distance, and after only a few minutes walking, Luna realized how grateful she was for the flatness of the terrain, which made the going much easier than it had been in the Greattree. There were remains of ancient weapons strewn everywhere, eroded to the point of being almost indistinguishable from the land around them. They seemed to confirm Ahote’s theory about the battle that had taken place here long ago.
As the day went by and the Mounts of Sorrow loomed larger and larger, Luna saw how different they were from the mountains of the kappa. Where they had been covered in trees, the sounds of animals, and life in general, the Mounts of Sorrow were blanketed in nothing but an oppressive silence. They were beautiful, to be sure, the black rock glinting like a polished diamond in the fading sunlight, but their lack of vegetation endowed them with a menacing appearance which made Luna’s skin tingle.
Alevos had been right in his prediction, and, by the end of the day, they had reached the foot of the mountains. They were much higher than they had seemed at first glance; Luna had to crane her neck to see the peak, which was surrounded by clouds in every direction. 
‘We should rest and gather our strength,’ said Alevos simply. 
They set about preparing a camp next to the only bit of shelter the barren landscape had to offer, which looked suspiciously like the eroded bones of some giant beast to Luna. After a quick supper they settled down by the fire to make the most of what sleep they could get, and Luna soon heard Ahote and Nobuo snoring away. She glanced around and saw Alevos kneeling by the edge of the campsite, staring up at the Mounts of Sorrow with a frown upon his face and clutching his chest where the banshee had pierced his skin. Her eyelids becoming heavier with every passing second, Luna finally succumbed and dropped into a restless slumber.
✦
Luna stirred, instantly alert.  She rubbed her eyes in order to open them properly and reached for her glasses. The embers of the fire were smouldering not far away but she felt uneasy. Something definitely felt wrong. Glancing around her, she realised what it was; Alevos was nowhere to be seen.
Panicking, Luna stood up, determined to search for him. She considered waking the others, but a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach told her not to. The silence surrounding her was almost complete since the others had stopped snoring, but when she listened carefully, she could just pick out an eerie melody in the breathless night. It sounded almost like a faint and ethereal singing, and it sent shivers down her spine. Luna slowed her own shallow breathing as much as she could and took in her surroundings more carefully. When she looked towards the Mounts of Sorrow she was startled to see a floating white light hovering by the surface of the rock. She blinked to make sure she wasn’t imagining things, to no effect. It was dim, but there was no doubt that the light was there. 
Gathering all her courage, Luna rose, leaving the safety of the remains of the fire behind her. She walked tentatively towards the white light, but it didn’t seem to be getting any bigger. It took her a second to realize that the light was moving at the same pace as she was. She stopped in her tracks. The light stayed at the same distance, its glow mirrored in the shiny black of the mountain. Turning back to glance at her sleeping friends, now quite far away, Luna continued following the glow, noticing that she was circling the mountain, heading to the west.
After some time, the melody she had been hearing faintly became clearer and clearer, and the light began to grow larger and larger until Luna was standing right in front of it. Now that she had reached the source, however, she noticed something else strange. Both the sound, which was now clearly identifiable as singing, and the glow seemed to be coming from within the mountain, which appeared translucent in this section. The singing was high-pitched and clear, and as she strained her ears, she began to make out the words.
‘Come to us, don’t be scared. 
Push the wall, you’ll be there.
You’ll be safe, with us in here,
Trust the light, have no fear.’
The breath caught in Luna’s throat. The song was talking to her. She didn’t fully trust the voice that was singing; it was soft and gentle but behind its purity she could sense a kind of threat, a slightly sinister note. This was not a voice accustomed to having its requests turned down. Luna took a step back, her heart suddenly clutched by fear. She wanted to spin around and run back to the remains of the campfire, but try as she might, her muscles didn’t seem to be responding to her brain’s orders. She stared at the glow inside the mountain, transfixed. “What is happening to me?” asked her mind, but her body remained frozen in place. Then, her legs jolted clumsily forward, which was in entirely the opposite direction to where she wanted to be going. Her arm lifted itself up, seemingly of its own volition, and laid her palm gently on the smooth surface of the mountain. 
Luna’s heart began to pound in her chest faster and faster. She was now fully panicking. The rock felt freezing against her skin, as cold as pressing a hand against an ice cube. It seared her flesh, but she couldn’t command her brain to remove the hand. Through the pain she noticed that this section of the rock had a large jagged crack running down it. As she focused on this, something strange happened. The singing voice, which had been repeating the same verse over and over, reached a crescendo, its sound filling every part of her brain until she could hear nothing else. As this happened, the wall seemed to change, the black rock rippling and shimmering as if it were liquid. Luna, whose body weight had been resting completely on the hand that was leaning on the rock, fell through, feeling as though she had been plunged into a vat of ice water. 
She fell hard to the ground, but luckily her hands broke the fall. Rubbing her palms and wiping her glasses clumsily on her clothes, she rose. She seemed to have regained control of her muscles and for that at least she was grateful. The sounds of singing had completely disappeared, replaced instead by a silence as deep as that of a grave. She turned around to where she had just fallen through the liquid wall but found only solid, opaque rock there. She was trapped inside the mountain.
Luna felt herself shaking, though whether it was from fear or the cold she couldn’t tell. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the inside of the mountain, but it didn’t seem to be of much use since the darkness was almost absolute. Just as she was beginning to panic and could feel tears rushing to her eyes, she spotted a faint light up ahead. It seemed to be bobbing up and down, and gradually getting larger. After a few more seconds, Luna came face to face with the source of the light, standing just a few feet away. She had never seen anything, or rather anyone, so beautiful.
In front of her was a woman with pearl white skin that was glowing, allowing Luna to see in a radius around her. Her golden-white hair fell in curly locks over her shoulders, almost reaching her waist. She was roughly the same height as Luna and yet she seemed almost unfathomably wiser and older. Luna thought it was because of her eyes. In a face composed of delicate and balanced features, they stood out most. They shone light blue, but cold and piercing like a shard of ice, and Luna found it hard to gaze directly into them. The woman wore a white dress that resembled a toga, with a small golden brooch on her right shoulder which fastened a cloak that fell over her frame. 
‘I am Eilís,’ she said simply. 
Her voice was like the sound of sunshine falling on a meadow on a warm summer morning. Luna was entranced. ‘I-I’m Luna,’ she managed.
‘I know,’ said Eilís, her lips twisting slightly up into what could only have been a smile. Luna’s eyes followed them, unable to break away.
‘Are you…?’ she began.
‘An aos sí?’ said Eilís softly. ‘Yes, of course, we are under the Mounts of Sorrow after all. And you,’ she said, reaching out a pale hand and lightly pushing Luna’s messy hair into place, ‘are the Seeker.’
Eilís’s touch on her hair felt strange. It sent a slight tingle through Luna’s skin, reminding her of when she used to pull on her woollen sweaters in the dry Madrid winters and the static electricity would make her hairs stand on end. She could see herself so clearly, as if the memory were projected into Eilís’s countenance. It felt as if she was spying on herself.
‘You miss your family, Seeker,’ said Eilís, her voice barely a murmur. ‘Tell me, why is it that you have come here, to the land of the aos sí?’
Luna didn’t know if she could trust Eilís; she recognized her voice as the one that had guided her here through song. She wasn’t sure how much she should share with her, but before she could stop herself, words were tumbling out of her mouth like a cascade.
‘Well, I awoke at the campfire and one of my companions was gone. I saw a light and heard a song, and I…’ Luna fought hard to keep her lips from forming words, but, just as earlier that night, her body didn’t seem keen on following her brain’s orders. ‘I couldn’t help but follow,’ she said, sighing.
Eilís smiled sweetly. ‘Is that so?’ she said. Then, her face became sterner, and her features seemed to sharpen, frightening Luna somewhat. ‘But that is not what I was asking. What I wish to know is why you came all the way to the Mounts of Sorrow from Twinspire.’
Eilís’s blue eyes were trained on Luna’s, and before she had time to even think of how she was going to answer, her lips were moving of their own accord. ‘The empress sent me here. The emperor has been missing for some time and we had news that he might be here.’
Eilís’s face didn’t move a fraction of an inch as Luna spoke. Whether or not the information affected her in any way, it was impossible to tell. There was an awkward silence, in which Luna felt those cold blue eyes boring into her. Just when she thought she wouldn’t be able to endure another second, Eilís spoke.
‘It has been some time since we have heard from the empress,’ she said, almost to herself. ‘We may be able to help with your search for the emperor, but now is not the time. You should return to your campfire.’ 
‘But my companion... I have to find him!’
Eilís smiled, gently this time. ‘Such bravery! But I think you will find that they are all by the fire, and in fact they might be starting to wonder about your own disappearance.’
‘But...but, he wasn’t there...I don’t understand.’ Luna felt as if she was going crazy. Alevos definitely had not been there earlier.
‘There are some things that are not easily explained, child,’ said Eilís, not unkindly. ‘I must warn you, on that note, that not everyone in your party is who they seem to be. One amongst you will attempt to betray you, though I cannot see clearly whom it may be. Be on your guard at all times.’ Eilís touched her lightly, this time on the arm. ‘Go now. You must be exhausted.’
‘But the wall…’ began Luna, turning around only to find a gaping hole where the previously solid wall had been. She gasped. ‘How…?’ 
The sound of her words echoed in the empty, suddenly dark cavern. Eilís was gone.




THE CAVERN OF MIRRORS
The light of dawn was beginning to illuminate the barren plains as Luna walked back towards the campfire, fretting. I must have been trapped inside the mountain for longer than it seemed. She bit her lip, wondering whether Alevos really would be back with the others when she returned. She had no reason to doubt Eilís, but then again, she had seen that he was missing with her very own eyes. She rubbed her eyelids, tired of second-guessing herself. This sleepless night would take its toll on her during the coming day’s travels: of that she was sure.
She shivered, feeling quite cold suddenly as she recalled the other thing Eilís had said to her before they had parted. What had she meant when she said someone would betray her? Luna trusted Ahote completely, and the empress herself had said that Alevos was loyal to the fault. That only left Nobuo, but he had all but sworn his life over to her. She found it hard to believe that he would consider breaking his promise, and yet out of the three he seemed the most likely to betray her. She would certainly have to be on guard.
By the time she reached their campsite, day had fully broken and nothing but coal remained of the fire. The others were all awake and Ahote shouted when he spotted her, alerting the other two. Alevos's face clearly reflected what he thought of her disappearing act.
‘Where on earth have you been?’ he said loudly.
‘I could ask you the same thing,’ retorted Luna, who was in no mood to be shouted at after what she had just gone through. ‘When I woke up in the middle of the night, you weren’t by the fire.’
Nobuo and Ahote joined Luna in looking inquisitively at Alevos.
‘I-I had to relieve myself,’ said Alevos, looking away, all anger gone. He sighed. ‘I am sorry for raising my voice at you, Seeker. It’s just that your safety is my primary concern, and when I returned and saw that you were missing…’
‘I was with the aos sí,’ said Luna bluntly. Alevos's eyes widened.
‘Really?’ said Ahote excitedly. ‘What was it like? Is it true that they gobble up their own children?’ he said, blurring the words together in his excitement.
Nobuo cuffed him lightly on the back of the head. ‘If they ate their own children, there wouldn’t be any aos sí to speak of, now, would there?’ he said, as Ahote rubbed his head gingerly. ‘Let the girl tell us what happened,’ said Nobuo, his lizard-like eyes turning to Luna.
‘It was odd,’ she began. ‘I saw a light and heard a strange song and I couldn’t help but follow. Somehow I passed through the mountain and there was this creature there. She was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, but her eyes…’ Luna shuddered. ‘There was something about them that was terrifying.’
Alevos and Nobuo exchanged a glance, retreating slightly as Ahote excitedly asked Luna questions about the aos sí’s appearance. They seemed to be discussing something quietly amongst themselves, and Luna desperately wanted to know what, but Ahote was so exhilarated by her story that she felt it would be cruel to excuse herself and go talk to them.
As it turned out, she didn’t have to wait long. After a few minutes they walked back over and Alevos spoke.
‘Seeker, I have discussed it with Nobuo, and we believe that you were put under some sort of magic spell by this aos sí enchantress.’  Luna felt like rolling her eyes. She could have told them as much.
‘Yes,’ chimed in Nobuo. ‘Such trickery is not beyond them. The question is what should our next move be? The mountain seems impenetrable.’
‘Not quite,’ said Luna. ‘If I can identify the same spot where I fell through the rock today, I have a feeling we might be able to get in. I’m not sure what we’d do after that, though.’
‘Leave that to us,’ said Alevos.
Luna couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something unusual about the way the other two were acting, but she just nodded her head in agreement, too tired to ask any questions.
‘The sun is already fully risen,’ said Nobuo suddenly. It was a strangely obvious statement, and Luna frowned. ‘We should rest until the evening,’ he said.
Luna felt herself daring to hope for sleep, her eyelids feeling heavy.
‘Rest?’ asked Ahote, a look of confusion on his face. ‘What happened to going after the aos sí?’
‘Did your family not tell you stories of them when you were a youngling?’ asked Alevos, looking at him expectantly.
Ahote put his hand to his head and thought deeply for a few moments. Suddenly his face lit up. ‘Ah, of course! I can’t believe I forgot!’ 
‘What is it?’ asked Luna in frustration. She hated not knowing things and was feeling rather left out by this whole conversation.
‘The aos sí...or their world, rather,’ began Ahote, ‘In all the old stories it is said that it is closest to ours during the hours of dawn and dusk.’
‘So…’ said Luna, rubbing her eyes tiredly.
‘So if we were to attempt to enter the mountain, that might be the best time to do it, Seeker,’ said Alevos. ‘It would certainly be wiser than in broad daylight.’
She was too tired to remind them that it had been fully dark when she had met Eilís earlier, and, besides, the thought of keeping her eyes open for another second was almost too much to bear, so Luna just nodded. Before anyone could say another word, she had put her head down and fallen asleep on the rough ground.
✦
The sun was disappearing over the horizon when Ahote gently shook Luna awake. She opened her eyes lazily and stared up at his soft green face. She smiled a sleepy smile.
‘I had the best dream, Ahote,’ she said, yawning and stretching. ‘I dreamed we were at the Sullen Kappa Inn, lying in our warm beds, and the smell of fish stew was coming up from the kitchen. Then, we listened to Adelia’s stories as we sat by the fire all day. It felt so real…’ Putting on her glasses, she looked all around her at the desolate wasteland that surrounded them and sighed. ‘I guess that will never happen though…’
‘Don’t say that, Seeker,’ said Ahote, cheerful as ever. ‘We are almost done. As soon as we find the emperor in the Mounts of Sorrow we’ll be able to have all the stew we want! And hopefully some mushrooms, too!
‘Don’t forget cucumbers!’ chimed in Nobuo from somewhere nearby.
Luna rolled her eyes but still found herself grinning in spite of it all, her glum mood having been lifted somewhat. She quickly packed up her things and slung the small bag over her back. She noticed Nobuo and Alevos deep in conversation a few feet away from her again, and the words that Eilís had uttered to her the night before ran through her head again. One amongst you will attempt to betray you, though I cannot see clearly whom it may be. She wished with all her heart that Eilís was wrong.
Luna remembered clearly the path she had taken the previous night, and she led the way as the others followed. The sun had almost set by this time and a purplish glow covered everything. It reflected off the smooth surface of the mountain and gave the landscape the appearance of being caught in light through a prism. Their surroundings had grown quieter as night approached, and now only the occasional call of an owl far away broke the oppressive silence.
Luna’s memory was good, and they soon reached the crack in the face of the rock that she had fallen through the night before, but in all honesty it would have been hard to miss. Unlike the previous night, the entire crack was shining with white light, just the way Eilís had been glowing. The others let out a gasp when they saw it.
‘What kind of sorcery is this?’ whispered Alevos.
‘Surely it can only be a good omen,’ said Nobuo. ‘We are searching for the Emperor of Light and what should we find here but a literal wall of light.’
Luna shook her head in frustration. She was getting a little tired of all this talk of omens and hidden meanings. So far in their trip, nothing had been as simple as it had seemed. Determined to lead by example, she stepped forward and prepared to put her hand on the crack.
She turned round and faced the others. ‘Follow me,’ she said.
‘Luna, wait!’ shouted Ahote, but it was too late. 
Luna placed her hand on the wall and a jolt of what felt like electricity surged through her body. In an instant she felt she was being spun at a hundred miles an hour and experienced the same icy cold sensation she had when she fell through the wall the night before. It was all over very quickly and she found herself on the ground on all fours again, panting. She got up as soon as she could and looked behind her, only to find the same solid wall. 
‘Nobuo! Ahote! Alevos!’ she shouted desperately, pounding the wall with her fist.
Seeker!
She spun around, hearing a faint muffled sound somewhere up ahead. She could have sworn it sounded like Ahote calling her name. She took a few tentative steps in the dark cave, her hand leaning on the wall for support. It felt cool and glassy to the touch. The narrow passage in which she now found herself widened slightly and became more brightly lit, though she wasn’t sure where the light was coming from. She was in a cave, like the one inside the mountain of the kappa but smaller. She looked up, then gasped and took a step back. She was staring up at herself, her face reflected in the polished black stone a hundred times, from many different angles. The ceiling was divided into panels that jutted out at uneven angles, like the sides of a prism. It was a little unnerving, and she closed her eyes. She took a few deep breaths and tried to steady her beating heart, then slowly opened her eyes and scanned the room she was in.
There were four passages leading away from the room, five including the one she had come from. She dismissed the idea of going back; the wall had seemed completely solid, and who knew when it would open again? Besides, she didn’t know whether the others had also made it into the cave. Suddenly, she detected a blur of motion from one of the panels on the ceiling, and glancing up, she found that one of her reflections was waving at her with an eerie smile. Before she had time to get worked up about how freaky that was, she noticed movement in a different panel. The Luna in that one wasn’t wearing glasses and was flicking her hair over her shoulder like a girl in a shampoo ad and winking at her. She glanced from one panel to another, and then to the next, her head spinning; each showed a different version of her, and no two were quite the same. 

Then, the whispering began, quietly at first, but growing louder and louder as each voice tried to drown out the rest. Luna! Look here, Luna! You’re lost! You won’t find the emperor! I can help you! Give up! You’ll never make it out! Your friends abandoned you! Your family has forgotten you exist! Luna! Luna! Luna!
She put her hands over her ears and screamed as loud as she could, clamping her eyes shut at the same time. After a few seconds, she tentatively opened them and glanced at the panels above. The copies of herself had stopped speaking and were instead acting sulky, pouting or looking away with their arms crossed. Satisfied that there wouldn't be any more whispers, she removed her hands from her ears. As she did so, she noticed that one of the copies on the far side of the room where the ceiling was lowest had mimicked her actions exactly and was smiling encouragingly at her. She beckoned at Luna with her finger. Luna warily walked over to her.
‘Hello, Luna,’ said the doppelganger gently. Her voice was just like Luna’s own but had a slight airy quality to it. It made Luna’s skin tingle.
‘Who are you?’ said Luna, feeling rather stupid even as she asked the question.
The doppelganger looked puzzled. ‘I’m you,’ she said.
Luna sighed.
The doppelganger seemed not to notice her frustration. ‘I can help you.’
‘Then help me quickly, please. I’m worried about my friends.’ Luna noticed that the other doppelgangers were becoming aware of their conversation and looking over with reproachful, almost angry stares. Some of them were even beginning to hiss.
‘I will, but only if you offer me something in exchange.’
‘I don’t think I have anything to give you.’
‘Oh but you do,’ said the doppelganger, smiling, but it was a slightly unpleasant smile, and Luna recoiled a little. ‘I want a lock of your hair, and a drop of your blood.’

‘What for?’
‘That is none of your concern,’ said the doppelganger. ‘On the floor you will find a shard of glass. Use it to cut your hair and prick your finger. Hurry now.’
Luna looked at the floor and saw that the doppelganger was right. There was a jagged piece of what looked like the same material as the ceiling was made of, and inside it there even seemed to be a tiny copy of Luna who was smiling up at her encouragingly. 
Luna slowly picked up the shard of glass, testing its edge with the tip of her thumb. It was incredibly sharp.
‘Don’t listen to her!’ whispered the other doppelgangers deafeningly. ‘She is lying. It won’t work! There’s nothing you can do! You are a failure!’
‘Shut up!’ shouted Luna at the top of her lungs, startling herself a little at the force of her own voice. The volume of the doppelgangers’ voices lowered to a grumbling, droning hum.
‘That’s better,’ she said. She grabbed a lock of her hair and stretched it to its full length in her left hand. She slashed it with the glass and it sheared off without a sound.
‘Quickly, the blood,’ said the doppelganger, her eyes widening with anticipation.
Taking a deep breath and feeling a little queasy, Luna pressed the point of the shard of glass down into the tip of her thumb, hard. It easily pierced the flesh and Luna winced; it was cold. A single fat drop of red blood began to form where the glass had cut her, and she dropped the shard to the floor. 
‘What now?’ she asked.
‘Press the hair and your thumb against the surface,’ said the doppelganger.
Luna stood on her tiptoes to reach the surface of the rock, and as she got closer, so did the doppelganger’s hands. She rested her thumb on the cold wall and pressed the lock of hair to it with the other hand. When both her hands and the doppelganger’s were touching, the surface began to ripple and shimmer. Suddenly, there was a flash of light and Luna was thrown to the ground.
She stood up unsteadily, then brushed herself down. The pain in her thumb had disappeared. Looking down, she saw that there was no wound. Instinctively, she patted her hair where she had cut off a lock. The hair was still there. Looking up, she saw the doppelganger had a pinprick of blood on her thumb and a shorter strand of hair. Luna felt a bit queasy. She wasn’t sure what had just happened but something was not quite right.
‘So? I kept my part of the bargain; it’s time for you to help me,’ she said.
The doppelganger smiled that unnerving grin again.
‘Of course. These four corridors all lead to different places.’ She pointed at each door in turn. ‘The first leads back outside the mountain to safety. The second leads to your friends. The third will lead you to the one who will betray you. And the fourth…the fourth will lead you to the Emperor of Light. Choose wisely, for once one is chosen, all the others will disappear.’

Luna had hoped the doppelganger would have given her a more direct answer, but instead all she had given her was a riddle. She slumped to the ground
‘What should I do?’ she said, holding her chin in her hands. The voices responded.
She’s lying. She said the wrong doors. Don’t trust her. Get out! Choose the exit! Save yourself! No! Find the one who will betray you and stab him with the glass first! Kill him! Kill them all!
Luna tried her hardest to block out the sound and think about things logically. She stared at the passages one after another, trying to decide which one to take. It took her a few minutes to make up her mind, but once she had decided, she walked resolutely towards it. She didn’t want to spend another second in this cavern.

As she got close to the corridor, she heard the doppelganger speak one last time.
‘Goodbye, Luna,’ she said, a little sadly. ‘An interesting choice.’
Luna said nothing, and spun around on her heel, walking into the dark corridor. The second her foot left the cavern of mirrors, a wall of solid rock formed behind her, blocking her way back. Sighing and biting her lip, she moved forward. She hoped she had made the right decision.




THE LIGHTSINGERS
The corridor ahead sloped upwards quite dramatically, and Luna found herself panting and sweating despite the fact that it was quite cold. There was a dim source of light permeating everything, but she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. In this glow, the walls revealed themselves to still be shiny, although not at all as reflective as those in the cavern she had just left. The passage twisted and turned this way and that, like a worm burrowing deep into an apple, and Luna began to feel a little uneasy. 
To keep her mind from it, she tried to think about her family, but found that she had trouble forming their faces in her mind. Her mother was a hazy blur, as was her father, and even Pablo did not appear as clearly as she would have liked. This scared her further, and then her thoughts turned to the choice she had had to make. Did I do the right thing?
What if I was wrong? She shook her head violently. She had just got rid of all the voices in the hall of mirrors; it wasn’t going to help to carry them around with her.
A sudden commotion up ahead where the passage swung sharply to the left brought her out of her thoughts. It sounded like muffled shouts and grunting. Taking a deep breath, she rounded the corner and came to a sort of grotto where the ceiling was somewhat higher.
‘Nobuo!’ she said. ‘It’s you!’
The kappa was straining against a large rock, putting all his body weight behind it, but it was barely budging. When he heard Luna’s voice, he stopped and turned to face her, then immediately bowed dangerously low, so much so that Luna was worried the water in his sara would spill. Luna noticed that there was a deep gash in his arm from which dark green blood was oozing.
‘Seeker, you are alive!’ he said when he was upright again. ‘We were so scared something had happened to you.’
‘Where are the others?’ asked Luna. ‘Are they okay?’
‘I do not know,’ he said. ‘When we saw you fall through the rock, we all rushed to press our hands to the wall in the same way you had, and it worked; we fell into the mountain.’
‘So you were also at the hall of mirrors?’
The kappa looked quizzically at her with his lizard eyes. ‘Hall of mirrors? No, no. We fell into a corridor much like the one we are in now. Then, we were attacked by a fearsome beast. Six legs it had, and a horn the size of my arms, and as we fought it off, a piece of rock broke off from the ceiling and sealed me away from the other two. Listen,’ he said.
Luna listened carefully. In the silence, she could barely make out a muted sound. It sounded like Ahote was calling Nobuo’s name from the other side of the rock.
‘Ahote!’ she said, as loud as she could, willing him to hear her. Nobuo put his finger to his mouth and glanced around furtively.
‘Luna?’ came the faint reply from the other side of the rock.
‘Yes, it’s me. I’m ok. We’re coming to find you,’ she said.
‘Luna, be c-’
A guttural roar interrupted Ahote’s sentence. It was followed by a rumbling that made the ground shake. 
‘W-what was that?’ asked Luna.
‘It sounds like the thing that attacked us,’ said Nobuo, unsheathing a long dagger from his waist. ‘Prepare your weapon, Seeker. I will protect you with my life, but, should I fall, you may have to defend yourself.’ He nodded at her.
Luna gulped and grasped her small dagger tight, then nodded back at Nobuo. She had a feeling that if it was a matter of her fighting, she might have to rely on the kappa chainmail to protect her again.
The noise became louder and louder until it was ear-piercing, and then the beast came into view. It was black and shiny, just like the rock that surrounded it, and it resembled the stag beetles of her world, but several hundred times bigger. The most obvious and immediate difference concerned the creature’s head, since instead of a pair of pincers the creature had one giant sharp horn, giving it the appearance of a rhinoceros. It’s legs were strong and thick and its whole body was protected by a tough-looking carapace. Luna doubted their daggers would stand a chance against it.
As soon as the creature spotted them, it bellowed, rising up on its hind legs and stamping on the floor. It charged at them like a raging bull, and Luna stood paralyzed until Nobuo pushed her away at the last second, the creature’s horn barely missing her and lodging itself instead in the wall. The creature snorted in frustration and tried to break free by pushing with its legs.
‘Now is our chance,’ said Nobuo. ‘Cut it with your dagger!’
They edged closer to the creature, taking care to stay out of range of its powerful legs. Nobuo slashed at it with the dagger, but it merely bounced off the shell and only seemed to anger the rhinoceros beetle further. 
‘What do we do now?’ asked Luna frantically, but as soon as she had finished speaking, the beetle released its horn from the wall.
‘Run,’ said Nobuo, as the beetle turned to face them.

They set off down the corridor as fast as their feet would carry them, twisting and turning through the passageways with the clattering of the beetle’s feet always close behind. Luna hoped upon hope that the tunnel would suddenly become smaller so that the creature couldn’t follow them, but if anything, it seemed to be getting wider.
Then, disaster struck. As they rounded yet another corner, they came to a dead end. Luna screamed and pounded the wall with her fists, but it was no use. They were stuck. Nobuo again unsheathed his dagger.
‘Stand behind me, Seeker. I will distract it, you must try to run between its legs and escape.’
She looked at him defiantly and shook her head. ‘No, I’m not leaving you to fight it alone.’
Nobuo grinned a very lizard-like grin. ‘Then we shall fight our way out together.’
The din became almost unbearable as the beast came into view, towering above them. It roared, but Luna was not scared this time, and she screamed back at it, lifting up her dagger.
‘Now, Seeker,’ said Nobuo.
They charged forward, their weapons held high, but before they could connect with the creature, it had swept them off their feet and into a wall with the side of its horn. Luna winced; her insides were burning from the blow and the chainmail had done little to help. She looked over at Nobuo who seemed to be in pain himself and was struggling to stand up.
Her rose to his feet unsteadily and stood between Luna and the beast again.
‘Nobuo, no!’ she shouted.
He turned and smiled at her. ‘I swore to protect you for one thousand years. Surely one as wise as yourself hasn’t forgotten?’
The beast roared, and Nobuo was forced to turn his attention back to it. He managed to dodge the first two swings, but the third caught him in the shoulder and sent him flying. This time he did not get up, blood seeping from a new wound. 
Luna screamed, causing the rhinoceros beetle to turn its attention to her. It came close, so close that she could smell its stinking breath and count its sharp teeth. Then, it roared, blowing the hair back on Luna’s head. She closed her eyes and thought of her friends and family. She was sad that she wouldn’t again. She just hoped it would be quick.
Suddenly, her sight burned red through her eyelids. She opened her eyes and squinted, for the whole room was bathed in golden light. Slowly her eyes adjusted, and she saw a boy with his back to her, facing the monster. Light seemed to be emanating from him.
‘Careful! He’ll kill you!’
The boy turned round, as if he was only just now becoming aware of Luna’s presence. He had glowing white skin and golden hair, just like Eilís had had, but where her eyes had been a piercing blue, his were a pale orange colour, curious and sharp as a cat’s. The boy had a strange air to him, and seemed slightly thrown off by Luna’s concern.
‘Kill me? Why, he wouldn’t hurt a fly, would you?’ he said, patting the rhinoceros beetle on the side of the horn. The beast was hanging its head close to the floor and seemed completely docile.
‘Tell that to my friend over there,’ said Luna, pointing at Nobuo, who was still not moving. She felt tears welling up. ‘He’s badly hurt. That thing attacked us.’
‘That’s because you are trespassing in our mountain,’ he said simply. ‘We train the beetles to attack those who don’t belong here, and they do a great job of keeping us safe,’ he said, stroking the beast’s face. ‘Who might you be, intruder?’ he said softly.
Something about the quiet way he was talking while Nobuo lay hurt on the ground made Luna’s blood boil all of a sudden. 
‘I am the Seeker, sent by the Empress of Rain to find the emperor, and you should talk to me with more respect.’
He looked at her seriously for a few seconds.
‘I doubt it.’
Luna spluttered, all her momentum gone. Every time she had told someone she was the Seeker, she had been treated with nothing but deference, or at least wary tolerance, but this aos sí who looked nothing more than a child seemed completely unimpressed by the title.
‘What?’ she replied weakly.
‘I doubt that I owe you any respect, particularly since you are in my kingdom,’ he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘But then again, you have introduced yourself, and I have yet to do so. Where are my manners? I am prince Eamon of the aos sí,’ he said quietly and without any pomp.
‘A prince, of course,’ said Luna, exasperated. ‘Can you take us to where your people live? My friend needs help urgently.’
Prince Eamon looked at her in a slightly perplexed way. If he was bothered by her offhand remark about his royal status, his face didn’t show it.
‘Oh, I shall be taking you both to where we live, but you will be going there as our prisoners. My people do not take lightly to trespassers.’
‘Fine,’ she said, attempting to stand up but failing. Her legs were injured and felt very weak. The previously light chainmail felt as if it weighed a tonne. ‘I might need your help though,’ she said in a tiny voice, hating herself for her weakness.
Still expressionless, Eamon offered her his hand. She grasped it and felt a surge of static flow through her body once again, just like with Eilís the night before. As she pulled herself up, she noticed a deep scar on his upper arm. It was a very unusual shape, but it looked somewhat familiar to Luna.
‘How did you get that?’
‘The scar?’ said Eamon. ‘The rhinoceros beetles are docile when broken in, but the wild ones take some effort to train. This one here gave me this scar; he’s a feisty one,’ he said, smiling and patting the giant beast on the leg. ‘I’m not sure why it is taking so long to heal, though. Usually it is only a few days, but this scar has been with me for weeks now.’
Luna frowned, racking her brain, desperately trying to recall where she’d seen the shape of that scar, but it was of no use. It always frustrated her when she couldn’t bring forth something from just beyond her memory, but there was nothing to do but focus on something else and wait for it to come to her. Fortunately, there were plenty of distractions.
‘My friend, the kappa, will you help me lift him up?’ 
Eamon nodded silently, and they walked over to the wall where Nobuo lay. He was unconscious but still breathing, a slight raspy sound. He had multiple gashes from which his green blood flowed freely. Luna checked his sara. There was still some water there, but they would have to be careful.
‘You grab the legs, I’ll take the arms,’ she instructed Eamon. He just nodded. ‘Please be careful, we can’t-’
‘Spill the water in his sara,’ he said, finishing her sentence.
‘How did you know I would say that?’ she said, staring at him and for a moment forgetting about Nobuo.
Eamon shrugged. ‘Your friend,’ he said simply, nodding in Nobuo’s direction.
Luna shook her head and focused on the task at hand. 
‘When I say three, lift him up. One, two, three!’
She grunted with the effort and just about managed to lift Nobuo’s shell a few inches off the ground. He was a lot heavier than he looked, and the effort exhausted Luna. The prince seemed to be struggling too, judging by the slightly strained look on his face, but he didn’t make a sound.
‘Right, go on then; you lead the way,’ she said.
The prince just stared at her, a leg in each arm.
‘Don’t just stand there, say something!’ 
‘Why are we doing this?’ he said.
‘Why? Because my friend needs help, and you want to take us to your stupid prison, don’t you? If we don’t hurry, he’ll die!’ she said, beginning to sob.
The prince became very uncomfortable at the sight of her crying, and looked away awkwardly. ‘Forgive me. I meant to say, why don’t we put him on Puca?’
‘Puca? What’s a Puca?’ she said, almost throwing her hands up in frustration and then remembering she was carrying Nobuo just in time.
‘My beetle.’ 
Realizing what he meant, Luna nodded. 
‘I’m sorry for losing my temper,’ she said quietly.
‘Help me lift him up,’ said Eamon.
He shouted something to the beetle that Luna couldn’t understand, and the great beast knelt, bringing its huge head to their level. Its small, beady eye glanced towards Luna but it didn’t make a sound. With difficulty, they pushed Nobuo onto the creature’s neck, and then prince Eamon climbed up gracefully. He leaned down and offered Luna his hand again, and she hesitantly took it, placing her foot on the beast’s leg and climbing up. There was a faint rumble from inside the animal, but it didn’t try to knock her off. As the creature rose heavily on its legs as thick as tree trunks, Luna felt herself slipping, but Eamon said something else in the same odd language and Puca shifted his weight to bring her back upright, then slowly set off, its steps like thunder in the tunnel. She found herself wondering whether this was what riding an elephant felt like. Nobuo bounced around precariously with every step Puca took, and Luna was worried about him, but Eamon kept propping him back up every time he was about to fall. She was silently grateful that he had showed up.
‘Prince Eamon?’ she said.
‘Yes?’ 
‘How old are you?’ she said, trying to make conversation. 
‘Aos sí lifespans are different than those of humans,’ he said unhelpfully. He must have sensed Luna rolling her eyes at him behind her back, because he hastily added: ‘but I am young, not much older than yourself, at any rate.’
Silence fell over them, since Luna couldn’t think of anything else to ask, and, besides, the prince did not seem to care much for small talk. The only sound to be heard was the grunting of the Puca and the very occasional instructions the Prince gave him. Nobuo was not making any noise at all. Luna bit her lip. She was about to ask Eamon how much longer they had to go when she began to notice a light up ahead in the distance.
It was pure white, like the light that had guided her outside the Mounts of Sorrow, and in its increasingly powerful beam she began to appreciate more clearly the details of the corridor along which they were treading. The wall was not smooth, as she had originally imagined, but rather ridged from top to bottom with countless little indentations that looked almost like...writing. If it was writing, though, it wasn’t any that Luna had ever seen before. It combined soft fluid symbols with straight, harsh-looking ones, and the words seemed almost to be pulsating when bathed in the light. Leaning over slightly slightly to one side, Luna reached out and let her fingertips brush against the etchings as Puca moved along. Her fingers tingled slightly, and where they touched the indentations, the symbols glowed a little brighter. They were mesmerizing, and she felt as if they were etching themselves into her memory.
‘You shouldn’t do that’,’ said Eamon, snapping her out of her dreaming. 
‘Oh...why not?’ she said, wondering how he had known.
‘They are the lives of our people.’
‘What do you mean?’ she said, puzzled. 
‘We keep a record of all the important things that happen in an aos sí’s life and engrave them onto the mountain. When they die, we can read about their deeds and preserve their memory. The one you were just touching was a fragment of my father’s life.’
‘Wait! Do you mean that every aos sí has their story on the walls?’
‘Yes. They are there for everyone to see, so that we can learn from the mistakes and celebrate the triumphs. Whether you are a prince or a worker, everyone has their place on the walls. Do you not do this with your people?’ 
Luna smiled. It was the first time he had shown interest in learning more about her.
‘No, of course not,’ she said. ‘It would take too long, there are too many of us, and we don’t all live in the same place, so I don’t even know where we would write it. We do learn about what the important people of my world did, but depending on where you read it the stories are different.’
Eamon laughed for the first time. A soft, delicate sound, like the first rays of sunshine hitting a dewy meadow as morning breaks. It was lovely, and Luna wished it would go on for longer.
‘How could the stories be different? Things happen the way they happen, do they not? There are no two ways about it.’ He sighed suddenly, his shoulders slumping slightly. ‘I suppose the fact that my people’s numbers are dwindling does have that advantage. It is effortless for us to remember what happened to each one of us.’
‘Why are your people dwindling?’ asked Luna curiously.
‘Nobody knows for certain. Some say it had to do with the great fight with the monsters from across the sea, others say that the growing number of banshees have something to do with it. Whatever the reason, fewer and fewer aos sí are born. I am the youngest of all, the last aos sí born for many years.’
‘Wow!’ whispered Luna.
Eamon’s voice broke slightly as he continued. ‘It’s been very lonely, not having anyone close to my age to talk to. Reading the stories of children on the walls has been the closest I have ever come to having friends. As we realized that barely any young were being born, we retreated into the mountain and it was forbidden to venture outside. As I am a prince, and the youngest of my people as well, I have been guarded more closely than most.’ He clenched his fist and Luna noticed his back tense up. ‘I want nothing more than to leave these walls and see the world for what it is. Reading about the deeds of others without being able to contribute my own is agony…’
Luna knew what it felt like to not have any friends. She had experienced that every day at her new school in London. She reached out to squeeze Eamon’s arm, but before she could do so, he pointed up ahead and began to speak. Luna brought her hand back down.
‘Up ahead is the great city of my people, Fon Beinn,’ he said, a hint of pride creeping into his usually flat voice.
Luna shifted on the saddle to look past him, then gasped in awe. She had been so focused on their conversation that she had failed to notice the magnificent sight up ahead. The black walls of the mountain led into a vast cavern sculpted of what looked like shiny crystal. The crystal twisted and turned into passageways, roads, and arches, and myriad houses were built out of it, too. There were even bridges, which crisscrossed over an underwater spring that flowed towards the bottom of the cavern. It looked like a maze to Luna’s eyes, but there seemed to be an order to the way people were moving about the glinting pathways. She suddenly noticed singing, quite similar to the kind she had heard the night before, but with harmonies this time. A complex and enchanting melody, it was as sorrowful as it was beautiful, and her eyes were drawn to the place it was coming from. In the center of the cavern there was a raised platform where around twenty aos sí stood, swaying as they sang in unison, almost as if in a trance. Their heads were all facing upwards, and when Luna followed their gaze, she saw the source of the cavern’s light. A giant orb of pure radiance hung in the roof of the cavern, massive and imposing. It reminded Luna of the sun, but it couldn’t have been as hot, for, at this distance, the sun would have burned their skin right off. Instead the orb emitted a gentle warmth, like the caress of sunshine on a clear winter morning.
‘What are they doing?’ asked Luna, pointing at the singing aos sí. 
‘They are lightsingers,’ said the prince. ‘They sing the magic songs that keep our light from falling to the city. They have been doing so since the beginning of time.’
‘They never stop singing?’ she asked incredulously.
Eamon shook his head, then paused as if considering. ‘Well, the music never stops, at any rate. There are groups of lightsingers, and they alternate between singing and resting, but the music must never stop.’
‘What would happen if it did?’
‘We can only guess, but the elders are sure that the light would stop floating and smash into Fon Beinn. Everything would be destroyed. The lightsingers swear to do their job for life, but the fact that fewer and fewer aos sí are being born is making it harder to find new lightsingers. Some of the current ones are very old.’
Luna squinted. Even from this far away, she could see that he was right. Some of the backs of the singers were curved. She could only imagine the stress it must put on their necks to constantly stare upwards. Just as she was lost in these thoughts, she felt the motion of Nobuo’s body stirring feebly in front of Eamon.
‘Luna…’ he croaked, his voice a weak rasp.
‘Yes, Nobuo, I’m here,’ she said, reaching out and squeezing his scaly hand. 
He turned round slightly and smiled weakly at her, and as he did so his eyes clouded and he began to slip from his seat. Luna gasped, but before she had time to react, Eamon had moved, grabbing Nobuo’s arm and trying to pull him back onto Puca.
‘Help me,’ he grunted.
Luna took hold of the back of Nobuo’s shell and they managed with some difficulty to hoist him back onto the saddle. He lay there barely moving, his eyes closed.
‘We need to get him help, soon,’ she said. She didn’t know how much longer Nobuo would last, nor if she would be able to help the next time he fell. The effort of pulling him back up had made Luna realize just how tired and hurt she was herself.
‘We are almost there.’
‘Where? You still haven’t told me where we are going.’
‘There,’ he said, pointing to where the lightsingers stood.
‘But there’s nothing there but the singers,’ said Luna.
‘Where the lightsingers stand is on a roof. The roof of a palace, to be precise. I’m taking you to our king and queen.’




THE EMPEROR OF LIGHT
The crystal road wound down and down through narrow streets. The architecture of the small houses by the road was precise, designed with perfect symmetry and grace. There were delicate, elaborate swirling patterns on the crystal, but they never stood out too much or took away from the overall elegance of the scene. Luna thought it was the exact opposite of the haphazard way Fringetown seemed to have been thrown together. Thinking of Fringetown reminded her of Ahote and sent a pang of worry through her chest. 
‘Please let him be okay…’ she murmured to herself.
‘Let whom be okay?’ said Eamon.
‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she said quickly. She didn’t know if the others had been caught, after all. Best not to let anything slip.
‘Were there others with you? If they were lost in the caves, then their chances of survival are very low…’
‘Oh, shut up!' shouted Luna. ‘Do you always have to be so unfeeling and realistic?’
The prince said nothing, but Luna almost thought she could see his shoulders slump slightly. Still, the way he had talked about her friends was infuriating, so she crossed her arms and sulked, becoming slightly aware of how pointless the gesture was, since she was sitting behind Eamon.
There weren’t many aos sí on the road, but those that were there didn’t seem particularly upset by the fact that Puca was occupying most of it, but then again, that might have been because the prince was riding him. Without exception, when an aos sí made eye contact with him, they would bow, and the prince would nod. Luna, who was still in rather a foul mood, found it all very annoying; what’s more, it kept slowing them down.
‘Must they always do that? It’s irritating!’ she said spitefully.
The prince took his time before answering. ‘It is what they have been taught since they were young. I am royalty, so they treat me with respect. And when they do, I must acknowledge it.’ The prince sighed and rubbed his forehead. ‘You asked me earlier why I am so cold and realistic, did you not?’
Luna felt a little uncomfortable suddenly. ‘Well, yeah...but I was annoyed. I didn’t really mean it,’ she said.
'You weren’t wrong,’ said the prince. ‘I am that way, because that’s all I have been taught. That is all any of us aos sí have been taught. Since we are young, we are meant to look at everything from a distance, and not allow anything to affect us. I wish I wasn’t that way, but I can’t help it.’ He turned and smiled at her. ‘It’s all a facade, though. We still feel things inside; we just aren’t very good at communicating those things.’
Luna looked at him, suddenly drawn by something in his eyes. She felt pity, and … something else.
She reached out with her hand, and, as if he were thinking the same thing, he did the same. As their skin came into contact, Luna felt the same tingling that she had felt the night before with Eilís, only this time there was a warmth to it that there hadn’t been before. The aura surrounding Eamon, previously rather pale and faded, glowed bright suddenly, and he gave an embarrassed grin. Luna noticed the corners of his eyes crinkling to match the movement of his lips, and for a moment she felt a strange fluttering somewhere inside, like butterflies in her stomach but much more pleasant. The moment lasted only a second, though, for a voice calling out for the prince broke the silence, and with it the spell. Eamon broke eye contact with her and turned away, and Luna felt a pang of emptiness for just an instant.
‘Your highness,’ said the voice, which belonged to a guard. ‘Do you wish to request an audience with the queen?’
Luna realized suddenly that the road had led them under the rest of the city, and they were now squarely in front of an imposing and ornate gate, its crystal decorated with myriad shining gems of every imaginable colour. This was the entrance to the aos sí palace, directly beneath the roof the lightsingers were singing. Two guards flanked the gate, and the one on the right had stepped forward to address the prince.
‘Yes. Please let her know that I have…’ He glanced back at Luna and Nobuo. ‘...prisoners with me. And please summon the court lighthealer as soon as possible. One of the prisoners is wounded.’
‘Certainly, your highness,’ said the guard, bowing. ‘Please be so kind as to wait while we let the queen know.’
The prince nodded, and the guards disappeared through a side door that Luna had barely even noticed until then.
‘So I’m your prisoner, am I?’ said Luna as soon as the door had shut, her voice dripping resentment.
Eamon looked back at her quizzically. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I thought I had made that clear earlier.’
Whatever closeness they had shared just a few moments ago had seemingly evaporated, and yet Luna had heard the hesitation in his voice when he had referred to her as his captive, she was sure of it. It stung her to see him go back to his cold self, and Luna was about to retort with something unpleasant when she realised a curious fact.
‘Why did the guard only mention the queen just now? You said we were going to where the king and queen live.’
‘That is none of your concern,’ he said, looking slightly uncomfortable. He turned away, effectively ending the conversation.
Luna was not satisfied with this answer. She hated not knowing things. There was nothing she could do, though, so she waited, sitting awkwardly behind Eamon and wishing she could put space between him and herself. After what felt like an eternity, the guards returned, followed by a little old man in a white robe. They bowed to the prince.
‘Your highness,’ one of them said. ‘Here is the healer you requested.’ 
He motioned to the older man, who had a wispy beard and a balding head. 
‘Your highness, I am lighthealer Fintan, at your service.’ The man bowed. ‘May I ask who the patient is?’ said the man, in a calm, soothing voice.
‘Certainly,’ said Eamon, dismounting and dragging Nobuo from the rhinoceros beetle.
‘Careful! His sara!’ said Luna, clambering down towards them both in a panic
The guards glared at her. 
‘You should address the prince with more respect!’ one of them snapped.
Luna moved back slightly, feeling that she was on the verge of tears. She was tired, hurt, and worried sick about Nobuo. The last thing she needed was to be shouted at.
‘That’s enough,’ said Eamon, staring at the guard.
‘Yes, sir,’ he said, lowering his head.
‘Well, lighthealer? What do you think?’ asked Eamon.
The man squinted and moved closer to Nobuo, who was lying face up on the floor, his skin much paler than Luna had remembered it, blood still trickling from the gash in his belly. The lighthealer’s eyes opened wide.
‘A kappa!’ he said. ‘I have never had the chance to treat one, but I have read accounts from aos sí elders who did.’ 
He prodded Nobuo softly with his finger and frowned when there was no reaction. Next, he examined the plate on his forehead carefully. Even from a slight distance, Luna could see that there were only a few drops left.
‘He is weak. He needs rest and food. The girl is right: his sara must be refilled.’ He looked up at Luna and must have noticed how worried she looked. ‘But he should recover completely. Let me help him as much as I can first.’ 
He smiled kindly at her, then looked down at the wound on Nobuo’s stomach. Hovering his hand a few inches over it, he began chanting softly in a language Luna did not understand. Tiny flecks of light began to swirl in the air, moving from his palm towards the wound. Luna thought they looked a little like the swirling mists the kappa grandma had conjured up when she told them a story. As the first specks of light touched his skin, something strange happened. The flow of blood stopped completely, and the dirt and crusty blood began to float up into the air as if attracted by the particles of light. When it was all suspended and none remained on the skin, the lighthealer made a dismissive gesture with his other hand and the dirt and dry blood flew to the floor a few feet away from where they stood. Then, as more light flowed from Fintan’s hand, the wound began to close over, the skin welding together seamlessly until Luna found it hard to picture the cut at all. Finally, the healer’s hand hovered over Nobuo’s face and Luna thought a little colour returned to his cheeks.
‘There,’ said the lighthealer, smiling gently. ‘That should help for now.’
‘Thank you so much,’ said Luna quietly, and she meant it.
‘No need, child. It is my duty,’ he said softly. He looked over at the guards. ‘Help me carry him inside the palace. I need to treat him further if he is to fully recover.’
The guards glanced over at Eamon, who nodded his approval. Bowing again, they opened the main gates to the palace, then lifted Nobuo together and proceeded to carry him inside, followed by the lighthealer.
Eamon suddenly looked at Luna, as if he had only just realized she was there.
‘Let’s go,’ he said simply, and he motioned for her to follow him through the gates.
Luna set off behind him, feeling a little better now that she knew Nobuo was in good hands. Inside the gates was a lavishly decorated winding staircase made with crystal and gems. As she followed the prince upwards, before long Luna found herself out of breath. Eventually they came to a large pair of doors, flanked once again by two guards who bowed at the prince and swung open the doors, standing aside to allow them to pass.
As she stepped into the throne room, Luna was surprised to see that the whole ceiling was made of transparent crystal, allowing for a perfect view of the lightsingers. The ball of light that warmed the city shone brightly through, so the room was bathed in a warm yellow glow. Beneath her feet lay a soft golden carpet leading up to a black stone throne which stood directly below the sun. Luna gasped when she saw the person sitting on it. It was Eilís, her skin as pale as ever, and her cold blue eyes as piercing as they had been the night before, which now felt like ages ago.
‘Approach,’ said Eilís softly, her voice rising clearly above the singers, carried by the echo in the room.
‘Is that the queen?’ whispered Luna to Eamon as they walked.
‘Yes, of course. Who else would it be?’
They had almost reached the foot of the throne when two more guards appeared from behind it and crossed their spears in front of Luna and Eamon.
‘That will not be necessary,’ said Eilís, so the soldiers lowered their weapons and stepped aside.
‘Hello, Seeker,’ said Eilís, smiling. ‘We meet again.’
‘Hi, Eilís,’ said Luna, not knowing what else to say.
Eamon looked from one to the other with a dumbfounded expression on his face which Luna was very much enjoying.
‘Mother, do you know this person?’
‘Of course, I met her but a day ago. She is a brave young girl.’
‘No, she isn’t,’ he said in a petulant tone. ‘I caught her lurking around our caves. She is my prisoner.’
‘Is that so?’ said Eilís, staring at him fixedly.
‘Yes.’
‘But how can she be your prisoner, my son, if she is my guest?’ said Eilís with a smile. There was danger hidden behind the sweetness, and Luna found herself wondering whether it wouldn't be better to be Eamon’s prisoner than Eilís’s guest.
The prince held his mother’s gaze defiantly for a few seconds before huffing and looking away.
‘Now, dear, tell me how it is that you find yourself in our realm,’ Eilís said.
Luna recounted as well she could the events leading to up to Eamon finding her, but she left out what had happened in the hall of mirrors. She hoped Eilís wouldn’t notice. Eilís nodded as Luna spoke, her blue eyes piercing her, searching for any deceit.
When Luna had finished, Eilís said. ‘Our guards found your other companions in our tunnels. The punishment for trespassing is harsh-’
‘Please,’ said Luna, clasping her hands together with tears in her eyes, ‘don’t punish them. They are only in this situation because of me. They are all I have…’
Eilís smiled. ‘You did not let me finish, child. The punishment is harsh, but seeing that you are here on imperial business, we shall afford you leniency. You shall remain here as our guests.’ 
‘Thank you, Queen Eilís.’
‘Eilís will suffice, Seeker,’ she said with a gentle smile. ‘Now, if you will excuse me, I have matters I must attend to and you must be in sore need of rest. The guards will show you to your companions. My son and I shall visit you tonight, to discuss how we may help with finding the Emperor of Light.’
‘And the king? Will he be joining us?’
‘He will not,’ said Eilís with a sorrowful look on her face. Luna dared not ask any further. 
With that, Eilís turned and left, and Eamon followed behind her without being beckoned. The guards led Luna from the throne room through a side door. They were treating her with a lot more deference now that Eilís had confirmed she was an esteemed guest. They led her along a narrow crystal passageway that twisted and turned until it came to a long corridor lined with doors, each door frame decorated with a different gemstone. They walked a little further to a door decorated with emeralds, which the guards opened for her. Inside lay a room much larger than she had expected. The ceiling was translucent, allowing light to shine through and illuminate the beautiful crystal furniture in ways that made it shimmer and sparkle. On a table stood a plate of steaming phoenix fruit, which made Luna’s mouth water. The thing that made Luna happiest, though, was seeing her three friends, each reclining on their own bed.
As soon as he caught sight of her, Ahote sprang up and ran to her. He paused for a second when he got to her, then threw his arms around her, all awkwardness lost. Luna embraced him happily, feeling the warmth from his soft green skin. Alevos walked over now, too, and he squeezed Luna’s shoulder affectionately.
‘It’s good to see you, Seeker,’ he said with a warm smile.
Luna put her arms around him. He seemed slightly taken aback, but then gingerly embraced her as well.
‘I thought I had lost you. What happened in the tunnels?’
‘We followed you in as soon as you fell through the mountain,’ said Ahote. ‘But for some reason you were not in the same place where we were. We walked around shouting your name, and suddenly there was a rumble and heavy rocks fell from the ceiling, separating Nobuo from Alevos and me.’
‘We tried pushing, but they would not budge. This one isn’t particularly strong,’ said Alevos, chuckling and ruffling Ahote’s hair. Ahote scowled. ‘In any case, the guards soon found us. When we explained we were with the Seeker, they brought us directly to this room and fed us. They even treated my wound,’ he said, unbuttoning his shirt to reveal that the skin around the banshee wound had returned to its normal colour. ‘Some sort of light magic. Very suspicious, but it seems to work!’ 
‘And Nobuo, how is he?’ asked Luna, glancing over at the bed where the kappa lay.

‘He’s ok,’ said Ahote. ‘He’s been sleeping since he got back. Keeps mumbling about cucumbers in his sleep.’ Ahote chuckled.
‘Sounds like he’s back to normal, then,’ said Luna, smiling.
‘How about you, Seeker? Did you sustain any injuries?’ asked Alevos.
Luna shook her head. ‘I am famished though. And that phoenix fruit looks amazing!’
She walked over to the table, washed her hands in a small bowl of water that she found there and picked up the fruit, which felt warm to the touch, just as she remembered from Fringetown. It tasted exactly as it had then too, a melted smoky fudge taste, impossibly sweet and fresh. She ate as much as she could, barely able to contain her hunger. As her stomach filled and the warmth from the fruit crept through her, she began to feel very drowsy, and she laid her head down on the table to rest. She soon fell asleep, and so exhausted was she from her ordeal of the previous day that she didn’t even stir when Ahote and Alevos carried her to bed and tucked her in.
✦
The light shining through the ceiling had turned pale by the time Luna sat up in her bed, stretching and yawning. She looked around the room and started to panic; none of the others were there. In this new, soft light the room seemed less welcoming, the crystal sharp and dangerous rather than sparkling and beautiful. She noticed a slip of paper on the table and walked over to it. 
“We have gone to dinner with the queen. 
Alevos.”
Luna pondered that for a few moments. Something didn’t quite seem right. She didn’t think her friends would leave her alone and not wake her up to join them. Moreover, the way Alevos had referred to Eilís as ‘queen’ stood out. He was very loyal to the empress, and normally rejected any other claims to royalty. Something was definitely not right.
Just then Luna heard a quiet tapping at the door. She walked over and gently pushed it open, peering outside. Suddenly, a hand covered her mouth, muffling her attempt to scream.
‘Shhh, be quiet, it’s just me,’ whispered Eamon, uncovering her mouth.
‘Why on earth did you grab me?’ shouted Luna. ‘You could have just told me it was you from the start.’
The prince’s eyes seemed to acknowledge her point, but he waved it away dismissively with his arm.
‘Listen, we don’t have too much time. There is something I need to tell you. I think my mother is hiding something. I’m not sure why, but there is definitely something she isn’t telling us.’
‘I think so too,’ said Luna. ‘Why else would I find myself alone in the room?’
Eamon scratched at the wound on his arm and nodded silently. 
‘Be careful around her,’ he said. ‘She may appear to be kind, but truly all she cares about are her own people.’
‘Well, she has been more welcoming than you, so far.’
He looked down. When he spoke next, his voice was so thin she strained to hear it.
‘My apologies. Ever since my father’s death, I haven’t been myself.’
‘Oh, I didn’t realize he was…’
‘It happened just a few weeks ago,’ he began. ‘We received a visitor from Twinspire, a young man accompanied by a handful of soldiers. They were weary after their journey, so we allowed them to stay with us.’
Luna had a hunch. ‘This young man, was he the son of the court wizard?’
For once, Eamon’s face betrayed his surprise. ‘Yes, he was the son of a man called Melthus. How did you know that?’
Luna enjoyed his bewilderment, but quickly put him out of his misery. ‘Melthus was the one who sent us on this adventure. He told me what happened to his son.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Eamon, his eyes narrowing.
‘Oh!’ said Luna, worrying she had said too much. ‘Didn’t you know...?’
‘Know what?’ he said. ‘I know only that they were attacked by banshees, but that thanks to my father and the aos sí’s bravery, the young man was able to escape unscathed.’
‘Oh Eamon,’ said Luna. ‘I’m so sorry, but he didn’t escape unscathed. He was wounded by the banshee. He managed to make it back to Twinspire and to his father, but he died from his wounds. I’m really sorry,’ she said again.
Eamon turned away, trying to hide it, but Luna had already caught a glimpse of the emotion that was revealed on his face. She put her hand on his shoulder gently.
‘Are you okay?’
He turned to face her and she was surprised to see his eyes were filled with tears. Instinctively she embraced him, letting his head rest on her shoulder. If he was shocked by this, he gave no evidence. He began to cry earnestly into her shoulder, and she felt the wet warmth of his tears. After some time he stopped and composed himself, wiping his face with his hands as if it was the first time he had ever cried. 
‘He was my only friend,’ said the prince, sighing, ‘the only one I could talk to about things, the only one even close to my age in this whole place. His name was Michael.’
‘Why did he leave?’ she asked softly.
‘The weather was bad outside and we were scared of banshee attacks, so the king told the party from Twinspire they would have to remain here for a while,’ he continued, as if he hadn’t heard her at all. ‘I didn’t mind, in fact I was happy, because I could spend more time with Michael.  ‘I showed him the caves, and we went on small trips together. It was fun, and he really seemed to care about the things I showed him, but then one day that all changed.’
‘I had taken Michael to a small lake where my people go to bathe. As I took off my top to get ready to swim, I saw him stare at me, and a strange look passed over his face. He came into the water, but I could see that his heart wasn’t in it and that he was still preoccupied by whatever he had seen when he looked at me.’
‘He avoided me for the next few days. Whenever I tried to talk to him, he made excuses and disappeared. I felt so lonely and abandoned, and one night, out of desperation and boredom, I followed him when he left his room and went to my father’s private dining room. He was talking animatedly to the king, moving his arms and gesticulating. I couldn’t hear anything through the glass, of course, but I tried to read their emotions. At the beginning, the king seemed unresponsive, but little by little his expression turned darker until he nodded quietly at Michael, who bowed and left.’
‘I was about to leave when I saw that my father had summoned someone else to his dining room.’
‘Who?’ 
‘Eilís, my mother.’ Eamon frowned. ‘I still couldn’t make out what they were talking about, but they were arguing about it more fiercely than I have ever seen them argue about anything. There was one word I did catch, though: my name. Whatever it was, it had to do with me. At any rate, they seemed to eventually reach a compromise, though neither of them looked happy. I quickly slipped back to my room before anyone could notice.’
‘And the next day, your father left with Michael to go to Twinspire,’ said Luna.
‘Yes. The two people I cared about most in the world, gone, in one fell swoop. I wanted to hug him so hard, to ask him not to go, but all we did was bow to each other. He told me to take care of my mother, and then they left. I still remember the way Michael looked at me.’ Eamon took a deep breath. ‘There was sadness in his eyes, but there was a trace of something else...fear. Whatever he had seen in me had filled him with foreboding.’
Luna was silent for some time, not knowing what to say. 
‘Did you ever find out what it was Michael had seen?’ she asked quietly.
‘No, they never told me. I tried to ask my mother at first, but she dismissed it and told me I was imagining things. After the news came that my father had fallen victim to the banshees, she became distant. We barely speak anymore.’ He scratched at his arm again. ‘Damn it! This wound just won’t seem to heal!’
Luna was a little startled by his sudden loss of temper, but then something distracted her. It was the scar on his arm. It was glowing, even more brightly than the rest of his skin.
‘Come closer,’ said Luna, a glimmer of recognition sparking in her eye.
Perplexed, Eamon stepped forward, and Luna took his arm, feeling that familiar tingle of static. She turned him until his shoulder was facing her, and then she gasped. The wound was lit up bright yellow in the pale gloom of the room. In a flash, Luna realized why its shape had seemed so familiar earlier. She let out a gasp and stepped back, trying to compose herself.
‘What is it?’ he asked, concern creeping into his voice.
‘Eamon,’ she said softly. ‘I know why Michael was shocked that day at the pool. It wasn’t you. It was your arm.’ 
She took a deep breath.
‘That shape, it mirrors the one I saw on the Empress of Rain in Twinspire. Eamon, I think you are the Emperor of Light’




THE OGHAM MEMORIES
Luna followed Eamon as he ran through the halls of the palace. She had never seen him so lacking in composure. His eyes were as wild as if he had seen a banshee. Luna hoped he wouldn’t do anything rash, but matters were out of her control now. She felt both excited and scared. She was very close to her goal, very close to being able to go home. What does it all mean, though? How can Eamon be the Emperor of Light? It hurt her head to think about it.
Finally, they reached a pair of double doors that led to the banquet room and Eamon threw them open without knocking. Immediately, the spears of two guards were lowered and pointed at Eamon and Luna’s chests, and they both skidded to a halt. As soon as they recognised who stood in front of them, the guards lifted their weapons and bowed.
‘My apologies, your highness,’ they mumbled.
Eamon breezed past them without a second thought, and Luna followed behind him, nervously adjusting her glasses.
At the table sat Luna’s partners in adventure, along with a group of older-looking aos sí and the queen herself, all eating and chatting happily. They all looked up at the sudden commotion. If the queen was surprised to see them, her expression did not betray it.
‘Ah, my son. So glad you could join us,’ she said with a faint smile. ‘And Seeker, I’m pleased that you seem to have rested well.’
Before Luna could say anything in response, Eamon spoke out.
‘Drop the pretence, mother,’ he said petulantly. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
A murmur of disapproval went round the aos sí sitting at the table until Eilís held up her hand for silence.
‘Tell you what, dear?’ she asked innocently enough, but Luna saw a flash of danger in her eyes, a warning to Eamon perhaps. 
She tugged at Eamon’s robe.
‘Eamon, perhaps we should-’
He broke away.
‘No more of this charade. Why didn’t you tell me that I am the Emperor of Light?’
The murmur of shock was much louder this time, and Luna noticed Alevos’s eyes flaring. He leapt to his feet.
‘What is the meaning of this?’ he boomed.
‘I’m sure my son is mistaken,’ the queen said softly, trying to defuse the situation. She glanced at Eamon, and this time the look was unmistakable. ‘He does not know of what he speaks.’
There was no calming the prince now, though, and stepping forward, he lifted the top of his tunic above his arm to reveal the scar on his shoulder. A large gasp came from the table.
‘I am not mistaken,’ he said defiantly. ‘The Seeker said so herself, and Michael must have seen it too. Did you know, mother?’ 
‘Oh, Eamon,’ said Eilís, her voice breaking slightly. ‘Yes, I knew, and so did your father. That is why he decided to brave the trip to Twinspire, to tell the court of our discovery and discuss what to do about it. It is most unusual that there are two individuals marked by the light at any given time, so if someone with the emperor’s mark had been found here, it could only mean that-’
‘The emperor is dead,’ finished Alevos, his face dark.
‘Precisely,’ said Eilís cautiously. ‘The king and I talked it through, deciding how to respond to this information. We suspected that the empress would not take the news well.’
‘Neither do I,’ said Alevos, with a hint of menace in his voice. 
‘I wanted to keep Eamon safe here until he was older,’ continued Eilís, with a sideways glance in Alevos’s direction. ‘I feared he would be in danger were he to travel to Twinspire. The king thought it best for the prince to travel down South with him and report the information directly to the empress. In the end, we reached a compromise. He would visit the capital and speak with the empress, but Eamon would stay here with me, until we could determine what her reaction to the news might be.’
Alevos shot up. ‘You dare question the honour of Her Majesty?’
‘Please, Alevos...’ said Luna feebly.
Eilís turned to Alevos with an almost amused look on her face. ‘Do not presume to lecture me on honour, soldier. We aos sí remember what that word means. We were in Iluvia long before the humans were, and if we have survived until now, it is not through making rash decisions. I do not doubt the honour of your majesty, but grief can cause humans to act in irrational ways.’
Alevos did not seem fully satisfied with that answer, but Ahote and Nobuo managed to persuade him to take his seat again. Eilís turned back to her son, her features softening.
‘My dear Eamon, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you any of this before. I thought it best to keep it from you until the time was right. I see now that that may have been a mistake. Can you find it in yourself to forgive me?’
‘I just… I miss dad and Michael so much, I…’
Eamon was trying to contain his emotions in the proper aos sí way, but Luna could tell he was struggling. A silent tear rolled from his orange eye down his pale white skin, and once the first one had fallen, many more followed. He began to sob as the aos sí looked on uncomfortably. No one made a move to console him. Luna walked over and put her arm around him, hoping to make him feel better, but he shook her off in frustration and started awkwardly for the door.
‘Eamon please,’ said Eilís, raising her voice slightly for the first time. ‘This display is not appropriate. Come back this instant and compose yourself.’
Eamon turned around with venom in his teary golden eyes.
‘I hate you,’ he said. With that he pushed open the doors of the banquet hall and stormed out.
An awkward silence fell over the banquet hall. Luna could see that Alevos was far from having ended his complaints to the queen, and Ahote and Nobuo were gazing over at her with confused looks on their faces. She was happy to see that Ahote was unhurt and Nobuo looked much better after having some food inside him. After a few moments, Eilís broke the silence.
‘Guards,’ she commanded, ‘follow my son and see that he doesn’t do anything rash. His temper often gets the better of him. He gets it from his father, I’m sure,’ she said, smiling thinly. There was a half-hearted chuckle from the aos sí elders present.
‘Your Majesty,’ said Luna, putting up her hand like a schoolgirl. ‘Perhaps it’s best if I check on the prince? He seems to trust me, and I’m not sure how he would respond to having guards sent after him in his current state of mind.’
Eilís’s cold gaze focused on Luna, who almost flinched. It was as if the queen were tugging at her thoughts, and time itself seemed to stand still. The room faded behind her and was replaced with smoky blue mist in every direction, save for two pinpricks of bright light, which could only be Eilís’s eyes. Suddenly, she heard a voice, but not through her ears; it seemed instead to come from inside her own head. She could almost see the words, as if they were formed of cloudy wisps of thought.
‘What do you intend to do to the prince?’ asked the voice.
Luna heard her response in her head, but her lips didn’t move.
‘Nothing, I swear. I just want to make sure he is ok.’
‘Do you know why the empress sent you on this mission?’
Luna was confused. Hadn’t she already told Eilís about this?
‘To find the Emperor of Light. That is all we were told in Twinspire. We didn’t know he had died…’
‘Very well,’ said the voice.
There was a searing flash of blue, and Luna was brought back to the room. She glanced around, but no one else seemed aware of anything having happened. Eilís smiled at her mysteriously, then spoke.
‘I can see the wisdom in that,’ she said. ‘You will go after my son, but please allow me to send one guard with you, to ensure you don’t come to any harm.’
‘Thank you, Eilís.’
Luna set off down the corridor that Eamon had stormed down with barely a look back at the others. She was compelled by something stronger than she could explain: there was something about Eamon that drew her to him. A diligent guard followed her, far enough behind so that he wouldn’t startle the prince should they find him. The palace was enormous, and would have taken a long time to comb, but Luna had an inkling as to where Eamon might have gone.
‘Can you show me to the palace entrance?’ she asked the guard. He looked confused, but nodded.
Luna followed the guard along winding corridors, some familiar, some less so, until she eventually found herself at the gates from the previous day. She was hoping that the guard would wait here so she could continue on her own, but he simply stood to attention and to her annoyance moved whenever she did. She sighed and set off on the same path they had gone down the day before, past the glittering houses and the aos sí on the streets, who stared at her with curiosity. The path began to fork in many different directions, and she chose her route as best she could remember, but all the streets looked very similar and soon enough she was completely lost.
‘Seeker, if I may...,’ came the voice of the guard behind her.
‘You may.’
‘This is the third time we have walked down this alley,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I might be of assistance. Where is it that you want to go?’
‘To find the prince, of course.’ She threw her hands up in the air in frustration.
‘Indeed. But why not search the castle, then? It seems like the most logical place he might be.’
‘I just… I have a feeling that I know where he is. Do you know those walls where the history of the aos sí is inscribed?’
‘The ogham memories? Why yes, of course. Every aos sí has to study them before becoming an adult. But how is it that an outsider such as yourself knows of them?’
‘The prince showed them to me when we rode the rhinoceros beetle back to the castle. He got a little upset when I touched the wall that spoke of his father.’
‘Understandably so,’ said the guard. ‘It is unheard of for an outsider to do so, and it could prove dangerous if the runes reject the person who reads them.’
‘Yes, I realize that it probably wasn’t the wisest choice,’ said Luna, before the guard could say any more. The aos sí had a tendency to speak of themselves a lot and she didn’t feel in the mood right now. ‘I realize that this cavern must have many different tunnels leading into it. Do you know which one contains the story of the king’s life?’
‘There are not only multiple tunnels; there are hundreds,’ he said, frowning. ‘I am familiar with most of them but the life story of any one person is never etched in just one place.’
Luna sighed in exasperation. ‘What? You mean to tell me that there is no order in the way the stories are written?’
‘I’m afraid not, Seeker. We write down important events in an aos sí’s life when they happen. Since there are a few thousand of us and the space is limited in the caverns, we add the new words wherever we can.’
‘Well, that’s just fantastic. For a people that seem to care so much about order and appearances you’d think you’d store your own history in a tidier way!’
The guard looked at her with his mouth open, more in shock than anger. Luna felt her cheeks reddening.
‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that,’ she said. ‘It’s just...how are we going to find the prince now?’
The guard scratched his chin, pondering the question. Luna was also racking her brains, but he had said there were hundreds of tunnels. It would take far too long to go through all of them, and that was even before taking into account that her hunch about the prince’s whereabouts might not even be correct. She hoped he was safe and that nothing had happened to him in the tunnels, if that was where he was. She knew he knew them much better than she did, but they still seemed dark and dangerous. Oh, Eamon…
‘Excuse me, Seeker,’ said the guard, bringing her out of her thoughts. ‘Did you say that when you came to the castle you were riding a rhinoceros beetle?’
‘Yes,’ she said, wondering where this was leading.

The guard became more animated. ‘And when you were in the tunnel with the prince, did you also happen to be mounted?’
‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Why are you asking me this?’
‘Because only a few of the tunnels, five at most, are large enough for a rhinoceros beetle to pass through, and they are all located in the same part of the cavern, to the southeast of where we are. Do you think you would recognize the tunnel if you saw it?’
Luna closed her eyes, focusing really hard on trying to remember the shapes of the runes she had seen etched on the wall. It would be difficult to recognize the tunnel itself, but she remembered the feeling of the writing being etched into her thoughts, the tingling she had felt when she touched the letters, the look on Eamon’s face as he had reprimanded her...There was a jolt of blue light inside her mind, and when she opened her eyes she could see the outlines of the runes from the wall smoldering like fire in front of her, as if they were etched into her retina.
‘I will recognize the symbols,’ she declared with certainty. ‘What is your name, by the way?’ she asked, feeling embarrassed for not having asked up until now.
The guard stood straight and saluted. ‘I am Cillian, of the Royal Guard, Seeker.’
‘I am very grateful to you, Cillian. Thanks to your help we may be able to find the prince. I shall tell the queen what you did when we return.’
Cillian bowed, trying to keep his expression blank, but she thought she could detect the hint of a proud smile forming on his lips.
‘Let’s get going then, Cillian. The prince needs us,’ said Luna. ‘I’ll let you lead the way.’
Cillian looked about to protest, but then thought better of it. They set off up the winding streets of the town towards what Luna now knew to be the southeast, though she would have never been able to guess it had she not been told. The buildings and winding roads were still completely indistinguishable to her, but the guard and the girl made quick progress, and in no time at all had reached the cluster of caverns Cillian had mentioned. 
‘Here we are, Seeker. What should we do now?’ 
Luna sensed that he still had his doubts over whether she would be able to recognize the right cavern. She didn’t answer, instead peering inside the nearest tunnel to them. She held her hand over the wall and the runes glowed with the same brightness they had earlier. She looked straight at them, searing their glow into her retinas, and when she closed her eyes saw the remnants as red silhouettes on her eyelids. Working quickly, she called to mind the runes she had seen earlier, again using the thoughts of Eamon to bring them to the forefront of her brain. Once she was able to see them in her mind’s eye, she tried to match the runes from earlier with the fast-fading red shapes on her eyelids. She sighed as she realized that they were not the same. This wasn’t the right tunnel.
When she opened her eyes, she found Cillian gaping at her in a very impolite way. She wondered for how long she had been standing there with her eyes closed.
‘What is it?’
‘I-it’s just, your skin, it seemed to be glowing just now,’ stammered the guard. ‘It was exactly how the queen’s glows sometimes.’
Luna realized how strange that was, but didn’t linger on the thought. Eamon was the only thing on her mind.
‘That was the wrong tunnel,’ she said. ‘Let’s try the next.’
They walked from tunnel to tunnel and repeated the same process in each one, with the same results. Luna could sense that Cillian was becoming uneasy at the fact that she glowed like the queen. He also seemed to be getting more and more frustrated at their lack of progress, although thankfully, she thought, he didn’t mention it at all.
They arrived at the fourth cave, and Luna again stared at the glowing runes, feeling a little tired after the previous three. It took quite some effort to conjure up the old runes from memory, and it was taking a toll on her. The shapes on her eyelids shimmered fuzzily as she forced herself to remember the symbols she had seen days ago, but when she finally managed it, she gasped; the characters slotted seamlessly into the red shapes in her mind, forming runes with a glowing outer edge.
‘It’s here!’ she said excitedly. ‘I’m sure of it!’
‘Then we must hurry.’
They set off down the tunnel, the faint light from the runes guiding their way. After a short while, Luna distinguished a glow up ahead.
‘That must be him!’ she said.
Luna thought for a second and turned around, fixing Cillian with a serious gaze.
‘Cillian, you have been a great help, but I need you to wait here now.’
Cillian opened his mouth, about to protest.
‘The prince is distressed, I don’t think the sight of one of his mother’s guards would relax him, right?’ 
Cillian thought about it for a few seconds, and then reluctantly bowed, turning his back on her to guard the entrance of the tunnel.
‘Thank you,’ whispered Luna.
She walked up the progressively brighter tunnel until she came upon the source of the light. The ogham memories on this section of the wall shone brighter than the ones she had seen before, so bright that they almost blinded her, and she shielded her eyes, waiting for them to adjust to the sudden influx of light. When they finally did, she saw Eamon’s figure slumped against the wall, his forehead gently touching it as he wept quietly.
‘Eamon?’ she said, taking a tentative step towards him.
Eamon lifted his head to look at her, his eyes unfocused, as if he didn’t know who she was.
‘Oh, Seeker, it’s you,’ he said finally, his voice barely a whisper.
Luna squatted down so that she was at his height.
‘Are you alright?’ she said.
‘How did you know I’d be here?’ he asked, his eyes still vacant.
‘Just a lucky guess really. I thought about where I would go if I were an aos sí prince who really missed my father.’ She smiled. ‘It was really just a hunch though.’
Eamon’s eyes were regaining some of their former sharpness and he smiled faintly at her.
‘How could she hide that from me?’ he said, as much to himself as to Luna. ‘All this time she knew I was the Emperor of Light, and she let Michael and my father go to Twinspire in my place. I’m the reason they’re dead. It should have been me.’
Luna put an arm on his shoulder, where the scar was. Eamon flinched slightly, but didn’t pull away, and she felt the familiar small surge of static energy.
‘You can’t blame yourself for that, Eamon. You had no way of knowing what would happen.’
He stood up suddenly and turned to face her, fire in his eyes.
‘I don’t blame myself. I blame her. She’s the one responsible for all this. I can’t go back to her.’
Luna bit her lip. 
‘I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m sure she was doing what she thought was best for you,’ she said gently. ‘In her own way, I think she was trying to protect you.’
‘Whose side are you taking? Don’t you need to take me back to Twinspire? Isn’t that what the empress has asked of you?’
‘I’m on your side, of course,’ she said, and she meant it. ‘But how are we going to do that? We can’t just slip out of the mountain without Eilís noticing, and I doubt she is just going to let you go; not after she fought so hard to stop you from going to Twinspire in the first place.’
‘Then we must not let her know,’ he said quietly. ‘I know a way out of the mountain, we can both go now if we hurry. We’ll be gone before they know it.’
‘What about Ahote, Alevos and Nobuo? We can’t just leave them here!’

Eamon shook his head. ‘They will only slow us down.’
‘I am not leaving without my friends,’ said Luna, crossing her arms.
Eamon sighed.
‘Fine. I respect your loyalty to your friends,’ he said, ‘however misplaced it may be.’
Luna ignored the dig.
‘So? How are we going to get out?’
‘I’ve got an idea, but we can’t let my mother know.’
That, thought Luna, will be easier said than done. 




THE UNDERGROUND RIVER
Gentle white light filtered through the windows of the shimmering guest room. Luna fidgeted with her hair and glasses, barely able to contain the nerves that were eating at her. After the prince had shared his plan with her the night before, they had both returned to the castle as if everything were normal in order to avoid raising suspicions. He had apologized to the queen, who had been very grateful to Luna for bringing him back. Luna had to admit the prince had put on a very convincing performance, although she guessed a lifetime of hiding one’s emotions certainly helped. Still, she couldn’t help feeling that Eilís was sure to be one step ahead of them; she did, after all, seem to be able to see inside Luna’s head.
On the other beds in the room, Luna’s companions didn’t seem to be sharing her apprehensions. Nobuo and Ahote were happily asleep and snoring as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Alevos was alert and serene, not sleeping, but instead waiting quietly at the edge of his bed, ready to leave at a moment’s notice. 
‘Seeker,’ he said suddenly, startling her a little. ‘You are having doubts, are you not?’
Luna nodded.
‘I too do not trust this aos sí prince,’ continued Alevos. ‘And the way their queen spoke of the empress yesterday?’ He shook his head. ‘Outrageous!’
‘I trust the prince,’ said Luna, ‘but you are right, I do have doubts about the plan. It’s our only chance. If anything goes wrong…’  I won’t get to see my family again, she finished in her head.
‘It is risky, indeed,’ said the captain. ‘Should the prince succeed, however, we have a chance. If you trust him, that is enough for me. Your judgment has not failed us thus far, Seeker,’ he said with a small smile.
‘Thank you, captain,’ said Luna, a little taken aback by this sudden kindness.
Alevos nodded at her, then a nervous silence descended over the room again, broken only by the occasional snore. The plan, thought Luna, was simple enough. Eamon was to create a distraction that would attract the attention of the palace guards. He had refused to tell her what it was, but had said that she would know when it happened. They were then to follow a side exit out of the palace and meet him at a tunnel where an underground river flowed. According to Eamon, there would be a raft waiting there for them and they would be able to sail the river all the way out of the Mounts of Sorrow, and, to hear him tell it, straight to Twinspire itself. 
There was a flicker in the light, and it suddenly became much brighter, almost blinding Luna. Then the ground shook, hard, and she reached out to steady herself, glancing at the precarious looking crystal decorations of the room, which looked awfully sharp. She looked at Alevo, who, judging by the look of alarm on his face, had felt the same thing she had. 
An earthquake, thought Luna.
‘What was that?’ asked Ahote sleepily, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.
‘I’m not sure,’ said Luna, but before she could add anything else, the room shook again, much harder this time. She fell to the ground and grasped onto the leg of the bed for support. A piece of sharp crystal broke off from the ceiling and plummeted towards Nobuo’s bed. Luckily, he had been sleeping face down, and it bounced off his shell, shattering on the ground. With a grunt, he awoke.  
‘Could this be the sign from the prince?’ asked Nobuo.
Luna had been thinking the same thing. ‘I think so. Grab your stuff, let’s go!’
As they rushed out of the room the ground shook again, sending Luna lurching against the wall and knocking the breath out of her. Alevos lifted her up gently and they set off at a run down the corridor that the prince had mentioned. As they came out of the building and into the larger cavern, Luna gasped as she noticed what was causing the commotion. The giant sphere of light that the lightsingers kept at bay with their constant singing was hanging lopsided, one part of it hovering dangerously close to the floor. The reason for that quickly became apparent. Eamon’s giant rhinoceros beetle, Puca, was running rampant on the raised platform, and had knocked two of the frail lightsingers to the ground. Multiple royal guards surrounded the animal and prodded it with spears, which was only incensing it further. The remaining lightsingers redoubled the intensity of their singing, trying desperately to make up for the missing voices, but it wasn’t working well. Out of the corner of her eye, Luna saw Eamon slip away from the commotion and climb down the far side of the platform.
‘Wow, he wasn’t joking when he said he would make a distraction,’ said Ahote, his mouth agape.
‘We must make haste,’ said Alevos, grabbing Luna by the arm and motioning to the other two to follow.
As they ran down the corridor, Luna couldn’t help but feel guilty. These caverns were so beautiful, the aos sí’s world in such perfect balance; it felt awful to know that she was the cause of this commotion. She hoped against hope that nothing serious would come of it, but each lurch of the earth felt like a lance through her heart.
Added to the shaking floor, another problem soon became apparent. The tunnel was getting darker and darker as they ran along, and there were no ogham memories here to light their way. Nobuo’s eyes were well suited to see in the dark, and at first they relied on him to guide them, but after some time he too had to resort to holding his hands to the wall and feeling his way along in the darkness. Their pace slowed to a crawl, and Luna started to panic. If they took too long, the guards were sure to catch up with them, and then… She shook her head, not wanting to think about it.
After what felt like an eternity, a familiar soft orange glow began to materialize up ahead, lighting their way. Luna’s heart skipped a beat. Eamon! As the corridor widened and opened up into a much bigger tunnel, she saw that it wasn’t Eamon providing the light, but rather thousands of phoenix fruit plants protruding from the walls like so many cacti. They looked ripe and delicious, and Luna found herself comforted by the warmth they projected onto her face.
‘We should take some for the journey back,’ offered Ahote, eyeing the fruits hungrily.
Luna bit her lip. She didn’t want to disturb this place any more than they already had, but she also knew Ahote was right. They hadn’t been able to pack many supplies and it might be days until they came upon something edible.
‘The blobkin is right, Seeker,’ said Alevos, interrupting her thoughts.
‘Yes, I guess he is,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Let’s take as much as we can carry, but try not to rip out the plants, please.’
They set about picking the phoenix fruit, and in no time at all they had full backpacks. As they set off again the fruits proved very useful, since they could carry them in their hands and use their faint glow to light the way. After some time the sound of water became distinguishable up ahead, and Luna let out a quiet sigh of relief; she had been worried that they would get lost in the tunnels.
As they reached the source of the sound they came to a cavern, and there was Eamon waiting for them, just as he had promised.
‘Oh, good, you made it,’ he said. ‘I was starting to worry.’
Behind him rushed a treacherous looking river, white foam rising to its choppy surface and then being swallowed by the darkness of the tunnel into which it flowed. Tethered to the rock and straining against the current was a very makeshift raft. It consisted of several planks of wood tied together with coarse rope and a frail looking mast from which a small cloth sail hung. It was big enough to hold all of them, but only just. Luna bit her lip. She wasn’t a big fan of water at the best of times.
‘Don’t worry; It may not look like much, but it’s sturdy,’ said Eamon, perhaps sensing her apprehension. ‘I built it myself,’ he added somewhat defensively.
‘Before we get started on this voyage, I have something to say to you, boy,’ said Alevos, grabbing Eamon by the shoulder and lowering his face to look him in the eye. ‘I don’t know what kind of business has been going on here and what happened to the emperor, but if I find out you had anything to do with it or you are trying to sabotage our return in any way...’  
‘You can trust me, captain,’ said Eamon impassively, holding the captain’s gaze. 
‘We’d better hurry,’ said Nobuo, his reptilian eyes darting back and forth nervously.
‘Yes. Help me untether the raft,’ said Eamon. Alevos let him go, but there was still doubt in his eyes.
Eamon, Ahote and Luna worked on untying the knot while Nobuo and Alevos held the raft steady, no easy task considering the strength of the current. The knot wasn’t helping either. Whoever had secured the raft had taken their work very seriously.
‘Hurry!’ shouted Nobuo, more urgently this time. ‘I can see light coming from the tunnel.’
He was right. Luna looked back the way they had come and realized that a distant light was growing in intensity as it approached.
‘Ready,’ said Eamon, gathering the rope and putting it into a small travel pack on his shoulder.
‘Everyone, climb on the boat,’ said Luna.
Alevos and Nobuo helped them all on until only the prince remained on land, with the kappa holding the raft steady in the water. Suddenly, guards spilled into the room from the tunnel, their spears raised.
‘Halt!’ spoke their leader. ‘Prince Eamon, you are charged with causing a disruption to the peace and aiding her majesty’s prisoners to escape.’
‘Prisoners? Didn’t my mother say they were esteemed guests?’
‘They stopped being guests when they hatched this ill-conceived plan to spirit you away,’ came a voice from behind the guards. They parted to let Eilís through, but still kept their spears lowered and pointed at the prince.
‘It was my plan, mother. I need to see the world, meet other people like me. I can’t be stuck in this lonely mountain with no one to talk to for any longer!’
‘How dare you talk in such a way of your ancestral home?’ said Eilís, eyes flashing dangerously. ‘We, your people, have given you everything you have, and you would throw it all away for what? To live amongst humans? They can’t be trusted.’
‘Father trusted Michael,’ said Eamon defiantly. ‘And I trust Luna.’
Eilís faltered slightly and turned her stare to Luna who felt her mind was being turned inside out by her piercing eyes.
‘Be that as it may,’ said Eilís, with the air of one who is admonishing a small child, ‘there are ways to do things, Eamon. This is not the appropriate way for an aos sí prince to behave. The ruckus you caused with that beast of yours was most undignified, not to mention dangerous; some of the lightsingers are still dazed. You should not have done that.’
‘I had to do it mother, you gave me no other choice,’ said Eamon, his voice breaking slightly. ‘You would have never allowed me to leave.’
‘It’s time to go, boy,’ said Alevos gruffly, echoing what Luna had been thinking. Those spears looked awfully sharp and she could see Nobuo straining at the effort of keeping the raft stable in the water.
‘Well, you are right about that,’ said Eilís. ‘Enough of this. Guards, seize him.’
As one, the guards moved towards Eamon menacingly. What happened next transpired so fast that it all became a blur. Eamon leapt further than she would have thought possible, landing on the edge of the raft, which sagged dangerously under the new weight. They pulled him on and, with a kick, Nobuo joined them as the raft began its journey down towards the tunnel ahead.
Except something was happening to the tunnel’s ceiling. It was lowering. The sides too were shrinking up ahead, as if the vocal cords of a giant creature were closing. Luna turned around and saw Eilís glowing stronger than usual, her cold blue eyes fully open in a trance-like state.
‘It’s Eilís; she’s closing the passage!’ said Luna.
‘The Mounts of Sorrow obey their master,’ murmured Eamon, as if he were miles away.
‘Never mind that, what are we going to do about it? We’re about to smash into a wall of rock!’
‘I may be able to help, Seeker,’ said Nobuo. ‘I’ll push the boat from within the water.’
‘That’ll help, but I don’t think it’s going to be fast enough,’ said Ahote.
‘We need to distract the queen somehow,’ said Eamon.
Luna bit her lip. She knew what she had to do, but she didn’t want to do it. Somehow, Eilís was connected to her. She had been able to read her thoughts, and they had had a conversation without speaking. And she couldn’t explain how or why, but she knew that the reason she had glowed whilst she recognized the ogham memories was because a tiny bit of the queen was still trapped within her.
She heard Nobuo splash into the water nearby, and was vaguely aware of the sounds of her friends, but she drowned all of it out and slowed her breath, hearing only the sound of her heartbeat echoing against her body. She opened her black eyes as wide as they would go and locked them with Eilís’s, so different from her own. She brought to mind the supernatural feeling of the static surge she had felt when Eilís first entered her thoughts and began to feel her skin tingling.
‘Stop it right now,’ said Luna, in a voice only Eilís could hear.
For the first time, Eilís looked startled, and Luna couldn’t help but feel a pang of pride. In the muffled distance she heard Ahote’s voice shouting that it was working, but she couldn’t afford to break her concentration to check.
‘How are you doing this, Seeker?’ came Eilís’s response, her eyes narrowing slightly.
‘I have no idea,’ she said honestly. ‘You need to stop this, Queen Eilís. You could kill your son!’
‘He is no son of mine. There is much you don’t know about him. He betrayed everything my people stand for,’ said the queen, but her mind’s voice trembled slightly. 
‘I know you don’t mean that. I can see that everything you did was always to protect him, even if he can’t see it himself yet.’
‘Just a few more seconds!’ The words sounded fuzzy and far away, and felt much less real than those that Eilís was whispering inside her head; though of course that wasn’t true. Luna turned her head for a moment, just the briefest fraction of a second, just to check how close they were to making it. It was a mistake. The instant she stopped locking eyes with Eilís, the bond connecting them broke. Luna felt an ethereal snap, as if an intangible thread had been cut with scissors, and Eilís’s voice was no longer in her head.
‘No! Look!’ screamed Ahote. 
They were just a few feet from the opening, but it was fast narrowing. Eilís had immediately resumed her efforts to cut them off.
‘Quick, get low and paddle however you can!’ said Alevos.
Luna plunged her hands into the freezing water and displaced as much of it as she could in a desperate attempt to make the raft move faster. She could feel the pace of Nobuo’s swimming increasing too, until just as they were about to reach the opening, he leapt onto the back of the raft and crouched with the rest of them.
‘Hold on!’
The raft pushed through the gap, scraping on the stone wall as it went, the wooden planks chipping and in some parts splintering off altogether. The front of the raft made it through the opening, but the back, where Luna was sitting, was suddenly caught in a vice between quickly tightening slabs of rock.
‘Luna! Come this way, quick!’ shouted Ahote from the front of the raft.
Luna stood up unsteadily and went to take a step towards Ahote, but the raft lurched and with a snap, the plank on which she was standing snapped and she tumbled into the freezing current. The air was knocked out of her lungs by the shock of the cold water hitting her chest and Luna began to panic. She was afraid of water and she couldn’t see the raft in the darkness. She could hear her friends shouting, but the sound seemed to be coming again from a world away. The last thing she saw before she sank beneath the water were Eilís’s eyes looking at her from afar through the wall that was by now almost completely sealed. They looked sad, regretful almost, but Luna couldn't really tell. Then, her world went black.




THE CAPTAIN’S DUTY
Luna was strolling along the beach, her father striding along with her brother in his arms on one side, her mother on the other. The early afternoon sun glinted on the Mediterranean, making it shine silver, rich with the promise of adventure. Luna could smell brine and the salty but sweet smell of grilling sardines from a house nearby. The soft sand under her feet was a little too hot from being baked in the sun all day, so they walked closer to the water’s edge, where the lapping waves cooled the parched shore.
Her father suggested they go snorkelling, and she agreed. Luna wasn’t the most confident of swimmers, but she could hold her own, so while her mother stayed with Pablo to make a sandcastle on the beach, she and her father put on their goggles and snorkels and waded out into the shallows. 
As she looked beneath the waves, a whole new world of life opened up to her. The powerful rays of the sun refracted through the water, bouncing off the scales of myriad tiny fish as they wound their way through drifting clumps of seaweed. As they ventured a little deeper, larger fish began to appear, indecisively moving this way and that and tickling her feet when she got close, making her giggle. 
Her father guided her to one of his favorite spots, a deeper section of water with rocks far below, where they spotted an octopus patrolling. Some of the rocks were covered with tiny black balls, which her father told her were in fact prickly sea urchins. He dove down, picked one up gently and laid it in Luna’s palm. The animal crawled slowly across it, its spikes moving as if they had a life of their own, but it didn’t hurt. Luna dropped the sea urchin back in the water and watched as it slowly fell to the rocks on the seabed, which took some time. 
Suddenly, a cloud shifted in the sky, covering the sun. The underwater world, which had a few seconds ago seemed so full of life and vibrant, suddenly became gray and menacing. Perhaps Luna had seen too many movies with sharks in them, or perhaps the rocks below looked more dangerous without the warm sunlight, but, for whatever reason, her arms began to feel heavy and she began to panic. She told her father she wanted to get out of the water. He tried to calm her down, telling her they were quite far from the shore, but she wouldn’t listen, so he tried to find another way out.
They swam towards a clump of rocks that jutted into the sea, much closer than the sandy shallows. Luna swam frantically, making a lot of noise and exhausting herself in the process. She didn’t dare to look beneath the surface, and whenever she accidentally did, it only made her more nervous. As the rocks came closer, she raced ahead, wanting to leave the water as soon as possible. Her father shouted to her to wait for him, but she didn’t listen, and as she was about to climb out, she bashed her knee on a sharp rock hidden beneath the surface. Luna somehow found the energy to hoist herself onto the rocks as scarlet blood oozed from her gashed knee. She went into shock, shaking uncontrollably and unable to talk. Then, the world went black.
✦
Luna felt something warm grab onto her arm and hoist her out of the water and onto the raft. She spluttered as someone pressed down on her chest, hard, and water came spurting out of her mouth.
‘Dad? Are you there?’ she said, dazed.
‘I’m afraid not, Seeker,’ came the kind voice of captain Alevos, his eyes full of concern. She became aware of her other companions all looking down at her with equal amounts of worry written on their faces. With a pang of sadness, she realized she wasn’t in Spain. 
‘You fell in the water when the raft hit the rock,’ explained Ahote. ‘Eamon found you and pulled you out.’

‘Thank you,’ Luna said between gasps of air that had never tasted so sweet. The look on Eamon’s face made her want to throw her arms around him and hug him, but she didn’t dare do so in front of the others. Besides, he might not appreciate it, she thought.
‘It was nothing, Seeker. We were all searching for you. I just happened to find you.’
Luna nodded gratefully, shivering furiously all the time. The water had been icy, and now that the initial shock had passed she was beginning to feel very cold.
Ahote seemed to have noticed as much, since he was emptying the phoenix fruits from his backpack and piling them around Luna. He offered some of them to her.
‘Here, take these. They’ll help warm you up,’ he said.
She took them from him and held them close to her chest. A wonderful warmth began to spread through her body. 
‘You should eat one, too,’ he said. ‘My mother always gives them to us on winter nights. It really works!’
Luna bit into one of the fruits and as she chewed and swallowed, she felt as if her insides were turning to warm caramel. She could tell her body temperature was going up, and owing to that and to the heat emanating from the fruit surrounding her, her clothes dried out in no time and she stopped shivering.
‘How long was I underwater for?’ she asked.
‘Around a minute,’ said Alevos. ‘We feared the worst.’
‘I jumped into the water in order to help you, but couldn’t see you in the current,’ said Nobuo. ‘But the aos sí found your arm immediately,’ he said, narrowing his eyes at Eamon.
‘These caverns are my home,’ said Eamon, a little defensively. ‘We have a connection with them as aos sí that outsiders simply do not. I knew where she was.’
‘And where are we now?’ asked Luna, for the first time taking in her surroundings. The water was a lot smoother than when they had first boarded the raft, and the cavern a lot more spacious. It was fairly well lit by phoenix fruit protruding from the black stone. The strange thing was that the river seemed to be flowing upward. Everything she had learned about bodies of water told her that that was impossible, and yet it was happening in front of her eyes.
‘We should be coming to the exit of the Mounts of Sorrow some time soon. After that the river links up with the Kitagawa and we should be able to float down it all the way to Twinspire. It should take no more than a few days.’
‘Will the raft be strong enough?’ asked Luna, recalling the strength of the river near The Sullen Kappa Inn and casting an ancious glance at the raft, if it could even be called that anymore. It was in a sorry state; as well as the planks that had snapped and broken off, some of the rope tying it together was also beginning to fray.
‘I hope so,’ said Eamon. ‘But it wouldn’t hurt to stop for repairs at some point.’
They fell silent then, and after a few more minutes of the raft seeming to defy gravity and float upstream, the cavern became brighter and brighter until an opening came up ahead, which they promptly reached, leaving the mountain behind. It was morning, and they were greeted by a radiant sun. After spending days inside the mountain, their eyes did not adjust immediately to the light glinting off the barren landscape and they shielded them as they let them adapt. All but Eamon, who glanced around in wonder, barely affected by the brightness.
‘So this is what the outside world looks like?’
‘Hardly,’ said Alevos drily. ‘These fields are barren and look nothing like the rest of Iluvia.’
‘Still, what a marvellous sight!’ said Eamon, refusing to let his spirits be dampened by the soldier.
They drifted along mostly in silence for the rest of the day, the river carrying them gently along as the landscape slowly changed. Colour began to return in small bushes and trees and the sound of birdsong gradually materialized in the air, filling Eamon with wonder at each and every new sound and sight. As the sun began to set, the Greattree sprung up to their left, its giant branches reaching towards the sky. 
‘What is that?’ said Eamon.
‘That is the Greattree,’ said Ahote. ‘It’s like a normal tree, but-’ 
He stopped, noticing the look of confusion on Eamon’s face.
‘A tree is like a big plant. We get wood from it, like the wood I’m sure you used to make your raft,’ he said, throwing his hands up in exasperation as Eamon continued to stare at him blankly.
‘Anyway,’ continued Ahote, ‘we had to escape into the Greattree after we were ambushed by banshees on our way to find you, but there were some squirrel people living in there, and they attacked us. Luckily, one of their leaders decided to help us even though it meant that she would forfeit her life by doing so, and…’ 
Eamon’s mouth hung open as he stared at Ahote.
‘Mind helping me out here?’ Ahote asked Luna with a look of anguish.
‘I hope Tala is ok,’ Luna said quietly to herself. She hadn’t forgotten the brave rattatoskr and how helpful she had been. She hoped that she was fine and that one day she could repay her kindness.
They rested for the night, the slow movement on the raft on the quiet river lulling Luna into one of the best sleeps she had had in some time. When she awoke the others were already up, eating phoenix fruit and staring in awe at the Greattree, which now blocked almost all of their view to the left. The land through which the river was flowing turned paler, and Luna shivered as she recognized this as the place where they had encountered the banshees, the cursed lands. She glanced at Alevos, who was massaging his chest pensively. Strangely, there were no banshees anywhere to be seen, to the relief of everyone in the party.
They soon left the Greattree behind them, and by sunset that evening they were approaching the land of the kappa, their wooded hills a welcome change from the bleakness of the cursed lands. Eamon and Ahote chatted away, enjoying each other's company, whilst Alevos and Nobuo sat quietly, the kappa gazing longingly at the mountains he called home as the river glided around them. 
The raft was beginning to look worse for wear, a fact that was not improved by the increasing force of the water. When they awoke on the morning of the third day, they were greeted by a soft drizzle, which grew stronger until it was pouring down so hard in the afternoon that they were hopelessly soaked. A gale began to blow which reminded Luna of the typhoon they had endured on their stay at the Sullen Kappa Inn. And indeed, as they left the mountains of the kappa behind, through the curtain of rain she could just make out in the distance the bridge that they had crossed back then.
‘Captain Alevos, look!’ she said, pointing.
The captain followed the direction of her finger and nodded in recognition.
‘We should stop and rest, maybe try to repair the raft,’ said Luna.
‘Easier said than done, Seeker,’ responded the captain. ‘We seem to have a problem.’ He signalled to the bridge up ahead. ‘The bridge’s columns are made of solid stone and are thick as tree trunks. We are going very fast. I fear we will smash into it.’
Luna gulped. She had already almost drowned once on this trip and didn't fancy a second try. 
‘Any ideas?’ she said. ‘Nobuo?’
He frowned. ‘I can try to push the raft by swimming, but the current seems too strong for even a kappa to achieve much, Seeker. It will be difficult to direct the boat.’
‘We need to think of something, quick!’ 
‘We could try to steer the raft towards the bank of the river with the planks that are already breaking off,’ offered Ahote.
‘That might work,’ said Alevos. ‘We could jump off when we are close to land. Could you hold the raft steady as we do so?’ he asked Nobuo.
‘I should be able to do that,’ he said.
‘Let’s go, then,’ said Luna.
They set about loosening the planks that were already close to breaking, significantly reducing the space available on the raft. Nobuo jumped into the water and the rest of them paddled with all their strength with their makeshift oars in an attempt to push the sad remains of the raft towards the muddy bank of the river. Around them the Kitagawa roared and the storm swirled as they barely made any headway.
‘Harder!’
The bridge loomed closer every second and Luna saw just how big the huge pillars really were. Alevos hadn’t been lying. At their current speed they would be smashed to smithereens instantly. They paddled furiously and Nobuo pushed, and inch by inch they managed to get the raft close enough to be able to jump. Ahote went first, springing across the gap with no problem. Then followed Eamon. Alevos reached a hand to help Luna jump but she shook her head.
‘You go first,’ she said. ‘You are heavier. It’ll be harder for you to make the leap later if the raft moves away from the bank.’
Alevos hung his head in disbelief but then decided it would be foolish to waste time arguing; he took a leap towards the shore momentarily upsetting the balance of the raft, but he just about made it and landed on the muddy edge of the river bank. Then came Luna’s turn. She gazed down at the churning water as the memories of her accident in Spain came flooding back. Looking up, she saw that the bridge was very close, and the raft was starting to prove too hard for Nobuo to handle as the current pushed it away from the riverbed.
‘Seeker, you must go, now!’ grunted the kappa.
Luna took a deep breath and jumped as far as she could. She reached the bank but it was muddy and slippery and her lower body slid into the roaring river. She tried to grasp onto something as she saw Alevos and the boys scrambling to give her a hand, but it was too late and the river pulled her in, the waters dragging her swiftly towards the pillars of the bridge. In the mayhem she glimpsed the planks of wood smashing into a thousand pieces just ahead of her. She closed her eyes, oddly at peace, and prepared for it all to end.
Suddenly something hard hit her in the back and knocked the wind out of her. Luna opened her eyes, confused, then she felt a pair of scaly arms wrap around her and she realized Nobuo had grabbed her and was now using his strong hind legs to swim furiously, propelling her to the safety of the bank. She dragged herself out of the mud through sheer adrenaline and willpower and lay on her back on the embankment, panting heavily as rain fell all around her.
‘Thank you, Nobuo,’ she managed after a few seconds.
‘It is the least I could do, Seeker,’ said the kappa, looking at her kindly with his yellow eyes. ‘You saved my life, and I am in your debt. Moreover, if I let you drown now, who would pay me in cucumbers when our journey is over?’
Luna laughed along with the others. ‘I never promised you that!’ 
‘A kappa can only hope,’ he said, winking. 
‘Seeker, if you are feeling strong enough to travel now, we should try to make it to the inn,’ said Alevos. ‘The storm doesn’t seem as if it’s going to stop any time soon and night is coming.’
‘I’m fine,’ said Luna. However tired she was feeling, the prospect of warm food and Adelia’s warm smile was enough to keep her going for a few more feet.
They set off, following Alevos’s guidance, and in no time at all they came upon the Sullen Kappa…or rather, what remained of it. The inn hadn’t been particularly attractive on their first visit, but it looked even worse now. There were gashes across the panels of wood as if some wild animal had slashed at them and most of the glass windows had shattered and lay strewn around outside. The window frames had been boarded up, giving the inn a very uninviting appearance. The sign remained, crooked as ever, and Nobuo didn’t look impressed at the caricature of a kappa drawn under the name.  As they drew close Luna couldn’t help herself and broke into a run, desperate to see whether Adelia was unharmed.
‘Wait, Seeker!’ commanded Alevos, unsheathing his sword. ‘Let me go first.’
They approached the door, with the others a few feet behind, and Alevos knocked warily, taking a step back as soon as he had. The hatch slid open a fraction and they saw the scared face of Adelia peering out from inside. Her eyes lit up in recognition and she opened the door, instantly bursting into tears and falling into Luna’s arms.
‘Oh, Seeker, I am so glad to see you,’ she said between sobs. Luna didn’t know what to do, so she stroked the older girl’s hair quietly.
‘What has happened here, child?’ asked Alevos, as the others came up to see what the commotion was about.
Adelia composed herself as much as she could and gazed up at Alevos. She looked exhausted, her hair tousled and her beautiful face tired from lack of sleep, with deep bags under her eyes. 
‘They came during the night,’ she said simply.
‘Who came?’ asked the captain, his patience beginning to wear thin.
‘They looked like ghosts, but they had faces of women. There were so many of them... And the screams…’ She shuddered. ‘Our windows shattered immediately. It was all we could do to stop them coming in.’
‘Banshees,’ said Ahote. Luna nodded. There could be no other explanation.
‘What happened then?’ asked Alevos, grabbing her shoulder. ‘Where did they go?’
‘Please...you’re hurting me,’ said Adelia.
‘That’s enough, captain,’ came the voice of Eamon. ‘The girl is obviously scared. Let her calm down first.’ He was looking at Adelia with an expression Luna hadn’t seen on his face before, and she couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy.
Alevos turned to him, his eyes blazing.
‘And who are you to presume to give me orders?’
‘Until anyone proves otherwise, I am the Emperor of Light, lord of Iluvia,’ he said, completely unfazed. ‘You would do well to listen to me.’
Alevos looked as if he was ready to argue, but then he merely sighed, turning back to Adelia.
‘I’m sorry if I spoke roughly, child. I’m simply worried about the empress. Can you tell me what happened last night?’
She nodded. ‘The banshees came at us in the middle of the night. They were about to break down the door when some soldiers arrived to do battle with them. They looked like Twinspire guards.’
‘So the soldiers fought off the banshees?’ he asked hopefully.
‘Well, not exactly. The banshees kept screaming, and the noise was unbearable. It’s the worst thing you can imagine.’
‘Trust us, we know,’ said Luna with a grimace.
‘The soldiers dropped their weapons and covered their ears. All the banshees had to do was swipe at them with their daggers or claws and the men would have been slaughtered. But...they didn’t. They just turned away and floated on down the emperor’s road. By the time the soldiers had recovered, the banshees were long gone.’
‘That is most distressing news,’ said the captain, stroking his chin thoughtfully. ‘Where did the soldiers go?’
‘My father and I offered to let them stay here, but there were too many of them, and they said they needed to be on their way. They mentioned something about setting up camp further down the emperor’s road and planning what to do next there.’
‘Very well. Then I must head out to find them, before they move too far,’ said Alevos. ‘The rest of you should stay here and get some rest. Make for Twinspire at first light.’ With that he turned, and set off out the door.
‘Captain! Wait!’ said Luna.
Alevos turned and looked at her stoically under the steadily worsening rain.
‘Yes, Seeker?’
‘It’s dangerous out there. We don’t know if there are more banshees and the weather isn’t getting better. Please don’t go.’ Luna felt herself growing tearful.
Alevos took a step towards her and put his arm on her shoulder.
‘It’s my duty,’ he said gently. ‘I must find out what the soldiers have to say about the attack. I need to find out where the banshees are going in order to protect the empress. I will find you on the way to Twinspire, never fear.’
‘But…’ 
‘Should the worst happen, please let the empress know that I was loyal to her until the very end,’ he said. He knelt in front of Luna. ‘It has been an honour protecting you, Seeker. You are wise and brave beyond your years.’ 
‘Thank you,’ she said weakly.
‘Farewell,’ said Alevos. With that, he turned and disappeared into the sheets of rain.




THE MARK OF THE EMPRESS
Luna walked back into the inn with slumped shoulders and joined the others, who looked at her inquiringly.
‘Alevos is gone,’ she said simply.
Ahote and Nobuo hung their heads, and even Eamon looked concerned. Ahote walked over to Luna and squeezed her shoulder.
‘He’ll be ok. He’s a great fighter,’ he said.
‘I hope so,’ said Luna, biting her lip.
‘You must be hungry,’ said Adelia, trying to change the subject. ‘Come, take a seat in the parlour. ‘I’ll bring you all some supper.’
They sat down in the dining room and were pleased to see that the fire was going strong. Luna stared into its dancing flames vacantly, her thoughts still with Alevos and what Adelia had said earlier. The others chatted quietly to each other while they waited for their food.
‘What are we going to do?’ asked Luna suddenly.
‘What about, Seeker?’ replied Nobuo.
‘If what Adelia said is true, and there are lots of banshees heading towards Twinspire, how is the city going to defend itself? You heard her: soldiers are no use.’
A silence fell over them then. They didn’t have a good answer for her. Luna suddenly remembered something that had been niggling at her mind for a while, something she had forgotten to ask about with all the recent problems they had faced.
‘Ahote, do you remember when the banshees attacked us in the cursed lands?’
‘Can’t say it’s something I’m going to easily forget,’ he said with a grim smile.
‘When they started screaming, we all covered our ears but it was no use. The noise was horrific. But you were fine.’
The dawn of realization began to spread across Ahote’s face. ‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘Do you think it could have anything to do with the fact that I’m a blobkin?’
‘Think about it,’ said Luna. ‘When the banshees screamed, it felt as if my bones were about to shatter inside my body, but you don’t have any bones.’
‘The Seeker is right,’ said Nobuo. ‘I too felt a trembling deep inside my shell when the banshees sang. It’s the only explanation.’
‘If that’s true, then we blobkin are the only hope for Twinspire,’ said Ahote. ‘This could be  crucial. We have to tell the empress.’
The smell of food started to waft in from the kitchen, and they collectively felt their resolve soften a little.
‘Yes, but we can’t travel in this weather anyway,’ pointed out Nobuo. ‘We should eat up, rest and recover.’
Adelia carried plates of food into the parlour. Some of her earlier tiredness had dissipated, and Luna thought she looked even lovelier than when she had last seen her. Eamon seemed to think so as well. He couldn’t take his eyes off her.
‘Captain Eagleheart, I made you grilled mushrooms, freshly picked only yesterday,’ she said with a smile. ‘I hope you don’t mind. I have read that blobkin really like them.’
Ahote’s eyes grew as large as saucers when he saw the large juicy mushrooms heaped on the plate. He barely had time to mutter a heartfelt thank you before he was tucking into them unceremoniously. Luna had to laugh.
‘And for the master kappa, some sliced raw cucumber with some light herbs.’
‘Thank you very much, child,’ said Nobuo, bowing. ‘I like this one already,’ he said to Luna. Adelia beamed.
‘And for you, sir…?’ she said, expecting Eamon to introduce himself.
‘I am not a sir, but a prince,’ he said, rather petulantly. ‘But I will forgive you if you tell me your name.’
‘I am Adelia, your highness,’ she said, with a curtsy.
‘Prince Eamon of the aos sí, at your service,’ he said. Luna snorted beneath her breath.
‘I wasn’t sure what aos sí enjoyed eating, so I just prepared meat and potato stew for the Seeker and yourself. I hope that is fine.’ She put two hearty bowls of delicious smelling stew in front of them. 
‘That will more than suffice,’ he said.
‘Thank you, Adelia,’ said Luna, her mouth watering as she eyed the stew.
‘You’re welcome, Seeker,’ she said, beaming at Luna and squeezing her shoulder as she went back into the kitchen.
As she walked past, Luna noticed something on her shoulder, though she couldn’t be sure in the candlelight. She tried to put it out of her mind and took a few bites of her food, but she couldn’t concentrate on eating.
‘Excuse me,’ she said after a few moments. She pushed back her chair and went into the kitchen. The others didn’t answer her, though Eamon followed her with his gaze.
Adelia was busy cleaning pots and pans and humming softly to herself beneath the gently flickering light of candles. She turned around suddenly when she heard Luna come in.
‘Oh, Seeker, it’s just you. I’ve been rather on edge since the banshees attacked us,’ she said, with a weak smile.
‘I’m sorry you had to go through that,’ said Luna earnestly. She took a few steps closer till she was standing next to Adelia. She was so close that she could notice Adelia’s scent; it was sweet, and delicate, and flowery. She lifted up the older girl’s sleeve to expose her shoulder fully, and gasped.
‘What happened to your shoulder?’ she asked, looking at the all-too-familiar mark there.
‘Oh, that?’ said Adelia. ‘It’s nothing, really. When the banshees attacked us, the windows shattered, and one of the shards of glass cut my shoulder as it fell. It was a nasty little cut, but it wasn’t too deep. It should heal soon.’
‘Last time we came, you said that there had been more and more typhoons and storms here lately,’ said Luna, her voice slightly agitated. ‘Is that still so?’
‘I guess so,’ said Adelia. ‘Why are you asking me this? Is everything all right?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Luna, her shoulders slumping. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be asking you all these questions; you’ve had a rough day,’ she said.
‘It’s ok,’ said Adelia, staring at Luna with those big brown eyes of hers. ‘The truth is I’m glad you came to talk to me. I have been really worried about you since you left the inn.’ She reached out and stroked Luna’s cheek, sending goosebumps all over her skin and butterflies to her stomach.
Luna didn’t know if it was the warmth from the kitchen, the flickering light from the candles or Adelia’s scent, but before she knew what was happening, their lips were touching, very gently and delicately, and Adelia’s fingers were running over her curly locks. So this is what a kiss feels like. She had heard the girls at her school talk about it before, but had never imagined she would be the one doing it. She closed her eyes and let herself feel every feature of it: the older girl’s lips which tasted like butterscotch, the warmth from Adelia’s nose as her breath hit Luna’s cheek, the way that time seemed to slow down and there was nothing else in the entire world outside of this moment. And for a few seconds, Luna did forget about everything: the empress, the quest, her friends, and, as she would later be ashamed to admit, even her family back home. But then the magic faded somewhat, and she opened her eyes, pulling away a little from Adelia.
‘I’m sorry, I...I can’t,’ she said.
‘Don’t you like me?’ said Adelia with hurt in her eyes.

Luna bit her lip and twisted a strand of her hair. ‘Of course I like you. Who wouldn’t? You’re sweet, and kind, and beautiful. But it’s not right,’ she said, shaking her head.
‘Why not, Luna?’ said Adelia, grasping Luna’s hands. ‘I felt the way you kissed me; it meant something. I don’t want to be just like a sister to you.’
Luna gently separated their hands. ‘It did mean something, but I’m not from this world, and the cut on your shoulder…’
‘What about it?’ said Adelia.
‘Nothing,’ said Luna with a sigh. ‘Let’s just stay friends, ok?’
Adelia looked as if she was going to say something more, but then she just bowed her head and nodded. 
‘If you don’t mind, Seeker,’ she said in a tiny voice, ‘I would like to be alone now.’
Luna touched the girl’s shoulder gently and left the kitchen. She could hear very quiet sobbing behind her as she walked away. She felt her heart sink for Adelia, but she knew that what she had done was right. If that was true, though, why was it so painful? 
The others had almost finished their food by the time she got back, and Eamon’s stare bored into her as she sat down, scanning her for any hint of what had transpired in the kitchen. She kept her face as blank as she could. The last thing she needed now was for Eamon to ask some uncomfortable questions. She was conflicted enough as it was.
Luckily, it wasn’t the prince who spoke. Ahote let out a contented belch and patted his belly. ‘That was fantastic,’ he said.
Luna sighed and picked at her cooling stew, her mind preoccupied with thoughts of the mark she had seen on Adelia’s shoulder and what it meant. She didn’t need to have Adelia stand beside prince Eamon to know that if she did, their scars would form the shape that Luna had seen on the envelope, what now seemed like a lifetime ago. She was so engrossed that she didn’t notice Ahote and Nobuo murmuring their good nights and heading up the stairs. 
‘What’s bothering you, Seeker?’ came Eamon’s voice, shaking her from her thoughts. His eyes flickered a deep orange in the candlelight.
‘Nothing,’ she said brusquely. ‘I’m just thinking about the journey ahead.’
‘I think we both know that’s not true,’ he said, and for the briefest of seconds Luna saw a flash of his mother’s forcefulness in his visage. 'Something happened in the kitchen, didn’t it?’ The way he was asking seemed to suggest he knew what had happened.
‘That’s none of your business,’ she said, blushing furiously and looking away. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
Eamon’s gaze softened. ‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured. ‘I’ve been around my mother for so long, sometimes I forget what it means to be well-mannered. Forgive me.’
‘You are forgiven,’ she said. ‘I think I’m going to get ready for bed. I’m not hungry anymore. Good night.’
‘Good night,’ he said.
She stood and took her plate to the kitchen without looking back at the prince. Adelia was nowhere to be seen and all the candles had been put out, which made Luna a little sad for some reason. When she went back into the dining hall, the prince was gone as well. Luna took one of the candles with her and blew out the rest, then she slowly climbed the creaky stairs until she found the same room that she had stayed in when she first came to the inn. Pinned to the door was her picture of a dragon, and Luna felt a pang of guilt at rejecting Adelia. She pushed open the door and found the same simple bed she remembered, but after a few nights sleeping on a raft, it felt fit for a queen. She closed her eyes and immediately fell into a restless sleep. She had visions of her family and her companions, and of Adelia’s big brown eyes and soft lips. But before she could bask in the warmth of these pleasant dreams, they were disrupted by a dark cloud extending over them all, the gaping black nothingness of a banshee’s mouth.
✦
They woke early the next morning to find that the weather had calmed to a soft, weeping rain, and when Luna saw how glum Adelia looked, she couldn’t help but feel that the weather was reflecting her emotions. She tried to catch her eye during breakfast but Adelia looked down at the ground as she served the dishes, her usual bubbliness all but gone.
‘What’s up with her?’ asked Ahote.
‘Nothing,’ said Luna, shooting him a look that begged him not to ask anything else. ‘She’s probably just sad that we are leaving.’
‘Well, I can relate to that. So am I,’ sighed Ahote. ‘The food here is so good and I don’t want to sleep on the road again. Speaking of which, what’s the plan, anyway?’
Luna realized that he was addressing her, and the others were also looking at her expectantly. Without Alevos she had somehow become the leader of their group. 
‘Well, we should try to get back to Twinspire as soon as possible to warn everyone,’ she said. ‘I suppose we should go back the way we came, but we’ll have to be careful as we go past Lightvale.’
‘What is in Lightvale?’ asked Eamon.
‘Nothing, necessarily. But the Orange King has set up a lair nearby. He’s an outlaw that has been raiding nearby villages. He captured us on our way North. I…’ She tugged at her hair in embarrassment. ‘I promised him that the empress would marry him.’
Nobuo let out a roar of laughter. ‘Why would you do such a thing?’
‘It was the only way to get him to let us go,’ she said defensively. ‘Alevos and Ahote were going to be killed, so I had to come up with a reason for him to let us go.’
Nobuo smiled in appreciation. ‘Very crafty. You’ll make a good kappa yet.’
‘Well, let us just hope we don’t run into his men,’ said Eamon. 
Luna nodded.
They finished their breakfast, and Adelia’s father Alpheus came down to wish them a good journey and to apologize for not joining them the night before. He was still sour-faced and looked as if he was about to faint when he saw that in addition to a blobkin there was now a kappa in his establishment, but he somehow managed to maintain his composure. Adelia was nowhere to be found. Luna sighed and followed the others out of the door. She had wanted to see her pretty face one last time before they left.
‘Luna! Wait!’ came the voice of the innkeeper’s daughter. They all stopped in their tracks.
‘You go ahead,’ said Luna. ‘I’ll catch up.’ Eamon seemed about to argue, but then thought better of it, and the three set off on their way, waving goodbyes to Adelia.
She still looked shy and uncomfortable, but in the pale light and faint drizzle she was as beautiful as ever. She smiled warmly at Luna.
‘I made you something,’ she said. 
She lifted up a delicate bracelet made of what looked like flowers interlinked with one another. They were exactly like jasmine except for their dark blue colour and their single yellow dot in the center. When Luna touched the bracelet, however, she noticed that it was crystallized as if the flowers had been preserved somehow.
‘This flower is called the Empress’s nightshade. It’s usually poisonous, but when you heat it, it becomes solid like a rock.’
‘It’s beautiful,’ said Luna softly, stroking the delicate petals in awe.
‘My mother used to say it brought good luck to wear it. I just want to help you on your journey, in any way I can.’ She fastened it to Luna’s wrist. It felt cool against her skin.
‘Adelia, I-’
‘It’s ok,’ she said, taking Luna’s hands in hers and smiling. ‘I know you didn’t mean to hurt my feelings. And you were right: you are not of this world.’
Luna nodded.
‘It’s just that I have never felt about anyone like I did about you,’ said Adelia, and she threw her arms around Luna and held her in a tight embrace, startling her. After a second or two Luna embraced her back. ‘I’m going to miss you,’ whispered Adelia.
‘So am I,’ said Luna.
‘You’d better go,’ said Adelia, wiping her eyes gently but still smiling. ‘If you ever come back to Iluvia, promise me you’ll find me.’
‘I promise,’ she said. ‘And Adelia, please be careful. The scar on your arm might put you in danger. If it doesn’t disappear, you must always be on guard.’
‘I will be,’ she said. ‘Farewell, Luna!’
‘Goodbye, Adelia!’
As Luna walked away, she felt tears beginning to well up, but she didn’t dare look back. A mix of conflicting emotions flooded her chest, and she suddenly missed her mother and father deeply. She would have been able to talk to them about all this. When she was almost out of sight of the inn and could already spot her companions up ahead, she risked a glance back at The Sullen Kappa. There was Adelia, the first person for whom she had had feelings, waving at her and smiling. Luna waved back and left her behind, taking with her as mementos the beautiful bracelet on her wrist and a gentle ache in her heart.




THE BETRAYAL
The journey along the emperor’s road was slow and dreary, and with little else to distract her Luna’s mind kept drifting back to the dream she had had of banshees the night before. She was scared that at any moment they would come upon an army of the horrid creatures floating through the air. With only Ahote to defend them, their chances of survival would be slim. To add to these concerns, Eamon hadn’t stopped staring at her the whole while. He was really starting to get on her nerves.
‘What?’ she finally said, after what felt like the hundredth time she had caught him looking. The other two quickened their pace and pretended they hadn’t heard.
The prince seemed awkward, embarrassed almost. ‘I am sorry to ask again, Seeker, but the girl at the inn...what is your connection to her?’
‘What do you mean?’ said Luna.
‘I feel strongly drawn to her, as if she has great power that she is exerting over me. Is she some sort of sorceress?’
Luna fought hard not to roll her eyes. He couldn’t be this naive. ‘No, she isn’t a sorceress,’ she said. ‘She’s just a pretty young girl. Maybe that is what you are strongly drawn to,’ she said, and felt a little angry at herself for caring.

‘I don’t follow,’ said Eamon.
‘Never mind,’ said Luna with a huff.
‘I apologize if I have offended you Seeker,’ he said stiffly. ‘I was just wondering if you might perhaps put in a good word for me the next time we meet her. I find myself wanting to learn more about her but there was no such opportunity this time.’
There won’t be a next time. ‘Of course, prince Eamon. I’d be happy to,’ she said. And she wouldn't be interested in you, anyway. Luna knew these thoughts were petty, but she couldn’t help herself. Despite what had just transpired between Adelia and her, she still found herself caring about what the prince thought.
‘Thank you,’ he said with a frank smile. He paused for a few seconds, as if searching for a topic. ‘I am looking forward to meeting the empress,’ he said.
‘I’m sure you will find her most interesting,’ said Luna. ‘What will happen if you don’t get along, though?’
Eamon laughed. ‘That will not happen. As far as I know it has never happened before. My father always told me that when the heavens have chosen an emperor and empress, they are completely in tune with one another. The heavens don’t make mistakes, after all.’
Luna frowned. ‘But the empress already had an emperor. I was told that they always die together, and yet here you are: a new emperor, while the old empress is still alive.’
‘That is strange, to be sure,’ said Eamon. ‘I cannot say why or how the heavens make the choices they make, but I trust in their decisions being correct.’
‘Has there ever been an aos sí emperor before?’ asked Luna.
‘Oh yes, many times, but not for hundreds of years now. There has never been an aos sí empress, though. I guess something about the aos sí lends itself more to the light than the rain.’
Luna thought about the glowing ball of energy that had first guided her to the Mounts of Sorrow and the lighthealing techniques that she had seen inside, and nodded her agreement.
‘Hey, you two,’ came Ahote’s voice from up ahead. ‘Come here, quick!’
They rushed to join the other two, who were hiding behind the trunk of a tree by the emperor’s road and pointing up ahead. In the distance Luna spied the haphazard clay fortress of the Orange King, but that wasn’t the main problem; the problem was that coming up the emperor’s road was a large group of mean-looking orange men, fully armed. They looked emaciated and hungry, the skin drawn tight over their bones, which only served to give their eyes a more desperate appearance. The men were heading straight for them, and other than the lone tree where they were currently concealed, there was nothing but open plains all around.
‘Who are those men?’ asked Nobuo.
‘They are the orange men I was telling you about before,’ whispered Ahote. ‘They follow that crazy Orange King, although I don’t think he is the king of anything much at this point, judging by the state of the lands around here.’
Luna realized he was right. She hadn’t noticed earlier, but the reason there was nowhere to hide was because most of the trees seemed to have been cut down, leaving only stumps, and there were piles of low rubble where houses had once stood. The orange men had razed the land.
‘I have never seen men like that,’ said Nobuo to himself.
‘Never mind about that now,’ said Luna. ‘What are we going to do?’
‘I have an idea,’ said Ahote after a moment’s reflection. ‘It’s probably really stupid, but…’
‘Just say it, quick!’
‘Well, remember how we told the Orange King we would get phoenix fruit for him from the Mounts of Sorrow?’
‘You said what?’ exclaimed Eamon indignantly. Luna ignored him.
‘Yes, I do,’ she said.
‘Well,’ continued Ahote. ‘See how hungry they look? I bet if we throw most of our phoenix fruit as far as we can, they will go straight for it.’
Luna stared at him, not knowing whether to laugh or to cry. It was a crazy plan, almost too silly to work, but then again, they didn’t have any other options and the orange men did look starved.
‘That’s a pretty good idea,’ she admitted eventually. ‘But how are we going to throw the fruit far enough away that they don’t notice us?’
‘The Seeker is right,’ said Nobuo. ‘We won’t stand a chance if they see us. They’ll just come for us first and then take the fruit. I’m a decent fighter but there’s no way I can stand up to so many of them.’
‘I might be able to help,’ said Ahote, suddenly a little abashed. ‘We blobkin don’t have any bones, and that makes us a bit more...elastic than you. You could place the fruit in my hand and then two of you could hold my legs while the other pulls my arm back.’
Luna burst into a fit of nervous laughter and only stopped when the others shushed her. 
‘You mean use your arm as a catapult? You can’t be serious.’
‘I am. If you’ve got a better idea I’d like to hear it.’ He glanced towards the orange men who were getting ever closer. ‘Better make it quick, though.’
Luna looked at the others for support, but they just shrugged. Sighing, she gathered a large clump of phoenix fruit, which was surprisingly still very warm to the touch, and put it into Ahote’s open palm. The others did the same until his hand was covered in the gooey fruit.
‘All right. Nobuo and Eamon, make sure to hold him steady,’ she said. The prince looked rather displeased at having to kneel and hold on to Ahote’s leg but he did it without complaining.
‘Here goes nothing,’ said Luna. She pulled back Ahote’s arm as far as she could, and was surprised by how elastic it was. When she saw him grimace a little and it was clear that it would stretch no further, she let go, and the arm shot back to its original position with such force that it sent the phoenix fruit flying gloriously through the air. It landed with a wet plop around a hundred feet away. Ahote grinned with satisfaction. ‘Told you so,’ he said.
The orange men reacted as one to the sound, and when they realized what it was, they scrambled towards the pile of fruit without a second thought, pushing at one another aside in an attempt to get there first.
‘Let’s go,’ whispered Luna. She didn’t need to tell them twice. They hurried along as fast as they could, trying not to make a sound, although in all probability it wouldn't have mattered. The first orange men had reached the phoenix fruit and were totally engrossed in greedily devouring it, shovelling the stuff into their mouths as if they hadn’t eaten in months. After running for a few more minutes they were all out of breath, but they had left the orange men far in the distance and were safely back on the emperor’s road.
They steered well clear of the fortress of the Orange King and made it to the ruins of Lightvale by evening. They kept their voices down and skirted the town, but they needn’t have worried, for as they made it to the far side of the desolate city, they came upon an encampment of imperial soldiers. The battalion looked battered and demoralized, but they were still a welcome sight to the four friend’s tired eyes. The biggest surprise was yet to come, though, for as they were greeting the soldiers, a familiar face appeared amongst them.
‘Alevos! You’re alive!’ said Luna. She ran to him and gave him a big hug.
‘Seeker, it is a relief to see that you made it here safely,’ said Alevos, though in truth Luna thought he looked quite surprised to see them. 
‘What about the banshees? Are they headed towards my castle, Captain?’ asked Eamon. 
Alevos narrowed his eyes and fixed him with a long hard stare. ‘The banshees ambushed us during the night,’ he said. ‘They could have killed us, but as they were about to deliver the killing blow, something seemed to call them off. They floated off towards the North of Twinspire and we haven’t seen them since. We are just setting up camp for the night. We head for Twinspire in the morning,’ he said. 
‘We shouldn’t be leaving in the morning, we should be leaving now,’ declared Eamon forcefully. ‘My city and my people need me.’
Alevos came really close to the prince and brought his face down to his. ‘Listen to me, young aos sí. No one cares more than I about the empress and the safety of Twinspire, the city that I have defended for years, but these men need to rest. They would be no use to the empress if they collapsed on the way. They stood bravely against the banshees, which is more than you have done, so I would appreciate it if you would afford them some respect and let me make the decisions here.’
The normally calm Eamon stormed off to the edge of the encampment without saying a word.
‘That may have been a little harsh,’ Luna murmured to Alevos.
‘He needed to hear it,’ grumbled the captain. ‘The lad thinks too highly of himself.’
Luna walked over to the prince, who was squatting on the ground and poking at a pile of rubble. ‘Eamon, are you all right?’
‘He shouldn’t talk to me like that,’ he said without looking up. ‘I am the emperor, after all.’
‘Yes,’ said Luna. ‘But even an emperor needs advisors. And Alevos may be gruff, but he is loyal and he has the best interests of the empress and the people at heart.’
Eamon didn’t say anything. Luna sighed and turned back towards the fire. She was cold from the drizzle that had fallen all day and didn’t feel like acting like anyone’s mother at the moment. As a matter of fact, she missed her own mother. As she joined the others and the soldiers sitting around the campfire, an image came to mind of her mom reading bedtime stories to Luna and her brother, and a tiny, hopeful smile crept onto her face. They were almost back at Twinspire, and then at last, hopefully, she would be able to go back home.
The soldiers were initially surprised and a little reluctant to have the members of their party in their midst; after all, she was a young girl and they had never seen a kappa before. But as they shared stories of their adventures, the soldiers listened in awe and soon they were chatting away and joking with each other and their spirits, which had initially been a little subdued due to their encounter with the banshees, were lifted. Luna glanced over at the prince, who was still sulking on his own away from the fire. She felt rather sorry for him; it seemed that Alevos’s rebuke had really affected him. She was far too tired, however, to go over to him, and as the sound of chatting grew dimmer and the warm glow of the fire washed over her, she lay her head on her bag and fell into a deep sleep.
✦
She was roughly awoken what seemed only a short while later. Somebody was shaking her and whispering urgently.
‘Seeker, wake up.’ The voice belonged to Alevos.
‘What?’ said Luna sleepily.
‘We have to go,’ he said.
Luna rubbed her eyes and picked up her glasses, which had fallen to the ground the night before. She put them on and noticed that the fire had burned down to a few embers. She stretched her sore muscles and looked around her. Almost everyone was still fast asleep. This was not surprising, since it was still the middle of the night. Standing with the captain were five of the soldiers, and behind them was Eamon.
‘Are we leaving so early?’ she asked.
‘Yes,’ said Alevos. ‘I talked to the soldiers, and they agree it’s best to take you and the prince to the empress as soon as possible.’
Luna shrugged, still a little dazed. She stretched and yawned, then stood up.
‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll wake the others up.’ She reached out a hand to shake Ahote awake, but the captain grabbed her arm.
‘They are not coming with us, Seeker,’ he said.
Luna didn’t understand. ‘But why not?’
‘The captain explained it all to me,’ said Eamon, a slightly smug look on his face. ‘The empress just has urgent business with us, and we will travel faster without them.’
‘He’s right,’ said Alevos. ‘We will move faster in smaller groups, and hopefully avoid detection by the banshees.’
‘So are we just going to leave them here?’
‘They will be well guarded by the soldiers. They shall guide them to Fringetown. They are in safe hands, Seeker. Don’t worry,’ said Alevos. ‘I have known some of these men since they were young boys. They will escort them safely. ’
‘It doesn’t seem right,’ murmured Luna, casting a glance in the direction of her two friends, who were sleeping propped up against one another and snoring quietly.
‘You will see them soon enough, Seeker,’ said Alevos with a smile.
Luna took one last glance at Ahote and Nobuo and then followed the captain, the soldiers and Eamon as they made their way out of the ruins of Lightvale and back onto the emperor’s road. She hoped she would see them again before she went back to her world; she had so many things to thank them for and she would miss Ahote in particular a great deal. It was only the thought of finishing her quest a little sooner that had stopped her from protesting to the captain further about leaving them behind. She bit her lip and forced her tired legs to keep up with those of the much taller and stronger soldiers.
Dawn broke after a few hours, and some hours later the castle became visible in the distance.
‘Is that Twinspire?’ asked Eamon in awe.
‘Yes. Beautiful, isn’t it?’ said Alevos with a smile.
As they got closer, the familiar haphazard shape of Fringetown appeared in front of Luna’s eyes, and she was surprised by how much she had missed it. It was more welcoming than the cold marble of Twinspire, and in the strong morning sun the ocean behind it glinted a magnificent blue. That wasn’t what drew Luna’s attention, though.
‘Captain? Have you noticed the trees?’ she said.
He frowned and nodded grimly at her. The land on the other side of the emperor’s road to Fringetown was barren and grey, the grass all but razed and the trees withered and shrivelled.
‘Banshees,’ muttered the captain.

The soldiers drew their swords, though Luna had serious doubts about how useful these would be once the banshees started screaming. The creatures were nowhere to be seen, however. The road led on past Fringetown and up towards Twinspire, and as they approached the gates, they saw that the barren patch of land veered off to the side of the city walls, finally seeming to disappear by the sea. Beyond that patch, to the North, the land was as green and fertile as when she had first arrived in Iluvia, with barely a sign of anything out of the ordinary. The soldiers looked at Alevos, unnerved.
‘Did they go into the ocean?’ one of them asked.
‘Don’t be stupid!’ said another, nudging him in the ribs. ‘Banshees can’t swim.’
The first soldier rubbed his ribs sullenly. ‘Well? Where are they then?’
‘Where indeed...’ repeated Alevos, stroking his stubbly chin. 
‘Perhaps the banshees are gone. Could it be that the return of the emperor has sent them fleeing?’ said Eamon. Luna almost scoffed at his self-conceit but restrained herself. She didn’t think the banshees would scare so easily.
Alevos looked at him with barely concealed contempt. ‘Let us hope so, aos sí prince,’ he said, and Luna thought that she sensed some deeper resentment from the captain towards the prince. She had noticed from the beginning that Alevos disliked Eamon’s frequent arrogance, but now she felt there was something else. She recalled the conversation she had had with the captain some days earlier, when he had spoken of the empress and how beautiful she was, and how his eyes had lit up at the mere mention of her, and suddenly it all clicked. He loved her. To him, Eamon was not only an impertinent child that he had to put up with, but also one who would come between the empress and himself. No wonder he had been so harsh on the prince from the start!
They entered the city gates and walked up the cobbled path towards the castle, attracting curious looks from the townspeople.
‘Are the rumours true, Cap’n?’ asked an elderly man. ‘Are banshees heading towards town?’
‘We are not sure yet, sir,’ said Alevos patiently. ‘We shall do our best to protect you, rest assured.’ 
Others in the crowd murmured and pointed at Eamon. ‘Is that an aos sí?’ they said. ‘I thought they were all gone.’ Luna could feel the prince growing tense next to her, so she squeezed his shoulder and he seemed to relax a little. He gave her a grateful smile.
‘You know, Seeker,’ he said, as they approached the castle gates, which slowly creaked open. ‘I haven’t yet thanked you properly for traveling through the whole length of Iluvia to find me and bring me here.’
‘That’s fine. You don’t have to,’ said Luna, suddenly embarrassed. 
‘But I must,’ he continued. ‘Without you, no one would have noticed the scar on my shoulder and I would have remained trapped in that mountain forever more. When I am crowned emperor, I shall reward you handsomely.’
‘Just getting me home safe will be enough,’ said Luna, and she meant it. She had had quite enough of monsters and rewards; she just wanted her nice cozy bed and a warm bath. She had never thought she would miss London so much, but now that her journey was close to an end, the pangs of longing in her chest were all but unbearable.
Out of the open castle gates strode a messenger.
‘I carry an urgent message from the empress. She wishes to see prince Eamon of the aos sí immediately to discuss urgent matters with him. As for the Seeker, Captain Alevos will escort her to her chambers, where she may relax and prepare for the welcome banquet this evening. It has been a long journey.’
Eamon looked at Luna with elation, barely able to contain his excitement. He was becoming less and less of an emotionless aos sí with every passing moment. Alevos motioned for her to follow him, and they headed their separate ways; Eamon towards the main door to the castle, and Luna down to a side entrance.
‘I will see you tonight, Seeker,’ called the aos sí with a small wave.
Luna nodded and turned to follow Alevos, who had already entered the castle and was guiding her up a small spiral staircase. Then they went along corridor after corridor. They looked familiar to Luna, but she couldn’t exactly remember why. She thought Alevos was acting rather strangely; it was normal for him not to talk but he seemed to be trying hard to avoid making eye contact with Luna as well. Finally, they came to a small corridor with a row of simple but sturdy steel doors. It seemed to her that they were fairly high up in the castle.
Alevos walked up to the first door and turned a key in the lock, then guided Luna inside. When she recognized the room, her heart sank. There was a hole in the ground to use as a toilet and a small slit in the wall, barely enough for her to put her arm through, that acted as a window. This was the cell she had been put in when she was first brought to the castle.
She turned around to face Alevos, but he would still not meet her gaze. Shame and guilt were written on his face, but he was as resolute as ever, determined to follow his orders.
‘I’m truly sorry, Seeker,’ he said simply, and Luna’s hopes of a speedy return home were shattered as the captain closed the door and turned the key. She heard the loud click of the lock; it sounded like the final nail in her coffin.




THE EMPRESS’S SECRET
Luna sat dejectedly in her solitary cell, thoughts racing through her head. Being imprisoned was bad enough, but what had shocked her the most was the way Alevos had acted; it was as if she didn’t exist for him any more. What’s going on?
She didn’t need to wait long to find out. After what could have been no more than half an hour in her cell, she heard the sound of the lock turning, and a guard pushed the door and held it open, head bowed.
‘Thank you,’ said the empress, nodding to him as she swept daintily into the room. ‘You may leave us.’ The guard glanced uneasily at Luna, but did as the empress requested and shut the door behind him. 
The empress looked as beautiful as the day they had first met, her soft blue hair shimmering in the pale light from the window slit. Something about her had changed, though. Where Luna had previously been awed by her presence, now she simply felt scared of her. There didn’t seem to be any kindness in the calculating way her grey-green eyes looked at Luna.
‘Empress, I’m glad you are here; there seems to have been a terrible mistake,’ said Luna.
‘And what would that mistake be, Seeker?’ she said, her voice as cold as November rain.
Luna was thrown off by the harshness of her tone.
‘A-Alevos brought me up to this cell when we arrived at the castle. The messenger said I was to be taken to a room to rest. You said Alevos was loyal,’ she said, almost reproachfully.
The empress laughed without mirth.
‘He is loyal. Loyal to me.’ She looked at Luna with disdain. ‘I must say, I did not think you would be so slow to understand. Do you honestly think any decision is made in Twinspire without my approval? The captain sent news to me about your travels with a soldier two days ago. He brought you here because I ordered him to.’
‘But why?’ said Luna.
‘Because I still need you to play a part in all of this,’ said the empress, with a trace of sadness returning to her voice. ‘Truly it is not me that you should be upset with, but rather that fool Melthus. If he hadn’t sent that damned letter without my consent when the emperor disappeared, you would never have been dragged into this. Fear not though, his retribution is coming too,’ she said.
‘What are you going to do to us?’ Luna asked.
‘Melthus can wait in his cell. He isn’t going anywhere,’ she said dismissively. ‘But you... you are going to kill the aos sí boy.’
‘I will never do that,’ Luna said, crossing her arms defiantly. ‘You can’t make me.’
‘No, of course not. But when he is poisoned by the food at the banquet tonight, we will accuse you, and it will not matter whether you did it or not. It will be your word against mine.’
‘Why are you going to poison him? I don’t understand,’ said Luna, putting her face in her hands, fighting the urge to cry. ‘It was you who sent us to find him in the first place…’
‘Indeed. I thought I might use Melthus’s treachery to my own advantage. We had heard rumours of sightings of the emperor in the Mounts of Sorrow but we weren’t sure if they were real. It was hard enough to get rid of one emperor; so I didn’t want to have to do it again. But unfortunately, the rumours turned out to be true.’
‘You killed the emperor?’
‘We did, Alevos and I. It was the worst thing I ever did, but I had no choice.’ She lifted up the sleeve of her gown and showed Luna the mark on her upper arm. Then, she licked her thumb and smudged the mark, revealing clean skin underneath.
Luna gasped. ‘You were never the empress!’
‘Ah, but I was,’ she said sadly. ‘I was little more than a child when the mark first appeared on my skin like a curse. The emperor was chosen at around the same time, but he was much older than I. I was doomed from the second we were crowned.  When an emperor or empress dies, the other follows shortly after. He was much older, so his time would come much sooner than mine. My coronation was effectively my death sentence.’
Luna sat in mute silence, shocked by the successive revelations. She was too absorbed to even feel upset. It was as if someone else was hearing the words coming out of the empress’s mouth.
‘I cried in my chamber night after night,’ continued the empress. ‘The emperor was kind, but he was a fool. He never truly realized what the problem was, why I was so unhappy. I continued to despair… until I met Alevos.’
‘He understood my plight and was kind and gentle to me, as well as being closer to my own age. We spent a lot of time talking, and in his foolishness, the emperor assigned him to my personal guard. We fell in love soon after and had a child.’
Luna gasped.
‘Of course, I could never admit whose child it was, and when it was born, it was plain to see that she looked nothing like the emperor but was just like the captain. She had his eyes. It would have been known.’
‘So what did you do?’ asked Luna in a voice barely above a whisper.
‘I bribed the midwives and asked them to tell everyone the girl had died at birth. Then we found some soldiers loyal to Alevos and sent them away across the ocean with our child.’ Her voice broke as she continued. ‘I loved her more than anything, but I had to let her go. I haven’t heard anything from her since that day, but somehow I know that she is alive. I can feel it.’
‘After we gave up our daughter, Captain Alevos changed. He became colder and harder, more uncompromising. It was he who came up with the plan to get rid of the emperor, not wanting my life to be cut short.’
‘We thought that if we could intervene and end his life before it was due, we could perhaps break the link that bound us.’
Something didn’t quite make sense to Luna. ‘But what about the mark? You said you got it when you were a child. If that’s true, then where is it? Why do you have to draw a false mark?’
The question barely seemed to register with the empress. She was pacing around the room and continued with her story, almost as if possessed. Luna could imagine the guilt she must have felt inside, and how she must have been longing to confess it all to someone. But as she thought of that, she realized why
the empress felt safe sharing it with her, and it sent a shudder down her spine.
‘We crept into the king’s chamber at night, tied him up and led him quietly out of the castle,’ said the empress. ‘He barely protested: it’s almost as if he saw it coming. We threw him into the ocean, and it only took a few seconds for him to drown. He was old, and couldn’t swim.’ Here she broke into what sounded to Luna like genuine sobs of anguish. She looked so distressed that Luna almost wanted to go over and pat her on the back, but then she thought better of it. The woman was a murderer. The empress quickly composed herself and continued. ‘I felt shame, and guilt. He was a fair and kind man after all, and he had never harmed me; but I didn’t truly love him, and most of all, I didn’t want to die young.’
‘We told the court of his disappearance and search parties were set up. The soldiers spent a considerable amount of time looking for him, but to no avail. No one thought to look in the sea.’ She sighed and shook her head. ‘I thought we had got away with it, that I would be free to reign as long as I lived as empress, but the heavens had other plans. Barely a week or two after the emperor disappeared, I woke up one morning to find that the imperial scar on my arm had completely disappeared. I panicked for a few seconds, and then I summoned Alevos to my room. After the initial shock at the sight of my arm, he quickly composed himself and suggested I paint it on, so that’s what I have been doing ever since.’
‘But it didn’t fool Melthus,’ mused Luna. ‘And when he asked you to send for the Seeker and you didn’t agree, his suspicions only increased.’
The empress nodded. ‘He never truly liked me. He always thought I was too young to be empress. When his son died trying to find news of the emperor, he held it against me, I am sure. As soon as you left Twinspire, I had him imprisoned. It was too risky to let him roam free.’
Luna’s heart sank for the good old man who had been so kind to Ahote and herself when they had first come to the castle. Not only had he lost his son, but now it seemed he would spend the rest of his days in prison.

‘I wish it didn’t have to be this way, but there are no other options. I do not wish to have any other man but Alevos by my side, particularly one as impertinent as this young aos sí prince.’
‘But what about the balance of Iluvia? Don’t you care about your own people?’
‘I didn’t choose to be the empress. I never wanted it,’ she said quietly. 
‘And I never chose to be the Seeker. But now I am going to be killed for it,’ said Luna bitterly, breaking into sobs.
‘I suppose we must all play our parts,’ said the empress. ‘I’m truly sorry, Seeker.’ With that, she turned and left the room.
Luna took off her glasses and cradled her head in her hands, crying her heart out for a few minutes. She couldn’t believe what she had just heard, but mostly she was in despair about her own situation. She racked her brains for any means of escape but couldn’t come up with any. She clambered up to the window slit but it was much too small to climb through and besides, the cell was very high up. Her bag with her few paltry possessions lay on a chair and she rifled through them, hoping to find something that might help; there was some food, the knife, and the tiny pouch Grandma Eagleheart had given her when she first set off from Fringetown. 
She got excited for a moment, as she recalled the grandma telling her that the pouch would take her back to Fringetown, but then her heart sank when she remembered that the contents of both pouches needed to be mixed together, and Ahote still had his. If only her friends were here, she thought. Ahote would know what to do. She could use his cleverness, or Nobuo’s strength, or Tala’s bravery. As she thought of Tala, she suddenly realized that she had forgotten about the whistle that was hanging from her neck. With no other options, she decided to give it a try. She had nothing to lose, after all.
She lifted the small wooden whistle to her lips and blew, hard. Something inside the device vibrated softly, but there was no sound; at least not any she would have normally associated with a whistle. Still, she blew a few more times for good measure. She knew it was a long shot. After all she didn’t even know if Tala was alive, never mind whether she would be able to hear the whistle and get there fast enough to make a difference, but still: it was the only hope she had.
An hour passed, maybe two, and the sun climbed up high in the sky. Luna began to fret about Eamon. Waiting without being able to do anything was torture. As she got lost in these thoughts, she heard a familiar voice call her from the window.
‘Seeker! I came through the roots as soon as I heard your whistle!’ said Tala as she slipped through the window opening with ease. ‘What have they done to you?’
She leapt down, bounded over to Luna and gave her a hug. Luna felt her warm soft body pressed against hers and tears began flowing from her eyes against her will. Tala made soothing noises and softly stroked her hair. When Luna finally stopped crying, the rattatoskr took a step back and Luna got a good look at her. Her glorious bushy tail was damaged, and large tufts of it were ripped out. Part of her right ear was missing, and there was a deep scar running down from her left eye to her mouth. It looked fresh, and painful.
‘Oh Tala! What have they done to you?’
‘It is nothing, Seeker,’ she said, with a dismissive wave of her arm. ‘My people are weak and scared. They attacked me because they know no better, but I was fully aware of the price I would pay when I helped you. I made the right choice.’ She smiled warmly at Luna. ‘This, however? To have the Seeker, and one with such an honourable soul as yourself, locked up in a cell like a common criminal? This is an outrage! This is treason!’
‘That’s not the worst of it, I’m afraid,’ said Luna, and she shared with Tala all the details that the empress had confessed to her. The rattatoskr grew more and more agitated as she told her story, her tail twitching furiously from side to side, barely able to contain her anger.
‘We must get you out of here,’ said Tala, after she had finished. ‘We must rescue the prince.’ She rubbed her chin with her little hand. ‘I would do so myself of course, but as competent a fighter as I am, I fear I would be no match for multiple Imperial Guardsmen.’
Luna nodded. ‘We need support. I have an idea, but I will need your help.’
‘Of course, Seeker. It would be my honour.’ She bowed, the tip of her acorn helmet touching the floor. ‘What would you have me do?’
‘I need you to go and find Ahote.’
‘The blobkin boy?’ said Tala, wrinkling her nose slightly.
‘Yes, he should be in Fringetown. Ask for the Eagleheart home.’ She produced the little bag with the mark of the eagle on it and showed it to Tala. ‘He will have an identical pouch. You must bring it to me. ‘It’s the only way for me to get out of this cell.’
Tala nodded. ‘I will bring you the pouch,’ she said, and she scampered off towards the window.
‘And... Tala?’ said Luna, examining the injury to Tala’s body.
‘Yes, Seeker?’
‘Thank you so much. I’m...I’m sorry for all you have suffered because of me.’
Tala smiled. ‘Don’t be, Seeker. I believe you are worth it,’ she said, and she scampered off the window ledge.
Luna hoped she was right.
She waited nervously, watching the sun creep slowly across the sky. It was now late afternoon, and the time for the banquet at which prince Eamon was to be poisoned was fast approaching. Finally, Tala clambered back through the window, the pouch of powder clasped firmly between her teeth. She handed it over to Luna.
‘Thank you, Tala,’ said Luna. ‘Did you run into any trouble?’
‘No, Seeker. But the blobkin boy wouldn’t let me leave until I told him everything about your situation.’
Luna blushed. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘Do not be. You have good friends that care about you,’ she said with a smile. ‘They will be very useful  in what is to come. Shall we leave, Seeker?’
Luna nodded. ‘I don’t know how this works. I guess it’s best if you grab onto me.’
Tala scurried up her back. Her tiny paws felt really ticklish and she felt warm and soft even through Luna’s clothes. Luna felt a surge of positive energy slowly growing inside of her.
‘I’m ready,’ said Tala.
Luna opened the slightly vibrating pouches and, as soon as she did, yellow and blue powder fizzled into the air. It brought to mind images of sherbet candy, and she could have sworn it smelled like candy too. The balls of fizzy powder expanded in the air, and then swirled together, turning green and glowing with energy.
‘Here goes,’ said Luna.
She closed her eyes and stepped forward into the buzzing cloud. She felt her body swirling as if it had been put in a washing machine. A smell of burned lemon zest invaded her nostrils, and she felt all the air being sucked out of her lungs. Then there was a loud fizzling sound followed by a pop like a balloon bursting. She felt something hard against the palms of her hands, and suddenly the smell and feeling of swirling was gone, and a peaceful silence took its place, along with the soft sound of voices and birds chirping, and the cool sensation of a breeze upon her face.
She opened her eyes and stood up in amazement. She was standing right outside the Eagleheart family home in Fringetown, and the effigy of the eagle was staring down at her from the top of the totem pole.
‘Tala, are you all right?’ asked Luna.
‘I’m fine, Seeker,’ said the rattatoskr bravely as she climbed unsteadily off of her back. In truth though, she looked a little green.
Luna approached the door to the house and lifted her hand up to knock, but before she could, the door swung open to reveal Ahote and Nobuo standing inside.
‘Luna, what took you so long?’ said Ahote with a wink.




THE BATTLE OF TWINSPIRE
Luna threw her arms around Ahote, surprising the young blobkin, who returned her embrace after a second or two. Nobuo grinned heartily, and, when Luna broke her embrace with Ahote, the kappa gave her a gentle slap on the shoulder.
‘It’s good to see you are well, Seeker,’ he said. ‘The little one had us worried.’
‘Who are you calling little?’ said Tala, balling up her hands into fists.
Nobuo smiled and raised his palms defensively. ‘I meant no disrespect, Tala Eriksdóttir. I am in your debt for helping the Seeker escape her imprisonment.’ He bowed to Tala, who lowered her hands and smiled at him.
‘It was nothing,’ she said.
‘We were so worried for you,’ said Ahote. ‘When Tala told us what the empress had done, we couldn’t believe it!’
‘And that traitor, Alevos,’ snarled Nobuo. ‘I will punish him for this, if it’s the last thing I do.’
‘I should have known,’ said Luna. ‘Eilís warned me, after all.’
‘Well, at least you are safe now,’ said Ahote. ‘You should take a rest and recover.’ 
Luna shook her head, biting her lip. ‘I can’t. Not while Eamon is in danger.’
Nobuo and Ahote stared at her quizzically.
‘You didn’t tell them?’ she asked Tala.
‘Well, I wanted to get you out of that cell as fast as possible,’ she said defensively. ‘I may have left out some details.’
‘Before you tell us the rest, please wait for me to fetch someone, Luna,’ he said. He disappeared into a room of the house and reappeared leading Grandma Eagleheart by the hand. The old blobkin looked as kind as always, but she had aged a lot fast since Luna had last seen her. Her movements were even slower and her scarred and tattooed skin was even more wrinkled. Her eyes, which previously still showed some blue shining through, were now milky white; she was fully blind.
‘Seeker? Is that you?’ she said when she was close to Luna. Ahote signalled for her to come forward and she moved a step closer. Grandma Eagleheart stretched out her hand and gently traced the outline of her face with her frail fingers. 
‘Ah yes,’ she said. ‘It is you. Has our Ahote taken good care of you, my dear?’
‘Grandma,’ murmured Ahote, embarrassed.
‘Yes,’ said Luna, clasping the old blobkin’s hands in hers. ‘He has made your family very proud.’
‘I’m glad to hear that,’ said Grandma Eagleheart. ‘His parents will be happy too, if we ever see them again.’
Luna gasped. ‘What? The empress said she would have them released! Why would she have kept them there?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Ahote. ‘I always thought the empress was the only thing stopping the humans getting rid of us once and for all, but now I think she was probably the one causing all the trouble. My mom knew it all along! I was such a fool!’
‘Don’t be so hard on yourself, young one,’ said Tala, smiling warmly at Ahote. ‘It seems like the empress has had everyone fooled for a long time,’ said Tala. ‘That ends now.’
‘Who is that?’ croaked Grandma Eagleheart.
‘That is Tala Eriksdóttir, grandma,’ said Ahote. ‘One of the squirrel folk from the Greattree. Would you like to meet her?’
‘I would love to,’ said the old blobkin. 
Ahote glanced at Tala, who reluctantly nodded, and let him pick her up. He put her at the height of Grandma Eagleheart’s face, and she reached out a hand to stroke her, then giggled with the delight of a schoolgirl. 
‘My, oh my, what a day this has been! Never did I think that I would meet such a creature,’ she said.
‘It is my pleasure too,’ said Tala.
‘Grandma Eagleheart, now that you are here, perhaps you can help us,’ said Luna, who had almost forgotten that she was about to tell them about Eamon’s fate. She related to the others how the empress was planning on poisoning him and framing her for his death.
As soon as she finished, Tala spoke up. ‘We should storm the castle gates before the banquet takes place.’
‘I much admire your courage, Tala Eriksdóttir,’ said Grandma Eagleheart. ‘But how exactly do you plan to accomplish this feat? There will be many experienced guards at the banquet, no doubt.’
‘We need not fight,’ continued Tala. ‘Once we make it into the hall we will simply tell all those present of the empress’s treachery.’
‘Tell a roomful of humans that their empress is corrupt?’ Nobuo scoffed. ‘Not one of them would believe a kappa, a blobkin or a rattatoskr.’
‘He’s right,’ said Luna. ‘We need a more subtle approach.’
‘Perhaps another way into the castle?’ said Grandma Eagleheart. Ahote and Luna exchanged a glance. 
‘We did break into it once before,’ began Luna. ‘Through the tunnel for the river.’
‘And now we have Nobuo, an amazing swimmer,’ said Ahote, patting him on the back.
‘Once we’ve entered the gardens, it should be fairly easy to get in,’ said Luna, more excitedly. ‘Most of the guards should be at the banquet.’
‘I’m sorry to bring this up, but what about when we actually get inside?’ said Tala. ‘You said that they wouldn’t believe us.’
‘Leave that to me,’ said Luna with an enigmatic smile. ‘Just get me close to the empress, and I’ll convince everyone.’
The others nodded, and they prepared to leave as soon as possible. Tala and Nobuo said their goodbyes to Grandma Eagleheart, then Ahote gave her a long hard hug, clearly unsure whether he would ever see her again. When Luna went to say goodbye, the old lady pull her close.
‘You take good care of him, you hear me?’ said Grandma Eagleheart, her blind eyes glistening. ‘He’s all I’ve got.’
‘We all will, I promise,’ said Luna, then she followed the others out of the door.
They set off down the makeshift roads of Fringetown under a glorious late afternoon sun. The blobkin were all out in force, basking in the sunlight that they had been starved of for so long. Luna knew that it was probably owing to Eamon’s presence. Out of the corner of her eye, though, she saw a mass of unnatural clouds converging on the far side of the Twinspire city wall. She frowned, wondering whether it was the empress’s influence or something else, but she didn’t have time to think about it for long, because Ahote suddenly stopped.
‘What is it?’ she asked him.
‘I've just had an idea!’ he said excitedly.
He climbed a totem pole near the centre of Fringetown and let out a guttural roar, a war scream. Instantly all the blobkin in the streets, from the smallest, tattooless child to the oldest elder, turned their eyes towards him. Luna and the others just looked on in surprise.
‘My friends,’ he said. ‘Are you enjoying this wonderful weather?’
A cheer went up from the blobkin. 
‘I am Ahote Eagleheart. You all know my family,’ he said. ‘A few weeks ago, I went with the Seeker,’ he said pointing at Luna, ‘on a mission to the Mounts of Sorrow to find the emperor. And find him we did, but not the old emperor. He had been murdered.’
‘Murdered? What are you saying?’ came the questions among sounds of outrage.
‘Yes. Murdered in cold blood by the empress.’ More shocked noises followed this. ‘And today she plans to do the same to the new emperor, the source of the sunlight that is warming us. She is going to poison him during a banquet in his honour and blame it on the Seeker.’
Growls of anger rippled around the crowd. Luna began to worry; they were getting themselves worked up into a frenzy.
‘Ahote,’ she said to him. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’
He smiled down at her. ‘Trust me. I know what I’m doing.’
He turned back to the crowd. ‘Are we going to allow her to do it? Are we going to let her kill another emperor?’
‘No!’ came back the roar of the crowd, their fists in the air.
‘Then we need your help, friends,’ said Ahote. ‘The banquet is sure to be heavily guarded, and if we are going to have any hope of getting to the empress and unmasking her treason, we will need you to create a distraction to draw the guards from the building. Do you think you can do that?’
‘With pleasure,’ said a big, muscled blobkin with a tattoo of a cougar spanning his chest. The sentiment was echoed by the majority of those present. 
‘Now, friends, we will have to cause a scene, but remember to be careful.’ he said, a serious look on his face. Luna marveled at how well he could communicate when he wasn’t joking around. ‘The guards will be armed. Let’s stay safe. Follow me!’
He leapt down from the totem pole with agility, and a large throng of blobkin men and women assembled behind him. Luna smiled at him.
‘That was good thinking,’ she said. ‘But do you really have to go with them?’
‘They are my people,’ he said. ‘And besides, I want to make up for my mistake of believing in the empress for so long. This is the best way I can help Eamon.’
Luna hugged him suddenly for the second time that day, and this time he hugged her back instantly. She felt his soft warm body against hers and wished with all her might that nothing bad would happen to him. He had been her first and best friend throughout her travels in Iluvia.
‘Just be careful, ok? It’ll be dangerous.’ 
‘I will,’ he said, breaking their embrace. ‘Let’s go!’ he shouted, and he set off towards the sun with his army of blobkin following close behind.
‘We must hurry,’ she said to Tala and Nobuo. ‘Eamon needs us.’
They set off at a fast pace in a different direction from the blobkin, who were attracting all the attention of the residents of Twinspire. The streets they chose to walk through were deserted, and eventually they came to the castle wall. As she had remembered, it was far too tall to scale, so Luna followed the perimeter, as she had when she had first sneaked into the castle with Ahote. They eventually came to the same entrance that they had found back then, only to find it had been covered by a small but sturdy looking door. Only the small gap at the bottom was left for the water to flow through. She tried to pull on the door handles, but it wouldn’t budge. It seemed to be latched from the inside.
‘This is the way we got in last time,’ she said. ‘But it’s locked.’
‘Maybe I can help, Seeker,’ said Tala, and she scampered off up the wall. A couple of minutes later, there was a loud click and the door swung open, revealing the diminutive rattatoskr standing inside.
‘Nice job, Tala!’ said Nobuo as he barely squeezed himself through the opening. Luna followed suit, and they emerged into the familiar maze of carved hedges. The river cut through these and seemed to lead straight to the castle in the distance.
‘It’s probably easiest if we follow the river, she said,’ but as soon as she said it, she realized it was easier said than done. The water weaved in and out of the hedges and even under some of them; it would be exhausting to try to follow it, and they would be sure to get lost. Fortunately, they had Nobuo.
‘Hop on my shell,’ he said to Luna and Tala. They did as they were told, the feel of the coarse shell between her fingers conjuring up in Luna’s mind images of that first magical time she had been carried underwater by the kappa to the hall within the mountains.
He swam effortlessly up current, the shallow waters of the river no match for his powerful body. Tala squealed slightly and gripped on to the back of Luna’s shirt, holding on for dear life. Luna smiled to herself. She knew the rattatoskr warrior would never admit that she had been scared if she asked her about it later.  After barely a minute or two they saw the castle nearby. Luna noticed a soldier guarding a side entrance to the building.
‘Nobuo, slow down,’ she whispered in the kappa’s ear. The guard hadn’t noticed them yet. ‘Let’s stop behind that hedge over there,’ said Luna, pointing at a small shrub shaped like a sun exuding rays of light. Nobuo nodded and quietly swam over to the shore.
‘We need to get him to come over here,’ said Luna. ‘Can you get rid of him, Tala?’
‘With ease, Seeker,’ said Tala, although she still looked a bit green from her first water travel experience. She scuttled up the bush and hid inside the shrubbery, then whistled softly.
The guard heard the sound but wasn’t entirely sure where it was coming from, so Tala poked the tip of her nose and her tail out of the shrub.
‘Aww, a squirrel,’ said the guard, walking a few steps towards the hedge. ‘What’s up, little guy?’
He had taken a step too close. Before he knew what had happened, a blur of fur lunged at him from the tree; a blur of fur with a sharp wooden sword protruding from it, that is. The sword clipped the guard’s helmet with a loud clang, and it fell off, landing on the ground at the same time as Tala.
‘What in the-?’ said the guard, as he brought his hands to his head.
He barely had a chance to react when Tala was back upon him, never allowing him to catch his balance. She was almost too fast for even Luna to see, and she had been expecting the attack. With a whack, the flat side of Tala’s sword connected with the soldier's cheek and temple. His eyes went blank and with an oomph he slumped unconscious to the ground.
‘Amazing!’ whispered Luna. Even Nobuo looked impressed.
Stepping over the guard, they made their way to the side entrance, hoping that it wasn’t locked. As luck would have it, it wasn’t, and Luna quietly pushed the door open as the sun began to disappear over the horizon.
They were inside an empty marble corridor lined with columns. Luna didn’t remember it from any of her previous visits to the castle, but she could hear the low rumble of many voices talking nearby, and cautiously headed towards them, with the other two close behind her. The voices grew louder, which could only mean that they were heading in the right direction. Eventually, they came upon the banquet room, and Luna slowed suddenly to a halt. They were completely exposed.  She hid behind a column and motioned to the others to do the same.
Peeking from behind the cover of the column, she saw the same banquet hall in which she had eaten when the empress first received her in the castle, but where it had been empty on that first occasion, this time all the tables were full of men and women happily drinking and chatting, though the food itself had yet to be served. Not a single blobkin was in sight. On the dais sat the empress with Alevos on one side and prince Eamon, who was looking very happy with himself, on the other. The main doors to the banquet hall were open, and Luna could hear a commotion coming in from outside; Ahote’s blobkin army was clearly doing its job, since there were barely any soldiers left in the room, and those that were still inside were heading out to help the others contain the altercation. This was as good a chance as they were ever likely to have. 
‘Alright, this is what we are going to do,’ whispered Luna. ‘Tala, you are going to whistle and make a mess; knock stuff over, move around, get everyone’s eyes on you.’ Tala assented. ‘Nobuo, I need you to take care of captain Alevos for me so I can get to the empress.’
Nobuo snarled. ‘Gladly, Seeker.’
‘Ok, let’s-’ Luna was interrupted by the sound of cutlery clinking against a glass. A hushed silence fell over the hall and the empress’s voice rang out loud and clear. 
‘Welcome, all of you, on this most auspicious occasion,’ she said. Her voice, soft but powerful, carried to every corner of the room. She smiled sweetly. ‘As you all know, it has been hard in the months since my husband’s disappearance. But, whilst we mourn him, and may never know exactly what happened to him, today is a day of joyous celebration, for the new emperor has been found,’ she said to cheers and applause. She motioned for Eamon to stand up and he did so awkwardly, bowing to the room.
‘Tomorrow will be the coronation, which all will be welcome to attend,’ she continued. ‘But you, you are the chosen few who can meet the emperor before the rest. So I hope you will join me as I raise my glass and toast the emperor. To his good health and long life.’ She glanced sideways at Eamon as he picked up his glass. Shouts of ‘Long live the emperor!’ echoed around the room, along with glasses raised into the air. Eamon lifted his goblet to his mouth. Luna could wait no longer.
‘Eamon, no!’ she shouted at the top of her lungs. Eamon paused with the goblet at his lips, as everyone in the room turned to stare at Luna.
‘What is she doing here?’ hissed the empress to Alevos. ‘Stop her now!’
Alevos looked conflicted, but he unsheathed his sword and walked towards them via the side of the room, behind the columns. 
‘Tala, go! Now!’ shouted Luna.
The rattatoskr became a blur, jumping to the center of the room and prancing from one table to another with agility, spilling drinks, knocking chairs over, and moving so fast that the guests didn’t know what had hit them. Alevos was almost upon them, but Nobuo stood between Luna and him.
‘Step out of the way, kappa,’ he said. ‘My business is with the girl.’ Looking at his face, Luna understood then what the empress had meant when she had said he was loyal to a fault. He was conflicted about fighting his former friends; that was written in his eyes. But his jaw was set, and his brow was furrowed, and it was clear he would do anything the empress asked him to.
‘I can’t do that,’ said Nobuo. ‘I swore I would protect her for a thousand years. What sort of soldier attacks a helpless child? How dare you humans accuse us kappa of having no honour!’ He spat on the ground.
Alevos roared and lunged at him with surprising speed, but Nobuo was agile and unsheathed his long dagger, parrying and deflecting the blow, though not without effort. It was obvious that the captain was the better swordsman out of the two.
‘Run, Luna!’ he said. ‘Get to the empress!’
Alevos’s attention focused back on Luna when he heard that, but Nobuo didn’t give him a chance to think, weaving in some fast moves with his dagger and swiping the claws of his other hand at the captain’s face, causing him to step back. 
Luna didn’t need to be told twice. She set off at speed through the center of the room, grateful for the chaos Tala was causing. Barely anyone even noticed her, much less tried to stop her, and she soon made it to the dais, where she locked eyes with the empress, who looked at her with fury. 
‘Seeker, what is happening?’ asked Eamon. She couldn’t tell with all the commotion whether there was anger or concern in his voice.
‘Give me a minute and you’ll find out,’ she said.
‘How did you get out from the cell?’ said the empress, backing away. 
‘My friends helped me,’ said Luna, advancing. ‘You thought I was weak and helpless, but I am not. I am the Seeker,’ she said, her voice brimming with confidence. By now, people had started noticing what was happening in the dais and were pointing and murmuring. Luna could see Tala hiding at the top of a pillar smiling at her encouragingly.
‘Alevos, get her!’ screamed the empress, but he was still busy with Nobuo, who was proving to be a much better match for Alevos’s skills than Luna had originally thought.
‘He’s not going to do your dirty work for you. Not this time,’ she said grabbing the empress by the hand. The empress tried to shake Luna off but adrenaline was coursing through her and her grip was like steel.
‘Hey! What’s she doing?’ came angry voices from the crowd.
‘Listen, people of Iluvia. This woman who calls herself empress is nothing but a fake. She murdered the last emperor and plans to do the same with the new one,’ she said, to shocked noises from the crowd. Eamon’s orange eyes grew large at the last sentence. 
‘Liar! Prove it!’ shouted the people, as the empress tried to wriggle free from Luna’s grasp.
‘I will,’ she said, and she lifted up the sleeve of the empress’s gown to expose her scar. Dipping her hand in one of the jugs of water on the table, she rubbed the scar hard.
‘What are you doing? Stop!’ shrieked the empress.
The paint smudged, and then came off completely onto Luna’s hand, revealing pale smooth skin underneath. An awed silence filled the room. Even Alevos stopped and stared. For a few seconds the only things that were heard were the empress’s sobs, muffled by her long hair, messy from the scuffle, which fell down covering her face. Then, the shouts began.
‘The child is right! She’s a phoney!’ Anger burst over the room, and people began moving towards the dais, reaching to climb onto it and grab the empress. Luna’s eyes widened in fear. She hadn’t thought about what would happen after she exposed the empress. The crowd were working themselves up into a fervor and already some of them were on the raised platform. 
Alevos forgot entirely about Nobuo and pushed his way to the front of the throng, climbing onto the dais and standing between the empress and the angry people. The sight of his sword and the fire in his eyes was enough to persuade most of them not to fight, but they continued heckling the empress from a distance until she broke.
‘Please, forgive me!’ she shouted, her eyes wild and her usually composed appearance all but gone. ‘I didn’t want to die young! I wanted to be free to love whomever I wanted! I was but a child...only a child…’ she muttered. Despite everything she had done, and all the harm she had caused and had been about to add to, Luna couldn’t help but feel sorry for the empress at that moment. She could only begin to imagine the pressure she must have felt as a girl barely older than herself, being forced into a marriage with a much older man who she didn’t hate, but didn’t love. It seemed to Luna that if that was the way the heavens worked, then maybe they weren’t as balanced as everyone seemed to believe. It seemed a rotten way to decide the leader of the land.
‘I beg of you,’ said the empress, growing more desperate by the minute and shrieking to drown out the booing. ‘Forgive me, I will-’ 
She didn’t get to finish her sentence. A horrible cacophony came through the open doors and windows of the banquet hall, and the ground shook, and with it the foundations of the castle, as if the earth itself were reaching up and expressing its fury towards the actions of the empress. Luna grasped onto the table to steady herself, grimacing as the sound permeated the hall and entered her ears. The sound continued for a good ten seconds, and as the castle continued to shake, the people inside thought better of it and began spilling out through the open banquet hall doors and towards the exit. 
‘Nobuo, Tala! Let’s go!’ Luna shouted, glancing with concern at the beams that held up the ceiling of the hall, which were groaning with strain. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Alevos leading the empress out of a back entrance. She seemed to have aged ten years in one fell swoop, her body slumped and her eyes vacant. Eamon had been standing in shocked silence for the entire duration of the empress’s breakdown, and he still seemed incapable of reacting, his eyes fixed in the middle distance.
‘Eamon, snap out of it! We need to go!’ said Luna, grabbing him by the hand and pulling him towards the doors to the banquet hall. He meekly let himself be led.
They followed the crowd and ran out of the building, only to find that the sound was even louder outside, and chaos reigned in the street. The blobkin were still protesting inside the city walls, but the guards and soldiers were no longer paying any attention to them. The unnatural clouds that she had seen earlier were hovering almost directly over the castle now, blocking out the last rays of sunlight and casting strange shadows in the twilight. Upon the wall surrounding the city, a garrison of men struggled to hold their bows aimed at an enemy outside the walls.
‘Banshees!’ shouted a citizen. 
Suddenly it all made sense. The dark clouds, the missing soldiers, the unpleasant sound. It wasn’t as bad as it had been in the cursed lands because they were far away from the source, but the banshees would soon reach the inside of the walls, and then they would all be doomed.
‘We need to tell the people to let the blobkin help,’ shouted Luna over the noise. ‘They can fight them!’
‘But how? They won’t give a blobkin a weapon in a million years!’ said Nobuo. ‘You know how humans feel about them.’
‘They’ll have to! It’s our only chance!’ Luna thought quickly. ‘Nobuo, go find Ahote and the blobkin and tell them to go outside the walls to face the banshees.’ The kappa winked and sped off into the midst of the angry blobkin. ‘Tala, try to get as many people as possible up on the wall where the banshees can’t reach them easily!’  Tala nodded. Luna looked at the still shell-shocked Eamon. ‘Eamon, I need you! Come with me!’ She pulled him towards the staircase that led up to the city wall and they climbed the steps, though more slowly than Luna would have liked. Eamon was currently dead weight.
Luna looked over the wall and her breath caught in her throat. Sprawling out in every direction was a mass of banshees, hundreds upon hundreds. There were so many that they melded together and it was difficult to see where one ended and the next began; a horrid twisted mass of gaping mouths, cadaverous faces and wicked blades. As they advanced, the ground beneath their feet became grey and withered. Facing them was an impressive array of imperial soldiers. At least, it would have been impressive if the soldiers hadn’t all dropped their weapons and fallen to the ground covering their ears. Luna couldn’t blame them. The sound was bad enough up here and at a distance; at such close range it must have been maddening.
She turned to Eamon, who was staring at the banshees with his mouth agape, and held his cheeks, planting her eyes square on his. ‘Eamon, I need you to focus right now. Remember how you saved Nobuo and me when we were hurt in the Mounts of Sorrow? I need you to be that Eamon; the smart and strong aos sí prince.’
Eamon looked down at the floor. ‘I’m not a prince anymore. Outside of the Mounts of Sorrow I’m a nobody. The empress didn’t even care about me; it was all a lie. And besides,’ he said, tracing an arc with his arm in the direction of the banshee forces, ‘we don’t stand a chance.’
Luna took a deep breath. ‘You are right. You aren’t a prince anymore. But you are an emperor. The emperor of the whole of Iluvia, and these people will listen to you. And we do stand a chance, but only if you help me convince them to let the blobkin fight. Can you do it? Can you be the emperor we need?’
Eamon stared back at her for a second as the words sank in. Then, a spark of orange fire came back into his eyes and he looked again like the self-assured aos sí that he had always been. 
‘Of course I can,’ he said. ‘What do you need me to do?’
‘We’re going to have to persuade the army to give the blobkin their weapons.’
‘What about the ones that the soldiers have dropped outside?’
She shook her head. ‘Not enough. Look at these guards. They can barely hold a bow steady because of the banshees. We need to get all the weapons into blobkin hands.’
‘All right. So what do we do?’
‘Well, see that man over there?’ She pointed at an imposing-looking man with a moustache and military regalia who was shouting at the archers to hold steady. ‘He seems as good a place as any to start. 
They walked over towards the archers, and Luna noticed that the first groups of people that Tala had convinced were making their way up onto the wall behind them. She felt relief flooding her body; the most important thing was to keep everyone safe. 
‘Ready, aim, release!’ shouted the man in the military uniform, bringing his arm down with force. His men, arms shaking and faces grimacing, let fly a volley of arrows, but they all missed the mark. It was utterly pointless. ‘Come on! That’s not good enough!’ bellowed the man in frustration.
‘Excuse me,’ shouted Luna over the ever-present din of the banshees. The man turned to face them.
‘Who are you?’ he said, looking them up and down. ‘I don’t have time for this right now!’
‘I’m the Seeker. I need you to listen to me and tell your men to lay down their weapons.’
He scoffed. ‘I am General Darthus, of the Imperial Army. I don’t take orders from you, Seeker or not,’ he said, and he turned away.
‘You need to give your weapons to the blobkin. Otherwise everyone will die!’
He spun around on his heel now, his eyes ablaze. ‘I need to do no such thing. Blobkin are a murderous bunch, and I’ll be damned if they get hold of weapons of any sort on my watch.’
‘She’s right,’ said Eamon, his voice calm and commanding. ‘Do as she says.’
‘And who might you be?’ said the general, towering over the prince.
Eamon held his gaze. ‘I am Eamon, the Emperor of Light. I presume you do take orders from me, do you not?’
The general faltered somewhat. ‘The emperor is gone,’ he said, but his voice lacked conviction.
‘Yes, the old emperor is gone, and I am the new one.’ The people who had been in the banquet were now reaching the top of the wall, led by Tala. Upon seeing Eamon, they began shouting and pointing.
‘Look, it’s the emperor!’ 
‘He’ll save us!’
‘Long live emperor Eamon!’
When the general noticed this, he fell to his knees.
‘I am sorry, your majesty.’
‘You are forgiven,’ said Eamon. ‘Now, rise and do as the Seeker said.’ He motioned to the area outside the walls, where the blobkin were congregating behind Ahote. ‘Ask the soldiers to throw their weapons to the blobkin.’
‘But your majesty,’ said General Darthus. ‘What can the blobkin possibly do that my soldiers can’t? They are treacherous. Who’s to say they won’t take the weapons and turn on us as soon as they have a chance!’
Eamon kept his orange eyes trained firmly on General Darthus’s face for a few seconds, and then he spoke, slowly and deliberately. ‘Please forgive me, I am not yet accustomed to your norms and culture. Is it customary for generals in Twinspire to question their emperor’s orders?’
‘No, it is not,’ said the general meekly. ‘But-’
‘But nothing,’ said Eamon, raising his voice ever so slightly. ‘You will do as command or I shall find myself a general who will!’
‘Yes, your majesty.’ The general turned back to his men. ‘Drop your weapons over the wall!’ he shouted. The men looked at him in confusion. ‘Do it. Now!’
One by one, the men threw their bows and arrows over the wall to the ground below.
‘Their swords, too,’ said Luna.
The general shot her a glare but did not dare refuse. ‘Throw over your swords as well.’
‘We are also going to need the soldiers facing the banshees below to drop their weapons and retreat,’ said Eamon. The general nodded.
‘Sound the retreat!’ he yelled, and one of the soldiers produced a large horn on which he blew twice in quick succession. The sound was somewhat muffled by the banshees screams but just about carried over the battlefield, and the soldiers, who didn’t need telling twice, began to withdraw. As they approached the wall, the general shouted the orders to drop their weapons, and they did so with slightly confused looks on their faces.
As the blobkin led by Ahote began to pick up the weapons dropped by the soldiers, Luna heard murmurs of disapproval from the people gathered on the wall, but no one dared question Eamon’s decision outright. The banshees were fast approaching, their screams more malevolent than ever, but the blobkin seemed unfazed, and after hundreds of years of being barred from carrying weapons and fighting, they seemed ready for a good brawl.
The younger and older blobkin stood on the back line and began to release volleys upon the approaching banshees, whilst those of fighting age grasped swords and roared, racing towards their enemy. From her vantage point at the top of the walls, the two opposing bands looked like a green and grey wave about to crash against each other. There in the front line, Luna glimpsed Ahote’s familiar shape leading the charge. She couldn’t bear to watch but forced herself, all the while hoping he would remain unharmed.
The first volley of arrows hit the approaching tide of banshees, piercing many of them in the chest, knocking them down as black ooze spilled from their wounds onto the ground. Still they floated forward inexorably, unconcerned with their fallen comrades. Now they were almost upon the blobkin, their shrieks much louder. It evoked in Luna the familiar dread she had felt in the cursed lands, along with the visions of rotting flesh and darkness. Looking around at the people gathered on the walls, she could see it was affecting them, too. Many of them were tearing at their hair with their hands, or cowering on the floor as they covered their eyes. Eamon himself looked a little unnerved, no doubt because it was his first time hearing the banshee’s wail, but like Luna he was forcing himself to look ahead.
The banshees met the blobkin at the foot of the castle wall. If Ahote and his kin were scared, they gave no indication. They fought with a fury Luna had never seen before, a raw primal energy as devastating as a natural phenomenon, like an earthquake or a tornado. The banshees seemed almost taken aback as the swords sliced through their sickly bodies and they fell by the dozens, their haunted faces almost betraying fear. They tried increasing the intensity of their wailing, obviously confused as to why it wasn’t effective, but the blobkin remained unmoved. The onlookers from the castle walls, who had previously looked on in fear and desperation, began to cheer now for their blobkin saviours.
‘Seeker, my humblest apologies,’ said General Darthus, obviously impressed by the blobkin. ‘I had no idea blobkin could fight like this.’ Luna just smiled.
The banshees finally came to the realization that their screams were achieving nothing and focused all their energy on attacking with their daggers and claws, but their bodies were old and decrepit, halfway between life and death, and despite their efforts, they were easily defeated. Luna could see Ahote’s axe as the toxic clouds in the sky progressively cleared and the last remaining sunlight glinted off its blade. He too had grown since their journey began. Gone was the carefree sulky young boy. In his place stood a true leader, brave and decisive when he needed to be. The other blobkin looked up to him, and he led them with ease.
The remaining banshees tried to flee, but they were cut down as they did. Their dark blood polluted the ground where they lay slain, but it was a small price to pay for victory. The crowds atop the castle cheered, the general and soldiers joining in also. The blobkin hadn’t suffered a single casualty. It was a rout.
The victors walked back towards the wall of the castle, and the soldiers who had given them their swords ran to greet them and embraced them as heroes while the cheering continued. 
‘Long live the emperor! Long live the blobkin!’ cried the crowds atop the walls. Luna rushed down the steps with Eamon close behind her. She saw Nobuo and Tala waiting for her amid the commotion, and she ran to them and embraced them tightly. After a second or two she felt Eamon join in the hug. Ahote had spotted them, and he too came over to the group and joined in, his body sweaty from battle.
‘Ew, you smell!’ said Luna, releasing all her stress with a hearty laugh that the others took up, and prodding Ahote in the arm. ‘You were amazing down there.’
He grinned sheepishly. ‘Yeah, I guess I was,’ he said, scratching his head in embarrassment.
‘We did it!’ said Luna. ‘We actually did it!’ 
As night fell and the townspeople surrounded them, cheering, Luna felt a deep sense of serenity and bliss. Her journey was reaching its end.




THE SEEKER’S FAREWELL
The celebrations went on well into the night, and for the first time since she had arrived in Iluvia, Luna felt that everything was in harmony. The soldiers brought out great wooden tables from the castle, scores upon scores of them, and the people of Twinspire and Fringetown ate and drank together merrily. Tala, Ahote, Luna and Nobuo were given a place of honour next to the emperor Eamon, but soon they began mingling with the other blobkin and soldiers. Nobuo in particular was in high spirits, singing, drinking and dancing to his heart’s content and drawing raucous laughter from the people around him. The camaraderie in the air was palpable. Luna hoped that it would last; it wouldn’t do for the different tribes of Iluvia to be always at war with one another.
After the battle, Eamon, at Luna’s suggestion, had ordered the release of all the prisoners in the castle, which included Ahote’s parents and his baby sister, who had grown quite a lot since Luna had first seen her. Most of the captives were blobkin, and it still astounded Luna that the empress had been seen by them as a champion for so long. The last cell, however, had been occupied by Melthus, who had looked exhausted, but healthy, and she saw him now at the end of the table, smiling at her. As he caught her gaze, he beckoned her with his hand and began to walk towards the entrance to the castle.
‘Excuse me,’ said Luna as she stood up from the table, though she needn’t have bothered. Everyone was engrossed in the celebrations and they didn’t pay her the slightest attention as she followed after the old man.
He was waiting for her in the empty hallway. 
‘Let’s walk, Luna,’ he said gently. 
He led her through the castle until they reached one of the spires, and then he began to ascend. Luna followed, wondering what this was about.
‘You did very well,’ began Melthus as they climbed the stairs. ‘I am not surprised, of course. I knew you would, but you exceeded my expectations,’ he said.
‘Thank you,’ said Luna.
‘I had always suspected that there was foul play involved in the emperor’s disappearance, and you not only found the new one, but brought honour to my son and his efforts to spread the truth,’ he said, his voice breaking slightly. ‘I have put you through much more than one your age should have had to endure, but I couldn’t have wished for a better outcome, truly.’
Something had been bothering Luna throughout the party, and his words brought it to mind. ‘But what about the empress?’ she asked. ‘She caused so much pain and suffering. How can you say this is the best outcome possible? She needs to pay for her crimes!’ she said, surprised by the anger in her own voice.
Melthus didn’t answer as they reached a landing and stepped through a familiar door into his crowded room. Wading through the piles of books, telescopes and scientific equipment, he led her to the little balcony which she had gazed out from when she first arrived in Iluvia. It was chilly up here, and Luna shivered slightly. Far far below she could hear the sound of music and celebration. She spotted the fires that had been built to warm those eating at the feast, but that didn’t seem to be what Melthus had brought her up here to see.
‘As for the empress, or I should probably say the former empress,’ he said with a note of sadness. ‘I think exile is punishment enough.’ He pointed towards the ocean, and as Luna pushed her glasses up on her nose she could just about distinguish a small speck of light moving on the water, and the silhouette of a boat around it.
‘The empress and Alevos!’ she gasped. ‘But there is nothing beyond the sea; you told me so yourself.’
‘I am not sure,’ he said gently. ‘I never saw eye to eye with the empress, but her life was a sad and tragic one, from the day she was crowned. I hope she can find some small measure of happiness with the captain now, however fleeting.’
Luna nodded. She felt conflicted about allowing the empress to escape without facing justice, but she also knew that Melthus was right. She tried to find it within herself to forgive her and wish her well, however hard it might be.
‘Was there anything else you wanted to say to me?’ asked Luna, who was feeling cold up in the tower and was eager to get back to her friends.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Let’s go back inside.’ 
He led her to his desk and pointed to a chair with a pile of things on it.
‘I think it’s best if you sit down,’ he said softly. Luna gingerly removed the stuff from the chair and took a seat.
‘I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely honest with you, Luna,’ said Melthus.
‘What do you mean?’
‘When we first met,’ he said, pacing the room, ‘I said that I had never met anyone with your skin colour. That wasn’t exactly true.’ He lifted up his gown and rubbed at the skin of his arm. The faint hue of purple came off easily, as if it were makeup foundation, and below it Melthus’s skin was pale pink, just like Luna’s mother’s.
She gasped. ‘You’re from Earth!’ she shouted. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘I couldn’t,’ he said with great regret. ‘If it had been discovered that I was an outsider, I would have never been allowed to perform my duties, or perhaps even worse.’
‘But what about when you first arrived?’ she said. ‘Someone must have noticed then.’
‘It’s strange,’ he said, rubbing his chin. ‘I have no recollection of arriving in Iluvia. One day I was just here, and I found a note instructing me to cover my true skin colour immediately, so that is what I did.’
‘Didn’t you ever want to go back?’ inquired Luna.
‘Of course I did,’ he said quietly. ‘But then I met someone here and started a family, and besides, I wouldn’t have known how to return,’ he said. 
Luna’s heart sank. ‘So you don’t know how I can go home?’
‘Oh, you will be fine, Luna. You are the Seeker,’ he said, smiling. ‘After the Seeker completes the task for which they are summoned, they can be released from their obligations and sent home by the emperor.’
‘That means…’
‘After Eamon is crowned tomorrow, you may ask him to send you home,’ said Melthus. ‘You see? I didn’t only want you to succeed for Iluvia’s sake, but for yours too!’
‘But what about you? Maybe he can send you back as well.’
Melthus shook his head slowly. ‘For me it is too late, I fear. I am already more of Iluvia than of Earth, despite what my skin colour might suggest. Besides, the new emperor will need an advisor,’ he said, winking.
Luna smiled to herself. Advising Eamon
might prove to be Melthus’s biggest challenge yet.
‘Well, I’m glad he will have someone like you to help him,’ she said. ‘You must make Iluvia a better place than it was.’
‘I believe that, thanks to you, that is already on course to becoming a reality. I have never seen blobkin and humans so happy together.’
Luna smiled. ‘Well then, I guess I’d better get back to my friends,’ she said, standing up to leave.
‘Before you do, there was one more thing, Seeker,’ said Melthus. 
Luna stopped and turned around. ‘Yes?’
‘You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a new empress, right?’ he asked.
Luna touched the beautiful bracelet on her wrist and thought about Adelia; her sweet happy smile, her kind carefree laugh, but mostly she thought about her scent as she had held her in her arms. She wondered how much of that girl would be left after she became empress. She was sure Melthus would be able to find her eventually, but she hoped that that day would come later rather than sooner.
‘No,’ she said with a smile. ‘I have no idea.’ And she walked down the stairs of the spire without looking back.
Luna and the others slept in Ahote’s family home that night, except for Eamon, who stayed in the safety of the castle. They woke in the late morning, feeling in great shape, and set out towards the castle at noon. All the blobkin and humans were doing the same, and the new day didn’t seem to have washed away any of the goodwill that the people of Twinspire and Fringetown had felt towards each other, to Luna’s relief. They sang, and linked arms, looking forward together to the emperor’s coronation.
The large dais from the throne room had been moved outside at Eamon’s behest, so that everyone could participate. Previous crownings had been dreary affairs attended only by a few elite Twinspire residents, but the prince had felt that the new circumstances required a change in direction. Upon the podium were the imperial thrones, one gleaming gold and the other silver in the afternoon light. Just as the sun was at its fiercest, Eamon emerged from the palace flanked by guards and climbed the steps up to the throne to cheers from the crowd, with Melthus close behind him. In his hands the old man held a golden crown, which, just like that of the empress, seemed to flow in motion. 
Eamon lifted his palms for the crowd to be silent, and suddenly a great stillness came over those gathered, with barely a breath of air to stir it.
‘People of Iluvia,’ he began, his voice projecting far and wide as he did what he had been prepared to do since birth. ‘I am Eamon of the aos sí, and I shall be your new emperor,’ he said, revealing the mark on his upper arm. 
Loud cheers erupted, but again he silenced the crowd. ‘Things have not been easy of late for the good people of this land. We have had to deal with a treacherous empress,’ he said to booing, ‘harsh weather that has caused great harm to the land, internal strife amongst different groups, and an attack by banshees, but we have overcome all of these, together. And though I stand before you today in preparation for my coronation, it would not have been possible without the help of my friends, whom I will ask to join me on this stage.’
It took Luna a few seconds to realize what he meant, and Tala and Nobuo had to push her to get her to walk. She felt everyone’s eyes on her and became rather self conscious, but still, she made her way to the stage with the other three and stood awkwardly as Eamon continued.
‘These are Tala Eriksdóttir, Nobuo Murakami, Ahote Eagleheart, and Luna Reyes, the Seeker,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘Remember their names well, for it was thanks to them, and the bravery of the blobkin warriors in the field yesterday, that we achieved victory.’ He nodded his head at them and the crowd roared and broke into applause, chanting their names one by one and causing Luna’s cheeks to go very red indeed. ‘And remember this also. Heroes come in all shapes and sizes. For too long have we looked down upon those different to us with fear and a lack of respect. For too long have we spread falsehoods about each other and reaped nothing but unrest. That ends today.’
‘Many changes will be happening in the next few months. From now on, both Twinspire and Fringetown shall be open to anyone who wishes to live there, and we shall build a new town on the site of today’s battle. We shall purge the banshee remains from the land and make it more beautiful than it ever was before.’ The noise from the crowd was deafening.
‘The blobkin shall no longer be barred from having weapons, and those who wish to shall be invited to train and become members of the Imperial Guard and the army.’
‘We shall no longer isolate ourselves, but will strive to learn from one another; from the kappa, to the rattatoskr, to the aos sí, we all share this land. I look forward to being your emperor, for the good of Iluvia!’
‘Long live the emperor!’ chanted the masses, and Luna could see that they meant it. Eamon was an immediate success.
He sat down on the throne and a hush fell over all those present. The sun was at its peak and it glinted off the lustrous golden metal of the crown as Melthus stepped up to Eamon. Very slowly, he lowered the crown onto Eamon’s temple, and Luna could have sworn it shifted shape to better suit itself to the contour of his head.
‘I give you...the Emperor of Light,’ said Melthus. Eamon rose. As he did, the sun seemed to glow even more brightly for a few seconds, blinding the crowd, who fell to their knees and bowed. 
‘Thank you all for coming,’ said Eamon. ‘Now please go to the castle and eat, drink and be merry,’ he continued with a big smile. The townspeople began to shuffle into the banquet hall and Eamon descended quietly to the back of the stage, signalling to the others to follow. 
‘Eamon, I need to talk to you,’ said Luna, now that the throngs were out of view.
‘I know, Seeker,’ he said softly. ‘Or perhaps I should now call you Luna, since your job has been completed. Melthus told me last night of your desire to leave. I had hoped to convince you, but he made me see that your mind is made up.’
Luna bit her lip and nodded. ‘Yes. I need to get back to my family. They’ll be worried sick.’
‘What? You are leaving?’ said Ahote in shock.
‘You always knew this day would come,’ said Luna, holding back tears. ‘You know that I’m not from Iluvia.’
‘I just thought we’d have a bit longer,’ he said softly.
‘I too must leave,’ chimed in Nobuo.
‘What?’ groaned Ahote.
‘My duty was to the Seeker,’ said the kappa. ‘I swore to protect her for a thousand years, but I can no longer do so if she’s not in Iluvia. I also wish to inform my people of what has happened here. And besides, there aren’t as many cucumbers in Twinspire as I had been led to believe.’
The others chuckled. ‘Please send my regards to the kappa leaders,’ said Eamon. ‘It would be good if our people could work together.’ Nobuo bowed. 
‘I too must depart, emperor,’ said Tala, her small eyes shining. ‘I feel an obligation to my people, even if they do not feel one towards me.’
‘I will send a letter with you to let them know of your brave deeds,’ said the emperor. ‘Maybe that will be enough for you to regain their trust.’
‘Perhaps,’ she said.
Eamon turned to Luna. ‘I prepared a letter absolving you of your duties as Seeker,’ he said. ‘Melthus helped me seal it. When you break the seal, it will take you back to your world.’
‘And then I will never see any of you again,’ she said, her voice shaking slightly. 
‘You do not know that, Luna,’ said Melthus kindly. ‘There may come a time, though I pray it is not soon, when we need your help again.’
‘Well, I’ll be in London,’ she said, smiling. 
‘Then I’ll know where to find you,’ said Melthus with a wink.
Eamon handed Luna the envelope, and she felt its weight in her hands. She traced the seal of the emperor and empress with her finger and felt a surge of static energy across her skin. 
‘Tala, thank you for saving us in the forest. I hope your people forgive you. You will make a great leader one day.’ She bent down and the little rattatoskr let her bury her face in her fur, which felt warm and soft. When she let go, Tala’s eyes were glistening.
‘Farewell, Seeker,’ she said.
‘It has been my honour to protect you, Seeker,’ said Nobuo next. ‘You showed me kindness and forgiveness rather than letting me die. I will never forget that.’
Luna embraced him, tracing the coarse outline of his shell with her fingers, etching every part of it into her memory.
‘Thank you for being the most loyal protector I could ever have hoped for,’ she said, and he bowed.
Finally, Luna turned to Ahote. She had been dreading this moment, and no amount of preparation could have made it any easier. He was sulking somewhat, avoiding eye contact with her.
‘Have a safe trip back,’ he said eventually, trying to hide his emotions.
‘Oh, Ahote!’ said Luna, and she hugged him, drawing him very close to her and squeezing him, feeling his wonderful boneless body pressed against hers, not wanting to forget any detail about the boy with whom she had had so many adventures. She wept gently but kept a smile on her face. She was sad to be leaving him, but proud of everything they had achieved. ‘I’ll miss you,’ she said.
He smiled at her, and she noticed that he too had tears in his eyes. ‘I will miss you too, Luna Reyes,’ he said, and that was about as much as Luna could take.
‘I guess it’s time,’ she said, gently breaking her embrace with Ahote and grasping the envelope in her hands tightly. 
‘You should stand back,’ said Melthus to the others, and they did.
‘Goodbye!’ said Luna, and her friends all shouted goodbye in response, with smiles on their faces and glistening eyes. She ripped the seal on the envelope open, and as she did, the wax began to fizzle and spin in the air, the yellow of the emperor mixing with the blue of the empress to create a beautiful green typhoon. It spun faster and faster, surrounding Luna and hissing until she couldn’t see her companions any longer but could still hear their goodbyes. Then, she closed her eyes and felt herself spin up into the eye of the storm and up and away, leaving Iluvia far behind.




 EPILOGUE
Luna opened her eyes groggily and tried to move her head from side to side. Everything was a blur, and her head felt as heavy as lead. An immaculate white ceiling swam into view above her and there was a sterile smell in the air. She could hear a soft beeping sound repeating rhythmically.
‘Where am I?’ she asked groggily. 
Suddenly a kind, familiar face came into her blurred vision. ‘Honey, come! She’s awake!’ it called excitedly.
‘Where am I? Ahote? Are you there?’ she asked.
The face, which she now began to recognize as her father’s, looked confused. 
‘Who’s Ahote?’ he said gently.
‘Never mind,’ said Luna. ‘Am I home?’
‘No, sweetie,’ he said softly, and out of the corner of her eye she saw her mother and brother come into the room. ‘You are in hospital.’
She sat up with a start, and felt a burst of pain run down her right leg, which, she just realized, was in a cast. She put her hand to her head, realizing why it felt so heavy; her forehead was wrapped in bandages.
‘Take it easy, darling,’ said her mother, her voice full of concern. ‘You’ve been through a lot.’ She plumped up some pillows behind Luna so she could sit up. Luna now realised she was in a hospital bed with a curtain separating her from the patient in the bed next to her own. The beeping sound had been the ECG machine to which she was linked, measuring her heartbeat. On her bedside table was her pet turtle, but other than that the room was very bare. 
‘What happened to me?’ she said. 
‘You had a bike accident, but we’re not sure how,’ said her father slowly, his face confused. ‘You were found in the school car park. The bike’s wheels had been punctured and the paint had been scratched. Ms. Ainsworth at school said she thought some girls had been bullying you.’
Luna stared at him, her mouth agape. ‘So I was in the car park this whole time?’
‘No, of course not. You have been in hospital,’ he said softly.
‘A homeless man who happened to be walking by saw you at the site of the accident,’ explained her mother. ‘It was lucky he found you when he did.’
‘Alex,’ said Luna with a smile. 
‘Yes,’ said her mother. ‘He said that you had given him some money earlier that day and he was on his way to buy food with it when he found you. We rushed you to the hospital and you have been in a coma since.’ 
‘You hit your head pretty hard,’ said her father, gently stroking her shoulder.
Luna put her hand gingerly to the bandages. It hurt. She grimaced. ‘How long was I out for?’
‘Just under three weeks,’ said her dad.
‘Three weeks,’ murmured Luna to herself.
‘Are you ok, sis?’ asked Pablo from down below. He reached up and grabbed her hand tightly.
‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she said, smiling down at him. ‘Mum, Dad, did anything…weird happen while I was in the coma?’ she asked.
Her parents exchanged a glance with one another. ‘No, Luna. What do you mean?’
‘Oh, nothing,’ she said. ‘I’m just happy to be back.’
Her parents looked at each other again, and Luna’s mother began talking about how the school should do more to protect her against bullies and punish the girls responsible. Luna soon zoned out and retreated back into her own world. So none of it was true? Tala, Nobuo, Ahote?
They were all just in my mind? She couldn’t bring herself to believe that all of the vivid adventures she had had over the past few weeks were just a product of her comatose brain. As these thoughts engulfed her, she glimpsed movement behind the curtain of the bed adjacent to hers. A nurse was fussing about cleaning the room, and she accidentally shifted the curtain so that Luna caught a glimpse of the man lying in the bed, whose ECG machine alsp beeped at a steady rhythm. He looked as if he had been asleep for a long time. His bearded, kind old face looked very familiar, but just as she was about to place it, her mother spoke.
‘Oh, that's a beautiful bracelet, Luna,’ she said, looking at Luna’s wrist. ‘Where did you get it?’
Luna touched the pale blue flowers and smiled.
‘Somewhere far, far away,’ she said.
Luna’s mother raised her eyebrows and exchanged a glance with her father, but Luna didn’t notice. She was looking out of the window and smiling at a squirrel climbing a tree. As it reached the top, it looked straight at her and winked.
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