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Blurb

Misti Eildelmann is a Vagari—a
race whose innate crafting ability is connected to the creatures of
the world. She’s also a Moon Knight. Misti is fighting a banished
one when he slips a pendant around her neck that saps her strength.
The pendant is dangerous. Deadly even. It harnesses crafting in a
way not seen before, so she sets off to find help. Old and new
friends join her on this quest, including her longtime crush Dylori
Clyofis and a villager named Arias Silverstone. The journey is
risky—filled with frightening suncreatures, evil worshippers, and
twisted betrayal. Misti is thankful to have friends on this path
into the scorching light, but something much bigger is waiting for
them in the sunshine. Her pendant is just a piece of
puzzle.
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Chapter One

PALE WHITE BLOOD DRIPPED down
Misti Eildelmann’s curved short sword as she readied herself to
meet her next attacker. Ignoring the shouts of the battle around
her and her own frantically beating heart, Misti eyed the banished
one. The overly bright pale blue eyes. The slight smirk on the
woman’s face. The confidence in her expression frightened Misti,
and she hesitated, the upward slash with her sword halting for a
moment. The banished crafter snarled and leapt, knocking Misti’s
blade aside with her staff and sending an aching jolt through
Misti’s arm. The banished one reached out to grab her neck, eyes
glowing white as her fingers dug into Misti’s skin.

In the span of a heartbeat, many
thoughts tumbled through Misti’s mind. Blood crafting. Moon
above, not now. Not yet. Her eyes. Her veins! Misti swept her
gaze down the woman’s arm, and sure enough the banished ones’ veins
had brightened to white, same as her glowing eyes, the color
tracing the banished one’s blood and heading right for Misti. The
sight of this woman’s crafting sent a spike of fear down Misti’s
spine. Blood crafting was meant for healing of the body and the
mind and the soul, but it could also be used to suck life-energy
from a person. Suck the life-energy from me. Especially
in this banished one’s hands. She latched onto the woman’s arm
to try to wrench her away from her neck. It didn’t work.

The woman’s piercing gaze seemed
to fill Misti’s vision as her crafting washed over Misti like cold
water. She yelled as pain shuddered through her, eyes watering from
shock. Try as she might, Misti couldn’t free herself from this
woman’s grasp. Couldn’t lift her sword to save herself, or stop
what little strength she possessed from draining away from her.
Even after seasons of training to be a Moon Knight, she still
wasn’t strong enough. Her vulnix bloodline didn’t give her
strength, not like the wyvern or neades.

The woman moved closer, so close
Misti could smell the dirt, sweat, and salt clinging to her skin.
Her watery vision skittered from the glowing in her eyes and
focused instead on the thin line of white blood on the woman’s
cheek, dripping down her near-translucent skin. As Misti grew
weaker, the woman’s cut glowed, stitching itself up. She grabbed
the back of Misti’s head, twisting her fingers into Misti’s long
hair. Misti tried again to yank herself away, but couldn’t. Fear
squeezed her lungs, blurring her vision and her mind.

A hand appeared on the woman’s
shoulder, jerking her attacker away. Misti’s thoughts spun, as she
drew in a deep, shaky breath and swiped light brown strands of hair
from her eyes, vowing to cut it later. Dylori? Sure enough,
when Misti’s vision cleared, her fellow Moon Knight and superior
grinned at her. The expression sent an all-too-familiar kick
through Misti’s stomach that had nothing to do with the battle at
hand. Now’s not the time, girl. Keep your head.

Dylori’s dark eyes glinted—a glint
Misti knew well. T’zil Dylori Clyofis winked before spinning
around, swinging her blade in a wide arc—Dylori’s favorite attack.
Misti recognized the thump of an arm severed from its body hitting
the ground. The banished one collapsed with a harsh cry, her gray
hair in disarray around her head. White blood soaked the strips of
rough cloth covering her from head to toe. She wouldn’t last long,
and Misti was glad for it.

“Sunbaked idiots! Hold the rear
and keep an eye out for suncreatures, okay? We’ll handle the
front.” Dylori’s deep voice rumbled through Misti, shaking her from
her fear. Dylori swept her black hair out of her eyes before
slamming a gauntleted hand on Misti’s shoulder armor, making a
crash of metal meeting metal. A smear of white blood decorated
Dylori’s dark cheek, partially covering the scar there, and even
the tiny horns by her ears had white blood on them. “If you need an
extra hand, use that one.” She winked again and nudged the severed
limb with her foot.

Misti winced at Dylori’s grim joke
but nodded all the same. She could feel strength flooding back
through her limbs, and with it her courage. Rubbing her bruised
neck with one hand, she motioned with her sword to the battle.
“Send them all to the Sunglade.”

“With pleasure,” Dylori replied,
chuckling, before hefting her own blade and running to stand with
the other Moon Knights.

A rush of pride filled Misti at
seeing her friend in her element, a fighter through and through.
She had the perfect build for it, a tall wall of strength. Dylori
thrust her blade into another banished one, and Misti focused on
the battle once more.

Deep purple light filtered through
the trees as the sun continued its descent, but the coming darkness
didn’t bother this group of knights. Most of them were Vagari, like
Misti, and could see quite clearly even in the darkest of hours. As
Misti watched, another banished one snuck out from the forest line
and got past the Moon Knights in the clearing, heading to the
village they were sworn to protect. Misti narrowed her eyes. The
knights’ companion animals were stationed in the forest behind them
and might catch the runner, but some banished ones knew how to
sneak past even the most vigilant guard. If this one succeeded, he
would wreak havoc in the village, as the banished ones had been
doing for the past moon cycle: kidnapping, torturing, killing, and
stealing. It was a common lifestyle for the banished ones—people
who had done something unspeakable, like murder, and had somehow
gotten free of the iron cell. They tried desperately to stay alive
without the comfort of guards and a roof over their heads, so they
did terrible things because of it.

The runner was too far away for
Misti to catch, but maybe not too far away to throw at. She’d been
practicing in her spare time, throwing weapons, even though her
superiors didn’t exactly like it. Should I try? The man was
pulling further away, and a reckless sense of urgency shivered down
her spine. Yes. Misti sheathed her sword and darted after
the runner, pulling a dagger from her belt and throwing it at the
nape of his neck. Met’zil Zarious would be so disappointed.
Her commanding officer would never willingly loose a weapon from
his hold. When the dagger grazed the banished one’s armor and
sailed past, Misti could almost hear Zarious’ admonishments.
Throw another. Try again.

She narrowed her eyes, calling up
her Animal crafting, the forest turning a deep orange as her vulnix
bloodline took hold. Vagari shared some of their companion animals’
abilities, and in Misti’s case her vulnix bloodline brought her a
keener sense of sight. Calm flowed through her, a cool sensation
spreading from her core and reaching even the tips of her fingers.
Her vision sharpened, focusing on the man’s broad shoulders, his
black-scaled armor, the bead of sweat running down the back of his
hairline. She threw a second dagger, knowing that this time her aim
was true—but it seemed to hit something, spiraled off, and thudded
into the tan bark of a tree nearby. Shock rippled through her.
Missed again? How?

Fear raked through Misti’s mind.
She couldn’t let another one get away, not again. She almost called
for Zora to fly ahead and dig her claws into him, distracting him
and stopping his frantic dash, but then Misti remembered she
wouldn’t respond. A pang of loneliness sliced through her as
cleanly as a sword. Misti needed her feathered friend, her swift
and clever companion, but her little vulnix—a small, furry vulpine
animal with wings and three tails—was being tended to after a
terrible injury.

Misti’s heartbeat quickened,
pulsing in her ears. The man turned, and she saw a cut inching
itself across his cheek, brightening with a searing blue light. A
small blue shield shimmered into view, protecting his back.
Blue? Misti drew up short. That’s why my dagger
missed. This man wasn’t a Divus like the others in his banished
group, but an Elu. The blue of his shield could only be Moon
crafting. Another blue cut opened, this time by his eye. What is
he doing?

Misti’s vision dulled, the orange
glow vanishing. The calmness that had filtered through her body
shattered, and the cool sensation melted away. She tried calling up
her crafting again but failed. But that’s…impossible. No
crafting can suppress anothers’. Not that she knew of anyway.
While Misti wavered in hesitation and dismay, the banished one
darted around a tree, vanishing into the coming darkness. She drew
a third dagger from her belt, but it nearly slipped from her
clammy, shaking hands. Her crafting seemed gone. She couldn’t even
sense it anymore. She had never felt this way, the sudden emptiness
in her chest where her crafting lived. Misti pressed a hand to her
forehead, trying to quell the anxiety boiling in her
stomach.

A bellow of rage came from the
direction of the Moon Knights, shaking Misti from her fear-state
like leaves from a tree as new buds of alarm grew in its place. All
of a sudden she remembered her orders: hold the rear.

“My post!” she yelped.

Misti made a mental note of where
the Elu had slipped through the line and ran back to her post. She
reached the clearing just in time to see banished ones pouring from
the forest, charging directly at her fellow Moon Knights. The
attackers’ eyes glowed white, their hands reaching out to suck away
life-energy. Panic coursed through Misti at the sight. She pulled
her sword from her belt once more, fingers clenched so tight it
hurt. It had only taken one Blood crafter to take me down…what
could twenty do?

But the Moon Knights forced them
back, some slashing with their curved swords, others using their
own crafting in the fearful brute-force attack Met’zil Zarious’
knights were known for. Their crafting burst forth from their
bodies in a dark orange light, extending their hands into claws or
shooting orange static at their enemies. Whatever their bloodline
gifted them, the Vagari used. Misti wanted to join in, but her
orders stayed her sword. Hold the rear. Their companion
animals—beasts matching each Vagari’s bloodline—came crashing from
the forest line behind them and joined in the fight now, assaulting
their enemies with claws and teeth, poison and fire, smoke and
water.

A twinge of sadness prickled
through Misti at the sight of the beasts. Again she missed Zora,
missed her slashing claws and fluttering wings, her comforting
weight around Misti’s shoulders.

When more banished ones spilled
from the tree line and it seemed like the Moon Knights would be
overrun, Dylori called forward her companion animal, a neades named
Dis. Built like a boulder, the bovine beast towered three hands
over Dylori’s head. Dis’ muscles moved visibly beneath his long fur
as he thundered toward the front and shook his broad head, his dark
bushy mane swaying around his neck. Pointing his thick muzzle
straight into the air, he inhaled, his chest expanding ominously.
Misti covered her ears, as did the rest of the Moon Knights. The
neades lowered his head and let out a roar so loud it cracked the
ground beneath the banished ones. A crevasse that would fit four
men standing atop one another opened up beneath the banished group,
screams sounding as they fell.

Dylori stepped beside her beast
companion and stomped. It would’ve been a strange sight—a woman
stomping her boot on the ground—had Misti not seen this attack
before. A deep orange glow spiked out from Dylori’s boot and rocks
shoved up from the cracked ground, sending the remaining attackers
sprawling. The knights cheered at this display of sheer power,
Misti loudest of them all. The forward knights darted around the
crevasse to slice open the necks of the fallen banished ones,
dispatching those remaining easily, then readied for another
attack. None came. Did we win?

Misti called up her crafting to
scan the tree line and this time, it came easily. Her earlier fear
bled away. Surely the odd lack of crafting had been a
fluke—probably just anxiety from having let the banished Elu get
away. Her gaze turned orange, piercing through the forest, seeing
only dirt, darkening sky, tiny animals skittering about—a mostly
empty forest. She could see no other banished ones. No
suncreatures, either, though that was to be expected since it was
nearly dusk. We won! Another group of marauders destroyed.
Another village protected. A surge of joy rippled through her, but
guilt followed soon after, twisting her stomach at the thought of
the one who had gotten away.

Dylori and the other knights
filtered out into the forest, scouting for more banished ones.
Misti was just about to call out her concern when something knocked
the wind out of her, slamming her to the ground and landing on top
of her. Pain spiked through her body, radiating through her
shoulders, back, and legs. Misti blinked, pulling back her
crafting, the orange glow retreating from her vision. Another
banished one was pinning her gauntleted hands into the dirt. He
grinned, eyes glowing a bright white.

Not again! Desperate, Misti
kicked the man hard in the groin. He groaned in pain and loosened
his grip, and she wiggled out of his grasp, rolling to her feet.
The crafter knelt before her, groaning and clutching himself, his
thin body quivering. His near-translucent skin, overly bright
yellow eyes, and small build gave him away as a Divus. A small scar
decorated his chin. He seemed young, not past her own twenty-seven
seasons for sure. And this man looked almost familiar.

The banished one shifted, going
for a dagger at his belt so Misti shoved those thoughts away and
swung down on his shoulder. The curved blade cut into his armor,
but the tough black scales didn’t allow her blade to reach his
skin. Divus armor was built notoriously strong, to protect the
fragile body within. The blow did knock him to his knees again, a
puff of dirt billowing up as he struck the ground. The man glared
up at her, fury in his eyes, and suddenly Misti saw the
resemblance. If his skin had been brown, he’d be a near twin to her
younger brother—Danill. Misti felt as though something had reached
inside of her and squeezed her heart. The broken jewelry piece
Danill wore surfaced in her mind, followed soon by the broken
jewelry pieces all three siblings shared. And like an idiot, she
hesitated in her next attack.

The banished crafter saw his
chance. He rose from his knees into a lunge and wrapped one arm
around her shoulders, almost like an embrace. His other hand
slipped between her armor plates just below her collarbones and
pressed something against her skin. Misti felt a surge of heat from
the area. Something coiled around her neck, wrapping tight. The
banished one drew back and smirked, and then darted
away.

Misti’s strength left her all at
once, and she sank to her knees. What’s happening to me? Her
world tilted at an alarming angle, and she pressed a hand to the
dirt to keep upright. Why I am so weak? Panic skittered
across her skin. The heat at her collarbones pulsed like a
heartbeat, once, twice, three times. Her strength slowly returned.
Her world righted. She shook her head, feeling dazed, confused.
Worry slipped into her, chilling her to the bone. Movement caught
her eye, and Dylori skidded to a stop in front of her while the
other Moon Knights and their companion animals rushed after the
banished one.

“What happened?” Dylori asked,
kneeling.

“I’m…I’m not sure,” Misti
murmured. She didn’t look at her friend but clawed at her armor.
Heat pulsed between her collarbones, and she had to see why. She
undid the buckles under her left shoulder and let her chest plates
swing away. Underneath, sweat made her plain white shirt cling to
her body. Just above its collar, Misti saw a white orb encased in
silver metal. The pendant seemed stuck to her neck, the white and
silver like a beacon against her brown skin. What in Ponuriah’s
ass is that? A symbol of some kind was etched into the orb, but
Misti didn’t recognize the crooked circle through her rising
panic.

Dylori eyed the pendant. “Did you
get a new lover I don’t know about, Misti? They have a terrible eye
for trinkets.” When her dark eyes flicked up to meet Misti’s,
Dylori’s grin melted into a frown.

“It’s not mine. That Divus put it
on me.”

Panic pressed Misti’s voice up an
octave. She tried to pry the pendant away from her skin, but a
painful burst of heat forked from the orb and traveled through her
shoulders, neck, and chest, making her cry out. The pendant didn’t
budge, but something around her neck did—a thin silver chain.
Emboldened, she tugged on the chain, but it merely slid around her
neck. Loose enough to tug on, but not enough to pull over her head
and certainly not with the pendant fused to her skin. She looked at
Dylori, terror building once more like a wave surging inside
her.

“It’s not mine, Dylori, it’s not
mine, and it’s not coming off.”

Dylori scooted forward, removing
her gauntlets and putting a hand on Misti’s shoulder. The gentle
pressure calmed Misti, if only a little. Her shoulder tingled under
Dylori’s hand, even now—a feeling that had nothing to do with her
rising anxiety—but she ignored the sensation.

“What do you mean, it doesn’t come
off?” Dylori reached for the white orb, but Misti slapped her hand
away.

“Don’t touch it! I don’t know what
it does.”

“Okay.” Dylori pulled back and
pointed toward the forest where the banished one had vanished.
“That crafter put it on you?”

“Yes, and there was another
crafter—an Elu—who slipped through the ranks, too. I tried to catch
him, but—”

Heat crept up the back of her
neck. Should I tell Dylori that my crafting vanished, if only
for a moment? Dylori would have questions and she’d have to
tell Met’zil Zarious, their commander. Then he’d interrogate her,
and it couldn’t have been the Elu that stopped her from crafting.
It couldn’t have been. Surely my stupid fear kept me from
using my ability. But to admit that she had been afraid, even
after seasons of training, would be dishonorable. Not at all
like a Moon Knight. Not at all like a Vagari.

Clearing her throat, Misti looked
at Dylori. “I tried to catch him, but he got away.”

Dylori sighed and tucked a lock of
her black hair behind her ear, some shorter gray strands falling
over her eyes. The gray wove in and out of her darker locks,
creating a pattern much like her neades’ coat. The lighter coloring
wasn’t from age, but rather a mark of her neades bloodline, just
like the light gray lines that extended from her hairline and
formed the points of a v at her eyes, and the tiny black horns
jutting out above her ears.

“Again?”

“I’m sorry,” Misti murmured, shame
burning a path along her skin.

Dylori reached out, almost as if
to cup Misti’s cheek, but then she seemed to think better of it and
her hand landed on Misti’s shoulder again. The weight was surely
meant to be comforting, but guilt made Misti wince. This very
mistake was one of the reasons she was still a Zil, a new moon,
lowest in the ranks. Misti stared at the nearly full moon etched
into Dylori’s chest plate, the same symbol etched into the hilt of
her sword. They had entered the Moon Knights at the same time, had
become fast friends during their basic training, yet Dylori had
made it to T’zil before her. She had to be promoted sometime. Not
only to get more coin and supplies to send to her siblings, but to
become braver, stronger, more powerful to face them in person. To
face her parents.

“Try not to worry. We’ll catch
that sunbaked Elu,” Dylori said, though her words betrayed her
concern as she slipped into her southern accent, getting faster and
faster with each word. Dylori gave Misti a gentle shake and a
reassuring smile. “And that banished Blood crafter who decided
you’re sweet enough to warrant a necklace. We’ll figure out a way
to get that thing off you, too. How do you feel?”

Surprisingly, Misti felt okay. The
orb had cooled, the pain had subsided, and her strength had almost
completely returned. Besides, Dylori’s calming presence was lifting
Misti’s spirits. “I felt really sick at first, like a Blood crafter
had a hand to my skin and sucked the life from me, but that
feeling’s gone now. It seems like whatever this pendant was
supposed to do had failed.”

Dylori eyed the orb. “Good,” she
said in a low voice. “We should tell Met’zil Zarious what happened
as soon as we get back. He’d know what to do about this. And in the
meantime, we should help the others.”

Dylori closed her eyes, a soft
orange glow forming behind her lids, and her neades shuffled over.
He looked at her—his dark oval eyes reflecting the twilight—and
nudged his horns into her side, digging a small groove into the
ground with a front hoof. Chuckling, she pushed a hand into the
thick fur on one of his front legs. “Not you, Dis, you’re too big
to go crashing through the forest.” But her neades kept pushing at
her, grunting and huffing, and she laughed, the orange glow behind
her eyes fading.

Misti laughed a little, reaching
out to scratch the neades. The thick fur was soft under her
fingers. Comforting, too. “Sorry, big guy.” She turned to Dylori.
“Here, I’ll do it.”

Calling up her crafting once more,
Misti searching the forest for something smaller than Dis,
something much smaller. Sneakier. A flock of strixis caught her
attention, and she called one to her. A few moments later, two tiny
strixis flew down from the trees and landed on Misti’s knee. Their
long claws dug deep into Misti’s unarmored knee, and she grimaced
at the sudden needling pain. The birds were adorable, though, and a
small smile lifted Misti’s lips from their cuteness. Misti stroked
one of them. The strixi tilted its head, ruffled its
brown-and-white-speckled feathers, and curled up its long,
white-feathered tail as it waited for Misti’s command. Misti called
up an image of the attackers in her mind before giving the strixi a
few simple orders: “Find them. Note their location. Tell me.” The
one she had connected with gave a soft coo and hopped once, twice,
before flying off into the forest in the same direction the
banished Elu had fled. Its friend followed after the banished
Divus.

“There. They’ll keep searching
long after our group returns.” Misti ran a hand over the back of
her neck. “At least I did something right today.”

Only then did Misti notice the odd
look Dylori gave her, a curious expression flitting across her dark
eyes as they caught the last rays of the sun. Dylori’s lips curled
slowly upward, and she seemed to rouse herself from wherever her
mind had taken her. She rose to her feet, pulling Misti up with
her. Their armor clanked a bit, sounding louder than ever because
of the quiet. The neades gave a little huff and shoved his stumpy
horns gently into Dylori’s shoulder. He blinked at her. Smirking,
she reached into her belt and proffered a few leaves, letting Dis
lick them off her palm.

Watching them, a deep ache formed
in Misti’s chest, intensified now that the adrenaline from the
battle had faded. I hope Zora’s okay. Zora had been injured
in their first attempt at battling this group of banished folk.
Misti had been in the back then, too, but she had sent Zora
forward, figuring her little vulnix could slash a few eyes at
least. Zora had been busy attacking a banished one when a second
came from behind. Zora spun around, but the second one was fast and
sliced her stomach open. Misti remembered the terror at seeing her
vulnix hit the ground, orange blood gushing from the wound. She had
left her post then, but none of the knights judged her for it. She
had saved Zora, but couldn’t heal her completely, and now Zora was
being tended to back at Amiin, more than two nights’ hard travel
south. Her hand drifted to the orange feather tied behind her
ear—Zora’s gift to her when they parted, so Misti could always have
a piece of her.

Being separated from her vulnix
had left a tiny hole in Misti’s heart. Vagari were meant to have
companion animals from their bloodline, meant to use their Animal
crafting to commune with them, meant to be together always. It hurt
her deeply that her command had left her friend so badly wounded
that neither she nor their own Divus could heal her
entirely.

Misti fingered the chain around
her neck, rubbing the loose metal between her fingers. Now that the
pendant seemed to be inactive and her initial fears had subsided,
the chain bothered her. Putting a chain around a pendant intended
to fuse to someone’s skin seemed a dumb idea and fusing a necklace
to a person’s skin seemed worse. What kind of crafting could do
that? She touched her skin around the pendant. It wasn’t
sensitive, didn’t feel agitated. Judging from the searing heat it
had given off initially, she really didn’t want to know what the
skin under the silver metal looked like. It doesn’t make
sense.

Dylori playfully shoved her neades
away and began the task of pulling together the dead bodies. The
Moon Knights always buried their kills, both to help with the smell
and out of respect. The ground would pull any nutrients from the
dead and return them to dust. Misti helped, pushing the bodies into
the crevasse Dylori’s neades had made. Dis shoved rocks and dirt
over the bodies. They finished just in time to see the other Moon
Knights return.

Dylori wiped at the sweat
gathering on her brow. “Find them?”

Stee Marii shook his head, and
then glared at Misti. “We’ll have to tell Met’zil Zarious that she
let them get away again. That’s what…the third time this cycle?”
His voice, though soft and smooth, cut Misti deeply.

It was the second time, but Misti
didn’t bother to correct him, glancing at the dirt.

Dylori cuffed him on the side of
his head. “Only the second, Marii. Don’t go blowing things out of
proportion. Could’ve happened to any of us.”

“Useless vulnix bloodlines,” Stee
grumbled, rubbing his head. His eneeraa drifted up from where it
had been by his feet and swirled around his shoulders. From the way
his shoulders relaxed, the eneeraa’s action seemed to comfort
him.

Misti bristled at the vulnix
comment, but her anger faded into anxiousness as she watched Stee’s
companion, her skin prickling. Eneeraa creeped her out. Their
bodies appeared to be formed of gray smoke, but with eyes and teeth
and claws. But the bloodline was rare and made Stee particularly
strong and hard to hit, just like the eneeraa itself. A Vagari
worth his salt.

When the other four Moon Knights
continued to grumble, Dylori spoke up again. “Misti sent two
strixis out to search for them. We should go back to the village
and meet up with Met’zil Zarious. Tell him what happened, how two
got away, and how Misti has a new piece of jewelry that can’t mean
anything good.”

Stee cocked a gray eyebrow.
“Jewelry?”

Misti pointed at the white orb on
her chest. The other Moon Knights gathered around, peering at it.
She tried not to move away and tugged at her ear a little,
uncomfortable with all of them staring at her. Moon above, why’d
it have to be me?

Dylori shouldered her way through
the small crowd. “All right, knights, staring will do nothing.
Let’s head out.”

The others nodded, and Stee led
the way back to the Vagari village. Night drew closer around them,
like a blanket after a hard day, and Misti welcomed it, knowing
they would be safer in the dark, away from suncreatures. She walked
a bit behind the others, ignoring their snide comments, especially
from Stee. He heckled her often, and her skin wasn’t tough enough
to take it. No matter how much she tried to laugh it off, she’d
always been sensitive to taunting, especially since she felt like
most of their comments rang true. The fact that she’d let not one
but two banished folk get away meant they’d have to stay here
longer, hunting them down.

Then there were the
suncreatures—vile beasts that roamed these lands and attacked
innocents. This part of Whels wasn’t as bad as the southern area,
but the long summer days meant the suncreatures were at their
worst. While most villages were stationed nearby the larger cities
for protection, some folk built their homes past the city guard
limits. Those brave, foolish, headstrong villagers—Misti couldn’t
quite decide—needed the Moon Knight’s protection more than ever.
The villagers knew to stay out of sight during the day, but it was
part of the Moon Knights’ creed to kill all suncreatures they met.
Met’zil Zarious had ordered the knights out every single day since
they’d been here, nearly two crescents in all.

It was clear by the sluggish way
the group moved that the fighting had tired them. Stee, who usually
was the most vibrant, kept his head down and shoulders rounded as
they marched. Even Dylori moved slowly tonight.

Misti kept her eyes on the trees
while they walked, but she didn’t see the two banished ones that
had gotten away or the strixis she had sent out. Nighttime sounds
filled her ears—the hum of bugs, the huffs of companion animals,
the cracking of twigs underfoot. A cool breeze whispered through
the trees, and she breathed in deep, drawing comfort from the sweet
air. They passed by a few bushes of zora, that had inspired her
companion animal’s name, their flowers glowing a soft reddish
orange. She touched the feather behind her ear again. Misti lifted
her gaze to the sky, empty save for some spiky pibra branches and
stars. No moon hung there this night.

Their walk took longer than
expected, their torpid march tiring even to her. The hours passed
in silence, with only a whispered conversation or two breaking the
soft sounds of the night. When Misti looked ahead, she saw the
white glow of daygems raised on high poles marking the outskirts of
the village, but she had expected to see those lights much sooner.
The knights normally weren’t that slow, even after a fight. Odd,
but I bet it’s just exhaustion. Yawning, Misti shook off
her worries when the first villagers came out to greet
them.

Dylori stepped forward, clasping a
brown-haired man’s arm. “You should be safe now. We dealt with the
bulk of the banished ones.”

“Thank you, T’zil Clyofis,” the
man said. “May the darkness ever enshroud you.”

“You as well,” Dylori replied with
a soft smile.

While that smile was meant for the
villager, Misti couldn’t help but appreciate how the expression lit
up Dylori’s features. The glow of the daygems settled gently on
Dylori, accenting her armor, her sword, the etching in the metal,
and Misti found she couldn’t look away. The soft light made even
Dylori’s scars—a jagged one on her cheek and a tiny one on her
right ear—seem pleasant. She made for a stunning sight. The knights
regaled the villagers with the amazing frontal assault she and her
neades managed to pull off, and the villagers looked at Dylori in
awe.

A young woman in a blue wraparound
dress rushed over and kissed Dylori, who returned the gesture with
gusto. Even more cheers erupted. Misti watched long enough to
recognize the striped pattern on the woman’s skin that marked her
as of a laria bloodline. She knew this was the same woman Dylori
had spent the night with before they had left. Misti averted her
gaze, heat rising to her cheeks and ears. She always said to Dylori
that she hated public displays, but it was a lie. If she could only
manage to be like Dylori one night, flaunting her love like that
and being so strong with the sword, she’d be the happiest Vagari in
Whels. One night, maybe. And if the person receiving that
affection just happened to be Dylori, well, that would be more than
a dream come true. Her ears grew hotter.

Misti kept to the edge of the
village, letting the others bask in the glow of victory. Now that
they had returned, the group seemed livelier, joking, slapping each
other on the back, petting their companion animals, and chatting
with the villagers. Misti took in the village they had saved, her
gaze sliding over the thatch-roofed homes, the bathhouse in the
center, the food and supplies in carts, the dirt roads, and the
dozens of daygems hanging from poles, lighting up the area so the
people could do as they pleased in the safety of night. Merchants
set up their wares by the bathhouse in a small market and sleepy
children tumbled out of their homes to have their first meal and
play together; workers headed out to earn their night’s keep. Three
older men sat in a circle by a crackling fire, laying out
hand-carved sticks and painted rocks in rows to play a rustic
version of noi-sao. Fruit-speckled bread sat in the center, the
prize waiting for the victor.

Tiredness still pulled at Misti,
though, more so than the others it seemed. She ran a hand over the
pendant, remembering how her strength had waned when the crafter
pushed it into her skin. That waning stopped, she thought.
Misti rubbed her forehead, trying in vain to quell her
worries.

After a moment, Misti realized she
was being watched by a young girl, maybe seven or so. “I like your
eyes,” the girl chirped, her voice fast and clipped like a bird’s.
“Orange is my favorite color.”

“Mine, too.” Misti gave her a
smile. She must’ve never seen someone with a vulnix bloodline
before. Every vulnix Vagari had multicolored eyes, and Misti
was no different. One of her eyes was orange, the other blue. The
girl’s gaze drifted down, locking onto the white orb, so Misti
clasped her chest plate back into place. She had left it unclasped
during their walk, letting it hang under her arm and enjoying the
cool night air. The young girl wiggled from her mother’s grasp and
pattered over, her white dress fluttering behind her. The mother,
an older woman with a feather pattern on her neck and arms clad in
a similar dress, watched them.

“Pretty!” the girl whispered,
pulling on Misti’s rough pants just below her cuisses and pointing
up at her neck. The girl had the same markings as her mother: a
light feather pattern down her neck, arms, and even her legs. A
strixi bloodline, perhaps. “Can I see it again?”

“You’re kind, but no, you can’t
see it again.” Misti shooed the child away, hesitant about this orb
around her neck. A gnawing sensation began in the pit of her
stomach, and she had a feeling that something much worse was yet to
come.

The girl’s mother called for her
daughter to return, but the girl didn’t seem to hear. Her eyes and
feather pattern glowed orange, and she lifted into the air in front
of Misti.

“But I—” The girl stopped, her
orange glow dimming, and she sank quickly to the ground, landing on
her feet. At first Misti thought it was because her mother had
called her back and figured the girl would rush back to her
mother’s side, but she continued to sink, slumping over. What’s
happening? A dull heat pulsed at Misti’s neck, and the girl’s
eyes closed. The girl’s mother rushed over and pulled her child
into her arms. Realization dawned and Misti cried out at the same
time as the mother.

“Amisi?” the woman screeched.
“What did you do to her?” But despite the sharp chatter to her
voice, the mother showed signs of weakening as well. Her arms
started to shake, even as she held her child tighter to her chest.
“What are you doing to me?”

“Nothing!” Misti backed away a few
paces, hands up, the pendant still hot on her skin. “I’m not doing
anything, I swear it.”

She looked around for someone who
could help or might understand. She wanted to see Dylori most of
all, but only saw villagers. Most had gone silent at the woman’s
cries, but a few others called the village healer over to help, and
some tugged the mother away.

Misti kept her hands up, showing
that they were empty and she meant no harm. She moved away a few
paces more, away from the daygems’ light. The woman dropped to her
knees now, crying over her child, pulling some of the other people
down with her. Misti’s breath caught. The girl hadn’t woken up yet.
Is she growing weak, like I had? Is her world tilting,
too? A horrible thought struck Misti. Did the pendant
somehow kill her? A cold sweat permeated her skin, and her
stomach clenched. No, that can’t be possible. The orb around
her neck cooled just as Dylori burst through the crowd.

Moments later, the girl stirred,
yawned, and hugged her mother. With some help from the others, the
mother got to her feet. She stared wide-eyed at Misti. Dylori went
over to her, shielding her from Misti’s view and speaking softly,
and after a few words, the mother disappeared into the crowd.
Before they vanished completely, the young girl waved over her
mother’s shoulder, alive and well, a spark of hope in Misti’s
miserable state. Misti gave a small wave back before Dylori turned
to her, eyes blazing.

Dylori marched over to her,
grabbing Misti’s arm and drawing her close. “What happened? That
woman said you nearly killed her daughter.”

“No!” Misti burst out, clapping a
hand over her mouth. Her gaze slipped to the other villagers, who
glared at her, their whispers an angry hum. She shook her head and
mumbled, “The pendant did…something. It got hot again, and it…it
did something to them.”

Dylori gave her a hard look. “We
need to see Zarious. Now.” She pulled Misti toward the edge of the
village where the Moon Knights had made camp.





Chapter Two

WORRY KEPT MISTI’S GAZE on the
ground as they walked. Dylori tried to catch her eye a few times,
but Misti ignored her. She focused on the black dirt path and the
gray rocks jutting from it and the way her shadow danced ahead of
her. The pendant was quiet—no longer pulsing, no longer hot—so the
immediate danger seemed over.

But what if it happened
again? What if it could pull energy from Zora, too? The
idea floated across the edges of Misti’s mind, almost out of sight,
and then snagged. All crafting had limits and that was one of Blood
crafters’: though they could heal anyone and anything, they could
only pull life-energy from people. Some banished Blood crafters had
tried to steal from the Moon Knights’ animal companions but
couldn’t; their eyes had flashed white, but their cuts never
healed. But this orb was different. And as much as Misti wanted to
see Zora, she needed to know her feathered friend would be safe
once they did reconnect.

A horrible part of Misti wanted to
run away from this scene she’d caused and especially from whatever
awaited her at Met’zil Zarious’ tent. It was a scared part of
herself that had reared up nine seasons ago—a part of herself that
caused her to leave the most important people in her life, and a
part of herself that she was still trying desperately to fix. She
knew he’d be disappointed in her for causing a scare in the village
and for letting two more banished ones escape. But not
because of this pendant. Surely he won’t be mad at me about this
thing. The thought almost comforted her, but not enough. So she
kept walking, palms sweaty, biting her lip, eyes to the ground. As
if she knew Misti’s internal struggle, Dylori didn’t remove her
hand from Misti’s arm until they reached Met’zil Zarious’
quarters.

Dylori stopped walking when they
reached the ornate tent and the smaller ones surrounding it, lit by
the soft glow of the daygems. While the smaller tents had little
room and even less decoration, Met’zil Zarious’ tent would fit four
men standing tall. Its leathers were stamped with the Moon Knight
emblem: a shining full moon with four stars surrounding it on a
square black backdrop.

“Met’zil Zarious.” Dylori’s low
rumble of a voice rolled through the air.

After a few moments, Zarious’
gravelly voice replied, “Enter.”

Dylori gave Misti an encouraging
nod and lifted the tent flap, motioning Misti inside. His tent also
had more furnishings than a standard dwelling, most notably a short
folding desk made of dark wood. Bent over the desk and scowling at
a map of Whels was Met’zil Zarious himself. A daygem sat in a small
glass container next to him, lighting the area with a soft green
glow. Even though his eyes were trained on the paper, Misti
saluted, placing a closed fist over her heart and inclining her
head.

“At ease,” he said, his deep voice
filling the space. His voice always reminded her of a rockslide,
rough and tumbling fast from his lips.

Misti relaxed her stance, but her
mind fluttered while taking in the full presence of Met’zil Sarhai
Zarious, the commanding officer of the third unit of the Moon
Knights. He was expected to rise to Aramet’zil—the highest rank of
Moon Knights—in less than a season, even though he had just crested
his fortieth. He was a legend in the Moon Knights, a hero who had
beaten back the toughest foes and the deadliest suncreatures. He
didn’t interact much with his knights outside of battle, but Misti
was proud to be part of his unit. Met’zil Zarious demanded her
attention with a simple look. He stood tall and proud, built like a
rock and a frown seemingly etched on his face. Light blue scales
ran over his bare shoulders, neck, and jaw, and around his eyes.
They contrasted sharply with his dark skin, making his sleet dragon
bloodline. His shaved head glinted in the daygems’ glow, his black
eyebrows bunching together as he looked at the pair of
them.

The silence stretched as he lifted
his hand and his companion dragon floated down from its perch on a
high pole. Tuatu was small enough to perch comfortably on Zarious’
shoulder, her body an arm’s length if that, but her raw elemental
power demanded respect. Her bright purple eyes narrowed at the two
women, but she settled down, hooking her long white claws into
Zarious’ black tunic. She rested her tiny snout on her paws next to
Zarious’ neck, folded her wings onto her back, and curled her tail
around his arm, scales nearly blending in with his own. The white
spikes at the tip of her tail rested gently on his
bicep.

Met’zil Zarious regarded them in
silence, and the air seemed to tighten around them. Intimidated,
Misti tried not to stare into his bright-purple eyes, lowering her
own to the map. Dots represented the nearby towns of Kells, Amiin,
and Juu, lines marked the River Loie to the west, and a large
wiggling circle was the Laidly Grove Lake to the south. Places
where the Moon Knights had found and defeated banished ones were
marked with small Xes. She took a deep breath. Okay, girl, don’t
mess this up.

To her surprise, Met’zil Zarious
spoke to Dylori first, his intense gaze shifting to her. “Did you
defeat the banished Blood crafters to the east?”

Dylori had saluted as well. “We
did. Mostly.” She glanced sidelong at Misti. “Two of the banished
crafters got away. A mistake we’re correcting.”

Misti winced at the statement,
which might as well have been a dagger slashing open her gut.
Met’zil Zarious sighed and scratched his dragon under the chin.
“Correcting it how?”

“Misti called for a strixi to
track the crafters down. Two came when she called.” Misti thought
she saw a look of pride flash through her friend’s dark eyes. “I
have the utmost confidence the birds will find them. When they do,
we’ll take them out.”

“See that you do.” Met’zil Zarious
narrowed his eyes at Dylori before glancing in Misti’s direction.
“I take it Zil Eildelmann is responsible for the
mistake?”

Dylori reluctantly nodded and
Misti took it as her turn to speak. She swallowed the fear trying
to close up her throat and inclined her head once more to Zarious.
“Apologies, Met’zil. It won’t happen again.”

Met’zil Zarious grunted and folded
his arms. Tuatu’s tail flicked. “You said that last time,
Eildelmann.”

A spark of anger jolted through
her at his words, but her face burned with embarrassment. “I didn’t
mean to let them go. One slipped past the ranks and I tried to
catch up. A fellow Moon Knight needed backup at the clearing, so
that took priority.” Misti recalled the yell piercing through the
darkness and how she rushed back to help.

“And did you help that Moon
Knight?” Met’zil Zarious asked.

Of course she had—or so she
thought. But when she called up the memories again, it dawned on
her that she hadn’t helped. Not one bit. She glanced at Dylori.
“No. Dylori had taken care of it by the time I got
back.”

Met’zil Zarious scoffed. “So you
let a banished Blood crafter go for no good reason?”

That’s unfair. A stubborn
streak she’d had since childhood kicked in and melted the guilt
away. “I thought the Moon Knights would need my help. They come
before the banished any night.”

Met’zil Zarious arched an eyebrow.
“I admire your loyalty, Eildelmann, but you can’t excuse letting
two go.”

“The other one got the jump on
me,” Misti said a bit too loudly, anger flaring before she could
quell it. “The man came out of nowhere. The fight was over. We had
won, and any one of us could’ve been jumped by him.”

“But only you were. The others
would’ve stayed alert and used their strength to overpower the
fool. Maybe we made a mistake in letting a vulnix bloodline into
the ranks.” The dig at her bloodline caused Misti’s anger to grow.
Met’zil Zarious knew it was a sore spot, and that she was trying
her best to keep up. Before she could retort, he began pacing the
tent. “And what about the danger the banished one poses to
innocents? He could be sucking the life-energy out of a villager
right now because of you. They both could.”

Because of me someone could be
getting injured. Her shame caused her anger to boil over, her
voice rising louder than it should. “Only one can steal
life-energy. The other crafter who got away was an Elu, not a
Divus.”

“An Elu?” Met’zil Zarious stopped
pacing. He stared at her with a hard glint in his eye. She briefly
wondered if she should tell them about her crafting’s failure to
come when she called, but with the way he glared at her, she
couldn’t bring herself to admit that her fear had stopped her
crafting. That had to be what happened, right? It was
already hard to feel confident in front of the Met’zil—being
from a dragon bloodline, Zarious’ Animal crafting dwarfed all
others—and she didn’t want to give him another reason to disapprove
of her. The man had defeated three wyvern suncreatures using only
his crafting and the tiny dragon resting gently on his shoulder.
Wyverns! The most fearsome flying creatures in all of Inber. To
an all-but-fearless man, I can’t admit that my trepidation hindered
my fight.

Met’zil Zarious turned away from
them, picked up a quill, and made a few quick notes on the map. “No
one in the village mentioned anything about an Elu being with the
group, just Divus.”

“I’m sure the villagers were
mistaken, being attacked and all.” Dylori put one hand on Misti’s
arm while Met’zil Zarious’ back was turned, a silent warning to
calm down. Misti let out a breath, trying to push down her anger,
and shook off Dylori’s hand before he turned back once more. “But
there’s another thing you should know.”

“On top of two banished ones
getting away?” Met’zil Zarious’ eyebrows rose.

“Yes. The second banished one put
something on Misti. Something that we think is dangerous.” Dylori
motioned for Misti to show him.

For the second time that night,
Misti unbuckled her chest armor and removed it entirely for ease’s
sake. The pendant shimmered, the pure white orb catching the light
and the silver metal reflecting it back. Met’zil Zarious moved
closer, staring at the orb. She fought the urge to cross her arms,
wishing she had worn a different top instead of the low, loose one
she picked this morning.

“What is it?” Met’zil Zarious
reached out to touch it, but Misti backed away. He gave her a
questioning look.

“An orb that can possibly suck the
life-energy out of people,” Dylori said, ever the blunt
one.

Misti couldn’t help appreciating
her honesty in a moment like this. She nodded and related what had
happened during the struggle. She described the pulsing, the heat,
the energy draining from her, and finished with what happened back
at the village with the little girl. At this, Met’zil Zarious’ eyes
widened. He backed away a good three paces. Dylori shifted closer
with subtle protectiveness, and Misti was thankful for her
comforting presence.

“I think it even stole some energy
from the other Moon Knights on the way back to the village,” Misti
said, finally giving voice to the worry that had been troubling
her. “We took much longer getting back here from the
clearing.”

Dylori shook her head. “We were
all tired. It couldn’t have—”

“It must have been the pendant. I
hung back when we got to the village and everyone became
livelier.”

“Because we were happy to be
back,” Dylori muttered, but it sounded like she was trying to
convince herself.

“I think it’s still doing it,
sucking the life energy. Even though the orb is cold, I’m more
tired than I should be.” Dylori glanced at her, but Misti ignored
her. “A Blood crafter planted it on me, so wouldn’t it make sense
that it would do his work for him?”

“How, though?” Met’zil Zarious
asked.

Misti thought she saw a hint of a
smile cross his face, but only for a heartbeat before it vanished,
replaced by a stern frown. Morbid curiosity, perhaps? Misti
shooed the thought away. Maybe I imagined it. “I don’t know,
but there’s writing on it, too. Maybe the symbol helps?” She ran
her finger over the cold orb, feeling the circular symbol etched
into the stone.

Met’zil Zarious didn’t come close
enough to look. He eyed her from a distance, now backed up to the
other side of his tent, seven paces away. “Get out,” he replied
loudly.

Misti was startled by the sudden
sharp tone in his voice. “What?”

“I need to talk to T’zil Clyofis
alone,” he said, gesturing to the tent flap. “We’ll call for you
when we’re done.”

When Misti didn’t move, Dylori
gently nudged her. “Go to your tent. We just need to make a plan of
attack for this new jewelry piece of yours. Try to stay away from
others if you can.” She gave her a small apologetic smile and
lifted the flap.

Misti wanted to stay, to figure
out what to do with this pendant. She was the one forced to wear
it, after all. But she also understood the chain of command, and
sometimes a commanding officer needed to talk to his second without
others listening. So she left, skirting around the main tents so
she wouldn’t bump into anyone else. Disappointment followed her
through the shadows, stalking her like a suncreature waiting to
pounce. It finally caught up with her about halfway back to her
tent, and she sighed. Try as she might to ignore it, she felt like
a child being scolded by her parents and sent off to her
room.

She got to her tent and flopped
inside, tightening the strings on the flap closed and sitting in
the semi-darkness. The hole she’d cut in the top of her tent for
calm nights like this let a little light in, and a single ray of
daygem white settled on her bedroll. Her mind wandered back to the
pretty green daygem in Met’zil Zarious’ tent. It took more time and
energy to create different-colored daygems, the fact that he could
buy one showcased the mark of his status as a Met’zil of the Moon
Knights. Or a gift perhaps? She took off the rest of
her armor and set it on the dirt beside her cot, leaving on her
black pants and boots. Slipping out of her white shirt, she pulled
on a soft, cream-colored tunic. It always felt better to put on a
clean shirt after a fight. The shirt had been rolled tight next to
some gara nuts and held their scent, a nut native to the Ruinswick
area and a common treat in her home, Northtown.

Home. Her thoughts turned
toward her siblings, whom she missed dearly. But she couldn’t think
of her siblings without thinking of her parents and what they’d
done, what they were. How she had run away, broken ties with them
at only eighteen seasons in order to protect herself and left her
siblings behind in doing so. The quiet anger that lived inside her
crackled to life, warming her even though the night air wasn’t
cold. But she refused to think of them right now. She didn’t need
to be mad at them tonight.

Her stomach rumbled, and Misti
groaned. I haven’t eaten in forever. She rummaged around in
her pack for some dried fruit. The sarii felt like dust in her
mouth, the salt doing nothing to improve it, and she swigged a
mouthful of water to compensate and settled on her bedroll.
Tiredness sank her body into a restless doze, but just before her
eyes closed, Misti worried whether they would open again. Will
this pendant suck the life-energy out of me, even kill me while I
slept? But exhaustion took over, and she sank into darkness
like a lover’s soft and welcoming arms.

Moments later, it seemed, Stee’s
smooth voice called to her from outside. “Misti? You’re needed in
the animal courtyard.”

Misti rose, feeling even wearier
than before. The animal courtyard? She had expected to go
back to Met’zil Zarious’ tent, not to the animals. Still, the
courtyard was a wide, open space a short walk away from the
village, perfect for private conversations. They could even let the
animals out of the courtyard for a walk while they talked and did
whatever they planned on doing to the pendant. Misti’s back ached
as she stood, her limbs rubbery and numb as though she had been
walking for nights on end. Even her stomach protested, threatening
to throw up the fruit from earlier. Judging from the daygems’ light
streaming into her tent and the darkness beyond, she had only slept
for an hour, maybe less.

I feel like I could sleep for
nights. Crescents, even. But in an odd way, that thought kept
her going. She shouldn’t be this sleepy. Yes, they had just battled
the banished crafters and walked back to the village, and they had
been on the offensive for a long time now, but Misti knew her body.
She knew her limitations, and what they had done certainly hadn’t
reached hers. Maybe she wasn’t as strong as the others, but her
energy had always remained high no matter what, just like her
vulnix. Resilience and endurance were little-known abilities passed
through the vulnix bloodline. Vulnix were messengers, they needed
those traits to make it through the long flights. So Misti had
them, too. She shouldn’t be this low. Not yet. She forced herself
to take an extra gulp of water then stumbled outside, hoping
whatever Met’zil Zarious decided to do to the pendant would work,
and soon.

Taking a deep breath of crisp
night air, she followed Stee to the animal courtyard. She had
expected to see only Met’zil Zarious and Dylori waiting for her, so
when she noticed the small crowd gathered, surprise rippled through
her. Met’zil Zarious and Dylori were there, but so were two other
Moon Knights and a villager. The taller thickset one with long
brown hair was an Elu Moon crafter named Ithuia, Zarious’ own
personal guard. The shorter Moon Knight, a Divus named Markus, had
pale skin and wide, pale eyes—the only Divus and thereby the only
Blood crafter under Zarious’ command. Historically, the Divus
weren’t readily trusted by most since their crafting ability could
be seen as eerie to folk who hadn’t met many of them—life-sucking
and all—even though most Divus used their Blood crafting to heal.
They also traded much more rarely with the Nemora than the other
races, and many of them could be standoffish, but Markus had proven
himself.

They stood under a single daygem,
its white light burning away the darkness and casting a glow on the
large, nearly empty courtyard. The village had been kind enough to
supply pails of water and troughs full of grain for their companion
animals, a gesture other villages commonly overlooked, but as Misti
suspected, the animals had been moved elsewhere. Zarious’ dragon
and Dylori’s neades remained. Tuatu perched on his shoulder and Dis
was sitting behind Dylori.

The third person, a village woman,
was a stranger to Misti. She wore sturdy leather pants, a
complicated shirt with straps that twisted around her body multiple
times, and heavy boots. Built like an afternoon shadow, short,
thick, and dark. When she gave a small but polite wave, Misti
noticed the pale crafting scars on her palms. That, coupled with
her small, pointed ears, her striking pale green eyes, and the way
her bushy black hair curled around her face, the woman was an Elu
for sure. A gleaming rust-colored bow rested on her back, a quiver
of arrows on her belt. A hunter of some kind? And a cute one at
that.

Stee joined the others, the six of
them now facing Misti. Dylori stepped forward, clad in her armor.
She gestured to the woman. “This is Arias Silverstone, an Elu
bowyer who graciously gave up her time to help.”

“Worry not about the time lost,”
the woman replied. “And I do many things besides making bows. I
work in the foundry as a molder and metalsmith, wood turn for the
finer folk in cities, and gather supplies from the seven Groves.
Anything that needs doing, I’m your girl.”

If she talks like that,
she must be from the west and a regular dabbler, Misti
thought.

The Groves were called such
because in each area, regardless of what resource was created
there, one ancient tree stood in the center. They were a remnant of
the old race of nymphs who once lived there, now home to the
Nemora. Traveling to each of the Groves for supplies would be hard.
Hallr in the center of Inber mined stone and was surrounded by the
other six. Laidly cared for water, Dara cultivated trees, Wyrtig
cared for low and high berry and flower bushes, Ingo dealt with
metals, Ratnaa prospected gemstones, and Myceli grew the fungus and
medicinal plants. Even with the various offshoots of the Groves, it
was a long journey, and respect blossomed in Misti’s stomach at the
thought. This dabbler’s tough.

The woman’s soft voice had a heavy
Eluan accent while speaking Aluriahian, the common tongue, making
her words string together like a song. “L’roti,” she said, a
standard greeting in the Elu tongue. Misti was proud to know it
meant hello.

“My name’s Misti, and I apologize
for harming those villagers,” Misti said in a rush.

The woman tilted her head. “Worry
not, Jariis and Amisi recovered after you left. Your commander
tells me you meant no harm and I believe him. Stranger things have
happened.”

Misti arched an eyebrow.
Stranger than an orb that can suck life-energy? Still, she
welcomed the easy acceptance of her apology.

“We’ve decided to try a few things
before resorting to more…drastic measures,” Dylori said, the pause
signaling to Misti her friend’s displeasure at whatever the drastic
measures were. Dylori scratched her left horn, a nervous trait, and
a shiver tickled Misti’s spine. This thing was around her neck.
What do they plan to do with it?

Met’zil Zarious motioned with his
hand, and Markus stepped forward. Closer up, she noticed his pale
eyes held a hint of brown in them, so light the color was barely
visible, and his thin red hair desperately needed a washing. The
Blood crafter eyed the pendant and muttered to himself. The
muttering and staring went on for a while, long enough for Misti’s
skin to break out in goosebumps from the night’s chill. She threw a
questioning glance at Dylori, who shrugged.

After a moment longer, Markus
lifted his gaze to hers. “Try not to move. I’m going to touch it.”
Misti started to protest, but Markus held up a hand to stop her,
his low voice carrying through the courtyard. “I’ve been warned of
the dangers, as have we all. But I need to touch it to see what
exactly it is. A Blood crafter put it on you, so maybe a Blood
crafter can take it off.”

Misti nodded and stilled, arms
tight to her side, locking her knees so they didn’t fold up under
her. She knew the danger this orb possessed and didn’t want Markus
to get hurt, but touching it seemed like a surefire way of getting
injured. Or maybe even killed, as Blood crafters could kill a
person if they chose to suck all life-energy from another in order
to heal a third or heal themselves. Oh, moon above, what if this
orb can actually kill people? Misti stiffened. Please,
please don’t hurt anyone else. Please let Markus’ crafting
work.

Markus reached out with trembling
fingers and touched the chain hanging loose around her neck,
following it down to the white orb. The moment his fingers brushed
the orb’s surface, his eyes glowed white. His mouth pulled into a
tight line, and a wrinkle formed on his forehead. For a heartbeat,
Misti worried that the orb had done something to him—somehow hurt
him. But then Markus pulled away, his eyes dimming to their usual
color.

“It’s nothing I’ve ever felt or
seen before, but it is dangerous,” he said, sighing, his breath
forming a white cloud around them from the cold. “You were right to
think it reacts like a Blood crafter would, but I’m not sure how it
works, or what it does with the life-energy it takes. Blood
crafters use life-energy for themselves and others, healing wounds
of the body and mind. But this…this just seems to take
energy.”

“So you know nothing,” Met’zil
Zarious said from behind him, frowning.

Markus turned to him. “This
crafting is far beyond my own, but I’ll still attempt to remove
it.”

Misti bit her lip as Markus
swiveled back to her, tucking his hair behind his small pointed
ears and eyes brightening once more. Anticipation danced on her
skin, making it tingle. She wanted it off her, but she was afraid
of what might happen. Markus touched the orb again, but this time
the glow from his eyes traveled down his neck and shoulder in
bright veins, disappearing under his clothes before reappearing
again in his hands. Misti held her breath. A moment later, a
blinding white light flashed from the pendant, Markus jerked back,
and a searing pain tore at Misti’s neck.

She yelled from the intense flash
of heat. Her world tilted. Markus’ face blurred and brightened
around the edges, then faded to white completely. Her head hit the
ground with such force that pink and yellow stars danced across the
white space, and sleep called to her like an old friend. But then
she felt hands on her head, lifting it. Someone grabbed her hand,
squeezing, and that pressure kept her awake. Water splashed over
her forehead, dribbled down her cheek, ran in rivers down her neck
and chest. The white in her vision slowly faded, and Dylori
appeared at her side, grasping Misti’s hand in one of her own and
pouring water from her flask onto Misti’s face with the other.
Worry was clear in her wide eyes and tight jawline.

Misti blinked the water out of her
eyes and allowed Dylori to help her to a seated position. She was
shaking like a newborn thunderfawn, and her body ached miserably.
Holding her breath, she looked down. The pendant was still pulsing,
firmly attached to her skin, its metal chain hanging loose. Tears
welled in her eyes, but she wiped them away, hoping no one would
notice. Markus had said this orb’s crafting was more powerful than
his. It had been foolish to hope he could do anything about
it.

“Is Markus all right?” she said,
her tongue feeling heavy in her mouth. It took more effort to speak
than normal.

Dylori pointed to the space behind
her. Markus was on the ground, too. Misti’s chest tightened at the
sight of Markus’ body, but Dylori was quick to answer, squeezing
her hand again in a reassuring way. “He’s fine. Knocked out, but
alive. Ithuia’s got it.”

Kneeling next to Markus’s
unconscious form, Ithuia was tending to him much as Dylori had
Misti. The gentleness seemed odd from someone as big as Ithuia, but
Misti knew it would be best to be easy with Markus. Considering she
felt as if a wyvern had stepped on her, Markus probably felt the
same. If not worse.

A shadow fell over them. Met’zil
Zarious stared down, a frown set deep on his face, one hand on his
hip, the other stroking Tuatu. He opened his mouth to speak. The
pendant around her neck beat like a second heart, and Tuatu fell
off Zarious’ shoulder. Zarious caught her, his eyes widening, and
he backed away. After a moment, Misti realized that his sleet
dragon had fallen unconscious. The pendant! Blood crafting
had its limits, but somehow deep in her gut, Misti knew no such
limitations hindered this orb. Zora. She couldn’t think of
anything else. It would affect Zora just like it affected
Tuatu.

The orb throbbed again, this time
sending a prickly heat crawling across Misti’s skin. She yelped,
but her own pain was forgotten as the others slumped to the ground
one by one. Ithuia collapsed next to Markus. Stee, who had been in
the process of handing Ithuia an extra flask of water, fell to the
dirt.

Misti turned to shove Dylori away.
“Get away from me. Get away! The orb—”

Dylori’s eyes were already
closing, her breathing becoming shallow as she sagged over.
Dylori, no! Panic clawed its way back into Misti’s mind, and
her breath left her. Torn between wanting to help but afraid of
what the orb might do if she got closer, Misti froze like an animal
suddenly bathed in torchlight. Snap out of it. Move away!
She dug her fingers deep into the dirt and pulled herself away from
her friend. Frightened of what the orb was doing, she rose to her
feet and darted for the tree line, trying to get as far away as she
could. A bright pulse of blue halted her frantic escape, washing
over Misti’s back and lightening up the darkness far beyond the
daygem’s reach. A Moon crafting glow.

Misti turned to see Arias with her
arms outstretched, glowing cuts slowly winding up her fingers, her
face a mask of concentration. A bubble of cobalt light had appeared
around the Moon Knights, shielding them. A Moon-crafted shield
could protect against a lot of things: elements, arrows, a neades’
earthquake, a wyvern’s flamebreath. Hope fluttered in Misti’s
chest, and she sank to her knees in the dirt. Maybe it can
protect them against the pendant, too.

Slowly Dylori stirred awake,
cursing and pushing herself upright. A small smile lifted Misti’s
lips. The shield worked! After what seemed far too long, the
others began to stir as well, groaning as they pushed themselves
upright with Dylori’s help. Eventually the little sleet dragon
Tuatu woke, yawning in Met’zil Zarious’ arms. Upon seeing the
others rise, Arias lowered her hands and the cuts stopped working
their way up her fingers, their glow dimming. Misti knew that those
slivers would bleed, and even Blood crafting couldn’t help. As
powerful and envied as Moon crafting was, the Elu bore a heavy
burden. The cuts on their bodies from crafting took a long time to
heal, sometimes cycles, and always left scars.

Arias wiped a sleeve across her
eyes and called to Misti, “If you would, please, stay there. This
shield won’t last much longer.”

“It worked, though, right?” Misti
yelled back, forcing herself to stand upright in case she needed to
get further away, pressing past the exhaustion in her aching body.
But Arias was already checking on the others. Dylori had sat down
again, arms on her knees, head bowed. Tuatu had curled up on
Met’zil Zarious’ shoulder, and Markus, Ithuia, and Stee hadn’t yet
risen. It seemed like an eternity before Arias walked closer to the
edge of her shield. A few paces away, Misti moved closer to talk
more comfortably, but when Arias shook her head, Misti halted.
Worry niggled at her. A Moon shield could stop a griffin’s bite and
a mizuuchii suncreature’s claws. Surely it could stop this
pendant.

But when the men hadn’t risen and
Dylori pressed a hand to her forehead, looking queasy, Misti knew
it hadn’t. Arias had a worried crease in her forehead, but it was
the slight shake in her fingers that gave her fear away. Fear of
Misti or fear of the pendant around her neck, she couldn’t tell.
Met’zil Zarious, the only one besides Arias still standing, wore an
expression as hard as stone, yet his fingers tapped against his
other arm in a rhythmic pattern, a nervous habit of his before the
eve of battle. Fear dripped down Misti’s figure, making her
shiver.

Arias met Misti’s gaze first, but
when she spoke her voice shook a little. “Have you noticed the
pendant affecting others far away from you?” Misti shook her
head.

“How close did they have to be,
then?” Arias said in a softer tone.

Misti tried to piece her scattered
thoughts together. Her gaze drifted to Dylori, sitting in the dirt.
“Dylori was right next to me, and so were you.” She looked at
Met’zil Zarious, trying to judge his expression, but he kept his
features smooth save for the frown ever pulling his lips down. “And
Tuatu, too. But the others were a few paces away, and when we were
walking back from the fight I kept to the back of the group, so the
ones in front had to be at least ten paces away, if not
more.”

The shield flickered and dimmed
for a moment, and Misti’s rambling stopped. She started to back
away, but her attention caught on the sudden movement behind Arias’
shoulder. Dylori’s neades had thundered over to Dylori and settled
himself against her back, letting her rest against him. Eyes
glowing orange, Dylori patted the large beast, and Misti knew she
must be pulling strength from her neades, who had more than enough
to spare. Dis huffed and fidgeted while he allowed Dylori’s Animal
crafting to take hold.

“Twenty paces away. That might be
the minimum.” Misti pointed at the neades. “Or maybe Dis is immune
because he’s so huge? But Tuatu is more powerful than Dis, and she
was affected.” She bit her lip, fretting. Zora will be
affected.

“Twenty paces,” Arias
muttered.

Unbelievably, she moved closer to
Misti. Misti backed away. Why would she move closer? Is she
sunsick? But Arias came closer still. Or testing the
pendant’s power? Her shield flashed. It wouldn’t last much
longer. Its power was disintegrating before their eyes. Closer now,
Misti realized that Arias was young, younger than her by a few
seasons. It shocked her that this was the Elu Met’zil Zarious had
chosen for this task when she was certain there were other, older
Elu in the village.

“Perhaps that will be useful later
on,” Arias said, “but we need to take care of this now. Ithuia,
could you help?”

Nodding, Ithuia rose to his feet
and came to stand beside Arias, arching an eyebrow and wincing.
“We’re doing a full-body cage?”

A cage? Fear crashed
through Misti, making her breath quicken. She didn’t do well in
tight spaces, and a full-body cage sounded terrifying. “I know it’s
dangerous, but I could just leave, maybe head to Amiin to see if
their crafters could do any—”

“It won’t hurt,” Arias said, her
melodic voice smooth even through this chaos. “A cage is a
protection we’re going to craft around you. It’s similar to a
barrier or a shield. Though usually it helps protect the wearer,
I’m hoping it’ll keep whatever this pendant is doing
inside.”

“But I feel this hot pulsing on my
skin whenever the orb activates,” Misti said in a rush. I can’t
be in a cage. I can’t. “And it wears me out, too. Will the cage
protect me against that?”

A look of sorrow passed through
Arias’ pale green eyes. “I’m…not certain. The cage is supposed to
protect the wearer from external harm, so there’s a chance that the
pendant’s power will be directed fully at you instead.”

It took a few moments for Arias’
words to sink in, but once they did, Misti’s body broke into a cold
sweat. Moon above, will I go into a death sleep while traveling
back to Amiin? Or even die tonight? Lacing her finger around
the chain, she pulled a little, feeling its tug at her neck and
chest. The pulsing was the real danger. It seemed to suck
life-energy faster than when the pendant was cold. If only there
was a way to tell when that pulsing would happen.

She shifted uncomfortably under
Arias’ sad gaze. The cage sounded terrible. But then Zora’s
cheerful yip filled her memory, her bundle of bright fur and
feathers, and Misti shook her concerns away. I have to do this,
for Zora at the very least. And I can’t keep hurting people,
either. I have to try. If putting some cage around her was the
only way to protect other people she’d do it. She was just about to
say so when Ithuia raised a finger.

His voice was slow and rambling,
though not from the orb’s power. Ithuia had always spoken this way.
“Instead of a full-body cage, why don’t we do a localized one
centered only around the orb itself? The cage should last for a
little while. The metal is fused to her skin, probably by some form
of crafting, but if you look closely, the orb isn’t.”

Misti looked down once more,
craning her neck at a painful angle to see the pendant more
clearly. Ithuia was right. One half of the metal spiral stuck to
her skin and the rest enclosed the orb, yet the orb had settled
more to the outside rather the inner. The orb itself wasn’t
touching her skin at all. What kind of strange crafting was
this?

Arias actually smiled—Misti
couldn’t imagine what there was to be happy about—her pale green
eyes shimmering in the glow of her shield. “Perfect. The cage will
be stronger than my shield, especially with both of us crafting it.
It should hold for a while, though with such a localized one I
don’t know how long.” She paused as if gathering her thoughts and
then gave a single nod. “But it will hold.”

The shield flickered, sparkling
like firegnats before fading from view. Arias and Ithuia reached
for Misti, glowing blue cuts weaving over Arias’ palm while similar
ones traced Ithuia’s elbow. Everyone’s crafting demanded something
of them, but it was because of Misti that they had to suffer this
price. As she watched the glowing cuts travel across their skin,
one thought filtered through her mind. A Moon Knight is supposed
to protect people, and all I’ve done is hurt.

 




Chapter Three

MISTI GLANCED DOWN AT the white
orb, now glowing within a soft blue cage, an almost welcoming
light. The crafting was working, encasing the orb and not setting
off some horrible pulse. Misti no longer felt bone-tired and ready
to fall asleep at any moment. Not all of her strength had returned:
she was still fighting-tired, walking-for-hours tired, and
not-eating-enough tired. But it was a tiredness she was used to as
a Moon Knight. Misti sighed with something like relief. The danger
appeared to be over.

The others shook themselves and
began to rise. Arias and Ithuia quietly made their way over to each
of them in turn, asking questions, lingering on Stee a moment
longer than the others. He held a hand to his head to cover a cut
on his forehead and a trickle of dark orange blood ran down his
fingers. His eneeraa clouded around his feet like a fog, but Misti
couldn’t tell if the pendant had affected the creature. It was hard
to tell anything from an eneeraa.

A soft screech caught Misti’s
attention. Tuatu had perked up at last, hopping from Met’zil
Zarious’ arms and flying into the darkened sky. As she swooped
around Zarious, he grinned. Misti’s eyes widened. As long as she
had been under his command he had never once smiled, but the
delight of Tuatu’s flight was now clearly reflected in Zarious’
usually stony expression. The Met’Zil hadn’t spoken to her since
the orb had made his dragon fall unconscious and she desperately
wanted to know her fate, but she knew better than to
pry.

It was said that a Vagari’s bond
with their companion animal couldn’t be matched. When their
companion was sick or wounded or close to death, the Vagari knew.
Sometimes when their companion animal died, the Vagari would sink
into a deep depression, for an integral part of themselves, of
their soul, had disappeared. If their companion died of old age,
the Vagari would likely heal from their sadness, but if their bond
was broken by something else—an attack, a sickness—then the Vagari
might never recover and would never connect with another companion
animal again.

Misti watched the dragon flit
about, breathing spurts of ice into the air. Some bloodlines were
luckier than others. The wyvern and dragon bloodlines didn’t have
to worry about their companions dying before they did. Some were
even passed down through the generations! But others, like the
vulnix or strixi bloodlines, had a limited time with their
companions before they passed away. In those cases, it was common
for the Vagari to choose a descendent of their original companion,
though Misti couldn’t stand to think of her Zora dying. It hurt her
heart each time she did. Zora has decades left, she reminded
herself. She closed her eyes, calling up her crafting to touch base
with Zora. They couldn’t communicate over such distances, but Misti
could feel her, sense her life-energy, and knew she was recovering
in Amiin.

Misti opened her eyes in time to
see Tuatu swoop in and out of the daygems’ light, in and out of the
darkness. The sleet dragon screeched in happiness, but Misti
worried about what would happen when she and Zora reunited. She
wrapped her hand around the smooth blue cage that now separated her
and the rest of the world from the pendant’s power.

A neades’ deep-throated grunt
shook her from her concerns. Dis nudged her shoulder, his large
bulk nearly pushing her off her feet. She started to shove him
away, but Dylori’s hand on her arm stopped her.

“He wants to help.” The white
blood splattered across Dylori’s cheek had been wiped away, and her
scar was now in full view. Close up, Misti noticed the orange tint
in Dylori’s weary dark eyes, the dirt caked on her horns, the tiny
cut by her left eye that had sliced an orange sliver in the
once-perfect v from the corner of her eye to her
hairline.

I caused that. She
swallowed the guilt riding up her throat like bile. “Help
me?”

Dylori pulled her hair into a bun,
glancing at her neades with a curious expression. “He wants to give
you some of his strength, Misti.”

Misti stared at Dis, who lowered
his huge head down to her level. The neades’ dark oval eyes
shimmered, the gray v from his eyes crowning his head like
Dylori’s. Or rather, Dylori’s was like his. He nudged his thick
muzzle against her again, pulling back his slobbery lips and
showing her his dull teeth. His giant pink tongue slurped up the
side of her neck and into her hair. Misti laughed and rubbed
between his eyes, admiring the dark and light stripes in his soft
fur and mane, echoed in the pattern that rippled down Dylori’s
back. Another relic of the ancient ones who could actually
transform into their bloodline beasts and fight alongside their
companions.

“Yeah. And I’ll allow it.” Dylori
patted Dis’ nose.

“That’s…” Misti couldn’t finish
her sentence. She could use her crafting, with permission, to take
life-energy from the beasts around her. Technically Vagari could
take life-energy without asking, but respect went a long way in the
beast world. Creatures would give more if asked rather than stolen
from.

Vagari had to be careful not to
take too much life-energy from a beast, companion or no, or even
when taming other creatures for a short time to use for defense or
attack. Take too much life-energy or bend too many creatures to
their will at once and the beasts could die, a wicked deed. Killing
animals for the sake of saving one’s own life would count as an act
worthy of death under both Vagari and Aluriahian Law. If the killer
somehow escaped from death, they were banished from society and
hunted down by any Vagari who wanted the kill. And that death,
regardless of how bloody, would not be considered a crime, the
hunter protected by the Vagari crown regardless of where the hunt
took place.

Dis really wants to give me his
strength? He’s never proposed that before. While not a crime,
Misti never considered taking the energy of someone else’s
companion animal. She’d heard of other knights doing so in the heat
of battle, but never considered it herself. A companion animal was
a lifelong family member to its Vagari. A bonded pair. Taking
life-energy forged a connection, if only for a moment, but one that
shared memories and thoughts and dreams and fears. A connection a
Vagari should only have with their own companion animal. Having Dis
offer his life-energy in order to help Misti was an extraordinarily
thoughtful and intensely personal thing for him to do.

“I know it will be strange.”
Dylori ran her fingers affectionately through Dis’ mane, stroking
him behind his pointed ears. “But if he wants to help, I’ll let
him. I give you permission to connect with him in this way.” Here
she gave Misti a hard look. “But if you feel anything from that
sunbaked orb of yours, you snap out of it. Immediately.”

Misti wrung her hands a little,
trying to rub away the shock that made her hands feel numb. “I
could always just take a nap. I mean, I am feeling better
and—”

Dis interrupted her by huffing
directly in her face, and the warm moist breath full of spice blew
past her. Misti waved the strong scent away, but Dis stomped his
hoof on the ground.

“He’s worried about you. You don’t
have Zora with you right now and he knows the toll that’s taking on
you. Knows your spirits are low and he wants to help.”

Even with Dylori’s blessing and
Dis’ insistence, it felt almost wrong to take the neades’ strength.
More than ever, she wished her vulnix was here. She could give and
take from Zora with no need to worry. Her little vulnix couldn’t
lend her much brute strength, or the ability to fly, or to extend
claws from her fingers, or to strike with lightning, but Zora
always knew how to help.

The crafting gifts granted by the
vulnix bloodline were focused vision, resilience, and endurance,
but when Zora was with her, Misti became faster and more confident
in her footing. Since her little vulnix was swift, she could be.
And Zora never failed to lift Misti’s spirits. Even a creature so
massive as Dis had limits to how much life-energy he could give
before falling himself and those life-or-death limits should only
be reached by Dylori.

Misti eyed the neades, how his
head loomed five hands over her own, remembering how Dylori could
laze comfortably on his back during long rides. His heavy hooves
sank into the dirt, and even though he’d been in a fight, he
smelled like dirt, not sweat or fear or blood. He nudged her a
third time, huffing slightly, the tiny horns behind his ears
tapping her shoulder. A strange sense of longing started in the pit
of Misti’s belly. Never had she experienced a connection with a
neades, even when learning how to tame creatures to her will, and
she actually did want to know what that kind of raw strength felt
like. But she could use a different neades, not Dis.

She scratched Dis on the nose.
“Thank you so much for the offer. I deeply appreciate it, but a
good rest is all I need. I wouldn’t feel right to intrude on that
bond you and Dylori share. This crafting will hold.” Dis huffed in
her hand, warm breath puffing around her palm. Clearly displeased,
he blinked at her and shook his body. Gratefulness tugged at
Misti’s lips. Dis was so kind, and she didn’t want to hurt his
feelings. “If I need it, though…if I truly need it, I’ll take you
up on that offer. Sound good?”

At that comment, Dis bumped into
her so hard she nearly lost her footing. Misti chuckled, giving his
nose another scratch.

“I hope you never need to take him
up on his request,” Dylori rumbled, scratching at the base of her
left horn. She’s nervous? Seeming to realize what she was
doing, Dylori dug some brown, prickly leaves and white nuts out of
her pocket for Dis. He slurped them up and snorted his
thanks.

Her statement was a curious one,
both sweet and sour to the taste. Dylori worried for her, that much
was clear, but her bond with her neades came first. Just like
Misti’s with Zora.

“Me too,” Misti
replied.

Misti led the way to the rest of
the group. Arias and Ithuia were in a deep discussion with Met’zil
Zarious, so Misti wandered over to Markus and Stee, who were busy
gulping down water. The men gazed warily at her as she
approached.

“Wait,” Markus said, holding up a
hand and pointing to the blue cage around the orb. “Do we know how
long that thing will hold?

Misti stopped a few paces away.
“It’s holding for now.”

“And we’re fine.” Dylori sidled up
beside her, her neades bringing up the rear. “Are you?”

Markus eyed them both, then
lowered his hand. “More than a little bruised, and terribly weak.
I’ve never seen Blood crafting tied to an object before. You’re
lucky to be alive.”

A shiver ran down Misti’s spine.
“I know.”

“Did you use your crafting on Dis,
Misti?” Stee asked, calling his eneeraa. The creature floated up
and settled on his right arm, twirling around his chest and linking
its claws into Stee’s black tunic. “Ume nearly went over to
investigate.”

“No, he offered but I decided
against it.”

Stee nodded and went back to
stroking his eneeraa, his hand disappearing into the smoky
body.

Markus’ eyes widened. “Are you
even able to do that? Craft on a companion?”

Of course he’d be confused,
Misti thought. At least for her and other Vagari children, teaching
about other races only went so far in their schooling: names and a
basic understanding of their crafting and that was it. Apparently
it was like that for the other three races as well. Some folk
mingled and chatted easily about their abilities, and scribes and
travelers typically knew much more than others, but most tended to
stay in their home region, their interest in their work and life
instead of the other races and cultures. She knew a bit more
because of her time with the knights, but not much.

“Yes, but—” Misti wasn’t able to
finish the sentence, as Met’zil Zarious had stalked over to them
and tapped her on the shoulder. She saluted.

“How do you feel?” he demanded,
voice rough and eyes locked on the blue cage. “Do you sense the
pendant anymore?

Misti stumbled over her reply.
“I…I don’t sense the orb anymore, and I feel fine, Met—”

“Did you get a good look at the
Blood crafter who gave this to you?” He interrupted her again, gaze
lifting to meet hers. “Did you see any others who had
pendants?”

“I got an okay look at the Divus,
but I didn’t see any others who had pendants.” Misti forced herself
not to back away from the intensity of Met’zil Zarious’ bright
purple gaze.

“Start packing,” Met’zil Zarious
said.

“But, Met’zil, we—” Dylori jumped
in.

Met’zil Zarious glared at her. “We
are going to have a discussion, Clyofis, but it’s clear what we
need to do about this situation.” He turned to Misti again and
guided her firmly toward the direction of the village. “Pack up
your things. Stee, take Markus back to camp and then go help her.
See that it’s done quickly…and quietly.”

His orders followed her as Misti
headed back to the village, not bothering to look back as Dylori’s
voice rose to a shout. Packing up meant they were leaving. It made
the most sense to go to Amiin and see if this problem could be
dealt with there, for better crafters were stationed there than
they had in this unit. But what about the two banished ones who
got away? They couldn’t just leave them here; the village
wouldn’t be safe. It wasn’t the Moon Knights’ way to desert people
who needed them.

Footsteps crunched behind her, and
Stee and Markus arrived at her side.

“We’d better hurry it up,” Stee
muttered, wrapping an arm around Markus’ waist and quickening their
pace. Markus gave a pained groaned in response. “Dylori isn’t
happy, but I don’t think anyone else can change Zarious’ mind, not
even Ithiua. Or that village girl.”

“Arias,” Misti
murmured.

“Yes, her. Come on.” Stee led the
way back through the darkness to the village. Even with Stee’s aid,
Markus’ face grew paler each step they took. She wished they could
do more for him, but they didn’t have any other Blood crafters in
their group.

“Will you be able to heal yourself
soon, Markus?” Misti asked, worry clenching her stomach tight.
Maybe his injuries are too severe?

Markus nodded. “I should. It’ll be
fine.”

But his clouded eyes didn’t give
Misti much hope. Why had the pendant affected him so much?
The cursed thing was around her neck and she didn’t feel as bad as
he seemed to. She wanted to question him, figure out why touching
it had had this affect, but the way he groaned made her stay
silent. He has enough on his mind…like making it back to his
tent without throwing up. Misti helped Stee put Markus down in
his tent, made sure he had enough food and water, and then hurried
to her own dwelling.

Tucking herself inside, she
wrapped her bedroll tight, securing it with a bit of rope, and tied
her feather pillow on the top. She hauled all of it out of the
tent, and then piled her armor and sword next to her pack. Running
her hands over the rough cloth, she unpinned the tent’s metal
poles, trying to follow Met’zil Zarious’ orders and make as little
noise as possible. The poles clanked when they fell. Misti winced.
So much for being quiet. Every Moon Knight knows that
sound. The sound of moving on.

Luckily, the rest of the Moon
Knights seemed to be enjoying themselves. Music, loud
conversations, and laughter drifted over to her from the center of
the village. She even heard a merchant or two calling their wares,
trying to do an honest night’s work before the day broke again and
they went into hiding. The suncreatures roaming Whels seemed
particularly vicious this time of year, so close to the solstice.
The crunch of dirt behind her caught Misti’s attention, and she
spun around.

Stee looked at her, his eneeraa
floating by his side. “I was supposed to help,
remember?”

Misti nodded. Together they folded
her tent, stuffed her pack with clothes, food, and water, and
strapped her bedroll to the top. Moon Knights packed light, and
Misti was no exception. She lashed the armor to the back and
started to do the same with her weapon, but Stee stopped
her.

“Maybe you should keep that out,”
he said, nodding to her sword. Then he dug around in his belt for a
moment and handed her two daggers. “I found these while we were
hunting those banished ones who got away. You nicked one of
them.”

A bit of dark blue blood crusted
the side of one of her daggers, and Misti hoped she had gotten an
artery. Her mind wandered back to that moment: the anger in the
Elu’s face, the glowing cuts, her fear at seeing what race this
banished one actually was.

Sighing, she took the blades from
Stee. “Thanks.”

Stee eyed her for a moment longer
then stepped back, orange tinting his gray eyes. He glanced at the
pendant and stepped back another pace. “Listen, I’m sorry for
snapping at you before. It’s not like you wanted the banished ones
to get away or that sundamned pendant anyhow.”

Shock raced through Misti,
straightening her spine. Stee’s apologizing? He was always
cruel to her, berating her whenever she did something wrong. He’d
brought up her weak vulnix bloodline at least twice when they went
into battle. But she could discern nothing but sincerity in his
eyes.

“Thank you for saying that,” Misti
murmured.

“When I’m sleepy, I apologize for
everything.”

Annoyance started to boil in
Misti’s chest from the flippant remark, but before she could
retort, Stee grinned. The idiot is teasing me again. He
straightened, stretching his arms over his head. With his lean
body, striking gray hair and eyes, and easy smile, he would’ve been
handsome had he not been so annoying. She did find him handsome, in
fact, and had developed quite the crush on him when they first met
but then she had realized just how haughty he actually was and the
crush evaporated like a fine morning mist. His eneeraa drifted
lazily at his side, and Misti wondered again if the pendant had
affected the creature. It appeared not.

Stee chuckled at her annoyed look.
“Me and the other knights are only trying to make you better, you
know.”

“Calling my bloodline weak doesn’t
help,” she replied, wishing her voice didn’t sound so high-pitched.
Slipping the daggers in her belt, she turned away. She felt better
with all three in easy reach. Safer.

“It helps more than you think,”
Stee said, his voice growing more distant. When she turned back to
reply, all she saw was his retreating back disappearing between the
nearby tents.

“Make sure you check on Markus
tomorrow!” Misti called after him, no longer trying to be quiet. He
threw a hand up in reply.

Misti huffed and sat down next to
her pack. What should I do now? Her stomach rumbled again,
and she looked longingly at the bustling village. There would be
cheese, breads, nuts, fresh fruits of all kinds at the marketplace.
But while the mother and daughter had recovered, she didn’t want to
chance going into the village and causing more trouble, so she
opened the front portion of her pack and pulled out a handful of
purple garis root. The sour root made a satisfying crunch, and she
leaned on her pack, looking up at the night sky. Darkness spread
like ink, peppered with stars, though with the daygems’ glow she
couldn’t make out any constellations. Still, she knew they were
there: Aluriah’s Battle, Ponuriah’s Defeat, The Great Rift, and her
personal favorite, Wyvern’s Glory.

Misti found herself reaching for
the metal wings dangling from the bracelet on her left wrist. It
had once been a full metal wyvern piece, but her brother had
intentionally broken it in her youth. She rubbed the metal, feeling
the bumps and ridges of the feathers, the jagged edge, remembering
how beautiful the wyvern had been when it was whole.

Danill had insisted they each
carry a piece—Danill, the body; Char, the head; Misti, the wings—so
no matter where they went they’d always be together. Char had
nodded along, slipped the head piece into her pocket, ever ready to
make their younger brother happy. Misti had followed suit, first
keeping the wings in her pocket, but then fashioning a bracelet out
of them.

Guilt sliced through the memory,
boiling hot in her stomach and scorching the fleeting happiness
away. Even now, seasons later, it burned to remember. I had to
run. I couldn’t stay there any longer. I had to leave them
behind.

Something rustled by her head, and
her focus turned back to the present and the neades currently
nudging the side of her face. Dis grunted, a puff of sour air
wafting over Misti’s nose. She sat up and, chuckling, pushed him
away. Only then did she notice the people walking over to her. It
seemed like Met’zil Zarious had come to a decision. Met’zil Zarious
stared down his nose at her, his sleet dragon nowhere to be seen.
Ever Zarious’ shadow, Ithuia shuffled next to him, looking anywhere
but at her. Arias stood a bit away from the group, facing Misti
with a keen, even stare. But it was Dylori who put out a hand to
help Misti to her feet, Dylori looking madder than a mother
firebird chasing after its errant young.

Dylori who spoke first, ice in her
rough tone. “Met’zil Zarious has come to a decision, though some
don’t like it.”

Misti nodded, worrying her lip
between her teeth. No matter what it is, keep it
together.

“You need to leave,” Met’zil
Zarious said.

That she understood. Why the
others would be so discomfited by it, Misti didn’t know. This orb
was dangerous, so in a sense, so was she. Gathering a few Moon
Knights together and making the trip back to Amiin made the most
sense.

“And you are dismissed from the
Moon Knights. You will surrender your rank and blades in Amiin to
Aramet’zil Vivia. ”

Misti stared at him. “What?
Dismissed?” she yelped. Does that mean…?

“Yes.” Met’zil Zarious gave her a
curt nod, his eyes flashing. “You are no longer part of our
ranks.”

She sensed he was angry, but at
what she didn’t know. It wasn’t her fault the banished one put this
orb around her neck. Her dream of becoming a T’zil like Dylori, of
becoming stronger and faster and better, darted through her mind.
If she was dismissed from the Moon Knights, none of that could
happen. She’d never be able to face her parents. Never be able to
save her siblings or be brave enough to go home.

Met’zil Zarious’ gravelly voice
rumbled through her thoughts. “There are more suncreatures now than
ever before, attacking the main cities and the villages in our
section, and we can’t afford to make mistakes anymore. With the
emergence of this pendant, your presence here…or around any Moon
Knights, would dangerously weaken us, and we can’t let that happen.
On top of that, your fighting skills haven’t improved, regardless
of how long I spend drilling you. I was willing to accept your
ignorance of my fighting technique a few seasons back, when this
surge of evildoers wasn’t yet at our doorstep, but I can’t any
longer. I took a chance in letting a vulnix bloodline in, but
that’s a mistake I won’t make ever again.”

Wait, what? So not only
would she probably never be able to return to the Moon Knights, but
because of her, no other vulnix Vagari would be able to join
either. That’s not fair. Surely other vulnix Vagari could
do better than me? Others could work within the tight confines of
brute strength Met’zil Zarious demanded. Although everything
Zarious had said about her own actions was true, a burning seed of
anger grew in Misti’s heart. She wanted to snap back at him, but
anger and defiance would only give him another reason not to let
her bloodline in, so she gave a respectful nod.

“Yes, sir,” she said, not lifting
her gaze.

“Good,” Met’zil Zarious said. “We
can’t spare an escort for you, so you will go back to Amiin alone
to get this Blood orb business taken care of.”

Alone? A trickle of fear
dripped down Misti’s back. She could travel in the safety of night,
but that meant the trip would take four nights, and she didn’t know
if the Moon cage would last that long. If she traveled by day as
well, it would take her two, but she’d have to contend with
suncreatures on the way there, and they had encountered some
massive ones traveling to this village. She certainly didn’t want
to meet one on her own. And I’m still tired from the
pendant. She’d have to stop early because of it and that meant
it would take even longer to get to Amiin. Under Met’zil Zarious’
watchful eye, she tried to appear calm and hoped he didn’t see the
trembling in her legs.

“Here.” He shoved a letter into
her hands, cast one more disgusted look at the pendant, and left.
Another pair of footsteps traveled with him. Ithuia, most
likely.

Misti held the letter for a
moment, staring at it, the thick paper sealed with a white moon
heavy in her hands. Dumbfounded, she looked to the others. Ithuia
was gone, but both Arias and Dylori had stayed. Dis had stayed as
well, standing next to Dylori, though he stared after Zarious and
huffed again.

Arias moved first, coming over to
her. “I apologize for how this turned out.” She frowned, appearing
conflicted. “Don’t leave right away. I have something for you.” Her
dark hair bobbed around her head as she darted away.

At last, Dylori approached her.
Her usually jovial face held a deep frown, wrinkles creasing around
her dark eyes that glinted with a hardness Misti hadn’t seen
before. “He’s wrong. You should go to Amiin, but you shouldn’t be
thrown out of the Moon Knights. You’ve worked so hard—”

“I know.” Misti folded into
herself, shoulders slumping, head down. “But he’s right. I can’t be
around the Moon Knights right now, I’d be a danger…more than I am
already,” she mumbled. A tight lump of grief had formed in her
throat.

“That necklace is the danger.”
Dylori’s rough voice and her hand, landing heavy on Misti’s arm,
jarred her from her sorry state.

“I don’t know what to do with
myself anymore,” Misti said, staring at the letter.

Dylori shook her a little. “You go
to Amiin. Get that pendant off you. Then you figure it
out.”

Misti knew she was right, but she
felt like there was a gaping hole in her chest. She’d run to the
Moon Knights after leaving her family, and they’d taken her in.
They were the only thing she’d ever considered as a career. What
else can I do? I have to go to Amiin. That much was certain, so
that’s what she held onto. She touched the smooth surface of the
Moon cage, the shining light that held the danger at
bay.

She’d have to go to Amiin alone.
Fear clamped on her chest, making it hard to breathe, hard to
think. She’d never been alone since becoming a part of the Moon
Knights. Never, since that desperate crescent of fleeing Northtown,
with little food, even less sleep, and a heavy guilt weighing on
her shoulders. The fourteen nights traveling out of the Ruinswick
area and down into the Ratnaa Grove, pleading for help from the
Nemora who lived and mined gemstones there. Of going from village
to village after receiving aid, using the gems the Nemora gifted
her to pay for supplies and a bed, and then eventually entrance
into the Moon Knights. A gift she hadn’t figured out how to repay
just yet.

The glow from the pendant around
her neck seemed to wash her surroundings out for a moment, and
Misti’s fear now gripped her throat. But then a squeeze from
Dylori’s hand brought her back to the present, and the blue
subsided. The gentle pressure of Dylori’s hand lifted some of the
fear. She took a deep breath.

“I…I’m afraid, Dylori. I don’t
want to go alone.”

Even though she felt like a little
child saying so, she knew Dylori wouldn’t tease her for it. Their
friendship had lasted seven and a half seasons, had gone through
the trials of initiation into the Moon Knights and been
strengthened by the battles they’d fought together, even if Dylori
had always protected her.

“You can do it, Misti, I know you
can,” Dylori whispered, running her hand up to Misti’s neck and
forcing Misti to look at her. Even now, Misti’s body responded to
Dylori’s touch. Her skin tingled again, and a thrill tightened her
stomach. Dylori’s dark brown eyes shimmered, strands of gray and
black hair clinging to her dark forehead. She looked like the night
itself, and Misti held that intense gaze for as long as she dared.
Too long probably. Her pounding heart had nothing to do with fear.
Listen to her words, girl, Misti scolded herself.

Dylori gave her a soft smile. “Or
I’ll have to come out there and kick you in the ass
myself.”

With that, she knocked Misti on
the side of her head and hefted Misti’s pack, handing it to her.
Despite her fear, a smile tugged at Misti’s lips. She took the
pack, strapping it to her back and sliding her curved sword into
her belt next to her daggers. The Moon Knights couldn’t technically
take her weapons away until she got to Amiin, and she’d need all
the help she could get on her way there.

Misti turned to look into the
darkness beyond the daygems’ light. Nighttime had always seemed so
comforting, a cool blanket she could wrap around herself. But that
had always been in the presence of others. Now it looked
foreboding, seeming to stretch further than ever before. Just like
it had when she was a youngling. In the corner of her eye, she
noticed Dylori staring at her with a curious look.

“I’m back,” a soft voice called to
them. Arias had slipped through the tents once again, a large side
bag slung over her shoulder. “Please take this as a show of our
thanks, even if the village is a bit frightened of you right
now.”

She slipped the sidebar off and
handed it to Misti. The sudden weight of it pulled her arm down,
and the side bag toppled to the ground, a large brown oval spilling
out and making a crinkling sound. Face burning, Misti ducked down
to grab it. A large loaf of dark bread speckled with dried fruit
and nuts had unwrapped slightly from some paper. She rewrapped it
and put it back in the bag, noting that it was full of fabric
pouches and metal containers no doubt containing dried fruits and
nuts, a wheel of cheese as big as two hands sealed in wax, and two
large water flasks so full they nearly burst at the seams.
Curiously, a letter sat on top of it all. Misti instantly
recognized the script as her sister’s, and her throat tightened
again.

“There’s a fire-starter in the
front pocket, and some extra coin, too,” Arias was saying, her
voice a melody to Misti’s ears, a song even in the common tongue.
“We had a successful harvest this season, with the Nemora’s help,
of course.”

“Of course.” The Nemora aided
every harvest, their crafting producing the best fruits and
vegetables from even the tiniest seeds. “Where did you get this?”
She pulled the letter out, careful not to smudge the
writing.

Arias shrugged, her pale eyes
crinkling at the sides. “Carrier vulnixes came and gave all the
Moon Knights their mail. That one was addressed to you, and I
assumed you’d want it before you left.”

“Thank you,” Misti said, tucking
both letters, the one from her sister and the one from Met’zil
Zarious, into the pouch. “And thank you for everything else. For
the supplies and for this.”

She touched the Moon cage, and
Arias nodded. “Certainly. It should hold for a while, but the Elu
at Amiin are more powerful. I’d travel as quickly as you can. We
can even lend you a mount if you’d like.”

Misti frowned. As much as riding
an impuni local to these parts would make the trip quicker, she
couldn’t risk it. What if the Moon cage broke sooner than
expected? She thought back to the herds they had seen on the
hike over, the brown six-legged beasts with dark spiral horns
curling around their narrow heads like a crown and black stripes
decorating their sides. Their high-pitched bellow followed the
knights as the creatures called their young closer. “Thank you, but
I wouldn’t want to hurt it.”

“You are a thoughtful soul,” Arias
murmured and nodded again.

An awkward silence crept between
them from the seriousness of the compliment, so because she really
didn’t like awkward silences, Misti blurted out, “Nice earrings, by
the way.” 

It was true. Misti really did like
her earrings. Arias’ ears were pierced multiple times, with one
particular piercing in her left ear weaving in and out of her lobe
in a complex pattern. The metal was the same rust color as her
bow.

Arias smiled, then looked between
Dylori and Misti and stepped back. “I should let you
go.”

Lightning ants seemed to crawl in
Misti’s stomach, tightening her muscles. Taking a quick swig of
water from her flask to settle her stomach, Misti tied it to her
belt and swung the side bag on. She rolled her shoulders, shifting
her packs and weaponry until they settled comfortably. Then she
turned to Arias and extended her hand.

“May the moon be always over your
head,” she said as Arias clasped her hand. The dabbler shook her
hand once and let go again.

“And over you, as well.” Arias’
gaze slipped down to the pendant once more, the glow casting
strange shadows across her face. She seemed to shake herself from
her thoughts and gave Misti one last nod before stepping
back.

Misti turned to Dylori and tried
to shake her hand, but Dylori pulled her into a bone-crushing hug,
murmuring, “Don’t die on the way. And say hello to Zora for me when
you see her.”

Wrapping her arms around Dylori
and trying to pull as much strength and courage from her friend as
she possibly could, Misti whispered, “Thank you, Dylori. I wish I
could take you with me.”

Dylori let go, a strange shine in
her eyes and her smile sharper than any sword’s edge. “I’ll always
be there to protect you. In here.” She tapped the side of Misti’s
head with her finger. “Yelling at you to move faster, think
quicker, and always—”

“Bring up my sword to block, I
know.” Misti glanced at the tents and suddenly wished she could see
her fellow Moon Knights one more time before she left, but with the
way her luck rolled, the pendant would burst through the Moon cage
right then and make everyone faint. She couldn’t, wouldn’t chance
it. “Tell the others I said goodbye.”

“Consider it done.” Dylori
squeezed her arm once more then turned her to face the forest.
“Stay safe out there, and move quick.”

Misti stepped forward. Cool night
air twisted under her tunic. She shivered. The forest loomed ahead
of her, darker than ever, and fear trickled down her spine. The
woods looked so big and she felt tiny in comparison, even smaller
than usual. Moon above, I wish Zora were here. Fingering her
vulnix’s feather in her hair, Misti took a deep breath. She had a
few good hours before the sun started rising and the suncreatures
would awaken once more. A few good hours to go as far as she could
under the protection of the moon and stars.

Try as she might to resist the
urge, Misti failed and looked over her shoulder. Dylori waved. Dis
raised his head and huffed, a puff of white cloud emanating from
his gaping jaw, the cold definitely settling in. To her surprise
Arias also waved, a sturdy presence and one she welcomed. She might
have been sent away from the Moon Knights under a cloud of disgrace
because of Zarious’ words, but at least two people had cared enough
to see her off. Three, if she counted Stee. Jaw set, she shoved her
fears to the back of her mind and began to jog deeper into the
forest and further away from the safety of her friends, the azure
glow of the Moon cage brightening the darkness as she
went.





Chapter Four

MISTI TRAVELED ALL NIGHT along the
path the Moon Knights had taken to get to the Vagari village. It
would lead her straight to Amiin in two nights’ time if she took
Arias’ warning and traveled as fast as she could and slept little.
Four nights if she took the safer route of traveling only by
darkness and slept during the daytime, hidden from view. Misti
didn’t know what she’d do once the sun rose, but she had some time
left before the dark blue horizon melted into pinks and reds. She’d
use the time to go as fast as she possibly could.

Misti broke into a sprint for her
second time that night, knowing she could keep this pace for a
while and have some energy left to make her decision. Her vulnix
bloodline gave her this running ability. She could usually sprint
four times a night, but tonight exhaustion pulled at her muscles
more than ever. Next time, sleep first, then food, then
sprinting. The extra pack at her side thumped into her hip as
she ran, and her rolled-up sleeping mat smacked into her shoulders
with each step, but she didn’t care. She didn’t need to be sneaky
at night.

The Moon cage cast a gentle light
on the leaves, twigs, and roots underfoot. Misti deftly leapt over
them, shoving branches out of her way, not bothered by how some
scratched her palms as she went. The stinging pain kept her going,
kept her running even when her legs grew tired. Soon, she’d be out
of this forest and into a rolling grassland, which would make
traveling easier.

The nerves humming through her
body tensed her muscles and sharpened her eyes, but she didn’t feel
as scared as she thought she would. Her earlier fears of the forest
and the darkness within had drifted away. Even though she was
alone, the night had welcomed her with open arms. She cast her eyes
upward, seeing past the branches, past the treetops. She couldn’t
be scared right now, not with the nearly full moon and twinkling
stars overhead. The night kept most dangers at bay.

Looking up turned out to be a bad
idea when running full tilt. Misti’s foot snagged on a root and she
hurtled to the ground, her packs crashing along with her. She
yelped, stomach lurching into her throat. Sharp pain jolted up her
hands and arms as she caught herself and went into a roll, slamming
her back into a tree with a jarring stop.

Idiot. She heaved a sigh,
letting herself relax against the tree and just breathe for a
moment. The coolness of the night air tickled her cheeks and nose,
tingled in her hands. The crispness filled her lungs and reminded
her of home. Of snow and childhood snowball fights and hot spiced
tea, back before everything went terribly wrong. Shaking her head,
she assessed herself. Aside from the aching in her arms and her
pride, she felt okay. Weary, but uninjured. For the first time
since she left the village, she was happy that she was alone. No
one else had been around to see her fall. She pulled her long hair
into a tight bun at the base of her neck like Dylori always
did.

Something cracked to her left and
she whipped around, pushing herself to a seated position and
reaching toward one of her daggers. It was too early for
suncreatures, but that didn’t mean predators weren’t out stalking
prey. The cracking continued. Whatever it was, it didn’t mind being
heard. Misti tightened her grip, adrenaline coursing through her.
What could it be? A pyrewolf? A spydralia? Misti’s breath
caught when a small creature hopped out of the darkness, and then
released when she recognized it. A firebird, and a baby one at
that.

For a moment, Misti worried that
the orb would hurt the bird somehow, break past the Moon cage and
steal this tiny creature’s life energy. But the bird peered up at
her with beady eyes, puffing out its crest in greeting and giving a
little squeak. It hopped in a circle, flaring its wings and tail,
showcasing the vibrant gradations of red, orange, and yellow
feathers Misti admired despite the washed-out blue glow of the orb.
Facing her again, the firebird bobbed its head. Saying
hello.

It’s okay if this little guy
saw me, I guess. Misti laughed and put out her fingers. She
knew that even at such a young age, if the firebird felt threatened
it would burst into flame and take a defensive posture, wings
ruffled and head held high. Maybe even spit up a flaming pellet for
good measure, though Misti wasn’t sure if this young one had
learned that skill from its father just yet.

To her surprise, the firebird
hopped closer to a root near Misti’s knee, swayed a little, and
bobbed its head. It clutched the root with its long claws, but
seemed to lose its balance and tilted dangerously
forward.

After a moment’s hesitation, Misti
caught the bird, fingers wrapping gently around its body and
pushing it upright once more. The firebird squeaked again, and
Misti sank into her Animal crafting to commune with it. The
firebird was young. So young that he couldn’t yet speak to Misti
like Dis had done, like her Zora could. So young that he had gotten
lost in flight and couldn’t remember where his parents were. So
young that he was frightened, alone in the woods. She sent the baby
bird warmth and the first tendrils of friendship, promising that
she’d help find his nest. She had to. She was a Vagari, and just
like the Nemora tended to the natural resources of the world, the
Vagari helped the beasts, even the bugs and the water-dwellers. It
was part of their very being. She pulled away, severing their
connection but keeping a gentle hand on the firebird’s quivering
body.

Misti didn’t remove herself from
her Animal crafting. She looked into the forest through its orange
glow, trying to find the flight of firebirds this little one had
gotten away from. Tiny creatures scurried this way and that. A few
birds fluttered above the trees, but not the right ones. It
occurred to her that the strixis hadn’t found her yet, the ones she
had sent to track the banished folk. What happened to
them?

Shifting her worry aside, she
focused again, but to her dismay, she didn’t see or sense the
firebird’s parents. Her heart cracked a little at this loss. She
could try to call to them like she had the strixi, but firebirds
were notoriously hard to summon and even harder to tame.

Misti looked at the tiny bird now
nestled up against her chest with its head tucked between its
feathers, she knew she had to try. She pulled a small seed bag from
her belt and opened it, giving the firebird something to nibble on.
The baby chirped in thanks and pecked at the black seeds. Taking a
deep breath, she focused only on firebirds: on their flaming
feathers, their golden eyes, their proud demeanor. Her heart
fluttered against her chest, going fast from her run but now
pumping quickly out of fear. No, not fear, exactly. Anticipation,
more like, at calling to these birds, ones she had never summoned
before and ones who were twice the size she usually tried
for.

A moment passed. Another. A third.
Misti strained, concentrating so hard she forgot the world around
her, forgot about the battle, forgot about the Moon Knights, forgot
about the pendant around her neck.

The rustle of wings made her
glance up from the baby bird. Misti stiffened at the sight of five
firebirds flying over to where she sat, snapping their black beaks.
Their feathers flared to bright red life, and they glared down at
her with large golden eyes. If she had been standing, the birds’
eyes would have been level with her own.

“Hello,” Misti said, amazed that
it had actually worked. And on so many! “I believe this
little one is yours?”

She stroked the baby firebird on
her lap. The bird hesitantly lifted its head and then squawked in
joy, hopping over to the largest adult. The larger firebird dipped
its head, touched its beak to the little ones, and then stared at
Misti once more with a cocked golden eye; the other one had a scar
across it, sealing it shut.

Not knowing what to do next, Misti
stayed still. Her head pounded from using so much crafting and she
let it slip away, the orange glow fading from view. “Be safe,” she
whispered.

One of the firebirds titled its
head at the seed bag the little one had eaten out of, plucked it
off the ground, and flew away with the bag securely in its black
beak. She chuckled as the seed thief flew away. Enjoy the
food.

The three others ruffled their
feathers, quenched their flames, and flew after the thief. The last
adult firebird started to follow, but its chick chirped and pecked
at its claws until it turned back again. Hopping over, the larger
bird feathered its wing out at Misti, but it kept its head held
high, its one good eye flashing. The flames died down so her
fingers could make contact with the hard bone and feathers
there.

Understanding dawned on her and
she shook her head. “Oh, no. I don’t need anything right now. Thank
you, though.”

That was a lie. She was worn out
but the firebird looked so noble that Misti felt awkward taking
from it. It would be like taking life-energy from a queen. Yet the
larger bird remained still, its wing outstretched, clearly waiting
for Misti to take hold of it. The baby bird hopped over and pushed
against Misti’s hand, squawking. Misti bit her lip. She was aching
from her fall and weary from the orb. The firebird glared at her,
its crest rising in a dignified flame from its head.

Finally Misti broke under the
pressure of the bird’s haughty stare and reached out to touch the
wing at the joint. Holding on, she dipped into her crafting once
more, the cool sensation returning, flickering then
settling.

Fire surged through her, banishing
her aches and giving her a boost of energy in the process. Through
her crafting, Misti could tell this bird was a relative of the
baby, his father in fact. It felt amazing, this father’s joy at
finding his little one, being reunited once again with his family,
seeing his young safe and sound. But before she could say anything,
the firebird broke the connection, and launched himself into
flight. As soon as the bird crested the treetops, his wings burst
into a blaze once more, bright yellow and orange flames licking his
feathers. Misti watched in awe. The firebird headed in the same
direction as the others.

“Thank you,” Misti whispered. The
baby bird squawked, pushed up against her hand again, and hopped
after his father, disappearing into the darkness.

Smiling, Misti hauled herself to
her feet, secured her packs to her back, and started off again. No
longer aching or weary, she knew the extra energy the firebird had
given her would take her into the grasslands and beyond. She didn’t
have much time before the sun rose completely, but her heart felt
lighter since her dismissal from the Moon Knights. A sense of
comfort seemed to settle around her shoulders in the knowledge that
she could still be a protector, even if she only protected baby
birds.

The grasslands looked peaceful as
dawn spread deep pinks, oranges, yellows, and finally bright blues
over the rolling hills of knee-high bright green grass as far as
Misti could see. It looked to be a cloudless morning, with only a
slight breeze. Warm, too. Even though Misti was on guard, she
enjoyed the vibrancy of the lands washed in sunlight. As much as
the Elu who crafted them tried, daygems couldn’t quite capture the
vibrancy of the actual sun.

Standing on a hilltop, she looked
down at the grasslands she still had to travel across. They
stretched much farther than she would’ve liked, with safety more
than a night and a half away. Fueled by the firebird encounter, she
had made up her mind that she would keep going during the
day.

Misti rolled her shoulders and
rubbed the back of her neck before stretching her arms to the sky.
Nibbling on some of the ilra nuts Arias had packed, she reflected
that she hadn’t really slept since before they attacked the
banished ones. She’d only been able to go this long because of the
firebird’s gift, but natural fatigue would soon take hold. She’d
have to nap somewhere, and Misti shivered at the thought. The
rising sun meant the suncreatures would be waking. Large white
shapes had begun appearing on the horizon, and alarmingly, some
even closer than that.

Misti spotted at least three
suncreatures moving in the grass below her, only a hundred paces
away. It would be next to impossible to figure out what kind of
creatures they were until they revealed themselves. Her hand
drifted to the hilt of her dagger, tracing the moon pattern etched
into the metal.

Worry dripped down her body,
carving smooth paths in what little optimism she had left from the
firebird encounter. She might be able to take out a few smaller
suncreatures herself, but if a wyvern or a neades suncreature
showed up, Misti would have to run, or hope there might be some
beasts around that she could use her crafting to persuade to help
her.

Shaking herself out of her
thoughts, Misti slowly lowered her packs to the ground and buckled
her armor into place, moved down the hill, and crouched low. Her
hand went automatically to her daggers on her belt, preferring
those to her longer curved blade, but she thought better of it,
pulling her sword. The knights taught me the sword. Use
it.

The grasses grew higher here,
rising to her waist when standing and concealing her when she
crouched. They tickled her outspread hands and face as she moved
through them, filled her vision with bright green strands, and
invaded her senses with sweet and soil tones. Almost pleasant, save
her for rapidly beating heart, her tight, painful breaths, and the
sweat dripping down her brow.

She moved the next curtain of
grass aside and met with a pair of red eyes—suncreature’s eyes. A
low rumbling came from the suncreature in front of her, and a
second and third rumble answered from the other two—surrounding
her. Misti’s breath caught, her gasp stuck in her throat like a
bubble waiting to be released. How did I miss
them?

The suncreature moved closer. The
grasses parted around it to reveal its full form. Misti immediately
recognized it as the sun-twisted version of a pyrewolf. Instead of
a pyrewolf’s bright orange fur and white teeth, this one had short
white fur that rippled oddly as it moved, hinting at the glowing
red skin beneath. Instead of its head only reaching her hip, the
suncreature’s head reached Misti’s chest. Instead of a pyrewolf’s
joyful bark, the suncreature growled again, peeling its lips back
to reveal shiny orange teeth dripping with saliva.

In the span of a few heartbeats,
Misti ran down a list of what she knew of the original
beast—muscular and quick, pyrewolves ran in packs. They were kind
to travelers, often guiding the lost back to their homes. Their
bellies were vulnerable. Soft fur grew there, an interesting
contrast to the thicker fur that armored them everywhere else. But
she had never encountered the suncreature version before, and
before she could analyze the creature further, it lunged for her
throat.

Misti shrieked and dropped to the
ground. The suncreature misjudged its attack and soared over her. A
belt of thick crimson scab-like armor covered its belly, no doubt
protecting it from attack. Misti rose, grasping her curved sword
tight in both hands and turning to face the suncreature. It spun,
long tail swishing through the grasses and sharp nails digging deep
into the dirt. Opening its jaws wide, the suncreature took in a
deep breath. A stream of fire burst from its maw, aimed at Misti’s
head. She had just enough sense to swerve to the left. The fire
sizzled past her, and the acrid smell of burning hair caught her
nose. Ponuriah’s tits! A lock of her hair had caught,
blackening at the ends, but she swatted it out.

Fire breath? The
suncreature chomped off the fire, coughing. Yelling past her shock,
she raised her sword and rushed at the creature. The pyrewolf
dodged the blade, darting into the grasses. Misti spun in a slow
circle. There are more. Her mind raced as fast as her heart.
She knew suncreatures retained the abilities of the creatures they
imitated and she had expected speed, but pyrewolves were only named
for their orange coloration—they couldn’t actually spit fire.
Stop thinking. Start attacking.

The pyrewolf’s breath had burned
the grasses away in a straight, blackened line. An escape?
But before Misti could flee, another suncreature burst onto the
scorched grass, snarling. Its ears lay flat on its head, and its
tail swished back and forth, leaving a trail of glowing crimson in
its wake. Its piercing red eyes glared at her, as if daring her to
come its way.

A flash of white to her right
caught her peripheral. She brought up her sword, but not soon
enough to defend herself from the sweep of dark claws. Pain tore
through her forearm, and Misti screamed, but adrenaline pumped
through her system, dulling the agony. She swung her sword at the
suncreature, forcing it to back away from her blade. Pack
mentality. They attack in packs! True to form, the one in front
of her, tail swishing this way and that, lunged at her. She
sidestepped the attack and sliced the side of the suncreature. A
thin line of yellow-orange blood, bright as the sun, burned the
fur, but not deep enough.

Heart pounding, Misti spun to the
one who cut her arm. Gripping her sword tight, she lunged, stabbing
at the creature with her blade. Just like Met’zil Zarious had
taught her. Just like the other Moon Knights did. The suncreature
skirted the attack and snapped at her arm as she passed. Yelping,
she managed to turn just quick enough for the bite to miss, but she
felt the air around her skin shudder with passing heat. She held
her sword in a defensive stance, covering her chest.

I have to be stronger than
them. The thought burned in her mind, seared there by the many
times Met’zil Zarious had yelled those words at her. The nights
Stee and the others had trained with her, shouting the same. But
how can I? Three against one was a tall order, even for a
former Moon Knight.

The first suncreature dashed at
her, but Misti rolled to the side. The suncreature’s jaws snapped
by her hand and missed before the suncreature disappeared into the
grasses once more. Before she could retaliate, the third
suncreature appeared at her side, swiping at her with its orange
nails and leaving slashes in her tunic and her skin. Not deep, but
painful all the same. Misti skittered away, yelling. Adrenaline,
and her seasons as a Moon Knight, tunneled her vision to focus on
her attackers, not on the pain. Think of Zora. If she were here,
what would she do? Go for the eyes. Be quick! She stabbed at
the third suncreature with her sword and put out an eye. Blood
gushed from the wound, and the pyrewolf howled. Grabbing one of her
daggers, she threw it at the suncreature running at her. Her blade
hit the pyrewolf in the shoulder, not a killing blow, but it
staggered the creature all the same. 

Distracted by two suncreatures,
Misti missed the third and it knocked her forward onto her stomach,
landing on her back. She heaved to the side, tipping the
suncreature off her, but the beast leapt back on top of her,
snapping at her face. Her sword pinned under one of the pyrewolf’s
giant paws, panic thrummed through her. Use something else to
attack. Anything else. Stab it! Misti grabbed her
dagger, but the suncreature bit her wrist. Pain throbbed as the
creature’s teeth sank into her flesh. Yelping, she yanked her hand
to the side, jerking the suncreature with it. Misti saw her
opening: the suncreature was off-balance. She tugged her sword out
from under its paw and stabbed into its chest. Her blade plunged
all the way to the hilt, a burst of bright yellow-orange blood
burned over her hand, and the suncreature burst into fiery red
ashes that floated over Misti’s body.

A thrill of victory sparked
through her, burning some panic away. She’d managed to kill one on
her own. Grinning with newfound confidence, she got to her feet and
turned to face the other two suncreatures. But five suncreatures
faced her now, red eyes glaring, hackles raised, long tails
swishing as deep growls rumbled through their throats. Five?
One of them opened its mouth and Misti ducked, thinking that it was
going to spew fire, but it lifted its nose and howled, calling for
more. The sound pierced through Misti like a knife.

Panic made her vision blurry. She
couldn’t fight five, with who knew how many were on the way.
Something crashed behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder,
expecting the worst. A dark flash darted through the grasses, but
sharp intakes of breath made her turn back. Two of the suncreatures
had vanished, but three remained, taking advantage of her
distraction by spewing strands of fire at her. More fire than she
could hope to dodge. Rooted to the spot with fear, Misti could do
nothing but watch as the flames spiraled toward her.

Something shoved her to the
ground, knocking the wind out of her as well. Misti gasped as
streams of fire crackled over her head. An armored arm covered her
face, protecting her from the heat and the stray fingers of fire
that threatened to lick downward. Just as suddenly as it started,
the crackling ceased, the fire burned away, and the arm lifted off
her. Misti stared at the woman lying in the dirt next to her. A
familiar grin and sparkling dark eyes gazed back.

“Told you I’d kick your ass,”
Dylori said.

Gratitude rushed through Misti’s
body, burning away her fear. “Dylori!” Her voice came out as a
squeak.

But Dylori had already risen from
the dirt, lifting her sword. “Three of them, I gather?”

“Five at least, with more on the
way!” Misti replied, getting to her feet, and standing with Dylori,
facing the snarling beasts. To her utter amazement, Arias, the
dabbler woman from the village, shouldered out of the grasses,
arrow already nocked in her bow.

A neades’ roar thundered over the
hilltop, and the ground shook. Dylori gave her a wink. “Probably
not anymore.”

Misti’s spirits rose even higher
as Dis crested the hill, running full tilt toward the suncreatures
that were menacing his companion. He reached them a heartbeat
later, shouldering into their enemies. All three fell and died,
burning to ash beneath Dis’ attack. He lumbered around the grass,
hunting for more, but it seemed the remaining suncreatures had
turned tail and run after seeing Dis. Haunting howls rose from the
grass, but they were far away and getting farther.

Arias lowered her bow, putting her
arrow back in its quiver. Dis nudged Dylori, huffing gently against
her. She drew leaves from her pouch and handed them to him, giving
her companion animal a heavy pat.

Laughing and shaking, Misti hugged
Dis’ neck. “Thank you, Dis. Thank you so, so much,” she said into
his soft fur.

She let him go and turned to
Dylori, grasping her arm. Looking stunning even with the smudge of
dirt by her nose, a piece of grass hanging off her right horn, and
the stains on her silver armor, Dylori beamed, and Misti’s stomach
fluttered in response. She forced that all-too-familiar feeling
down and tightened her hold on Dylori’s arm, wishing she was brave
enough to say how she really felt but assuming Dylori couldn’t
possibly feel the same. She had too many partners over the seasons
to even look in Misti’s direction.

“You shouldn’t have followed me
out here, but I’m glad you did. What about the Moon Knights?
Met’zil Zarious probably won’t take too kindly to his T’zil running
off to Amiin.”

Crinkles formed around Dylori’s
eyes as her expression brightened. “I had a talk with Zarious right
after you left. Told him I was going with you whether he liked it
or not.” She scratched the back of her head, and some of her dark
hair slipped out of its bun. “Turns out he didn’t like it at all,
but the other Moon Knights also suggested I go with you as a guard.
So he finally agreed.”

Shock raced through Misti, burning
away the last of her fear. “The others said you should
come?”

“Stee specifically said you’d need
backup.” Dylori’s voice lifted in laughter. “He also mentioned how
impressed he’d been with your crafting, calling the animals and
such. How two strixis came to you when you only summoned one. They
came back, by the way, after you left. They were looking for you,
but then recognized me and pointed the knights in the right
direction. I told them I’d let you know. I think that’s also why
Zarious allowed me to leave.”

Relief flooded Misti. The strixis
were okay. But it was surprising that Stee, of all people, would
vouch for her. At Misti’s confused expression, Dylori gave her
another wink. “I think that boy has a crush on you, Misti. Let him
down easy if he ever asks, okay?”

Stee likes me? Misti
couldn’t see how that was possible, though now that Dylori
mentioned it, she did recall some signs. Training with her even
after the other Moon Knights had gone to bed. Urging her to do
better in his own odd way. The curious expression on his face when
he helped her pack up last night. Maybe he did like her, but just
had a horrible way of showing it. Her imagination sketched quick
images of how Stee might’ve courted her, giving her the usual
trinkets and gems standard for Vagari, and she frowned. Admittedly,
she had thought of him that way a few seasons ago, but couldn’t see
herself being with him now in any stretch of the imagination. He
was overly arrogant for her and a large part of her had realized
she didn’t want anyone else aside from Dylori. How Dylori had
assumed she didn’t want to be with him didn’t skip Misti’s
notice.

She sighed. “I’ll be sure to do
that, yes.”

Arias, who had been petting Dis
before, nudged her in the side. “Am I ever going to get a thank-you
for joining on this little quest?”

Heat rushed up Misti’s cheeks.
“Arias! Thank you for coming! But…why are you here?”

“Let’s get up on Dis first. We’ll
travel faster, and he won’t mind the extra weight.” Arias clambered
up onto Dis’ back, and then motioned them to climb up.

On Dis? Really? Usually
companion animals only allowed their companions to ride them, even
the bigger ones like Dis. It was a sign of utmost respect to have
others ride on their backs. Misti turned to Dylori. “Dis is being
very generous.”

“He suggested it. Apparently you
have a mysterious pull over males,” Dylori teased, lacing her
fingers together into a sling.

If only I could have that pull
over you, Misti thought, before quickly looking down at
Dylori’s fingers. She stepped into the improvised stirrup and
Dylori threw her up onto Dis’ back in front of Arias. Pain spiked
up Misti’s side, arm, and wrist at the sudden motion, but she
gritted her teeth, clamping down on the yelp that threatened to
escape. The wounds weren’t deep, and she’d tend to them during an
actual rest, not while they were being hunted by suncreatures. The
bite had stopped bleeding and she suspected the other slashes had,
too.

“Thanks,” Misti said to Arias,
looking back at her. She noted Arias’ thin tunic had been replaced
with thick, scaly hide, light armor perfect for
traveling.

“Certainly,” Arias replied, but
the dabbler was already reaching down to help Dylori up onto Dis’
back.

Dylori waved her hand away. “I’ll
be up in a minute.” She went around Dis, scratching him on the
nose, before heading up the hill to grab Misti’s packs, and then
toward a stray pile of ash. She kicked the ash around. “We didn’t
kill this one. Did you, Misti?”

“I did,” Misti shouted, even
though they weren’t far enough apart to warrant it. Excitement
bubbled in her chest. “I killed it. All by myself!”

Dylori chuckled. “Well
done.”

Misti’s heart swelled with pride
as she watched Dylori shift the ashes around. Leaning down, Dylori
picked something up and then returned, holding her hand out to
Misti. A suncreature’s tooth glinted orange against the dark skin
of Dylori’s palm. Arias gasped appreciatively. Curling to a point,
the pyrewolf’s tooth was as long as Misti’s pointer finger, thick
as her thumb, and sharper than anything she’d ever seen.

“As a remembrance,” Dylori said,
giving Misti a playful grin, dropping the tooth into Misti’s hand.
She climbed onto Dis’ back. Dylori leaned forward, whispered
something in her companion’s ear, and they were off.

Misti was so engrossed in the
gleaming trophy in her hand that she barely noticed her
surroundings as Dis loped over the grasslands. Proof, she
thought. Proof that she had killed a suncreature by herself. They
were living memories of the horrible battle between the goddess
sisters Aluriah and Ponuriah. It was said when Ponuriah lost the
battle, her avatar split into white-hot shards, creating
suncreatures wherever the shards landed.

But she didn’t know how that could
be possible if more seemed to appear each season and the Great Rift
happened many generations ago. Yet those suncreatures were a symbol
to some of Ponuriah’s future on this world. Misti didn’t believe in
either of the goddesses, and to think the suncreatures were part of
some lingering crafting from some mythical sun goddess seemed
ridiculous to her. Some other means had to have created them, or
they were born into this world like they were, though how or why
she didn’t know.

An eneeraa suncreature lifted
itself from the grasses, floating next to them as Dis loped along,
but it drifted away, disappearing back into the tall grass. The
suncreatures frightened her, but none of them seemed keen on
attacking Dis. A cold tendril of jealousy drifted through Misti’s
core, coiling through her stomach and around her chest. A familiar
feeling if she was honest. Zora would be picked off in an
instant if she trotted along like this. Shaking her head with a
frown, she tried to ignore the feeling. Just be grateful you
have Dis here now. Dis slowed from his loping stride to a
lumbering walk, munching on some of the grasses. He turned suddenly
to inspect a pick flower patch nearby, and Misti’s side ached from
the movement, but she tried her best to ignore that as
well.

“So, you wanted to know why I
ventured on this quest?” Arias asked.

Misti started, preoccupied with
her own suncreature kill. She had asked the question before getting
on Dis, yet Misti had said nothing else to Arias since then. Dis
had been going pretty fast to get away from the suncreatures and it
was hard to talk while he ran. They could converse more comfortably
now. Misti slipped the suncreature tooth into the pouch on her belt
since her pack had been stashed with the others behind Arias. She
turned her attention to the woman sitting behind her, swaying
slightly with Dis’ steps.

“Sorry.” Misti gave her an
apologetic look. “And yes, Miss Silverstone, I did want to know why
you decided to come along.”

“Miss Silverstone?” Arias snorted,
leaning back a little. She raised her voice to be heard over the
flox of strixis chittering overhead. “You may call my sister that
if you ever meet her, but that name doesn’t suit me. For the love
of Aluriah, just call me Arias.”

“Get used to it, Arias.” Dylori
said, twisting in her seat and winking at Misti before turning back
around. “She gets formal when she’s embarrassed.”

“You know me so well,” Misti
muttered. Heat burned on her neck, but she rubbed it away and said
to Arias, “I apologize again then.”

“Worry not. It startled me, is
all. And I thought I should come because of that.” She gestured to
the glowing pendant around Misti’s neck. “I realized after seeing
you head off that the folk at Amiin would want to know how we caged
it, and I gather you wouldn’t quite know what to tell
them.”

Misti nodded. “You’d be
correct.”

Arias’ tan skin crinkled around
her pale green eyes. “Moreover, I’m always good for an adventure. I
need to visit the Nemora to get supplies for Alua
anyway.”

“Your village needed supplies?”
Dylori asked, twisting around again. “Why didn’t you tell the Moon
Knights in your letter requesting aid? We could’ve gotten them for
you. Saved you the trip.”

Arias’ grin grew wider. “Like I
said, I like adventure.” She paused and seemed to consider her next
words. The crunching of Dis’ hooves in the dirt filled the silence
until she spoke again. “And as an Elu it’s my duty anyway, so
others don’t have face the dangers of daylight. I suppose it’s like
your Vagari need to aid animals, correct?”

Misti nodded. Elu were powerful
warriors and crafters, perhaps the most powerful of all the races
in that regard. Protectors. Just like Moon Knights, Misti
mused. Elu made terrific knights, though Misti hadn’t had the honor
of working side-by-side with them. Met’zil Zarious preferred Vagari
in his unit. Elu usually did the dangerous work of transportation,
funneling supplies from the seven Nemora Groves to the various
cities and villages of Inber so others didn’t have to face the
danger of traveling long distances during the day.

Dylori tilted her head, a slight
breeze picking up a stray lock of her dark hair and twirling it
around her face. She tucked it back into her bun. “You’ve traveled
to the Nemora Groves alone before?”

“Certainly! I take the Rainy Pass.
It’s well-known path for Elu but one a bit more perilous for
others. Those without our abilities tend to use other
roads.”

Perilous indeed. Misti had
only heard of Rainy Pass, and heard nothing good. The Moon Knights
who traversed the pass said terrible things about it. The pass
skirted along the edge of the Cinder Forest, a dead patch of woods
full of suncreatures. This dabbler really is up for an
adventure.

“And if things go wrong, I have my
bow and blade.” In one hand Arias carried her short hunting
bow.

Up close, Misti could see silver
spirals inlaid into the metal. The dark bowstring looked freshly
waxed. Clearly Arias takes good care of it. Arias patted the
sword on her belt. This blade had to be of Elu Guild craftsmanship,
as it was paper-thin, with old ruins etched into the blade itself
and a pommel that protected the hand with intertwining strands of
metal. A blue crystal of some kind, guriasinth, maybe, Misti didn’t
know, sat atop the pommel.

She doesn’t use the blade much
to have the etchings still in place. “It’s beautiful,” Misti
said. “Made in Shey?”

Arias nodded. “They both were,
actually. In Marion, specifically, my hometown. My father forged
the sword for me when I decided to leave home. It looks ceremonial,
but it can slice through even the toughest armor. The bow is made
of rusron. It can only be found in a little Ingo offshoot nearby my
home.”

Misti eyed the bow again.
“The Ingo Grove has an offshoot by Marion?”

“Indeed, and the Nemora have quite
a few rare metals there. We needed to trade many daygems, clothing,
and meats for a small amount of rusron. The Nemora are protective
of that resource.” Arias ran a thumb down her bow.

“Elu have excellent taste in
weapons,” Dylori whispered, eyes only for the blade. “Could I touch
it?”

“I use it for show more than
anything else,” Arias admitted, handing over the sword. Dylori took
the weapon and tilted it into the sun, admiring its gleam. “I’ve
always preferred my bow. My older sister Orenda gave it to me as a
parting gift.” Arias’ smile slipped a little. She seemed to draw
into herself for a moment, staring at the bow. “Because of their
kindness, I can handle myself if things go into the
fires.”

“Ponuriah’s ass, with this sword
you could handle anything!” Dylori hefted the weapon higher,
holding it with one hand and thrusting it skyward.

“Yes, that’s what my father
figured as well.” Arias’ smile returned as she watched
Dylori.

“Why did you decide to leave
home?” Misti shooed a bright yellow sprigfly from her arm and
watched as it fluttered to the grasses below. A few more sprigflies
rose up to greet it. “Being from Shey, there must be some talent in
your blood for blacksmithing.”

Arias scratched her chin and
frowned. “Blacksmithing is an amazing craft, and one I’m proud that
my family has honed, but when you’re around the fires as much as I
was in my youth, metalworking tends to lose its luster.” Arias
leaned back a little, propping herself up on the packs. Her gaze
shifted down to her bow once again and she thumbed over the
spirals. “Besides, I still work metal at times, and that’s enough
to keep my parents happy.”

They rode in silence for a while,
Dylori admiring the thin blade and Arias keeping her gaze on the
bow. Misti stared out at the rolling grasslands, the sun rising
above the horizon, the bright blue sky. She knew she should be
looking for suncreatures. Listening for the rustling in the grass
and keeping an eye on those far-away shapes a bit blurry on the
horizon, even for her. But her side ached and her eyelids kept
closing on their own. She needed sleep. Her body needed to heal.
She tightened her grip on Dis’ fur, a knife-like ache slicing
through her wrist and forearm. Her legs shook as she clenched them
around Dis’ sides, trying to keep herself stable, trying to ignore
the pain. But the throbbing in her side intensified with every step
Dis took and the stabbing ache in her wrist and arm never
wavered.

“Could we stop, please?” Misti
said, the words thick on her tongue.

“Why?” Dylori said, before
muttering a few words to Dis and halting their progress. She
swiveled to stare at Misti and her eyes went wide. “Never
mind.”

“What’s wrong?” Arias asked,
regarding the pair of them with frown.

Gracefully slipping off Dis’ back,
Dylori motioned for Misti to come down as well, holding up her
hands to catch her. Misti slid off. Her boots hit the ground hard
and caused a twinge in her heels. Am I standing? She was,
for a moment. Then her legs folded, and Dylori caught her before
she hit the ground.

“Oh!” came Arias’ shocked voice
from above.

“Don’t worry, I have her,” Dylori
said, arms tightening around Misti’s waist. “Lead Dis over to that
hill, would you?”

Misti barely registered Dylori
lifting her completely off the ground and carrying her over to the
base of a hill nearby. Dylori stomped in a circle a few times
before lowering Misti gently to the bed of crushed
grass.

“Thanks,” Misti murmured, curling
up on her side in the soft grass and closing her eyes. If I had
tails, I’d curl them around my nose, just like Zora. She curled
up tighter, the ache in her chest having nothing to do with the
suncreature attack. I miss her. A soft breeze fluttered over
her and Zora’s feather tickled her cheek. A nagging voice in
her mind said she should stay awake to help them fight any
suncreatures that attacked. That fighting the suncreatures,
protecting others, protecting Arias even, was her duty. I doubt
Arias needs protecting. Misti chuckled softly to herself. But
sleep called to her, and this time she couldn’t deny it. “I’m just
going to go to sleep for a little while. Watch each other’s backs,
okay?”

A warm, breathing wall of fur
curled around Misti’s back, Dis settling down next to her. A soft
hand pushed a lock of hair off her forehead. Tired as she was,
tingles still raced down Misti’s spine at Dylori’s gentle touch.
Gratefulness washed over her, as Dylori’s presence soothed
her.

“Always,” Dylori
whispered.

With that familiar rumbling voice
settling over her like a blanket, Misti fell asleep.

 



Chapter Five

MISTI AWOKE WITH A start, her side
needling with pain. A warm breeze blew around her, carrying the
earthy scent of dirt and fresh-cut grass. The wall of fur behind
her had disappeared. Dis must’ve moved. She wanted to go
back to sleep, but something poked her in the side and she yelped,
opening her eyes. Daylight burned her vision. She lifted her hand
to shade her face. Her wrist throbbed from the bite but not as
terribly as before, and some white cloth had been wrapped around
it.

“Don’t move,” Dylori
muttered.

Another poke to Misti’s side. She
had to tense to not move away from the sharp pain. Her tunic was
lifted to near immodesty and Dylori was crouching over her.
Ponuriah’s ass! But her side ached too much to be
embarrassed.

“What’re you doing?”

“Fixing this slash in your side.
That you didn’t tell me about, by the way. I also fixed the one on
your forearm and the bite on your wrist.” Dylori glared down at
her, holding up a piece of twine and needle. The usually white
twine had an orange stain on it, and Misti tried hard not to think
about how many times the needle had already been pushed through her
skin. Bile rose in her throat.

“They weren’t that
bad.”

“Not bad for normal wounds, but a
suncreature’s claws and teeth can carry ailments their original
species didn’t. You know that.” Dylori arched an eyebrow,
continuing to suture the wound. “Should’ve told me.”

The disappointment in her voice
cut Misti deeper than any suncreature’s claws. “I know. I’m sorry,
for whatever that’s worth.”

“Just…don’t keep things like this
from me again,” Dylori muttered. She lowered her head down to
Misti’s side, low enough to cut the twine with her teeth. Low
enough that Misti could feel her soft, warm breath dancing over her
skin. Her side tingled in response. When Dylori lifted her head
once more, Misti noticed a faint dark orange tinge to the tips of
her ears.

Is she sunburnt already? An
entirely separate thought crossed Misti’s mind before she could
banish it away. Or…blushing? The skin was a little
lighter on the tips of Dylori’s ears than the rest of her face; it
was the only place Misti would notice the color change.

In all the seasons Misti had known
her, Dylori had never once blushed in the proximity of a woman. She
had an easy confidence in her sexuality and in herself that Misti
had always admired, but never could quite get the knack of herself.
It would be nice to be able to accept compliments, to flirt, to
kiss someone even, without going fire-orange in the neck, cheeks,
and ears. Misti tucked the thought away in a secret corner of her
mind for further analysis later on.

Dylori slathered some honey over
the wound, a natural antiseptic, and then helped Misti wrap a clean
piece of cloth around her waist, covering the injury. Dylori
lowered Misti’s tunic over the bandaged wound and helped her sit
upright. An ache shuddered through Misti at the movement, but it
wasn’t as bad as before. She looked around at the little encampment
Dylori and Arias had created while she slept, though ‘encampment’
might’ve been a stretch.

Four packs sat nearby, and Misti’s
weapons rested next to them. The grasses were high here, high as
her shoulder, and denser. A small hill stretched up directly behind
them, sloping gently upward. A large dark shape stood atop it, and
for a moment, panic rose in Misti’s chest. But then Dis turned and
raised his snout to the air, huffing. Misti grinned and waved
back.

“You should get some more rest. We
should be fine here for a little bit longer. But first, eat
something.” Dylori leaned over and dragged their packs closer,
opening her own instead of Misti’s.

“Wait! I’ll eat my own things.
Arias gave me supplies, remember?” No need to use Dylori’s food
stash. She gently guided Dylori’s hand away from the packs and
opened her own. Her long light brown hair fell over her shoulder,
and the charred tips came into view. She closed her pack and got
her dagger out, pulling her hair close to study the blackened
edges. Sighing, she said, “I didn’t know pyrewolf suncreatures
could shoot fire.”

“We should’ve been told that they
could. It’s something I’ll note when we see the knights in Amiin.”
Dylori put out her hand. “I’ll do it. You’ll butcher it if you do
it yourself.”

Misti arched an eyebrow. “And you
won’t?”

Dylori smirked. “I’ll do a better
job than you would. My sister does do this sort of thing, you
know.”

A bubble of laughter escaped
Misti. “That doesn’t mean that you’d be any good. And Carlia
probably does it with scissors, not a dagger.”

“True.” Dylori moved to sit behind
her and pulled Misti’s hair back across her shoulder. The quick and
easy movements brought another blush to Misti’s cheeks. Moon
above, hold yourself together, girl. She frowned. Why
can’t I stop blushing around Dylori? I’ve been harboring
this crush for seasons.

Dylori ran her fingers through
Misti’s hair, pulling it back so it lay flat, and her scalp
tingled. Misti tried to ignore the lovely sensation. To distract
herself, she untied Zora’s feather from her hair and thumbed the
spine. “Just don’t ruin it, okay?”

“Deal.” Dylori plucked the dagger
from the dirt. She ran her hands down Misti’s hair a few more
times—more times than was necessary perhaps, but Misti found she
didn’t mind—before sliding the dagger through the strands. Misti
felt a few short tugs, gentle to start, then quicker. The hiss of
the dagger cutting into her hair made her wince at first, like a
softer version of the sounds of sharpening the dagger itself, but
she soon got used to the noise. She would’ve felt tense allowing
any other person to wield a dagger so close to her head, but since
it was Dylori, her nerves were quiet. After a few moments, her
hair, while never heavy to the point that she’d noticed it, felt
lighter.

“Done?”

“Think so.”

Misti ran her hands through her
hair. It was shorter than she would’ve worn it, but the way that
blue-eyed banished one had grabbed hold during the village fight
made this cut a good idea.

“Like it?” Dylori shifted around
to face her. “Wait, don’t answer. I need to do the front still.
Carlia would kill me if I forgot it.”

Dylori lifted the dagger once
more, her eyes flicking down to the Blood pendant and then up to
Misti’s hairline. Misti couldn’t help noticing how Dylori caught
her bottom lip between her teeth as she focused, the skin between
her dark eyes creased in concentration. How the gray lines by her
eyes blended so well into the darker skin around it. How the small
dark horns above her ears matched the gray lines perfectly. How her
scar seemed to shine in the sunlight. How Dylori was so close to
her Misti could close that gap in less than a heartbeat and change
their friendship forever.

But Misti knew that if she chanced
it and failed, they might not have a friendship ever again. She had
had crushes before this one, had fallen in and out of love just as
Dylori did. But she had never had a friend as dear or trusted as
Dylori. She couldn’t break that for the slim chance of romance, and
so she held still.

“Where is Arias, by the way?”
Misti asked, breaking the soft silence that had settled around
them.

“Seems to like being around Dis.”
Dylori looked toward her companion animal before cutting another
lock, the strands tickling Misti’s cheek as they fell away. “For
someone who’s ‘always good for an adventure’ and crossed the Rainy
Pass, she certainly didn’t like the suncreatures. No one does, of
course…just figured she’d had more experience with
them.”

Misti shrugged. “I’d feel better
with Dis too. It doesn’t mean she can’t take care of
herself.”

Dylori nodded and shifted back a
little. “Now I’m done. What do you think?” She grabbed a cracked
mirror from the pack by her hand, showing off Misti’s new hairstyle
on its spiderwebbed surface. Short and simple, with some layers
around her face and back. Kind of like Dylori’s longer hairstyle
when she wore it out of her bun. Maybe that’s where she learned
how to cut it that way.

Misti tied Zora’s feather to a
lock of hair then tucked it behind her ear. “It’s good. Thank
you.”

“Anytime. Now eat and rest a bit
longer. I’ll keep watch.” She stood, brushed the dirt from her
black pants, and headed up the hill toward Dis, her sliver armor
glinting in the sun.

Misti had to swallow a lump of
fear rising in her throat at her friend’s departure. She eyed the
tall grasses around her, remembering the deep-throated growling
from the pyrewolf suncreatures. More could be hiding in the grasses
right now. Calm down, girl. The sun beat down on her head
and beads of sweat dripped down her forehead. Misti wiped it away
and dragged her weapons closer, putting two of the daggers back in
her belt and sheathing the sword. She kept the blade Dylori had
used on her hair out in case she needed it. The sun was almost at
its highest, which meant the suncreatures would be at their worst.
Still, she had Dylori, Dis, and Arias keeping watch. Right now, she
had to eat and rest.

Reaching inside the brown side bag
Arias had given her, she pulled out a small metal container of dali
nuts, along with some cheese and one of the loaves of bread. She
enjoyed the heavy bread full of dried berries and nuts, the
sharpness of the cheese, the fullness of her stomach, but ate in
silence. Something nagged at her. Something important. She ticked
off the most troubling things in her mind: she was eating now; she
had slept a little and would sleep more; the cage locked the
pendant away. What am I forgetting?

The letter. Misti nearly
dropped the last bit of bread. She stuffed it into her mouth and
wrapped up the food, putting it back into the side bag. How
could I have forgotten about the letter?

After wiping her hands on the
thick cloth of her dark pants, Misti opened the front pouch of the
side bag, slipping her sister’s letter out. Nerves jangled at her
stomach, as they always did when she heard from Char. Being away
from her siblings was hard and she always worried that something
might have happened to them because of her flight. It had been many
seasons since then, though, and nothing had happened yet.
Please, let Char and Danill be well. She took a deep breath
and tore open the seal, letting the letter unfold in her hand. A
bit of dried leaf, gray and crumbly, fell from the envelope as
well, but Misti wiped those away.

My dear sister,

I hope your travels are treating
you well and that the Moon Knights are doing their duty across the
lands. Thank you for the coin you sent us a few cycles back. As
always, we appreciate it but would like to see you more. It’s been
too long since your last visit. I wish this letter had better news
to offer on our front, but I’m afraid it cannot. Our parents are
sick with the mayla fever. I know you want nothing to do with our
parents, and I understand. I do, truly. But Danill and I can’t fix
this. We can’t find the yellow jaho that will heal them, nor can we
travel to the Nemora who have it. We hope that you might come
across the Nemora, and that you might come home with the herb, or
at the very least send it to us. I know it is a lot to ask, but
please, Misti, consider it. Danill is scared for them, acting
angrier than I’ve seen him before. His most recent outburst—yelling
violently at his instructor—nearly lost him his place in his
schooling, and he is so close to being done. They are our parents,
after all, and with this fever, they may not survive the
cycle.

Forever your sister and with all
the love under the moon,

Char

Misti folded the letter back up
and slipped it into her pouch. So someone was unwell, but not Char
or Danill. Serves them right. A twisted sense of justice
sliced through Misti as cleanly as a knife, cutting hot and deep,
and sparking the tiny flame of revenge that always lived inside her
into a blaze for a moment. But only for a moment. Then confusion
banked the flames. Why would Char ask this of me?

She visited her siblings as much
as she could stand. Every season while she was in training, but
less once she had started going out on missions. Her last visit had
been nearly three seasons ago. She had traveled up north on a rare
holiday and met them in secret in a town neighboring their parents’
home. They had seemed healthy, but they were too young for Misti to
spirit them away, to take Danill from classes without being
noticed. Vagari stayed with their parents until they reached
eighteen, and then even some seasons after, learning and growing
into the person they were meant to be before heading out into the
world. Now twenty-two, Char could have left, but she’d never
abandon Danill. She was a gentler soul, a better soul. Misti felt a
pang near her heart. Guilt wrapped around her like a wool blanket,
heavy and itchy and overly hot.

She read the letter again. Her
siblings might be able to deal with their parents’ betrayal, but
Misti couldn’t. When she crushed the letter and envelope in her
fists, more gray leaves spilled onto the ground, dappling the dark
earth like dirty snowflakes, but Misti hardly noticed. Memories
flooded her mind of running joyfully through the snow toward a
wooden shed, and a terrible secret.

 


Misti approached to the door of
the tall wooden shed, so tall she couldn’t see the top of it and
never had, her curiosity getting the better of her. Fear had almost
stopped her from coming here. There were suncreatures outside. She
had told Zora to stay behind and finish her food, so there wasn’t
even the flutter of wings to comfort her. Misti knew she shouldn’t
be out during the day, and the shed was a good distance from their
home, down by a loud, burbling stream, but if she stayed on the
path, she should be all right. The shed belonged to her family,
anyway, and she had always wanted to know what was inside. Mother
and Father had told her not to look, but she was a teenager now,
nearly seventeen seasons, and she could make these decisions on her
own.

She wrapped her hand around the
large metal ring attached to the door and pulled. It was
surprisingly heavy, only opening a little, so Misti pulled harder.
Familiar voices came from deep inside—her mother and
father.

A sickening yelp cracked through
the air, and Misti clamped her hands over her ears. It sounded
almost like a vulnix’s yelp. The yelp of a creature in terrible
pain. Without hesitation, Misti wiggled through the small
opening.

She found herself standing in a
square room bathed in bright light. Animals were everywhere, some
hanging from the walls, some lying on the floor, all etched with a
strange bent line Misti didn’t recognize—and all dead and cast
aside as if they didn’t matter. Misti felt dizzy from panic and
disgust. How could anyone do this? She was so horrified that she
almost didn’t notice her parents. They stood in the center of the
room, hands raised to a roof that Misti realized wasn’t there, to
the sun beaming overhead. Both had identical bent line symbols
smeared in dark orange blood on their foreheads, and identical
looks of shock on their faces. Smeared blood darkened their
clothes, their skin, even their hair. Terror ripped through Misti
at the sight, leaving waves of shock in its wake. Her gaze finally
landed on what was between them. A beautiful blue vulnix lying dead
on the table with its belly cut open, orange blood spilling
out.

Misti turned and ran.

 


Misti shook herself from the
memory. The horrible visions faded, but the ripples of fear, shock,
and horror lingered. She had found out that day that her parents
were worshippers of the sun goddess Ponuriah. They had spoken to
Misti after, explaining how they sacrificed animals to Ponuriah on
a near-daily basis in order to show their devotion, not to the
creatures of the world like a true Vagari would but, to her, and
had been for seasons.

How each race had a different form
of devotion but how each one went against their first nature, their
first belief system, their very core, in order to conform to
Ponuriah’s will and show her she was their true calling. “Scorching
the past self,” they called it. How eventually even though her
parents proved their devotion to her, they continued to do so again
and again and again, killing creatures each time, and they had
learned to enjoy it.

How anyone could do such a thing
was beyond Misti, but that a Vagari—whose bloodlines and crafting
ran with the beasts of this world, whose ancients could turn into
the beasts before the Great Rift—could do such a thing shook her to
her very soul. It was a deed that went directly against the
Aluriahian Law and against the Vagari culture. It was a deed her
parents should have died for.

Worshippers of Ponuriah were often
caught and thrown in jail for their cruel rites in honor of her but
their unmatched ease at escaping the tight cells proved them to be
a large population of the banished folk as well. So large most folk
confused banished with worshippers, but that wasn’t always true.
Some people just did terrible things and managed to escape the
guards. Misti often thought they had to do something different with
the worshippers, since they became banished far too easily and
didn’t seem to mind the sunlight.

Misti had vowed to split from her
parents then and there, though she spent one more season with them,
trying to get them to end their madness. She had kept Zora with her
at all times save one, fearing for her little vulnix’s life. Her
faith in the moon goddess died that day, for no deity would allow
her parents to do such horrible deeds. And when her efforts to sway
them to sanity failed, Misti severed ties with them
completely.

At eighteen seasons, on the exact
day of her birth, she had taken Zora and run off to enlist with the
Moon Knights. She had left that terrible piece of her past in the
snow, but she had also left her siblings. Misti had wanted to take
Char and Danill with her, but Danill refused to come. He loved
their parents, worshipping the ground they walked on, and Char had
refused to leave Danill. So Misti had left them behind, but a
broken part of her had always stayed with them, leaving a deep,
empty space in her heart.

And now Char wanted Misti to help
their parents. The mayla fever could just kill them off, and
Char and Danill could simply leave! Misti knew Char hated
everything their parents did, but she always swept it under the
rug. Why? Misti asked Char each time they met yet Char never
answered with a straight reply. Misti shoved the crushed letter and
its envelope back into her side bag, closing it and glaring at the
flap. I can’t send them the herb. They were her parents, but
maybe this sickness was nature’s way of getting back at them, of
cutting them down like they had done to animals. To the little
vulnix.

“Misti?” Dylori’s voice pulled her
from her dark thoughts. She looked up to see Dylori kneeling before
her, concern deepening the wrinkles by her mouth. “I came back to
get some food for Arias. Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

Misti didn’t reply at first. She
had never told a single soul other than her siblings about her
parents’ worship. Even though she hated them, even though she
became ill thinking about them, and even though she knew they were
probably torturing and killing animals in the name of their
goddess, she couldn’t take that step of telling the guards in
Northtown or the Vagari lawmakers or even the Moon Knights. She
couldn’t sentence her parents to death by the executioners of the
Aluriahian Law, since that would be their fate if she told
anyone.

Murdering animals was the highest
offense in the Vagari culture. After finding evidence of their
deeds, the executioners would break down the doors of their
parents’ home, drag them under the moonlight, and kill them. But
for some twisted sense of familial loyalty, Misti couldn’t be the
voice that silenced theirs. Which also meant she couldn’t protect
the animals that died by their hands. She had been a failure even
then, even now. And she certainly couldn’t tell Dylori. In Dylori’s
world there wasn’t a gray area between right and wrong. She’d never
understand.

“I’m…” Misti’s lip started to
quiver, but she bit into it, forcing herself to think on the other
letter she had received. “I can’t believe I’m not a Moon Knight
anymore.”

Dylori sighed. “I know. But
remember what I said before?”

“Deal with the orb,” Misti
replied, not meeting Dylori’s gaze. She hated lying to her. Well,
not exactly lying—she was devastated by her sudden lack of
status—but she hated not telling her the truth. She hated this wall
she had built between them, a wall only she could feel. Even with
their seasons of friendship, Dylori was a Moon Knight. She would
have to turn Misti’s parents in to the nearest guard.

“Good. We’ll figure out the rest
when the time comes, okay?” At Misti’s nod, Dylori grabbed some
food from Arias’ bag and stood. “Now, get some rest. You’ll only
have an hour or so.”

Misti turned away from her,
curling into a ball on the grass and dirt and tucking her head into
her arms. Zora’s feather gift tickled her neck, and she wished more
than anything that she had Zora by her side. Her vulnix’s soft yip
always calmed her racing heart, her warmth always loosened the
tightness in her chest, and her presence always reminded her that
at least her own vulnix had been saved from her parents’ twisted
form of worship. That even after all she felt guilty for, Misti had
done something right that night in running away. Her eyes drifted
onto the jagged wyvern wing piece dangling from her wrist, as they
always did before she fell asleep. She kissed it, hoping that maybe
after some sleep, she would figure out what to do about all of
this.

Something landed hard against
Misti’s back and shook her awake. She turned toward it, expecting
Dis, but finding herself gazing into the blurry red eyes of a
massive suncreature. Blood dripped from its pointed nose. Misti
recognized it instantly. A skiiter—a tiny scurrying beast of matted
fur and claws that gnawed through grain storages—but this
suncreature version was many times its size. Her scream caught in
her throat and panic splashed her awake faster than any cold water
could. The suncreature rose, snarling and spitting, but Dylori’s
curved sword sliced the back of its neck, and the creature’s head
burst into ash. The large red-skinned body followed close behind,
from its muscular haunches to the tip of its skinny hairless
tail.

“Sorry! That one got away,” Dylori
shouted, swinging her sword at another skiiter suncreature
scampering at them out of the grasses. Her blade hissed through
empty air as it dove for Misti.

Misti kicked, her boot hitting the
suncreature’s nose and snapping its head to the side. The skiiter
sprawled to the dirt, giving her just enough time to stand and grab
the dagger from her belt. With impossible speed, the skiiter clawed
to its feet, its skinny legs eating up the distance between them
much faster than a normal skiiter could have, but Dylori’s sword
swung down again. This time it connected squarely with the
suncreatures’ neck and severed it from its body, and creature
turned into ash.

Panting, Dylori grabbed Misti by
the arm and pulled her up the hill. Hissing came from all around
them now, and the grasses rustled with scurrying bodies. Fear tore
a yelp out of Mist’s throat, but Dylori ignored her, yanking her
toward Dis and Arias. Dis was huffing and snorting, turning around
and around and stomping on something that Misti couldn’t see. Arias
was already on his back, calling for them to run faster. She drew
her bow again and again, arrows thudding into
something—somethings—behind them. They were close enough to see the
terror in her eyes, but not close enough to climb onto
Dis.

Arias put down her bow and lifted
empty hands. Bright blue light burst from Arias’ outstretched
fingertips, cuts trailing up the fronts of her fingers. The shield
passed harmlessly through Dylori and Misti but stopped the
suncreatures short, giving Dylori enough time to scramble up onto
Dis’ shoulders and haul Misti up behind her. Arias sat in the back,
eyes only for the suncreatures coming at them, keeping the shield
active. Dis spun toward the oncoming hoard, letting out a mighty
roar. The bellow parted the grasses, split the dirt, and sent the
mass of suncreatures falling to their deaths into the ravine he
created, like only a neades could. Before they could see if any had
survived, he turned and dashed away, Misti, Dylori, and Arias
clinging to his fur.

He ran hard, and they clung on in
silence. At one point, three griffin suncreatures swooped down upon
them, sunlight glinting off the suncreatures’ wings and making
their white feathers shimmer almost red. Dis tried to shoulder past
them, but they dove with terrifying speed, biting with
bright-orange beaks and slashing with hooked front claws. Dis ran
on, trying to keep them out of harm’s way. A beak nearly got Arias
by the arm and claws hooked a pack off Dylori, but Dis let out
another bellow and two of the three griffin suncreatures flew away,
cawing in fright.

The final griffin kept diving,
kept pursuing, kept clawing and screeching. Arias shot arrows into
the creature’s furry hind legs, and Dylori slashed out with her
sword whenever it came close. Dread stabbed through Misti with each
high-pitched shrill the suncreature made. Her daggers were tiny
compared to this huge beast, one that was nearly Dis’ size. Try
anyway. Go for the eyes, she told herself. And when she threw
the dagger, it did sink deep into the creature’s glowing red eye.
The suncreature slowed. Dis was able to pull ahead and eventually
leave the suncreature in the dust, the creature apparently deciding
the four of them were too much trouble than their worth.

After, Misti wrapped her arms
tight around Dylori and clenched her eyes shut against her fear,
wishing the sun would go down, wishing the suncreatures would go
away, wishing they could travel by night.

Dis slowed to catch his breath and
Misti became aware of a slow pulsing around her neck and a growing
heat on her skin. She looked down, dread filling her, to see that
the protective blue sphere encapsulating the white orb had
vanished. With the cage gone, it was only a matter of time before
the orb tried to suck away the life-energy of anyone around
her.

She let go of Dylori, tangling her
hands in Dis’ fur. “We need to go faster.”

“Why?” Arias looked over Misti’s
shoulder and gasped. “My cage is gone!”

“Ponuriah’s ass. We’ll get to
Amiin by tomorrow.” Dylori leaned forward, closer to Dis’ ear,
speaking soft and slow to him, seemingly unaware that Misti had let
go of her.

“He can go faster, still?” Arias
muttered, her arms tightening around Misti’s waist.

The close proximity worried Misti.
The orb sucked life-energy from people around her, and Arias, Dis,
and Dylori were all well within the orb’s reach.

As if she knew Misti’s thoughts,
Arias said, “I can craft the cage again.”

“You needed two to make it strong
enough,” Misti replied, worry pitching her voice higher.

Arias didn’t have time to reply.
Dis started to run even faster now, faster than Misti had even seen
him. The orb didn’t seem to be affecting him yet, and Misti hoped
it wouldn’t. Dylori leaned close to Dis’ head, holding onto his
horns, muttering. Misti leaned forward, trying to stay out of the
wind that whipped her face and tore at her hair. Her surroundings
blurred.

Misti closed her eyes once more.
Please, Dis, please be swift. I can’t let this pendant
hurt anyone else. Arias’ arms tightened painfully around her
waist, but Misti could hardly fault her. She had to clench her legs
hard and dig her hands deep into Dis’ fur just to stay on. The
pendant pulsed against her skin, as if to remind her that it was
still there. Still powerful. Still dangerous.

Misti gritted her teeth against
the pain, hoping against hope that they would reach Amiin before it
could unleash its power and doom them all.

 



Chapter Six

DIS’ ENORMOUS STAMINA ENABLED him
to power through the entire rest of the day and the following
night. He slowed to a gentle walk a few times to catch his breath,
but he never stopped. His raw power made Misti more than a little
jealous of both him and Dylori, but his kindness in carrying three
people and their gear on his back for such a great distance
diminished the feeling.

Misti was busy surveying a glowing
neades suncreature about five hundred paces away, both awed and
terrified by its massive form. A gaping wound on its white side
dripped with yellow-orange blood that hurt Misti’s eyes to look at,
almost as if the rays of the sun itself were trying to get out.
What could have inflicted such a wound on a suncreature? A
Vagari’s wyvern maybe? Misti knew the beasts who inhabited this
area usually shied away from the suncreatures, unless they fought
over territory or prey. Generally, they left each other
alone.

Sometimes Misti felt bad for
making her animals—Zora and any others she managed to tame—fight
the suncreatures on her behalf, but then the suncreature would turn
to ash and Misti knew she had rid the world of one more evil
entity. What must it be like for my tamed creatures to fight
beasts so similar, yet so different from them? She dreaded the
time when a vulnix suncreature might cross their path. What
would Zora do? What would I do?

Arias nudged her, drawing her from
her thoughts, and pointed ahead. Misti followed the gesture, a
smile tugging at her lips. She had been so mesmerized by the neades
suncreature looming beside them that she had almost missed the view
of Amiin in the rising sunlight. Amiin was a constantly busy
merchant stronghold, where anyone could get anything to be had east
of the Nemora Groves.

Gray stone walls seven paces deep
encircled the city, punctuated by three massive gates—darkwood,
reinforced by metal. Amiin’s status as the official homebase of the
Whels Moon Knights kept it safe, even at high noon. The knights
protected their homebase fiercely, and Amiin flourished because of
it. The merchant towers in the city’s center pointed skyward, as if
trying to pierce the fluffy clouds there, surrounded by commercial
buildings of different kinds. Smaller buildings, mostly homes and
inns, had claimed the outskirts near the wall.

Dis stopped as Dylori figured out
which gate they should go to. A couple of suncreatures uselessly
clawed at the south gate closest to them, and a few more loomed
near the east gate. Guards posted on the wall drew their longbows
and shot the eastern gate ones to ash. They pointed their arrows at
the ones on the southern gate next.

“We should go to the north gate.”
Dylori pointed northward. “It’s the farthest from us, but maybe
there won’t be suncreatures like on the east and south.”

Arias nodded. “Let’s use that
gate.”

Misti frowned. The pendant had
steadily increased its pulsing ever since they ran from the horde
of skiiters—a pulsing she tried to ignore, but the pain wouldn’t
let her. It felt as if a warm iron pressed against her skin, too
warm to be comfortable but not hot enough to burn. It hadn’t
unleashed its power yet, but Misti worried it would. They were so
close to others who might be able to help.

Dylori twisted around so she could
face Misti and narrowed her eyes. “You’ve been too quiet. Why don’t
we go the quickest route, and yell for the others to take care of
the suncreatures before we get there.”

“Yes. Please?” Misti replied,
wishing her voice could be stronger in this moment. The pain had
worn it down to almost a whisper.

Arias squeezed Misti’s shoulder.
“Has it been pulsing?”

“Yes.” Misti thumbed the metal
chain around her neck. Too much for my liking.

“Do you want me to make another
cage?” Arias asked.

“No, you shouldn’t use your
crafting. We’re nearly there, and I…” I don’t want you to hurt
yourself more because of me. “I’m worried if we go to the north
gate…”

“We’d have to travel all the way
through the city to get to our base,” Dylori finished for her.
“Okay then, the south gate.”

She patted Dis’ neck and he moved
forward again at a swift pace. Misti watched her fellow Moon
Knights as they drew their bows again and again, pummeling the
massive suncreatures clawing at the southern gate. It took ten
arrows each to destroy them. Their death-burn littered the front
gate walkway with ashes, but before the crimson glow had even
faded, the gate opened. Chains rattled, and the ground crunched as
the darkwood slid over it. Guards in red leathers swarmed the path.
They swept the ash into the grass, cleaning the way into the city,
and doused any remaining cinders with water before surging back
inside. Efficiency at its best.

Dis breathed heavily as he reached
the gates, his head low, white foam dripping from between his
teeth. Grateful for his effort, Misti rubbed Dis, scratching hard
on his side and back the way he liked. But her mind was already
flying ahead, her whole body tingling with excitement. I’ll get
to see Zora soon. But not until I get this pendant
fixed.

As they walked into the city, the
bustle of merchants selling their wares and the travelers
meandering around bombarded them. The city had many inhabitants,
mostly Vagari as this was the Whels region, but some Elu and Divus
as well. Even Nemora roamed the streets.

Misti noticed a Hallr Nemora with
splotched gray skin chatting with an Elu, gesturing to the large
hunk of cured meat in between them. Of course they’d be talking
about meat. Animals weren’t a resource the Nemora controlled,
so meats were always a high-demand trade. Only when the Nemora
turned did Misti see that he was an older Nemora, the spiked
markings by his eyes a clear sign that he had gone through his
race’s Choosing ritual and decided on male. He didn’t seem affected
by the pendant, so she waved as they passed by. He nodded in
return.

Dis took a hard left and arrived
at the Moon Knight homebase. One large two-story building that sat
in the center was used for barracks and home of the healer medico,
and a handful of smaller buildings arced around it. The smaller
dwellings were used mostly for trainings and meetings and the like.
A large stable sat in the back for companion animals. Each stone
building displayed the moon symbol carved into its arched doorways
and shining silver on the black banners that hung from its
walls.

Home. The thought came to
Misti as soon as she saw the main building, its gray walls and its
open doors a welcoming, then saddening, sight. She would never call
this place home again. She slipped off Dis and was proud that her
legs didn’t give way this time. The others landed beside her,
Dylori silent as an eneeraa and Arias stumbling with a
grumble.

Dylori turned to Misti, eyeing the
pendant. She hesitated for a moment, glancing at the doors leading
into the main building. “You and Arias should go inside right now.
Tell them what happened and ask them to fix it. I have to take Dis
to the stables, but I’ll be with you soon.”

Misti dragged her attention away
from the direction of the stables, and reached up to pat Dis on the
nose. “Thanks, Dis, you were amazing out there.” She turned to
Dylori. “Could you…could you see how Zora is doing? I would go see
her, but I don’t want the pendant to harm her. Though it didn’t
seem to do anything to Dis.” She patted Dis again, and he huffed
into her hand.

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” A crease
appeared in Dylori’s forehead, and she kept a protective hand on
Dis’ shoulder. “He shouldn’t have been winded today.”

Shock hit Misti like a punch. She
backed away from them, lowering her hand. “He…he shouldn’t have
been winded? Even after all that running?”

Dylori frowned. “He’s a neades,
Misti. Even with a full load on their backs, they can run for three
full nights and days before they get tired. Dis only ran for a
night and a half.”

“Oh no.” Misti put a hand over the
pendant nestled between the folds of her tunic. “I’m sorry, Dylori,
if I had known…”

Dylori shook her head and thumped
her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure he’s
okay. You get that thing off you. And of course I’ll check on Zora.
Didn’t even need to ask.”

Dylori led Dis behind the main
building and out of sight as Misti turned to Arias, whose wide eyes
lingered on where Dylori had disappeared. “Come on. Let’s just get
this done,” Misti muttered, tugging her gently into the building.
They passed by a few guards, but the guards knew Misti and allowed
her passage, even with a dazed Arias in tow.

“He wasn’t supposed to be tired?”
Arias whispered, leaning close. “Does that mean the pendant was
absorbing his energy the entire time?”

Unease clenched Misti’s stomach
tight. “Maybe.” Her thoughts had already reached that same horrible
conclusion. Having this thing suck energy out was a dizzying,
nauseating experience, but somehow Dis had pushed through and
gotten them here in record time. She owed him an even bigger favor
now.

“Are you feeling
tired?”

Arias shook her head
no.

They made their way to the medical
chambers in silence, twisting through the hallways and without
meeting anyone’s gaze. Their packs clanked softly in the large
stone walkways, and their boots echoed in reply. Arias was a
stranger here, but the Moon Knights were used to strangers asking
for help. Perhaps they thought Misti was simply leading her to
Aramet’zil Vivia.

Misti knew they should go to her,
especially since she had a letter in her pack that denounced her as
a Moon Knight, but she had to keep the pendant from affecting
anyone else. Arias kept looking around while they walked,
exclaiming at the littlest of things—a piece of ornate weaponry on
the wall here, an impressive set of pure gold armor there—but Misti
hardly noticed. She’d seen it all before.

Finally they reached the medical
chambers. Sighing with relief, Misti shoved open the wooden door. A
large glass-fronted cabinet filled with an array of colorful glass
jars and clay pots covered one wall, rows of beds took over the
other, and a window at the far end let in the light. A door by the
cabinet led to the supply room, which Misti knew was filled with
books, scrolls, alcohol, needles, thread, and an assortment of
other supplies. They kept the most potent pain medication back
there, just in case the Divus healers got overwhelmed and couldn’t
get to the sufferers the moment they were brought in. While some
other races chose the medico path, Divus were the most drawn to it,
their Blood crafting perfectly suited for that line of work. In
fact, three Divus medico, wearing green robes that stood out like a
beacon against their pale skin, greeted Misti and Arias with a
quick touch to their shoulder as they arrived.

“Pyrosa,” one said. Misti knew the
word was a Divus greeting, but she translated for Arias in case she
didn’t know. The word meant hail in their tongue. Arias
squeezed her arm in response. One reached them before the others,
bright brown eyes flitting over Misti’s form, concern etching lines
deep into his face. Misti took a deep breath, preparing to tell him
what happened, pointing at the Blood pendant attached to her
skin.

But before she could do any of
that, the pendant throbbed. Once. Twice. Three times. Misti cried
out, reeling back as it burned her skin, and she bumped into Arias.
She put her hand over the pendant, trying in vain to keep its
strange power inside. Glaring white light shone through her
fingers, and the man who had come over to help sank to the floor
with a thud, eyes closed and mouth hanging open. White blood
dribbled from his ear, staining his black hair.

“No!” Misti shouted. Not
now!

Arias moved around her, ignoring
the shouts of the two other Divus. She knocked Misti’s hand aside,
and a burst of crafting encircled the orb once more. A cage, just
like before, but not as bright. Her eyes had a hard glint in them
as Misti backed away, out of the room, staring at the medico who
lay unconscious on the floor. I should’ve let her do that
before. She couldn’t see around the other two Divus who had
encircled him, couldn’t tell if he was badly hurt or if he was even
alive.

“Stay here,” Arias muttered, then
turned to the Divus.

“Attack!” One of the medico, a man
with short blond hair and yellow eyes, had risen to his feet, eyes
wide with fear. His voice rose higher. “Attack on the
medico!”

Attack? Misti was about to
correct him when Arias intervened.

“Wait,” she said, putting out a
hand to calm the frantic man. “It wasn’t her fault. The pendant
around her neck did it.”

The man seemed beyond reason. He
pointed at Misti. “She burst in here, didn’t say a word, and nearly
killed Risha! Guards!”

Before Misti could say anything,
guards appeared at her side, giving her an alarmed look and putting
their hands on her shoulders.

Misti stared at the medico,
imploring him, “My name is Misti Eildelmann. I’m a Zil in Met’zil
Zarious’ guard, and I’m not trying to attack anyone. I’m trying to
get help.”

“Please, she really is.” Arias
stepped between them, putting herself in between the orb and the
medico.

The guards let her go. The medico
who had been blasted by the orb still lay on the floor. A third
Divus crouched beside him, hand on his arm, eyes glowing white.
Tendrils of white glowed beneath his thin skin, the crafting
following his veins and flowing into the unconscious man. Misti
moved as far away from them as possible, sitting down on a bed by
the window. The guards tried to follow her, but Arias stood in
their way. Silence filled the room, spreading like fog.

“You shouldn’t come too close.
There’s a powerful and dangerous object in this room that might be
fatal to anyone near it.” Arias’ quiet voice banished the
silence.

The guards paled and backed away.
“Should I get Vivia?” one of them asked.

Misti recognized him as Salri, a
bald, green-eyed Zil. “Yes,” Misti shouted from her corner. “Get
Vivia, and get a Vagari and a few Elu, too. Bring them back
here.”

“Immediately,” Arias
said.

The guards disappeared, and Misti
turned her attention back to the unconscious man on the floor. The
Divus helping him, a man with striking black hair, shook himself
from his crafting and sat back, breathing heavily. The unconscious
Divus opened his eyes once more. Relief surged through Misti.
He’s awake. Moon above, he’s awake.

“Risha, are you okay?” The blond
Divus rushed to him, pushing Arias to the side in his
haste.

The man blinked a few times, as if
trying to clear his head, and turned to his companion. His voice
came out cracked and old, like a tree moving in the wind. “I’m
fine, Mar, I’m fine. Thanks to Piffre.” He rested a hand on the
black-haired medico, who had his head now buried in his hands. “I
am still tired, however, and so is he. We should rest.”

“But what about…” Mar pointed to
Misti. She straightened under their gaze.

A frown deepened the lines on
Risha’s face. “We help all those in need, especially our fellow
Moon Knights. However, I suspect this will not be taken care of
easily.”

Misti breathed a little easier.
Mar nodded and helped Risha and Piffre out of the room and into the
spare chambers across the hall. Misti watched as they shuffled
away, pushing her panic down. The medicos were used to long hours
of crafting. Having one fall so quickly, and the other get so
exhausted trying to raise him, was a bad sign. It meant that Risha
was near death, so near Piffre had to give up most of his own
life-energy to fix him. A small and terrible part of her was
grateful that it had happened here, in the Moon Knights’ medical
chambers. Not that she wanted it to happen at all, but if the
pendant had unleashed its power on Arias, or Dylori, or Dis, or
even on her while they were running, there would have been nothing
they could do to stop it.

Mar returned and crossed over to
Misti with quick, sure steps, ignoring Arias completely. “I’m sorry
for the panic earlier. This is my first night, and I hadn’t
expected such activity.” He tapped the white sliver of a moon sewn
into his robes, marking him as brand new in his chosen field, and
then bowed with a hand resting on his forehead. Misti recognized it
as a northern gesture of apology, which also explained the rough
northern lilt in his accent, sharper around the edges than others
here in the east.

“It’s not a problem, Medico Mar,
but please, could you help me?” Misti pointed to the pendant on her
chest. “This pendant—”

“We should wait for the others to
get here,” Arias interrupted

“I can handle any medical
situation,” Mar said, in a way that suggested he was reciting a
line he wasn’t certain he believed himself.

“Except for this one, evidently,
since you panicked before,” Arias replied, giving him a pointed
look.

Mar blushed to his ears, a
brighter white color rising fast over his pale skin. “Fine.” He
bowed to her. “My name is Mar Marios, by the way.”

Arias gave him a small smile. “I’m
Arias Silverstone, dabbler.”

“Pleased to meet the both of you,”
Mar said.

Before anymore could be said, the
doors to the medical chambers opened and five people spilled
inside, four of them talking over one another in an attempt to be
heard by the fifth. Misti recognized her immediately, Aramet’zil
Vivia Lariasio, the commander of the Moon Knights in this region
and a formidable Elu in her own right. Dressed in a striking blue
outfit that wound around her body and carrying a curved blade at
her side, she strode into the room, already frowning. Her blonde
hair fell gracefully down her back, tucked behind her pointed ears,
and her blue eyes seemed to glitter in the pale light.

Misti’s gut clenched and the
letter from Met’zil Zarious seeming to grow larger in her bag
beside her. Two other Divus followed, clad in flowing green robes,
as well as a Vagari in black. The fourth member of their party was
Dylori, who rushed to Misti’s side, concern clear on her
face.

“You okay?” Dylori placed her hand
on Misti’s knee. The gentle touch calmed Misti, and gratitude
rushed through her, burning away some anxiety.

“The pendant went off again. A
Divus got hurt and another one had to heal him up, but while doing
so, he also got weak. Very weak,” Misti replied in a rush. Even
though she welcomed the gentle pressure and comfort, she guided
Dylori’s hand away. “It’s not safe. Arias put another cage around
it, but we don’t—”

“Excuse me,” came Vivia’s gruff
voice as she and her entourage approached the bed. “Could you bring
me up to speed, please?”

Heat coursed through Misti’s
cheeks. “I’m sorry, Aramet’zil Vivia, I didn’t mean to ignore you.”
Misti told the story as fast as she could, aiming a glance at Arias
when the Moon crafting came up. Arias filled Vivia in on the
crafting she had used, her explanation filled with technical jargon
and slippage into the Eluian language that made Misti glad she had
come. Each race knew the intricacies of their crafting so deeply it
would simply baffle the others.

When Arias had finished her
explanation, Vivia turned to Mar. “Will the others
recuperate?”

Mar had shuffled to the back of
the room, eyes down out of respect for Vivia. He bowed. “Y…yes,
with some rest and food they’ll recover. It’ll just take some
time.”

Another Divus entered, and Misti
finally looked at the three new medicos standing in the room. Each
of them had a full moon sewn into their green robes, signifying
they were the most experienced in the building, probably in all of
Amiin. Misti’s stomach dropped at the sight. Everyone except Mar
outranked her, and she didn’t quite know how to feel about it.
Grateful, yes, but also intimidated and more than a bit worried.
She wasn’t a Moon Knight anymore, and Vivia’s tone sounded harsh.
If these people can’t help me, who can?

“These are Maylar, Sineko, and
Lari. They are friends of mine from Cahoma.” Misti nodded to each
of them as Vivia introduced them, and they gave a deep bow in
return, touching their fists to their foreheads.

A pang had sliced through Misti’s
heart at the mention of Cahoma. So many people here were from the
north that it gave her pause, thinking about Char’s letter she had
received. Guilt weighed her down, curling her shoulders
forward.

“We will do our best to aid you,
Zil Eildelmann,” Vivia said. “But first, we must examine the orb.
Please sit still.”

The next few hours passed with
little success. The medico spent some time examining the orb,
penning down the crooked circular symbol on it, and discussing
their options. Apparently, the symbol was of Ponuriah, but none of
the expert medico here had seen or heard of such an item before.
They threw ideas back and forth, but Misti hardly heard
them.

Her stomach opened into a sucking
pit while they talked. Ponuriah, the goddess her parents worshiped.
Would they know more about this pendant? No, the symbol they
had used—a bent line—was different than the crooked circle on the
orb. Maybe Vagari worship was different than Divus
worship.

It made sense the Blood pendant
was connected to Ponuriah in some way, since some of the banished
ones tended to do their vile deeds in her name. For some, it was
true worship of the ancient goddess; for others, simply a cop-out
for their own vicious souls and actions. She wanted to tear the
pendant off her skin, throw it into the whirlpools of the Aluriah
Ocean, and never hear from it again. Banish it, like the banished
ones.

The medico broke the cage
surrounding the orb in order to study it further, but as soon as
they did, the pendant pulsed, flashing white, and two fell
unconscious. The metal burned against her skin, but Misti gritted
her teeth and took it. The others were in more trouble than she
was. Her heart sank at their failure.

With Dylori’s help, Mar quickly
dragged the two unconscious medicos out of the room. “Did you feel
anything before the pendant activated?” Dylori asked when she
returned, eyes narrowed in concern. She put her hand on Misti’s leg
again, the weight soothing.

“Yes.” Misti fingered the chain
hanging around her neck, tears blurring her vision a little from
the pain. “It pulses. Burns.”

“Do you think it will happen
again?” Vivia had moved closer, hands raised in case she needed to
use her crafting. Arias had done the same.

“I…I don’t think so. I think it’s
done now. It’s not…pulsing, anyway,” Misti said. The burning slowly
faded. “But maybe keep your crafting at the ready if you try
anything else.”

“We will,” Arias said, her voice
tinged with bitterness. “I should’ve created a shield
earlier.”

“We both should have.” Vivia
frowned and motioned the rest of the group closer, and they moved
onto their next plan of attack.

The remaining full-moon
medico—Lari, a bald man with near-white eyes—clutched Misti’s
shoulder as he called up his own Blood crafting, giving her his
strength. Warmth surged through Misti’s body, skittering across her
skin and heating her core. The warmth settled in her wrist, across
her forearm, and pooling by her side. The suncreature
attack. He lifted her shirt a little to unwind the bandage
there, removing the thread and stitching it up with his crafting.
He did the same with her forearm and wrist. She felt stronger than
she had in nights.

The Vagari in black loomed over
her. She couldn’t discern his bloodline from his outward
appearance. “The name’s Hiru. Now hold still,” he
muttered.

He pointed his dagger at the
pendant, its twisted blade hovering close to Misti’s neck. Misti
held her breath, wanting to turn away but forcing herself not to.
Please let his aim be true. Panic shivered through her at
the sight of a blade so close to her neck, and at the thought that
the pendant might hurt Hiru. She gripped the sheets
tighter.

Lari nodded and Hiru shoved the
dagger forward. It hit the orb with a soft crack and slipped off,
but Hiru didn’t let the blade touch Misti’s skin. Misti gasped,
expecting the pendant to go off, expecting the Vagari to fall. A
bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and his tan skin had a
slight greenish tinge, but nothing happened. Hiru arched a dark
eyebrow at her and let out a sigh, rocking back on his heels. Misti
glanced down at the pendant. It hadn’t been damaged at all, the
symbol still intact and the metal surrounding it still fused to her
skin.

“Well, on to the next plan, I
guess?” Misti said, her voice shaking, lifting her gaze to the
others and biting her lip. Happiness and confusion warred through
her mind. The last time someone had touched the orb, they’d been
knocked unconscious. Why hadn’t the orb attacked now? A
thought struck her like lightning—because the dagger is metal,
not flesh, perhaps? But before she could form her ideas into
words, she noticed Vivia’s slight nod out of the corner of her eye.
A moment later, Lari grabbed for the pendant, eyes still glowing
white.

“Wait!” Misti cried, too
late.

White light filled her vision,
pain scorched her chest, and yells filled the air. Before Misti
could blink the light away, the agony had already subsided, faster
than ever before, replaced by an exhilarating coolness. The light
finally waned, and Misti gaped at the sight before her. Dylori and
Mar were huddled by the door, partially obscured by the blue haze
of a Moon shield cast by Vivia and Arias. Both Lari and Hiru lay
sprawled on the floor, white and orange blood dripping from their
ears, eyes, and mouth.

Misti slipped from the bed,
kneeling on the floor beside the two men. She put two fingers to
their necks, desperately hoping for a pulse, a twitch, anything.
Lari’s pale eyes stared at the ceiling, seeing nothing, but Hiru’s
sightless gaze was on Vivia.

I killed them! Misti gasped
and rose, shuffling back onto the bed, but she couldn’t get far.
The Moon shield had cut her off from the rest of the room, keeping
her penned in the corner with the two men she had killed.
No, she corrected herself, the pendant killed those
men. They were trying to protect her, and they died doing so.
She should’ve done more, should’ve protected them somehow. Maybe
absorb the pulses somehow instead of allowing them to expand
outward, however it did. Or simply refuse to let the knights close
to her since she knew from the mother-daughter at the Vagari
village it needed proximity. A Moon Knight is supposed to keep safe
those innocents around them, not kill them. I should have done
more. Her eyes prickled with tears and her throat
constricted.

“They’re dead,” she choked out,
panic filling her. She stared at the Moon shield, remembering the
first time they had tried it and how Dylori and the others had
fallen unconscious. “That shield won’t help. The shield
won’t—”

“It’ll hold,” Arias said, her soft
voice carrying to Misti and quieting her. Arias tilted her head to
Vivia. “She’s much more powerful than I am.”

Vivia’s eyes blazed, with anger or
sorrow, and she gazed at Hiru for a long moment before turning to
Misti. Taking a deep breath, she spoke slowly, each word sharp as a
shard of broken glass. “You’ll have to stay here until we can
figure out what to do with you. Thankfully we have an auxiliary
chamber with medico supplies. For everyone else’s safety, we’ll
keep you under lock and key.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Misti’s lip began to
tremble, but she caught it between her teeth. She ducked her head,
both out of respect and so the Aramet’zil wouldn’t see the tears
now falling down her cheeks.

“Zil Eildelmann,” Vivia said
gently, “we will make sure this thing is taken care of, here or
elsewhere. The Moon Knights always protect one of their
own.”

Shame burned Misti’s ears, and she
pulled out the sealed letter from her pack. Her vision blurred.
“Actually, ma’am, I’m not a Moon Knight any longer.”

 



Chapter Seven

THE TWO NIGHTS SHE spent in
confinement passed slowly. The medico had done tests on how far the
Blood pendant’s power stretched out before her. Tense moments where
the Moon shield was lowered and a knight inched closer and closer
to Misti until they could feel the orb’s power. It appeared to be
twenty or so paces. Having only seen the power a few times, the
medico weren’t sure if the pendant’s power could bubble outward
like a sphere, but no one wanted to touch it anymore. Not since the
death of two of their best men.

Her stomach growled. She dragged
her attention away from the guard standing by the door just outside
the orb’s range, watching and guarding the rest of the hall, and
turned to her side bag. She had shooed Dylori and Arias away,
refusing the food or water, saying she had supplies in her little
corner and a chamberpot in the smaller room off to the side. While
Vivia could craft a cage to contain the pendant, she had said many
times that they had to study the orb. It had been two nights, and
they had gotten nothing yet. The pendant seemed dormant for now. It
hadn’t burned since the deaths of the two men. In fact, it felt
calm.

She sat on the cot and nibbled on
the bread Arias had given her, staring at the place where Lari and
Hiru had died. The rest of that day had passed by in a blur. Vivia
and Arias shouting and dropping the shield, Mar and Dylori dragging
the bodies away, Vivia snatching the letter from Misti’s hands and
barking orders, everyone leaving the room, leaving her alone. Misti
pressed her hands to her forehead. She couldn’t stop thinking of
Lari’s empty eyes staring at the ceiling or Hiru’s mouth slightly
parted. Their last moments were burned into Misti’s mind, how Hiru
had raised an eyebrow at her in relief, how Lari had lunged for her
in order to try something new. Two men dead because of her. Because
of the thing she carried with her.

I should’ve been faster.
Stronger. Said something as soon as the thought about physically
touching the orb hit me. I could’ve saved them. Guilt twisted
her stomach like a knife, and she curled up even more, wrapping her
arms around her knees and setting her chin on top. Pulling her gaze
from the empty floor, she watched the sun rise pink and orange and
blue over the city wall.

The light caught the edge of her
sister’s letter, perched atop her open pack. She had re-read it
this morning, and it had dawned on her that perhaps she was more
like her parents than she thought. She quickly forced that thought
away. She hadn’t wanted to kill those men. That was the
difference.

Her younger sister came to her
mind, too. Char had once been Misti’s best friend, a calm and
thoughtful presence. She loved her classes and spent her spare time
with her head in any and all books she could find. A writer. A
memory tugged at Misti, faded around the edges but
gentle.

 


Char sat outside, dappled in
moonlight with a soft daygem brightening her workspace and the
notes strewn about. She hunched over their picnic table, scribbling
madly, but Misti knew from the way her hand flew across the page
she wasn’t working on her schoolwork.

“Journaling, again, dear sister?”
Misti asked, wrapping a thick blanket around Char’s thin shoulders
and settling down next to her on the bench.

“Yes, I had quite the adventure
earlier and I want to remember it.” Char set her quill down and
took a sip of her hot honeyed tea. A slight breeze lifted her
blonde hair, and she pulled the blanket tighter around her
shoulders.

“And what adventure was that?”
Misti tilted her head to read Char’s journal, catching only a
snippet before her sister snatched it away.

“Zaru was being an ass again. When
I’m a famous scribe, I want everyone to know how terrible she truly
is, so I have to document it now.” Char closed her
journal.

Misti laughed. At eleven seasons,
Char was in her fourth round of classes, and Misti, now sixteen,
remembered the fourth round as being a terrible time. Kids were
vicious. Zaru was a particularly greedy Vagari in Char’s class,
always asking for more than her share of food and credit and taking
more than she earned. Greed was a dishonorable trait to have as a
Vagari since it did nothing for the balance of the beasts save
making others go hungry, and since it was one usually weaned out
while young by their parents, Zaru’s actions ruffled more than one
set of feathers. Char had a dislike for her since night one, and
they butted heads more than once. Misti was proud of how Char
handled herself against Zaru’s verbal attacks.

“Of course,” Misti replied. She
knew better than to ask for more. Char was protective of her
journals, but Misti had the honor of reading them before anyone
else did.

Char lifted the corner of her
blanket, and Misti scooted closer so they could share warmth.
“Thank you for bringing me this blanket. I would’ve headed in
soon.”

“No, Char, you wouldn’t have.”
Misti grinned. “You stay out here for hours on end, and then I get
in trouble for not reminding you to sleep.” It was near daybreak,
and they should all be sleeping by now.

But her sister’s infectious smile
made her want to stay up late again, like they always did. Getting
in trouble when their parents awoke always paled against the fun
she and Char had together. So even when the sun began to rise over
her sister’s shoulder, washing her in a yellow and pink glow, Misti
stayed awake with her, sharing stories, confessing loves,
discussing problems like only sisters could.

When the sun rose too high for
them to be safe, she guided Char into the house and made their
third cup of honeyed tea and spiced bread, resuming their
now-hushed conversation in the quiet of her room. When they finally
grew too tired to stay up longer, Char fell asleep first, sunlight
streaming in from the windows, curling up on Misti’s bed and
hugging Misti’s pillow. Misti settled down, tucking the blanket
around them both and falling asleep next to her younger
sister.

 


“Misti?” Dylori’s voice caught her
attention and she blinked the memory away, closing the pack over
her sister’s letter. She tilted her head to Dylori, heart skipping
a beat at the sight of her friend at the door wearing a simple
brown tunic and matching pants. Charming, even in common
clothes. Beautiful, as usual. Misti’s spirits lifted a little
at seeing Dylori, but her surroundings and situation dampened them
back down. 

“Dylori, how’s Zora?” Her heart
ached to be with her vulnix, but the pendant would hurt
her.

Moving further into the room,
Dylori waved off the guards, lesser in rank than her, and marched
to Misti’s cot. Before Misti could stop her, she hopped up on the
bed beside Misti, slipped an arm around her shoulders, and put a
hand on her knee. Such an intimate gesture might’ve sparked a
reaction before—a blush, a tingle, a flutter—but Misti couldn’t
think of that now. All she could think about was her Zora and her
past and the two dead men.

“She’s healed and anxious to see
you. Almost came in with me, but I asked her to stay with Dis
instead,” Dylori replied.

Good, Misti thought, her
eyes filling with tears. That’s good. I’m dangerous to her
now.

Even though Dylori shouldn’t be
this close, Misti couldn’t help but welcome the soft touch. Dylori
was strong enough to break bones, but she had always been gentle
when Misti needed it throughout all their friendship. So with
Dylori holding her, she burst into tears—ugly, shaking, loud tears
that coursed hot down her cheeks, over her lips, off her chin. Her
nose started to run, her head pounding with every shaking sob. It
went on for so long that Misti couldn’t be sure what she was crying
about. Images of the two dead men swamped her vision, but Zarious’
face looming over her saying she was removed from the Moon Knights
and her sister’s letter were there, driving the spike deeper into
her heart.

When the fit finally ended, she
sniffed, wiping her sleeve across her eyes. “I killed them,” she
said.

“Misti.” Dylori gave her a little
shake. “You didn’t kill them. That sunbaked pendant did. You’re
only its wearer.”

“No.” Misti frowned. “I did kill
them. I knew what the pendant was capable of. I even
thought—”

“We didn’t know it could kill
people, Misti,” Dylori replied, the hand on her knee
tightening.

“But I suspected—” Misti
protested.

Dylori shook her head. “Be that as
it may, before, it only weakened people. It didn’t kill
them.”

Misti took a shuddering breath.
“Blood crafters can kill people. I should’ve known their pendant
could kill people, too. I thought it might.”

“No one knew what the pendant
could do. Not really. I suspected, though I was afraid it might
kill you.” Dylori removed her arm from Misti’s shoulders and put
that hand on Misti’s knee, too, a comforting weight. She needed
that feeling, that weight grounding her so she wouldn’t float away
on a sea of panic. “I’m glad it didn’t.”

“It might kill me yet.” Misti
rested her hands on Dylori’s, wrapping their fingers together in a
handhold, needing a more secure anchor. She kept her eyes down,
settled them on their joined hands, not wanting to meet Dylori’s
intense look.

“It won’t. We won’t let it.”
Dylori ran a thumb over Misti’s. “You didn’t kill them. That Blood
pendant did, and that sunbaked banished one who put it on you did.
Not you. Don’t put that burden on yourself. Put it on
him.”

Finally, Misti lifted her gaze to
Dylori’s dark eyes, searching for the truth in them. Dylori’s stare
held honesty and sincerity, and it held something else that Misti
couldn’t quite place. She believed that look, and the truth in it,
and began to shift the guilt to the banished one who gave her this
pendant.

Misti nodded. “I’ll kill him,
then.”

Dylori tightened her handhold.
“That you will.”

“How’s Arias?”

“Good. Exploring this base as much
as she can since she has me as an escort. It seems like everything
here is exciting to her, and she keeps asking all these
questions.”

Someone at the door cleared their
throat before Misti could ask more, and they both looked up to see
Aramet’zil Vivia standing in the doorway, staring pointedly at
them. Dylori didn’t jump off the bed as she probably should have;
she simply bowed her head.

Vivia frowned at them, moving into
the room. “We’ve decided what to do.”

Three more Moon Knights came into
the room behind her, hands raised and eyes already glowing blue.
Misti swallowed. What will they do to me? Put me up against
the Aluriahian Law for a trial and then put me in
chains or exile me somewhere? Kill me? She had mulled
over what the consequences might be for two men’s deaths but didn’t
know what Vivia might pick, and the firm line in Dylori’s jaw
suggested she didn’t know either.

“You’re to leave here and head
west to Ingo. Perhaps the metal Nemora of the Seventh Circle can
remove this pendant from your skin.” Vivia’s voice lifted with the
order, sounding almost relieved, and her eyes flitted to the orb.
“Once finished, you will bring the orb back to us for further
study. We have to know what we’re up against.”

Misti breathed a sigh of relief.
Traveling to Ingo to see the Nemora was more than she could ask
for. She snuck a glance at Dylori. Will she be permitted to go
with me? Probably not since she has to get back to Zarious. A
jolt of worry sizzled through Misti at the thought of traveling
alone again. But I won’t be alone. I’ll have Zora…as long as
they put the cage around the orb again. That thought made some
of her worry dissipate, but then a new one crashed through her.
If Dylori doesn’t come with me, when will I ever see her
again?

“You will also give up your blades
and rank now.” Vivia’s frown deepened, creating deep lines in her
once-smooth face.

Misti’s heart sunk. Vivia had read
the letter. While Misti hadn’t been the best Moon Knight, it stung
to lose that support system, one she had relied on for so
long.

Vivia turned her intense gaze to
Dylori. “T’zil, please bring those to a guard.”

Dylori snapped to attention at the
order. She gathered up Misti’s curved blade, daggers, and armor.
Shooting Misti an apologetic look, she shuffled over to one of the
guards who stood by the door and gave the items to him. Misti
stared at the daggers glinting in the Nemora’s arms. She knew she
could probably defend herself without the sword, but she had grown
attached to her daggers most of all, had grown accustomed to their
comforting weight on her belt.

Vivia and her group moved closer,
although hesitantly. “My comrades and I will renew the cage around
that pendant, and it should hold for a few nights. A crescent at
most, but long enough for you to get to Ingo.”

At that, Vivia’s eyes glowed blue
and she raised her hands, the three other Elu moving in a
semicircle around Misti. Their fingers hovered a hair’s breadth
away from the metal, careful to not touch the white orb itself, and
each pair of eyes flashed brighter still. When they lowered their
arms, the Moon cage was back, tinting the white orb
azure.

“Thank you,” Misti murmured. The
three Elu left, and Misti looked at Aramet’zil Vivia. “I’m sorry
for dishonoring the Moon Knights. I’m sorry for letting those
banished ones get away.” Her throat closed up a little. “And I’m
sorry for killing those men. For my part in it, at
least.”

“We lay the blame on the banished
ones, not you. Those two men died doing their duty to the Moon
Knights, and to me.” Vivia looked pained, but she gave Misti a soft
smile. “We all make mistakes, Eildelmann. And don’t believe
Zarious’ scoff at the vulnix bloodline. I think your kind do just
fine as Moon Knights.” She tilted her head and pursed her lips.
“Though perhaps I won’t let them under his command again. It seems
his fighting style doesn’t suit the vulnix way.”

Misti’s mouth fell open. The
vulnix way? Like…a fighting style intuitive to a vulnix
bloodline? Misti had never heard of such a thing. She knew
there were other fighting styles but having been under Zarious’
shadow for so long, she hadn’t learned any of them. When she joined
the Moon Knights, she went through basic training—how to wield a
sword and cut to kill—but they never taught the different styles of
fighting. It was understood their superiors would teach the
recruits styles specific to their unit. When she was put in
Zarious’ unit, he only taught one way of fighting and because it
worked so well, he refused to teach any others. A knot Misti hadn’t
known was inside her untwisted. The vulnix way.

“Thank you, Aramet’zil Vivia,” she
managed. “My fellow vulnix Vagari are honored by your
views.”

Vivia gave her a nod. “You’re
quite welcome. Now, off with you. Return once the pendant’s power
has been taken care of. I want to know what my knights are up
against.”

“I will, Aramet’zil.” Misti stood
and gave her a bow worthy of her northern heritage, far deeper than
standard. When she rose, Vivia had gone and the guard who had taken
her armor had gone back to staring down the hall. Dylori left with
Vivia and Misti wanted to shout after her, to say goodbye since
Misti would be leaving shortly, to give her one last hug at
least.

But then Dylori reappeared in the
doorway a few moments later and returned to Misti’s side. “We had a
talk yesterday about my coming with you here to Amiin. Said I’d get
a mark on my record.” Here Misti tried to interrupt but Dylori held
up her hand to stop it. “One mark isn’t terrible. She also said I
could give you this.” Dylori pressed a single sheathed dagger into
Misti’s hands. It wasn’t one of Misti’s own daggers, but it had a
crescent moon pattern pressed into the leather sheath.

“But—” Misti didn’t know what else
to say. Carrying a Moon Knight dagger when she was no longer a
knight was illegal. She could get a season in jail for having
it.

“If anyone asks, it’s in honor of
Aluriah, nothing more.” Dylori’s lips twitched. “Her words,
too.”

“What did we do to deserve such an
Aramet’zil here in Whels? I heard the one in Ruinswick is terribly
strict,” Misti muttered. Honor of Aluriah indeed. More
like in memory of my time with the knights. She tucked the
dagger safely in her belt and bumped Dylori’s hip. “Just think,
when you become an Aramet’zil, you can be as amazing as Vivia,
too.”

Dylori gave her a dagger-sharp
smile and grabbed one of Misti’s packs. “You heard her. Time to
go.” Leading the way out of the building, Dylori headed to the
stables. “Let’s go see Zora.”

Misti tore her eyes off the main
barracks, the place where she had slept so many days away during
her training. Excitement bubbled inside of her. “Yes!”

“She’s ready to travel with you
again, by the way. The healers were able to take care of her
stomach wound.”

Amazing healers. Misti’s
smile slipped as realization dawned on her. “I wouldn’t be able to
use the Moon Knight medico now anyway, since I’m no longer one of
you.”

“The healers would help you and
Zora regardless. We help everyone, remember?” Dylori replied,
giving her a little shove. “Or did you forget your training so
quickly?”

Misti gave her a small smile. The
stables loomed over them, three stories high, made from wood,
metal, and stone. Food was stored on the top floor, there was a
large open space on the second for the flying creatures, and a more
contained ground floor for the land creatures. They had even
installed a deep pool in the back of the stables for the water
dwellers. The closer they got to the stables, the happier Misti
felt. Huffs and nickers, the scuffing of hooves and claws on the
wood reached her ears as the familiar scents of the wild hit her
nose.

She laughed when she saw Dis
lounging on his back and munching on the tall grasses there. He
looked more like a pet than a powerful neades, and he huffed
happily when he noticed Dylori’s return. Dylori went to see him,
but Misti had shifted her attention from the pair to the vulnix
speeding toward her.

“Zora!” She put out her hands to
catch the speeding arrow of a beast.

Zora only had time for a yip in
return before she crashed into Misti. Zora chirped happily, ducking
around Misti’s shoulders and nuzzling her neck. Zora’s small furry
body fit neatly into Misti’s arms as she folded her bright-orange
wings to her back, the feathers just as soft as her yellow fur. Her
oval eyes danced with joy—one blue, one orange, just like
Misti’s—and she flicked her pointed ears, nudging Misti’s hand with
her narrow muzzle. Front paws dipped in crimson pressed against
Misti’s chest as Zora propped herself up, tucking her hind paws
underneath. Her three orange-and-yellow tails—each nearly as long
as Zora herself—curled around Misti’s waist, their fluffy fur
narrowed to a point at their tips.

Misti laughed, petting Zora’s fur,
tickling her wings under the joint, and scratching behind her ears.
Zora’s warm pink tongue darted out and licked Misti’s fingers. She
flipped her companion over and inspected Zora’s bright-red belly,
running her fingers through the fur there. The wound had completely
healed. Divus are amazing. There is always supposed to be
balance in crafting. Everyone has their part. Zora allowed the
inspection, though Misti knew that if any other person tried to do
such a thing, she would lash out with her black claws and teeth.
The trust she could feel surging through their bond lifted Misti’s
spirits even higher.

“Hello, my little girl,” Misti
whispered, ducking her head so she could nose Zora’s soft
belly.

Zora nipped her ear in return and
yipped, so Misti pulled back. But Zora’s ears had tilted back and
her hackles were raised. She stared at the pendant, then nudged it
with her paw. Misti trusted the Elu who crafted the protective
cage, but she put her hand over the smooth surface, blocking it
from Zora’s view. The vulnix’s head tilted to the side, her wide
eyes blinking, and Misti knew that Zora wanted to speak to
her.

“Of course, Zora,” Misti said. She
settled into her crafting easily, the world taking on an orange
tint. Worried images filled her mind of the attack that had wounded
Zora, the banished one who had sliced her stomach open. Of the long
travel back to Amiin carried in a sling by three other vulnix, but
without Misti. Of the long daylight hours sitting in the stable,
surrounded by white cloth and worried eyes, waiting and wondering
when, or if, she’d return.

“I was worried about you, too,
Zora. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to heal you completely,” Misti
whispered, holding her vulnix tighter.

A burst of understanding, then joy
and love flitted through their connection. But then the images
shifted into a crisp view of the pendant and the cage around
it.

“What is this, Misti? This
crafting around your neck?” Zora asked, her voice high-pitched
in Misti’s mind. Some might call it squeaky, but Misti knew Zora
would take offense. She also knew her own voice was a bit
high-pitched as well, like Dylori’s deep rumble matched
Dis’.

“It’s a…” But then words failed
her. How can I explain such a horrible object, one that can
drain energy? One that killed people? How can I explain it in a way
Zora would understand? Vulnix were smart, but they only
understood Vagari crafting. They knew there were three other types,
saw the flashes of color and sometimes felt the warmth of healing,
but Vagari crafting was the only one that made sense to
them.

“Here, let me show you.” She drew
up her own images of what had happened, everything since the fight
with the banished Blood crafter. She even let the two deaths flash
between them, and a little bit of sorrow and guilt slipped through
before she could stop it.

Zora gently bit Misti’s arm to
banish those thoughts, her teeth pinching but not breaking the
skin. “It was not your fault. It was this
pendant’s.”

“Yes, I know, but…” It seemed her
words were failing her today.

“But you think of your parents
all the same.” Zora let go of Misti’s arm and licked her skin,
her warm tongue removing the sting.

At the mention of her parents,
Misti’s mind went back to Char’s letter, and she sent that over
their connection. Zora stiffened halfway through another lick
before withdrawing to gaze up at Misti.

“What are you going to
do?”

“I don’t have any idea. Not yet,
anyway.” Misti had to blink away the sudden blur in her eyes. Guilt
twisted deeper in her stomach, but Zora bit her arm once more,
harder this time, and the pain swept the guilt away.

“You did it for me, my
friend.”

Zora’s high-pitched voice
comforted Misti far more than the pain in her arm, but she welcomed
them both. They had been through a lot together, and she knew she
could trust Zora’s instincts and animal wisdom. They’d figure out a
way to deal with Misti’s parents together.

“We have to go to the metal
Nemora. Are you up for the travel?”

Zora let go and nuzzled into the
crook of Misti’s neck, her nose a cold, wet spot on Misti’s
skin. “Always.”

Misti drew herself slowly out of
their connection, making certain to project gratitude at her friend
before breaking their communion. The orange glow dimmed. Zora
yipped, climbing up to settle across Misti’s shoulders in a manner
similar to Stee’s eneeraa. Misti scratched her vulnix’s neck and
grinned. This is much more my speed than the eneeraa.


Dis was still on his back, and
Dylori had settled down next to him, scratching his side and
looking at the cloudy sky. Dylori’s eyes had turned a deep
orange—they were having a conversation of their own. Misti’s heart
ached a little to think this might be the last time she’d see the
pair. Knights didn’t get much downtime. And who knows where I’ll
end up? She could wind up on the southern coast for all she
knew. Dylori and Dis would have a hard time getting there if she
even wanted to see Misti. She sees me as a friend, nothing
more.

After a few more moments, Dylori’s
eyes dimmed to their usual darkness and Dis shook his great head.
After righting themselves, they started toward Misti and Zora, who
met them halfway. Stray pieces of grass clung to Dylori’s horns,
and Zora fluttered up next to her, batting the grass off. Dylori
chuckled and pushed her away, so Zora settled back on Misti’s
shoulders. Misti knew they should be leaving, knew they only had a
short amount of time to get to Ingo because the cage could
theoretically break at any time, but she couldn’t leave without
saying goodbye to Dylori and Dis.

Misti scratched Dis on the nose
and snuck him some spiky leaves she kept in her pocket for just
this occasion. Dis nudged her in thanks.

“I’ll see you when I return,”
Misti said, holding out her hand to Dylori.

Dylori grabbed Misti by the waist
and pulled her close. For a heartbeat, it seemed as if Dylori would
kiss her, but she didn’t. Down, girl, she’s just a touchy
person, Misti chided herself, schooling her features from shock
to skepticism and hoping the heat on the back of her neck didn’t
show. Zora yipped a little at the closeness, but Dylori gave Misti
a wink. Teasing her, like always.

“You don’t honestly think I’m
letting you make this sunbaked trip by yourself, do
you?”

While she loved being held by
Dylori, Misti backed out of the hold, dipping her head to hide the
heat now flaring on her cheeks. “You’re certainly not coming with
me.”

“Ponuriah’s ass, I am. I have
permission, too.”

“It’s dangerous!” Misti protested,
lifting her gaze once more. A sudden fear lanced through her chest.
What if the pendant killed Dylori? I’d never forgive
myself.

“I don’t care how many times you
argue, you’re stuck with me, Misti.” The firmness in Dylori’s voice
almost made Misti swallow her next argument.

But stubbornness took over, making
her cross her arms and stand her ground. “You aren’t coming with
me. I won’t let you.”

Mischief tugged at Dylori’s lips
and her eyes glinted. “Oh? And how are you going to stop
me?”

The thought of tying her up
flashed into Misti’s mind, but then it went to an entirely
unexpected place and made her lose her words once more. Her blush
crept higher on her cheeks, burning her skin.

“That’s right. You aren’t. I can
either come with you, or I’ll just follow you.” Dylori pointed back
at Dis, who huffed at them. “Besides, Dis wants to help. Even said
you can ride him again.”

Hearing that, Misti bit her lip.
Riding Dis would make travel so much easier. And having Dylori
around to help wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Now that Misti had
lost her rank, Dylori’s Moon Knight status alone could get them
into places a commoner couldn’t go. And Misti’s heart tugged a
little, traveling with Dylori was always an adventure. Maybe, since
they were no longer comrades in arms, she could tell Dylori how she
felt. She had never said her true feelings out loud because
relationships within units were forbidden. That, and her crush had
grown so much that her nerves would never let her say anything for
fear of rejection. If she was honest, it was more the latter than
anything else.

Sighing, Misti nodded. “You should
get your gear, then. And probably some extra supplies.”

“I’ve got all the supplies you’ll
need,” a familiar singsong voice said from their left. “I assume
you didn’t eat all the food during your two days in
captivity.”

Arias was carrying two packs laden
with food and water in one hand and her bow in the other, her own
pack and quiver of arrows strapped to her back. The beautiful Shey
sword hung at her belt, glinting in the light. A grin brightened
her face, and her bushy hair had been pulled back into a thick,
messy bun.

“You want to come with us?” Dylori
replied, arching her eyebrow and folding her arms.

“I told you, I’m always up for an
adventure.” Arias patted Dis on the shoulder. He obediently lowered
himself to his knees and allowed her to climb up. “Cute vulnix, by
the by. Peculiar coloring, though.”

Misti ignored the comment. She
couldn’t believe it. She had hardly wanted Dylori to come along,
knowing the power this pendant possessed. But Arias? She
barely knew the woman. Then a thought slammed into her harder than
Zora. Arias was an Elu, a Moon crafter. If things went sideways,
she could put up another shield like she did earlier or drag Dylori
away at least. Misti tilted her head back and stared at the
dabbler.

“You’re only going for the
adventure? I have a pendant that could suck life right out of you.
It’s unsafe, Arias, and you hardly know us! We’re only going to
Ingo, three nights’ travel at most. You could always find a…less
perilous group to travel with.”

Arias thumbed her bow, her pale
eyes staring down at them. “Like I mentioned before, I need
supplies. I thought the metal would be here in Amiin, but
apparently only the Ingo Grove carries what I need. This kind of
thing happens often. And besides, how many times do you get to
travel with a person in such a unique situation as
yourself?”

“With a walking death bomb, you
mean?” Dylori grinned at Misti to soften the jest, but her saying
it did hurt a little.

A walking death bomb. Yes, that
does sum up what I am now.

Arias’ voice softened. “More
importantly, I think you two need all the help you can get, and I’m
happy to provide aid however I can.”

Misti had her doubts, but Dylori
clapped her hands. “Okay, then, let’s go!”

They gathered Dylori’s gear,
procured some daygems and meats from the Moon Knights to trade with
the Nemora for aid, and got an updated map to show where the
worshippers, the banished ones, and the suncreatures had been
active lately. They also tied ropes around Dis and secured the
packs to the rope so they couldn’t lose any more to suncreatures,
or the rigors of travel.

Misti stared down at the crinkled
map, at the dark blots on the paper, the areas of activity from
their enemy seeming to grow ever larger. A shiver of fear ran down
her shoulders, and she rolled them to loosen the muscles there. She
felt defenseless, even with her Vagari crafting and her dagger and
her friends. But she had to stay positive, she told herself as she
climbed onto Dis’ back, tucked between Dylori and Arias. They’d
make it to Ingo, the Nemora would melt the pendant off her, and
then she’d return to Amiin with the white orb, safe and sound and
ready to give it to Vivia to fulfill her final orders as a Moon
Knight. She’d figure out what to do with herself after
that.

 



Chapter Eight

THE FIRST FEW HOURS of travel
passed quickly enough. They took the Whispering Path connecting
Amiin to the cities in the southern Whels region, but they soon had
to head further west on the Stolh Road. They passed by a few groups
of smaller suncreatures, mostly pyrewolves and eneeraas, but none
of them wanted to take on a neades, and Misti felt like luck was on
their side for once. The sun was setting, a brilliant
purple-and-blue horizon that ebbed away their worries with
it.

Misti was about to suggest they
rest for a little while under the cover of dusk to eat before
pushing onward. A scream dashed that thought away. A little way
down the road, three wagons had stopped. One of the wagons was
burning, flames licking the wood and growing higher every moment.
Its passengers rushed back and forth into the burning wagon,
pulling out supplies and yelling. But the screaming seemed too
intense, too terrified, to merely be attributable to the wagon
fire.

Misti narrowed her eyes, calling
up her crafting to look past the panicking people, further than
anyone else could. Beyond the wagons and the burning wood, a band
of hooded figures dressed entirely in white with a red sun stitched
into the front of their robes marched toward them. Pyrewolf
suncreatures followed the marching group.

“Sun goddess worshippers,” Misti
muttered.

Dylori took in a sharp breath and
let it out. “Well, let’s go kill them, shall we?”

There was bloodlust in her dark
eyes as she angled Dis toward the fray. Misti put a hand on her
shoulder to halt her and glanced back at Arias. “Do you want to
join?” She remembered how frightened the dabbler looked when the
suncreatures attacked them before, how wild her pale eyes
seemed.

Arias rolled up the sleeves of her
black tunic. “I’ll help protect the travelers.”

Misti nodded and let go of
Dylori’s arm. Dis pounded down the road. He reached the wagons at
the same time as the marchers. The burning wood sent smoke
billowing into the air, making it hard to see and even harder to
breathe. Muols—skinny and hairless four-legged creatures with long
necks and narrow heads—whined in fright. A few travelers unhitched
them from the wagon, and the muols bolted behind Misti’s group,
their white eyes wide with alarm.

Coughing, Misti put up a hand to
her mouth and nose to try to block some of the acrid smoke. The
band of travelers was backing away from the advancing worshippers,
calling out to Dylori for help. Three men, five women, and a child,
all in brightly colored clothing and clutching instruments.
Musicians, Misti realized. They didn’t stand a chance
against the suncreatures or the worshippers.

Dylori’s orders came out fast and
sharp as she slipped off Dis’ back. “Arias, protect the travelers.
Misti, come help me with the worshippers. Dis, take on the
suncreatures, and we’ll help as soon as we can.”

Arias gathered the panicked group
to one side of the road, nocking an arrow into her gleaming bow and
calling for them to follow her. Dis charged forward to meet the
suncreatures while Dylori raised her sword and slipped between the
wagons, vanishing from Misti’s sight.

“Go help Dis,” Misti said to Zora,
who yipped and leapt off her shoulders, flying after the neades.
Taking a deep breath and wishing she had armor, Misti pulled the
dagger from her belt and rushed after Dylori.

The group of sun worshippers
wasn’t as big as Misti had suspected. Only five of them battled
with Dylori. Knowing Dylori’s prowess in battle, truly, they didn’t
have a chance. The worshippers slashed out with brilliant bronze
longswords that moved like the rays of the sun, gracefully falling
from one position into the next, bathing Dylori in the gentle but
deadly glow of blades glinting in the firelight.

Try it the vulnix way. What
would Zora do? Be sneaky and quick, for one. One of them had
their back turned to Misti so she snuck forward, intent on slitting
the worshipper’s throat, but her boot crunched on a fallen piece of
wagon wood and the worshipper turned. She stabbed them in the side
and then darted back, away from the sword’s reach. The worshipper
grunted. White cloth covered the bottom half of their face, darting
in and out with her opponent’s pained huffs. Their strange red eyes
misted with tears, but the color had to be false for no person had
red eyes.

Dark blue blood dripped down the
dagger’s blade and onto the dirt. An Elu, then. Misti held the
dagger tight, point up. The worshipper breathed heavily, both from
the wound Misti had delivered but also the gash across their chest
from Dylori’s blade. They raised the bronze sword and slashed,
trying to keep Misti back, but she had a different plan. Strike
now. Quick. Misti darted sideways, using her vulnix speed to
circle around the injured worshipper and slide her blade deep into
their other side. The blade caught on bone and the worshipper
yelled in pain, lashing out with their bronze sword. Misti
sidestepped, the blade humming through the air by her shoulder,
missing her by a few hairs.

Circling, they glared at each
other. The worshipper’s eyes seemed to glow red with the intensity
of a crafting glow, but no crafting had that coloring. It reminded
her of the suncreatures’ eyes. Like two little suns had settled
onto their face. Fear prickled under Misti’s skin at the sight. The
worshipper blinked, looked skyward for an instant, and slashed
again. This time Misti ducked under it, letting the worshipper’s
momentum carry them past her and striking hard with the butt of her
dagger at the base of their neck. The shock of impact radiated down
her arm, but the worshipper went down with a groan, the cloth
covering the worshipper’s nose and lips ripping from impact and
showing the man underneath. Not dead, but no longer a
threat.

Misti looked to Dylori and her
attackers. Three lay dead on the ground around Dylori, blood
staining their white garments with deep browns and blues—Nemora and
Elu. Dylori stood in the ring of dead, breathing hard and staring
at the people she’d killed. She stared at one in particular,
smaller than all the rest.

An Elu worshipper had broken from
the others, stumbling toward the travelers, but with his neck
sliced open, it was clear Dylori had taken care of him as well.
Blood gushed through his fingers as he grasped at his wound. The
Elu stumbled two more steps, then hit the ground and stilled. A
shiver ran through Misti. Dylori had always been good at protecting
people, but she had always been good at killing people, too. It was
one of the reasons she had risen to T’zil so rapidly. When the
fighting went sideways, she was able to make hard decisions. It
didn’t seem to bother her, either, or at least in any sense that
Misti could tell. They were in a war with these worshippers, and
Dylori was a warrior.

Frowning, Dylori pointed to the
worshipper behind Misti, the one who still breathed. Misti nodded
and turned back to her opponent. Since they found the worshipper
committing an obvious crime, the worshipper should be killed, and
it wouldn’t be considered murder. Though it was fairer to haul them
to the nearest guard and have the lawmakers give them a trial
first. But knowing her parents were worshippers made Misti
hesitate, since they deserved to die for their deeds, too. Any
trial for them would be quick, and their deaths wouldn’t be pretty.
She thought back to the mayla fever. Dying by sickness was one
thing, but dying by a hand like hers was quite another.

A sharp yip came from her left,
and Misti turned to see Zora fall to the ground beneath an eneeraa
suncreature. Forgetting the worshipper at her feet, Misti rushed to
help her vulnix. But before she could get there, Dis let out a
bellow and head-butted the eneeraa suncreature away from Zora,
stomping it to ash. Zora lifted herself from the ground and flew up
onto Dis’ shoulders, nuzzling his head.

Misti peered through the smoke
that curled around the site, but that seemed to be the last of the
suncreatures. Dis and Zora had done a remarkable job at fighting
them, however many there had been. A surge of pride raced through
her at the thought of her vulnix fighting alongside her once
more.

“Look out!” Dylori shouted,
darting toward her.

Misti felt movement behind her,
and she twisted and threw the dagger at the worshipper by her feet.
Raised on one arm with the other lifting his sword, the worshipper
sank to the dirt, dark blue blood bubbling around the dagger in his
neck. She bit her lip, swallowing the bile rising in her own
throat. She had only killed five worshippers before now, and each
had reminded her of her parents. This one was no
different.

Zora flew from Dis and settled on
her shoulders, lifting her from her thoughts by nipping at her
ear.

“You did great.” Misti scratched
Zora’s neck and looked at Dis, who followed her vulnix. “You both
did.”

“Yes, we all did.” Dylori’s hand
clamped down on Misti’s shoulder. She seemed distracted, her gaze
shifting to the smaller worshipper, a deep frown on her face. But
after a moment, she gave Misti’s shoulder a squeeze, shook her
frown into a happier expression, and sauntered over to the
musicians, pulling Misti along with her.

“We all did indeed. Look.” Arias
beamed at them and pointed at the wagons. The fire that had once
burned so bright and hot had been extinguished.

Misti arched an eyebrow at the
dabbler. “How’d you do that?”

“A bubble.” Arias said, staring at
the scorched wood. “I created a bubble around it, kind of like your
cage, and the fire went out because it didn’t have enough
air.”

Dylori chuckled. “I haven’t seen
that before.”

Arias shrugged. “We get quite a
few fires in the foundry. It’s best to have a quick way to
extinguish them.”

Of course. Misti eyed
Arias’ wrists, which had fresh cuts from her crafting. But to
use crafting for such a small thing? I wouldn’t have done
it.

Dylori shifted her attention to
the travelers. “And how are you travelers doing?” She shook one of
the men’s hands as he stepped forward. He had a vibrant green robe
trimmed with gold, shining brown hair, and a matching goatee. His
dark skin seemed to shimmer in the light, from sweat or fear Misti
didn’t know. He held a long, wooden flute, fingers tight around it
as if it were the most precious thing in the world.

“Much better now that you’re
around.” The man had a singsong voice, much like Arias.

They exchanged pleasantries as
they helped the musicians pick up some supplies that had fallen
from their wagons. Misti went over to the skittish muols and calmed
them down with a few words. Most of the people had taken to their
wagons, but a young woman with thin red hair and storm-gray eyes
meandered over to her, petting the muols as she did so. The woman
walked awkwardly, favoring her left side in a heavy limp, but her
hard gaze seemed intent on Misti’s pendant.

“Pyrosa,” the woman said in
greeting. “What is that?” Her features were all sharp angles, wide
eyes, and off-white, nearly translucent skin. A Divus, for sure.
But her ears had a strange pointed twist to them, an odd feature
for a Divus to have.

Remembering the two men the
pendent had killed, Misti backed away a little, covering it with
her hand. “Nothing.”

The woman stepped closer. She wore
heavy dark layers with scaled armor overtop and large belt with
lots of pouches. Though the woman had tucked it behind her, a tek
also hung from her belt. A wide sword that curved in a spiral and a
deep serrated edge that pointed outward from the side of the blade,
the tek could be slipped onto one’s arm and used as both a shield
and a weapon. It was a weapon Misti had only heard
about.

“That has Blood crafting in it,”
she said, pointing to the pendant.

Misti’s eyes widened. “How did you
know?”

“I can sense it.” The woman drew a
strange book with symbols pressed into its leather binding and a
short white quill from her pocket. She scribbled something in it.
“How long have you had it? Who gave it to you? What does it
do?”

She asked these questions in such
rapid succession that Misti couldn’t answer them all. “It’s a Blood
pendant, forced upon me by a banished Divus. Have you seen one
before?”

“No, but it’s fascinating.” She
scribbled something else in her book.

“Adaris,” the Elu in green robes
said from his perch on the wagon. “We need to leave
now.”

Adaris looked over her shoulder at
the man and sighed. “Okay.” She turned back to Misti, beamed, and
held out her hand. “I’m Adaris Kavari, by the way. Scribe,
wanderer.”

A scribe? That was what Char
always wanted to be. Misti took the woman’s hand without
hesitation, almost forgetting the pendant around her neck because
of Adaris’ likeable charm. “Misti Eildelmann.” She let go quickly
and backed away once more.

“If we ever meet again, you’ll
have to tell me about that Blood pendant. I’m sure it’ll be a
fascinating story.” She scribbled something else in her book, and
then pointed at Zora. “Why pick such an odd-colored vulnix?
Sunkissed beasts like that one are usually left for
dead.”

Adaris’ question shocked her, but
not as much as it once might have. Many people only saw the color
of Zora’s fur and feathers instead of the loveable creature who
wore them. Zora, however, tensed. Her tails curled by Misti’s left
shoulder, so she scratched one.

“Not on my watch,” Misti replied,
her voice firm.

“Interesting,” Adaris said,
pointing her quill at them. “You’ll have to tell me about that,
too.”

The wagons had started to leave,
heading the way Misti and her group had come, probably toward
Amiin. Adaris swung herself onto the last wagon and waved the quill
at them. “May the wind always be at your back!”

“Yours as well,” Misti called
back, allowing herself a small smile at the Divus’
farewell.

She stroked Zora’s tails until her
vulnix calmed down. The others gathered around her, watching the
wagons disappear into the last rays of the sun, but Misti was far
away, tugged by memories. Sunkissed. The word brought her
back to when she had first picked her companion animal so many
seasons ago.

 


Rain splattered down in thick
sheets, drenching everything it touched but bringing with it a
heavy clean scent. Even though they were well past the winter
cycles, the rain was still chilly. The Ruinswick region was never
truly warm, but the folk who lived here dealt with it.

The cold, damp weather couldn’t
bring Misti’s spirits down. Nothing could. She was ten seasons of
age today. The age when Vagari picked their companion animals, a
beast of their bloodline they would share their lives with. Tonight
was a wonderful night, for it was where a Vagari became
whole—Vagari and companion, as it should be. It was one that all
Vagari looked forward to, and Misti was no exception.

She wrapped her little hands
around the bars of the vulnix enclosure and stared at the tiny
beasts before her. They had just hatched not even a crescent prior,
but they were ready to find a home with their companions. The
parents had been taken away by their own Vagari this morning, and
the babies needed help. It was the first task of a Vagari to aid
their companion animal right after birth.

There were five vulnix in the
enclosure—a small, open space covered by tree branches and
surrounded by bars. Misti was the first of her siblings to get a
companion animal and the only Vagari this cycle to choose, so she
had quite the selection. The other fledglings would go back to
their parents until the next cycle. A brown vulnix hopped over to
gnaw on the ear of its black sibling, who yelped and snapped back.
A fat green one clawed at the bars, trying in vain to get to the
branches above it. Two blue ones—a dark and a light—obviously
twins, curled around each other, tucking their tiny wings in and
wrapping their long tails around the other.

Misti beamed at the sight. Five to
choose from, all with pretty coloring and bright personalities.
Excitement sparkled inside her, threatening to burst out in a
thrilled scream. Looking up at her mother, who held her little
sister in her arms, and at her father carrying her baby brother,
Misti eyed the vulnix perched on their shoulders. Her mother had a
brilliant blue one, much like these twins, and her father a silky
black. They weren’t their original vulnix—those had died young a
few seasons ago after a terrible accident—but rather their
children, and just as loyal as their parents had been.

“Come on, now, Misti. Time to
choose which one you’d like,” her father said, frowning. He had
work to do at home, Misti remembered, work in the shed that she
wasn’t allowed in. He slicked back his dark hair and sighed, gaze
flitting up to the covering above them.

Turning back to the enclosure,
Misti saw a bright orange bundle in the corner move. She had
assumed it was a blanket or pillow before, but then the creature
stretched. A sixth vulnix. It blinked sleepily, and Misti gasped.
Its eyes—one blue, one orange—were just like hers. It trotted over
to its fat green sibling and pulled on one of its tails in play.
The green one fell over and then lunged, and soon they were locked
in a playful fight. Misti couldn’t take her eyes off the sixth
vulnix. Its coloring was brighter than all the rest—orange, red,
and yellow—like the sun itself had dappled the fur and feathers in
its light.

She pointed to it. “That
one.”

The caretaker, whom Misti had all
but ignored until now, frowned. Her white hair strayed from its
bun, whisping around her face even through the dampness. Her eyes
narrowed and she shook her head.

“I don’t think you want that one,
little one,” she said, her voice grating like rocks
underfoot.

“Why not?” Misti asked,
stubbornness furrowing her eyebrows. It was her choice, why
question it?

The caretaker sniffed. “It’s the
runt.”

The sixth vulnix yipped, drawing
Misti’s attention as it ran around its sibling. She looked back at
the caretaker. “So? I like it.”

“It’s sunkissed, little one. You
would bring shame upon your family if you chose that vulnix.” The
caretaker looked at her parents giving them a glance that Misti
couldn’t read. Her parents returned the gaze with a worried look of
their own. But when the caretaker looked away, her parents shared
another look, a curious one Misti couldn’t understand, but one that
made Misti wonder all the same.

Sunkissed? Misti knew the stories.
Everyone did. Knew how Ponuriah, the evil bloodthirsty sun goddess,
had grown jealous of the old races—the elves, humans, nymphs, and
venators—and how they could wield all the crafting abilities. How
the old races grew greedy for more crafting, more power, more
everything and tried to threaten Ponuriah and her sister, the moon
goddess Aluriah.

The sun goddess destroyed the
ancient races, burned them away, and wanted to burn the world, too.
Aluriah, the moon goddess, had intervened, protected the world, and
created new races born from the old, splitting their power so each
race only had one. Ponuriah directed her fury at Aluriah and split
the moon goddess in two while she defended her races but Ponuriah
destroyed herself in the process. Slivers of her became the
suncreatures that walked the dirt now. That was why folk stayed
inside during the day and lived at night. It was why some folk even
feared the sunlight.

Her gaze drifted down to the sixth
vulnix once more. To turn a beast away because it looked like a
rising sun didn’t make sense to her. She liked those colors; they
were cheerful to her, not scary. But she was also one to go walking
in the sunlight at a young age, even when her parents told her not
to. To secretly hoard daylight flowers instead of nighttime ones,
and to love the fall because it seemed like the sun itself had
painted the leaves.

Misti crossed her arms and pouted,
as only a ten-season-old could do. “I want that one. That vulnix is
my companion animal. I’ve chosen, so that’s that.”

Her parents sighed, though her
mother did smile a little, and the caretaker went over to the pile
of siblings now yipping and biting each other. She wrestled with
them for a moment, extracting the sixth fledgling and petting the
rest. She walked back to Misti, all but dropping the vulnix into
Misti’s waiting arms. The soft bundle of fur and feathers, sharp
claws and teeth, and big, wide eyes yipped at her, licking her with
a long, pink tongue. Misti giggled and hugged the beast tighter.
She felt it, the instant connection, the warm tether uncoiling from
her soul and connecting with the vulnix, and she knew at that
moment she had chosen correctly. She knew at that moment that she
had found her companion.

 


A hand on her shoulder shook Misti
from her memories. “Come on, Misti, it’s time to make dinner,”
Dylori said. “We’ve had a long day, and I hope to go the night,
too.”

Misti stroked Zora’s tails,
reaching back to scratch under her chin as well. She looked at
Dylori. “Of course. I’ll be right there.”

Dylori nodded and headed off the
road a little, away from the dead bodies of the worshippers. From
the shaking of the ground and the loud bellow, it seemed like Dis
was taking care of the bodies, splitting the dirt and pushing the
dead into it. Misti was glad for it. She couldn’t stand to look at
the sun worshippers any more than she had to. Zora nudged the side
of her face and nipped at her ear, making her laugh.

“Sunkissed, huh?” She pulled at
Zora’s crimson paws. “That Divus woman didn’t know anything. If we
ever meet up with her again, we’ll set her and her little book
straight, won’t we?”

Zora kneaded her shoulder, and
Misti took that as a yes. She headed back to where the others were
setting up for dinner. The sun had fully set, and darkness
encroached upon their space. A fire had already been started, and
skewers of meat and vegetables crackled above the flames. Giving
the furrows in the ground a wide berth, Misti sat down next to
Dylori, who still seemed distracted even after the pleasant
conversation with the musicians. Her gaze kept to the fire, her
lips turned down. Arias had taken the opposite side for herself and
the packs, and she kept moving the skewers around in an experienced
way. One that made Misti intrigued, in fact. As Arias looked up
from the flames and gave Misti an impish grin, the woman did say
she liked adventure. And she had traveled the Rainy
Pass.

“So, what are we having?” Misti
asked, cutting the silence.

“I’m having muol meat I bought at
Amiin. You two are having prawsli because that’s the only vegetable
I had in my pack and I know your kind prefers vegetables, and we’re
all having some of the cheese and bread from my village. It’ll be a
decent dinner, actually, especially on the road.”

Dylori chuckled. “You’ve had some
indecent ones?”

The flames caused shadows to dance
across Arias’ skin as she leaned forward and turned the skewers
again, then put some spiced leaves on the fire to char. She rolled
her eyes and scoffed. “Some of the folk I traveled with while
heading east barely had any supplies. I lived off vermin for
crescents. Didn’t see a fresh vegetable the entire time.” A grin
lit her features even brighter than the fire and enthusiasm filled
her voice. “But I had a lovely time. It was the first real
traveling I did, but I grew to enjoy it. Thrive on it, actually. My
parents would say it’s in the Elu blood.”

Dylori nodded approvingly. Misti
knew that she always wanted to be on the move, fighting this battle
and that, and Misti had always followed. It was something Misti
loved about her friend, her thirst for adventure, even though Misti
couldn’t quite summon that thirst herself. Adventuring was fine,
but her first trip—fleeing her parents, fleeing her past—hadn’t
tasted good on her tongue, and had soured every journey after. She
was moving farther away from her parents, but judging from the way
her stomach clenched each time she thought of her sister’s letter,
she wasn’t getting any closer to easing her guilt.

“Did you meet any worshippers in
your travels from Shey to Whels?” Misti asked Arias.

Arias plucked the skewers from the
dirt and handed them around. She even set a few chunks of the
yellow prawsli on the dirt for Zora to munch on and threw a couple
handfuls of charred spiced leaves to Dis. Their companion animals
could find their own food, but Misti appreciated the kind
gesture.

“None on my travels,” Arias
replied, her tone a little sharper than usual before softening.
“They seem really vicious in the Groves. Even the Nemora can’t
handle them.”

“They might not all be vicious.
The young one today seemed inexperienced,” Dylori chimed in around
a mouthful of food, oil from the prawsli dripping off her chin. She
swallowed. “I actually felt bad killing him.”

“Really?” Misti glanced at Dylori,
shocked.

“I know.” Dylori heaved a sigh.
“It’s strange, feeling bad for killing one of them, but he was so
young. Maybe sixteen seasons. And the other one…” She put the food
aside, her eyes reflecting the fire’s glow. “The other one had a
drawing of a family tucked in her clothing. Three kids, a wife, a
little hut behind them. She’ll never see them again.” She seemed to
darken, her frown returning. “Sometimes I forget they’re people,
too.”

“They are people, but most of them
deserve the Aluriahian Law, deserve to be in a tight cell at least.
Perhaps not all of them, but most are terrible people,” Arias said
slowly. “They do terrible things, terrorize the commonfolk, perform
blood sacrifices to their goddess. Burn villages to the ground.
When they decide to worship Ponuriah, they’re signing up for all of
that.”

“True,” Dylori replied, though her
expression didn’t lighten.

“I understand,” Misti said. “It’s
easy to forget they’re people…or once were people when it’s us
versus them.”

“It is, and they are, but they’re
also people who could burn my village to the ground just to spread
fear to the other villages and to honor their goddess by using fire
more readily.” Arias’ expression grew grim. “I’m glad we could help
the travelers today.”

“Me, too,” Misti said
earnestly.

If they hadn’t come along, the
worshippers would have murdered the troupe, taken their fill of the
travelers’ supplies, burned the rest to ashes to honor their
mythical goddess, and walked on. She was cruel in her determination
to snuff out peace. Her whole being was bent toward building a
fiery gray wasteland full of either devout followers or terrorized
folk that she could toy with. Misti rolled her eyes. Or so says
the storybooks.

The knights had even run into
scribes of Ponuriah, penning teachings and calling their books
Lights. The knights had orders to destroy those books if
found. Curious, Misti read one once, but it was full of rambling
about how their goddess would return if only those loyal to her
would make her domain whole again, make the living either dead and
turned to ashes or worshipping her. That once she returned,
Ponuriah would give her worshippers a new domain, a domain the
Lights promised would be better for all people. It was such
a ridiculous claim Misti had shredded the book soon after and
scoffed at its teachings. It wouldn’t be better—it couldn’t, not
with so much evil at the core. Who would believe that? It
had always seemed to her like they used this worship to cover the
immense evil in their souls.

“That musician seemed very
interested in you,” Arias said, pointing her skewer at
Misti.

Misti shrugged. “I told her about
the pendant.”

At that, Dylori frowned. “Was that
a good idea?”

“Why not? I thought she might know
something.”

“I get that.” Dylori scratched the
base of her left horn. Nervous, again. “But it might be
dangerous to spread that kind of talk around commonfolk. People
might misconstrue your words and think you’re
dangerous.”

“I am dangerous.” Misti’s
voice pitched higher. “The cage is holding, and while it does, we
need all the help we can get, right?”

“The pendant is dangerous,” Dylori
replied, her frown deepening. “All we know is that it came from a
banished Divus, and I don’t want you to put yourself in even more
danger by telling the wrong person.”

Before Misti could form a
response, Arias spoke up. “She’s right. What if you tell the wrong
person, and they capture you for research purposes? To gain more
knowledge about…whatever this is.”

“For research? That’s crazy.”
Dylori arched an eyebrow. “I just meant some folk might think she
should be stopped. Might lock her up and then we’d never get it off
her. Might run her out of their village…or even try to kill her to
keep others safe.”

Arias nodded. “Well, yes, that
too. But not all worshippers wear white robes, and if that pendant
is as powerful as it seems, some folk might get curious, especially
those who want to go into the sun goddess’ light. They might even
want to make more pendants, in her honor.”

Dylori rolled her eyes. “In her
honor. Crazy sunbaked idiots.” She turned to Misti. “Either way, we
shouldn’t risk it, okay?”

Misti stared at the fire for a
little bit before sighing. Dylori and Arias had a point. “Okay, I
understand.”

Giving Misti’s shoulder a light
punch, Dylori grinned. “You’re already a walking death bomb, right?
No need to add another layer of insanity that telling too many folk
could lead to.”

Oh great, walking death bomb
stuck? Wonderful nickname. Misti shook her head, but the dark
humor tugged at her lips. Dylori had an odd way of cheering her up,
but somehow it always seemed to work.

“Have you ever met a nice sun
goddess worshipper?” Arias asked, munching on a piece of muol and
staring at her thoughtfully. She glanced at Dylori, who went back
to staring into the fire. It was clear she wasn’t going to
answer.

“Me?” Misti’s eyes widened. Her
parents were kind, once. They had provided for her and loved her,
or so she’d thought. “No. I haven’t.”

Dylori scoffed and rubbed her
face. “I haven’t either. A nice worshipper? That would be like
enjoying being around suncreatures. You were right before, Arias,
they deserve the tight cell.”

“Do you think we’re right in
locking them up?” Misti mused.

“But the alternative is to kill
them all instantly. That would mean we wouldn’t give them a trial
under the Aluriahian Law. What if the guards or knights make a
mistake and bring an innocent in to be killed?” Arias wiped some
drippings off her chin with her sleeve.

“Maybe killing them would actually
make the worshippers, and maybe even the banished ones, stop doing
such terrible things. They all seem to be waving the same banner
anyway, even though not all banished are worshippers.” Dylori poked
the fire, and embers flitted into the dark sky. Her comments didn’t
surprise Misti, but her intensity did, almost as if she was trying
to convince herself, too.

“I doubt anything will help,”
Arias muttered.

They sat in silence for a while,
each in their own thoughts. Zora curled her wings around herself
and nestled in Misti’s lap, giving a content sigh as she did. Misti
petted Zora, long strokes down her back and sides, running her
fingers through the fur and feathers.

“Why did you two become Moon
Knights?” Arias asked, breaking the quiet that had settled over the
camp.

“I became one because I didn’t
have any other plans and it seemed like an honorable profession to
go into. The free room and board also helped,” Misti replied with a
shrug. That truth, at least, she could say easily. She waited for
Dylori’s response, but when it didn’t come, she nudged her
friend.

“What?” Dylori shook her head.
“Oh, I became a Moon Knight to protect people, mostly. And to
travel. I like adventures, too.”

Arias nodded and handed Dylori an
extra skewer, which she wolfed down. Dis settled down next to
Dylori, snuffling around for more spiced leaves. They latched onto
the topic of travel, and their conversation was flowing easily
until Dylori stopped mid-sentence and snapped her head up, throwing
the skewer to the side and drawing her sword. “There’s something
coming from above.”

Misti started to draw her dagger.
“What? What is it?”

“I don’t hear anything,” Arias
said, squinting up into the pitch-black sky.

“Well, I do,” Dylori muttered,
staring into the darkness. Dis had raised his head as well and
huffed into the black. Dylori could hear better than most, even
without calling up her crafting. Another pang of jealousy coursed
through Misti.

But Misti could see better than
anyone. She narrowed her eyes and the orange glow returned,
sharpening the world around her. Something was certainly coming
toward them. Something small and winged and familiar. Misti shook
her head and eased out of her crafting.

“It’s a vulnix,” she assured the
others, and sure enough, a little black vulnix landed with a plop
next to the fire. The male vulnix—Misti could tell by his smaller
eyes and narrower wings—turned around and presented his back to
Misti. A tightly wound case was tied there, its straps around his
stomach carefully placed so as to not hinder the creature’s wings.
Misti untied the top and retrieved the letter inside, petting the
vulnix in thanks. The creature must have come from somewhere close
by, for he breathed easily and his eyes were clear.

“Who’s the letter from?” Dylori
asked, slipping her sword back into its scabbard with a quiet hiss.
Dis snuffled a greeting to the vulnix and settled down once
more.

Misti unrolled the letter. An ashy
gray smudge blurred a little of it, but she recognized the
handwriting in an instant—Char’s. Misti skimmed the letter quickly,
heat creeping along her neck, acutely aware of the others watching
her. It was short, shorter than the last, and it stated how bad
their parents’ health had become and how scared their brother was.
She was surprised that it had come so fast after the first and how
relaxed the black vulnix seemed to be even though the journey from
Ruinswick was notoriously hard. Even now, he pranced back and
forth, happy with himself for delivering the letter, seemingly full
of energy.

“It’s from my sister,” Misti said
when she’d finished, lifting her gaze and tucking the letter away
in her pocket.

Arias leaned forward. “Anything
good?”

Misti hesitated, unsure of what to
say. She didn’t know Arias well, and Dylori would wonder why Misti
was hesitant to help them. Finally, she took a breath and said,
“It’s an update from home. Nothing special.”

“Be glad you get updates,” Dylori
said, leaning back onto Dis and frowning a little. “Haven’t heard
from my family in two cycles.”

“I’m sure they’re okay. They’re
probably busy,” Misti replied.

Dylori sighed and stared at the
night sky. Misti knew Dylori cherished each letter her family sent,
but they didn’t send them as often as she would have liked. Misti
had often envied Dylori’s bond with her family. Now, she didn’t
know what to do about the bond with her sister, and a dark part of
her realized she never wanted to hear from Char again. To sever
that tie completely. But she knew that could never happen. Her
sister asked for her aid and usually Misti could provide it. A
cooking herb there, a few coins here. But she always asked for
herself and for Danill, never had she asked for something on their
parents’ behalf.

Misti had a flitting thought of
writing back to Char, of telling her of the pendant and the danger.
It would be the perfect excuse not to help their parents. She was
trying to save her own life. But she didn’t want her sister to
worry, not on top of Danill’s outbursts and her parents’ illness.
Char shouldn’t have to bear any more weight. Besides, she didn’t
even know how to begin writing about something like this, and
Dylori and Arias had just warned her against telling too many
people anyway.

“Lucky!” Arias said. “I haven’t
heard from Orenda in a while. I miss her terribly.”

“Lucky indeed,” Misti said,
watching as the little black vulnix nipped a greeting to Zora and
then disappeared once again into the night. But she didn’t feel
lucky at all.

Soon they had packed up and were
off once more, heading off the road and over another rolling hill.
Dis moved at a quicker pace, fearless in the night, and it was all
Misti could do to hang on to both her seat and her gear. They went
at this faster clip for a few hours and then settled into an easy,
swaying walk that nearly put Misti to sleep, but Dylori had slumped
forward and drifted off, so Misti made sure to stay awake.
Suncreatures weren’t a threat at night, but that didn’t mean some
other neades or other hulking creatures weren’t around. Beasts
always protected their territory, and rightly so. Misti kept her
eyes trained on the grasses, the rolling hills, the sky. Even in
the darkness, she could see perfectly, thanks to her vulnix
bloodline.

Arias had also stayed awake,
squinting. “Could we activate some daygems, maybe?”

Misti glanced at her, a little
shocked. She always forgot how other races couldn’t see in the
dark, how reliant on the daygems they were. Is she afraid of the
dark? Misti wondered. Not wanting to be rude, she
nodded.

“Of course.” She dug through the
packs until her fingers brushed the daygems entwined in metal for
ease of travel. She pulled one out and muttered the activation
words that everyone knew, though no one remembered what they meant,
and the daygem brightened a sphere of light all around them. For a
heartbeat, sadness filled Misti because the darkness had burned
away, but when she turned to sit sideways and face Arias, the smile
on the dabbler’s face shooed the sadness away, reminding her that
not everyone enjoyed the black as much as she did. If only we
could dim the light. The sudden transition had hurt her eyes a
little.

“Better?” Misti hooked the daygem
to their packs.

Arias gave her a grateful smile.
“Much. Thanks.”

Quiet filled the air, broken only
by the steady footfalls of Dis. Arias seemed content looking around
at the grasslands, and Misti didn’t mind having the moment to her
own thoughts. Her thoughts tended to stray to her family, and her
hand went to the wings around her wrist, remembering Char’s tight
grip on their final night before Misti ran away.

Misti had told Char about them
before she had left, grasping tight onto her hands, speaking in
hushed whispers, sharing warm air between them. Misti had a clear
image of Char that night—long blonde hair tangled at her shoulders,
blue and yellow eyes wide with fear, nightgown stained down the
front from when she dropped her cup of tea in shock. She had
gripped Misti’s fingers so tight she thought they might break.
Misti had left so much on her younger sister’s shoulders that every
night it crushed her a little.

She had almost gone back to her
parents’ house so many times, but each time she had shied away from
it. She had almost stayed when she met with her siblings three
seasons ago. It was a trip that should have taken a crescent but
had taken her two, gathering her courage every step of the way.
Char had said she understood why Misti had to run. She had known
what horrors their parents were inflicting, but she also knew she
had had to stay. She understood everything, it seemed. Again and
again, Misti wondered how she could’ve gotten so lucky to have a
sister like Char.

The quiet was beginning to bother
her, so Misti broke it. “How often do you and Orenda
speak?”

Arias perked up, straightening in
her seat. “As often as possible. She’s been quiet for a time, but
I’m sure she’s doing okay. How often do you and your sister
speak?”

“Often enough. Though I think all
this attention from home is making Dylori jealous.”

Arias chuckled. “Yes, she did seem
disappointed about that second letter. I gather she thought it
would be for her?”

“Probably.” Misti shook her head.
“I hope she gets one soon. It’s been too long for her.”

Arias gave her a curious look. “I
hope so as well.”

Misti placed her hand atop the
daygem so the light spilled downward, easier on her eyes. “Thank
you for helping with the fight before, by the way. I know it
couldn’t have been easy for you.”

“Why do you say that?” Arias
tilted her head, her bushy black hair floating around her like a
dark cloud. Her many earrings caught the light, glinting, but the
rust-colored one in her left ear seemed to sparkle the
most.

“You seemed…” Misti didn’t want to
come off rude, so she chose her next words carefully. “Apprehensive
during that suncreature fight. I figured you hadn’t fought much
before.”

Arias chewed her lip. “I’m that
transparent?”

Misti shook her head. “Not at all,
but when you’ve been in the Moon Knights as long as I have, you
tend to notice these things.”

“I like adventuring, but I don’t
like the fighting part of it.” Arias gently touched the bow sitting
in her lap. “I can use my weapons. I’d just…rather not.”

Misti wondered if the sword had
ever been used. She also wondered if the dabbler’s father minded if
it hadn’t.

Arias shook her head, shaking
herself out of whatever place she had dipped into. “And being a
Vagari, I bet you’d notice a lot more, too, since animals always
see better than us, and your race entwines with the beasts of the
world.” Arias grinned again.

It seemed Arias was determined to
have a sunny personality and Misti found that she was glad for it.
After a fight like that and Dylori’s dark mood after, and with this
pendant around her neck, it was nice to have someone lift their
spirits.

“Some beasts use other senses
aside from sight, so the Vagari with those bloodlines wouldn’t see
that well, even in the daylight.” Misti’s curiosity got the better
of her. “Are you afraid of the dark?”

Misti slapped her hand over her
mouth. It wasn’t the politest thing to ask, since nearly everyone
did their business during the night and was afraid of the creatures
that walked during the day, but she really wanted to
know.

“Not afraid.” Arias stared out at
the darkness beyond the daygem’s light, fingers brushing up against
it and making shadows dance into the black. “More like
apprehensive. I don’t enjoy not being able to see
things.”

“So it’s better in the daylight?”
Misti asked dubiously.

“Yes,” Arias replied, gaze
drifting back to Misti.

Surprise raced through Misti,
tingling her skin. But respect blossomed in her, too. “Really? I’ve
never met someone who’d admit that.”

Arias shrugged. “You don’t seem to
mind the light.”

“I was trained not to,” Misti
replied, but then the truth fell from her lips, “But honestly, I’ve
always liked the sunlight.”

“Interesting. I’m not saying that
I’m not afraid. Only a fool would be unafraid in the daytime.”
Arias shifted her weight a little bit to lean back on her palms,
swaying with Dis’ movement. “But it’s easier to see what’s
coming…scary or no…when you shine a light on it.”

“I understand, but I still prefer
the darkness. There are fewer things to actually scare you at
night.” Misti gestured around. In all the time they had been
traveling that night, nothing had even come close to Dis.
Suncreatures and sun goddess worshippers walked in the day, wracked
havoc during the light, and rumor had it they slept the darkness
away.

Arias looked around and laughed
quietly. “True. How far can you see in the dark?”

Misti had never calculated it
before. “A very long way.”

Arias held the daygem aloft. The
light filtered onto the hill Dis currently climbed, landing on tall
grasses and bright-pink flowers open to the night sky. “I’d wager
it really helps in a battle. To see that far.”

“Not really,” Misti confessed with
a sigh. She scratched Zora’s ear, grateful her friend was with her
once again. “Or not as much as you’d think.”

Arias lowered the daygem and
glanced at her bow. “The Moon Knights don’t have long-range
weaponry?”

Misti shook her head, fidgeting
with her pack. “That wasn’t Met’zil Zarious’ style, and he’s the
only Met’zil I’ve studied under.” Now she knew there was a vulnix
way of fighting, Misti felt Zarious was more than a little stupid
to refuse to teach her a different style.

“You seemed to hold your own
pretty well, though.” When Misti lifted her gaze, Arias gave her an
encouraging nudge. “That dagger was effective.”

Misti shrugged. “Met’zil Zarious
wouldn’t have approved.”

“Well, that’s more of a Vagari
way, too, headstrong and all,” Arias murmured, and Misti looked at
her with a frown, stunned Arias would stereotype her race like
that.

“Not all Vagari are headstrong,”
she replied, a bit more harshly than she intended.

“Probably not.” Arias gave her a
smile to soften the blow. “But a good number of you are, in your
own ways.” She looked pointedly at Dylori.

Misti couldn’t contain the chuckle
rising in her throat. “Well, she is headstrong, I’ll give you
that.”

“Maybe your style is simply
different than his.” Arias reached out and squeezed Misti’s arm in
a friendly gesture, one that Misti found she welcomed. “It seems
like your skills lend themselves to nimble movements, less brute
strength and more speed. More distance, too, if you can manage. Did
you ever consider learning under anyone else?”

“There was no one else. I mean, he
was the only Met’zil I studied under. I had requested a change a
few times, but I was ordered to stay with him. I’m not sure why,
and to be honest, it wasn’t the…best of orders.” It was one of the
first times she had voiced a criticism of the Moon Knights and it
felt strange to do it. For all its faults that she was just now
beginning to dwell on, the knights had been her one and only path
for so long. “And it won’t matter anyway since I’m not a Moon
Knight anymore.”

Arias removed her hand and nodded,
a sympathetic glimmer in her eyes.

Even though she had only known
Arias for a short time, Misti found herself drawn to her, and it
seemed like Arias felt the same. “You don’t happen to know anyone
who could teach me this new style of fighting, do you?”

Arias lifted her bow. “I can teach
you the bow and arrow, but only the basics.”

A bow and arrow. Misti had
thought to use those types of weapons before but never had the
chance to learn, and it dawned on her how terrible Zarious’
leadership actually had been. Why not use my talents? A bow
and arrow would better suit the vulnix way, a way she was slowly
learning on her own. A bow would use her crafting perfectly, since
she could see so far with it. Her aim would be truer than most. She
bit her lip, a spark of interest and hope brightening her spirit.
If she could learn a new style, maybe she could become a guard in
one of the cities and build a new path for herself. “I’d like
that.”

“Wonderful!” Arias lifted the bow
higher, eyes to the sky, as if she rested the bow on the black
backdrop. “Once you learn more skills, you’re welcome to come my
village. We could always use more hunters.” It took her a moment to
realize what she had said. Her next words came out in a rush, a
dark blue blush staining her cheeks like a bruise and her hand and
bow falling to her lap. “Oh, my apologies! You wouldn’t hunt, would
you? How idiotic of me. You could be a guard. We could always use
more of them.”

Misti found herself smiling.
“Don’t worry. I wouldn’t hunt, but some Vagari do. We’re not all
green-eaters, you know. And many of our people take care of the
herds you enjoy eating so much.”

“Oh, I assumed you all would be.
Because of your…” she pointed to Zora.

Zora had been snoozing, but she
cracked her bright blue eye open, as if she knew she was the
subject of conversation. Her tails swished back and forth over
Misti’s chest until Misti stilled them with her hand, guiding them
away from the pendant. “As long as we respect the kill and use all
the beast provided, it’s perfectly acceptable for us to hunt and
eat meat. I don’t, though.” What she didn’t say was her reasoning
behind not eating it: it reminded her too much of that day in her
parents’ shed. The vulnix hanging there, skinned for some bloody
ritual. Her jaw hardened, and she rubbed it to loosen the muscles
there. “Dylori’s parents are actually herders.”

Arias arched an eyebrow.
“Dylori’s?”

“Yeah, she has quite the humble
origin,” Misti replied, her gaze drifting to Dylori’s sleeping
form. “She grew up in a Divus-dominated village in the middle of
the desert in Elarial, north of Ventra. Has a family of five, an
older sister and younger brother, plus her two dads. And she was
shy, if you can believe that.”

“Dylori, shy?” Arias laughed. “No,
I can’t believe that at all.”

“So she tells me. Her family has
always been herders, save for her. They deal mostly in desert
beasts. It’s a good life for a Vagari, because we know what the
animals most need and how to kill them in the honorable way.” She
frowned. “But we never kill a companion animal.”

Arias had leaned forward now, arms
across her chest, expression serious. “But how do you know which
ones are companions and which aren’t?”

It was Misti’s turn to shrug.
“Some say they can feel when a companion animal is around. Others
say it’s because the companion animal won’t stray far from its
partner, so they’d be able to see the Vagari. I would never be
completely sure, and wouldn’t risk it.”

Arias shook her head. “I wouldn’t
either. Have other races killed companion animals?”

“Not that I’ve heard of, but I’m
sure it’s happened by accident. But we know when hunters are
around, and we make sure our companions stick close by.” Misti
shifted her gaze to Dylori. “Though Dis has taken an
arrow.”

Arias gasped, her hand gripping
her own bow tighter. “What? That’s horrible!”

Misti frowned at the memory and
scratched Dis’ back. Dis’ thunderous bellow that early morning when
he got hit woke the forest, and Dylori’s rage soon after could’ve
rivaled any storm. “It was an accident. Dylori was sleeping at the
time, but she was spitting mad when she awoke. Nearly pummeled the
guy, but I stopped her. The hunter apologized, and Dis healed fine,
so no harm done. Dylori was mad for a long time. Super protective,
too.”

Misti gave Dylori a pat on the leg
and wondered how her friend didn’t fall off, slumped over Dis’ neck
like she was and snoring gently.

“You’ve been through quite a bit
together.” Arias looked at Dylori.

“We have.”

“She seems to have a keen eye for
you.”

Misti stared at the dabbler.
Could she mean…no, of course not. “She’s protective of me,
yes.”

Arias laughed softly. “Not that
kind of a keen eye, Misti. She likes you as more than a friend.
Surely you’ve noticed.”

“That’s…” She was about to tell
Arias off, but a bubble of hope in her chest made her pause. Heat
crept over her cheeks as feelings she hadn’t really allowed herself
to think about spread through her once more. “That’s
ridiculous.”

“And it seems like you like her
back.” Arias tapped her own cheek, as if confirming Misti’s blush.
“Don’t wait long. She seems like too much of a hero to be
single.”

This was the kind of talk good
friends had over honey tea and spiced bread. The kind Misti never
really had. She talked with Dylori, but Dylori usually gushed over
her new mate while Misti silently stewed. But this was between her
and a woman she hardly knew. A woman who seemed to confirm one of
Misti’s deepest desires. But it seemed too good to be true, so she
scoffed and turned away.

“Thanks for the advice,” she
muttered, the heat spreading to her neck now. She tried to rub it
away.

A finger poked her in the side,
tickling her, and she laughed in spite of her embarrassment.
“You’re welcome,” Arias said. “Anytime you need a reality check,
ask me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Misti
murmured, but as much as she was embarrassed, a part of her enjoyed
this back and forth, this quiet conversation, this budding
friendship.

 



Chapter Nine

THEIR TREK TO INGO passed by a
small offshoot of the larger Myceli Grove to the far northwest.
Misti knew this by the sudden change in their scenery, the long
grasses and high slopes gradually transforming into vines, colorful
shrubs, and telltale white flowers called starblossoms that would
bloom and glow only in the moonlight. Folk from Whels and Elarial
requested trade from this smaller section of medicinal plants
instead of making the long trip up north to the Grove itself. She
had hoped they would pass through during the night so they could
see the flowers bloom, but dawn had already kissed the horizon by
the time they arrived, and the blossoms were closed.

As they traveled deeper into the
Grove, carefully following the dirt path, the sight drew a grin on
Misti’s face. The Nemora always brought her peace. Zora seemed
calmer here as well, curled up happily on top of Dis’ head, eyeing
the vines and flowers.

A bald Nemora crouched down by
some brown and white mushrooms, but they turned and raised their
hand the moment they saw the travelers. An older male, his
bright-red skin seemed to shimmer, the white dots on his cheeks,
neck, arms, and bare chest marking him as Myceli Nemora. The
accompanying swirls on his white pants told them that he was a
high-ranking Nemora.

“Anoc-suna, Nemora,” Misti said,
using the greeting she learned from Zykiya, the Ratnaa Nemora who
had helped her when she’d been fleeing from her parents. Zykiya had
given her the gemstones that kept a roof over her head and food on
the table on her way down to Whels. Misti dropped down from Dis’
back and bowed to the man.

“Anoc-suna, traveler. How can I be
of assistance to you?” The Nemora grinned, showing sharpened teeth
also tinted red. He rose and inclined his head, and then glanced at
the rest of the group. “Of you all?”

“We’re headed to Ingo.” She bit
her lip and glanced at Dylori, who shook her head. Best not to tell
this Nemora anything. “For supplies.”

The Nemora took a step closer, his
narrow brown eyes flicking from her face to the pendant and back up
again. “I hope my fellow Nemora have what you need.”

“We hope so, too.” Misti looked to
her companions. Arias seemed transfixed by the pink and blue
palebells flowering at the base of a nearby bush, but Dylori
motioned for them to move along. Misti nodded, but remained where
she was. Her thoughts, as they so often did these days, wandered
back to her parents.

She turned back to the Nemora. “Do
you have anything for the mayla fever?”

“Mayla?” He tilted his bald head
and looked down at the vines by his bare feet, as if thinking. A
smile grew on his thin lips. “Yes, I have something for that. One
moment.”

He turned away and headed for some
yellow jaho, a spindly pink bush with yellow tips. Crouching down
once more, he bowed his head. The dots on his skin glowed a deep
brown and Misti knew he was using his Nature crafting. Plants,
poisons, metals, water, rocks, gems, fruits, vegetables, trees—it
always awed her, the things they could do and create. She bit her
lip, wanting to go closer, but she knew better than that. Traveling
off the path would mean the highest disrespect.

The Nemora gently touched the
yellow tips and the plant grew at a rapid rate, its ends now
curling into vines around his palm, wrist, and arm. Amazing.
Misti’s grin grew wider. But all too soon the glowing dimmed and
the Nemora gently snapped the vines off the plant. He pulled some
powder from his pocket and rubbed it onto the freshly cut plant,
whispering to it. Thanking it.

He unwound the yellow vines from
his arm, drew them into a tight bundle, and brought it back to
Misti. “Grind it into a tea. Drink three times. Once during the
night and twice during the day. The fever should be gone within a
hand’s span.”

Five nights, then. Misti
tucked the vines into her pocket and nodded. Her thanks came out
stiffly, as though strangled in her throat. “I thank
you.”

“Certainly.” His now empty hand
was outstretched.

She unhooked the daygem from the
night before. Arias shot her a worried look, but Misti shook her
head. They had plenty to spare, and the Nemora expected something
in return. Demanded it, really. But the Nemora and the Vagari had
good relations, as did the Elu and Nemora, and Misti respected the
give and take. The Nemora did control all the natural resources,
and their trade rules always seemed fair.

Handing the daygem to the Nemora,
she bowed once more. “I must be off now, or my companions might get
restless.”

“Indeed.” The Nemora palmed the
daygem and flicked his gaze to the others. “I believe they already
are.”

Misti looked back just in time to
see Dylori sigh and let her head fall back, staring at the pink
sky. She chuckled. “Indeed.”

“There are banished ones between
here and Ingo. Take care,” the Nemora said, before crouching down
at the brown and white mushrooms once again, effectively ending
their conversation.

Pulling herself up onto Dis’ back,
Misti motioned for them to go ahead. Dis plodded carefully along
the path, and didn’t speed up until they had left the Myceli
offshoot behind. The scenery changed once again, colorful plants
stopping suddenly at a gray-and-white rock outcropping. Sharp
shards of stone now crunched beneath Dis’ heavy hooves. The
outskirts of the Ingo Grove.

Misti knew it would take a night
to get to the center, where the Nemora lived and worked. She also
knew the suncreatures of this area were tougher, stronger, less
afraid of Dis’ strength, and more likely to attack. Arias had said
the sun worshippers were more vicious in the Groves, though Misti
had never encountered any. Misti had heard tell of a Dara Nemora
worshipper crafting a tree straight through a knight, breaking
bones and crushing flesh the entire way. Additionally, the Groves
were the center of trade for all of Inber so the worshippers stood
a greater chance at capturing travelers.

She tightened her belt and rested
her hand on her dagger, wishing that she had her armor back.
I’ll probably never have that armor again. Sadness leeched
into her, pulling her shoulders forward. Zora must’ve sensed it,
for she stretched and fluttered to Misti’s lap, curling up there.
Misti ran her fingers over the soft fur and feathers, silently
thanking her companion. Her Moon Knight status might never be
returned, but some things would never change.

Dylori rode sideways, a feat that
wouldn’t be comfortable for anyone else but her, glancing at Misti
every so often. So often that Misti grew weary of it. “Spit it out,
Dylori.”

“Who has the mayla fever? Your
sister? Is that why she’s writing to you so often?” Dylori frowned
at her.

Even though she’d known Dylori
would ask, Misti’s gut clenched. She didn’t want to lie to her
friend, but she didn’t want to tell her the truth, either. Not yet.
But the truth burned in her, scorching her insides, licking up her
throat. If she couldn’t speak the whole truth, perhaps a smaller
one would work just as well.

“My sister mentioned that she’d
like some yellow jaho on hand,” she said slowly, testing the words.
“You know how common a sickness it is in the north. And Char isn’t
a traveler like me.”

Dylori nodded and reached over to
scratch Zora’s head. “Should you send it now?”

“No, it can wait a little. I want
to deal with this pendant first.” Misti rubbed her fingers over the
blue cage once more, its coolness comforting on her
skin.

Arias tapped her on the shoulder
and pointed to a particularly sharp outcropping of rock, one that
rose high over their heads with broken white stones. “What’s
that?”

Misti didn’t see anything other
than a bunch of sharp stones, but an even sharper noise caught her
attention. A low groan, like a wounded animal. Zora raised her
head, wings spreading in alarm, and leapt from Misti’s lap. Fear
tightened her grip on her dagger. The groan was familiar, much like
the noise Dis had made when he was shot with the arrow. She swung
her gaze to Dylori, who had gone pale under her
markings.

“A neades,” Dylori
muttered.

Before Misti could react, Arias
grabbed her arm once more and turned her to the outcropping. A
short, stocky woman with a shaved head raced toward them with
incredible speed. An eneeraa or basilisk Vagari, perhaps, but no
companion followed. The woman raised a black sword with
wicked-looking serrated edges, each one sticking out from the blade
like curved teeth. An arrow from Arias’ bow narrowly missed her,
and when Misti threw her dagger, the woman ducked past it. Dylori
leapt from Dis’ back, slashing with her sword. None of her strikes
hit. The woman seemed to slither away from each attack, moving like
liquid. A basilisk Vagari for sure.

Lunging forward, the woman got
around Dylori’s guard, but she slashed at Dis’ leg. Dylori swung
her blade around just in time to meet the black sword. Sparks flew
from the impact. She couldn’t stop all the forward momentum, but
instead of a crippling blow, the black blade sliced a shallower
cut. Dis bellowed as the sword cut into his fur and
flesh.

“Kill you! Kill you all!” the
woman shouted, darting back.

An arrow sliced into the woman’s
arm from Arias’ bow, but the woman darted around the steep
outcropping and out of sight. With an even louder yell, Dylori
disappeared after her.

Dropping to the ground, Misti
snatched her dagger up and cursed her friend for rushing headlong
into danger like she always did. They had no idea what lay behind
those rocks, or if this banished one had friends.

She called up to Arias and Zora,
“Help Dis!”

Zora yelped in reply, and Arias,
wide-eyed, nodded. She clung to Dis with her legs, nocking another
arrow. “Be careful!”

Good weapon, that, Misti
thought as she darted after the Vagari and her friend. She skirted
the outcropping, catching up with the two who had disappeared
behind it. She skidded to a stop. For a moment, Misti couldn’t
move. Couldn’t think straight. The bloodbath before her was too
much to take in at one moment and too familiar to ignore in favor
of the fight.

Sheltered by the outcroppings that
loomed ahead, pools of orange blood dripped from strung-up beasts
hanging from the rocks. Basilisk, muol, dragon, and vulnix. The
wounds on these poor animals were deep and, judging from their
purple veins, spoke of poison.

By the far outcropping, a ritual
had been started, interrupted, it seemed, by their arrival. Four
beasts were arranged in a square, and a totem of the sun goddess
sat in the center, equidistant from each animal. So this woman
isn’t only a banished one, but a sun goddess worshipper too. A
hulking neades with its leg cut like Dis tried to stumble away but
couldn’t get far, lashed by its neck to a pole driven into the
rock. A brilliant green dragon cried out in a cage nearby, its tail
severed and bleeding. A thunderclap the same height as Misti had
been lashed down, some of its stunning gray and white plumage
plucked and assembled almost daintily around it. Its dark skin
orange where the feathers had been ripped out. A nearly translucent
ashray was trapped in a glass box filled with water, the water
spilling from a crack at the base of the ashray’s prison, scaring
it senseless as it tried to swim away but had nowhere else to
go.

Misti’s memories washed over her,
filling her, consuming her. The blood. The broken bodies. The sharp
scent of rotting flesh. She blinked the memories away but couldn’t
blink away these fresh images before her, nor deafen the animals’
plaintive cries.

In that moment, Misti knew what
she had to do. One look in Dylori’s direction told her that she
probably didn’t need Misti’s assistance. The worshipper woman was
on her knees, both eyes dripping orange lines down her cheeks.
Good—a basilisk Vagari couldn’t transform a person into stone like
their slithering counterparts, but they could paralyze someone and
cut them to ribbons. Misti shuddered. She’d seen many Moon Knights
lose a limb before being saved. Yet surely Dylori could take care
of a single Vagari cut off from her main crafting
ability.

Misti turned back to the beasts
chained to the rocks, trying to assess who would need help first.
An ashray could survive a little while outside of the water. The
thunderclap didn’t look like it had been cut. That left the neades
and the dragon. Both creatures had severe wounds that would soon
kill them, but she could save them. She had to.

Rushing past the ashray and
knocking the goddess statue over in her hurry, she dropped to her
knees by the dragon’s side, her heart thudding in her chest. Her
own crafting glazed her sight orange faster than ever before as
Misti gently touched the dragon’s scaled neck. It was so scared, in
so much pain, that it didn’t communicate with her even though it
was certainly old enough to do so. Horror skittered under her skin
at the sight of its wounded tail. How could anyone do this?
Undeterred, she dipped into her own reserves, calling up her
strength, her health, her calm, and giving it to the dragon,
settling its screeching cries. Slowly, her crafting healed the
dragon’s tail, fresh lime-green skin closing over the wound like it
had never been. The dragon’s labored breaths slowed, its
pain-glazed eyes fluttering shut. The tail would never grow back,
which would hamper its ability to fly, but the dragon would
survive.

Misti moved to the neades now. It
had stopped struggling, choosing to lie on its side, foaming at the
jaw, black eyes rolled back. Misti’s heart cracked, and her fear
fluttered into anger. Misti knelt next to the neades’ shoulder,
placing a hand on it and pushing her calm and strength to it as
well. The gash on its leg was much deeper than Misti had suspected,
gushing with dark orange blood. Too much blood. Tears welled in
Misti’s eyes at the sight. Still, she sent her life-energy into the
beast, mending the wound, not caring that she herself was beginning
to feel ill, her own strength wavering, her vision dimming. The
bleeding stopped as shiny new black skin closed over the wound. The
glossy fur would grow back, so no lasting harm had been done to
this creature. Physically, at least. A weak cawing noise drew her
attention and Misti gently severed their link, giving the neades a
scratch. It huffed in reply, much calmer now.

She stumbled to the thunderclap,
dropping to her hands and knees beside it. Handfuls of feathers had
been ripped from its flesh, leaving behind welts and bloody, torn
skin behind. Her anger blossomed into full-blown rage. Her tears,
and her tired state, blurred her vision. What purpose does this
bloodshed serve? She caressed the thunderclap’s neck, making
soft, soothing sounds when the bird’s panicked white eyes darted to
her.

Connecting with the thunderclap,
she transferred what little strength and calm she had left over to
the creature, willing her crafting forward. The welts went down,
the skin healed. But Misti’s eyes closed of their own accord, head
dropping to her chest as she toppled to the side. The quill of a
feather poked into her forearm, the sharp pain waking her. Get
up, girl. The endurance her vulnix bloodline blessed her with
surged, and she pushed herself upright, eyeing her work. The
thunderclap would survive. The feathers would grow back. It gave
her a weak caw as thanks.

One more creature left. Misti
struggled to her feet, her legs and arms feeling like wood, and all
but fell onto the ashray’s container. Only a thin layer of water
remained. The semi-translucent ashray curled on the bottom, trying
desperately to keep as much of itself underwater as possible. Its
narrow, serpentine body barely fit beneath the surface. Even so,
its pale-blue fins and back sparkled, drying in the sunlight.
How can I help? She couldn’t repair the glass in time.
Can I tilt the container on its side? No. The crack ran
across the glass. I’d break the whole thing if I tried to move
it.

Panic flashed white-hot through
her, giving her a frenzied kind of focus. She wouldn’t let this
creature be sacrificed. Her eyes strayed to the goddess totem she
had knocked over earlier. There was a small bowl-like formation in
the rock where the totem rested. She ran to it, unhooking her flask
from her belt and pouring water into the rock bowl, seeing if it
would seep through any cracks. The water held, so she dumped her
entire flask into the bowl. It was shallow, so the water filled it
easily, but it would have to do for now. Running back to the
now-empty container, she reached inside and picked up the ashray as
gently as she could. The thin creature nearly slipped from her
grasp, but she held it as tightly as she dared and rushed back to
the shallow bowl.

Misti had just set the ashray into
the water and started to give it some of her newfound frenzied
strength when a blow thumped against the back of her head. She fell
forward, nearly landing on top of the ashray but catching herself
just in time. The creature curled up tight in the bowl, submerged
but weak from fear. Misti was turning to see what had hit her when
another blow struck her shoulder, throwing her sideways. She landed
in a heap, shoulder aching, her frenzied strength leaving her, and
looked up to see another banished one, this time a Nemora. One that
had a bloody sun carved into her forehead. Another sun goddess
worshipper. Fright rippled through her at the sight.

Dazed, she fixated on her
attacker. A Laidly Nemora, skin bright blue patterned with pale
blue spirals. The Laidly Nemora controlled the streams and lakes
themselves, and could have easily captured an ashray, elusive and
rare creatures. The Nemora seemed young, female right now, but her
seafoam green eyes spoke of rage. Fear sparked under Misti’s skin.
She tried to call out to Dylori or Arias, but weak as she was, her
voice came out as barely a whisper. It seemed Dylori was still
battling the Vagari, and Arias was nowhere to be seen. They’d never
hear the frightened sound Misti just made.

But Zora could. A flash of orange,
red and yellow streaked through the air, barreling into the Laidly
Nemora and slamming her into the rock. Wings outstretched, Zora
slashed with her front claws, digging into the Nemora’s shoulder,
neck, and face. Dark brown blood dripped from the woman’s wounds,
and a vicious kind of joy sliced through Misti’s exhaustion. The
Nemora punched Zora in the muzzle. Zora bared her teeth in response
and flew back.

The Nemora got to her feet,
putting a hand over the cut in her neck. Ignoring Zora, she started
toward Misti again and the ashray. But the vulnix attacked once
more, digging her teeth into the Nemora’s white hair and yanking
her back. The Nemora screamed and drew her hand up, the patterns on
her skin glowing a deep brown. The rocks around her cracked open,
and water streamed out and up. The Nemora crafted it into a whip
and swung it at Zora. The water whip caught Zora’s left wing. The
vulnix yelped in pain and dropped to the ground, landing hard on
the rocks. The Nemora glared triumphantly down at Zora’s limp body,
lifting her foot to crush Zora’s head.

“No, Zora!” Misti yelled. She
called up whatever strength she had left and pushed herself
upright, stumbling forward and slashing at the Nemora with her
dagger. A fast slice. It was the only thing she could manage in her
tired state, but it worked. The attack caught the Nemora by
surprise, tearing her shift and slicing a thin brown line down her
back. Not deep, certainly not enough to kill her, but enough to
distract her from killing Zora.

The Nemora spun round, her
crafting calling a wall of water to crash into Misti, slamming her
into the ground and filling her nose and mouth. She coughed and
snorted until she could breathe again. The Nemora towered over her,
and in her weakened state, Misti knew she couldn’t take her. Terror
rushed through her, and her heart thudded in her ears. Is this
how I die?

She expected a whip of water to
wrap around her throat, but a sudden pain jolted through her chest
where the pendant was fused to her skin. A bright blue light
flashed. The coolness of the Moon cage snapped away, and heat
spread through her collarbones. She cried out, wrapping her hand
around the pendant. It burned her fingers and palm. Yelping, she
let go.

The pendant pulsed once, twice,
again. Misti expected to see the Nemora fall to the ground, to feel
that almost euphoric sensation that filled her when those two men
died, but there was no brilliant flash of light, no sudden surge of
peace. The Nemora stumbled, and Misti felt some strength return to
her from the shock. Not much, but enough to claw herself a little
farther away from her attacker.

The thundering roar of a neades
ripped through the air as Dis came barreling around the corner, leg
bleeding through a hastily tied wrapping, with Arias hanging on
tight and a grim look of determination on her face. She raised her
bow. Dis ran straight for Misti and stood over her while Arias shot
two more arrows into the Nemora’s chest and shoulder. The
worshipper dropped to the ground, bleeding. Dis stepped back so
that his shiny black eyes stared into Misti’s. Froth dripped from
between his bared teeth. Strong as he was, he was in
pain.

Misti threw her hand out and
shoved her fingers into Dis’ fur, healing the wound on his leg much
like she had with the other neades. Dis gave an appreciative huff
and nudged her, but Misti hardly felt it. Zora. I have to save
Zora. Exhaustion seemed to haul her to the ground, dragging her
eyelids closed, but Misti pulled herself over to Zora’s side. The
wet rocks slipped between her fingers, making the short distance
seem twice as long, but somehow Misti managed to push her fingers
into the feathers of Zora’s wings. With the last of her
life-energy, she healed her companion animal. When Zora opened her
eyes—one blue, one orange, just like hers—and gave her hand a weak
lick, Misti knew she could finally let herself go. Darkness pulled
her under like an old friend.

 



Chapter Ten

MISTI WOKE WITH A start, the bed
vibrating as Char jumped on the mattress and Danill laughed in the
corner. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Misti yawned.

“What are you two doing up so
early? Darkness hasn’t even fallen yet,” she grumbled, eyeing the
bright strands of light spilling into the window. “Go back to
sleep.”

Char flopped down next to her, her
white nightgown spilling around her as she did, the fabric too big
for her tiny body. She blinked her wide eyes at Misti and pouted
like only a ten-season-old could. “Misti, please, we have to get up
and get ready.”

Misti pulled her worn blanket over
her head and snuggled deeper into the mattress. “Get ready for
what?”

The cover pulled back, and she
yelped as Danill’s cold fingers hit her skin. Slapping his hand
away, she spun around to face the wall. Her younger brother could
be such a pain sometimes.

“Sissy, I want a snack,” Danill
said. Always with the snacks. This kid could eat.

Char toppled on top of her, her
words coming out in a rush. “And I want to play a game. If we play
a game today, today will go faster and then it’ll be tomorrow and
I’ll be able to pick my vulnix and it’ll be such an—”

“Okay!” Misti shouted, stanching
the flow of words. If she didn’t, her sister would go on forever in
her excitement. But Misti understood. She remembered how excited
she was to get Zora, how she found her companion. An instant
friend. And really, if she didn’t get up with them, they’d probably
just cause trouble.

“Okay, okay,” she muttered,
twisting around to get out of bed. Slipping her bare feet into her
socks, she knelt to Danill’s level. “Snacks for you, little
brother. But quietly. We shouldn’t wake Mother and
Father.”

She ruffled Danill’s hair and
wrapped her blanket around his small body, kissing his cheek. He
giggled and darted away, disappearing into the hallway.

Char tugged on Misti’s nightshirt,
grinning. “And games for me?”

Misti threw her arm around Char’s
shoulder and hugged her tight, a rush of love warming her core.
“And games for you. Do you know your companion animal’s
name?”

“I think I’ll wait until I spend
some time with my vulnix.” Char pulled Misti out of her bedroom and
into the hallway. “I think I’ll know my companion better then, like
you did with Zora.”

“Following my example. You are
wise beyond your years, little sister,” Misti joked, covering
another yawn with the back of her hand.

Char looked back, her eyes
sparkling, still tugging on Misti’s shirt. Danill wove back and
forth ahead of them, whispering about snacks the whole
way.

 


Misti awoke to the steady
copper-colored gaze of a Nemora with spiky silver hair. The Nemora,
a young male, tucked a soft blanket around her shoulders before
leaving the room. She had wanted to ask where she was, but the
Nemora didn’t return. She lay in a beautiful space, open to the sky
and rocks around her. Four silver columns stood at the corners of
the space, but there was no roof; rather, thin strands of silver
metal spiraled upward into the bright-blue sky like vines on a
tree, creating a twisting design over her head that let in the sun.
Beautiful, yes, but impractical as a covering. She was in the Ingo
Grove, for no other Grove would showcase the metal such as they
did. There were no other beds around her. This was probably a
holding area created for her while she slept, as the Nemora
commonly did for wounded travelers.

Past the columns, massive rocks
jutted out of nearby outcroppings, some arching high overhead. She
could see people mingling by a particularly deep stone quarry with
a large copper sphere embedded in its center. Tired as she was, two
thoughts entered her mind. They had reached the center of the Ingo
Grove, and the pendant on her chest no longer burned. It hadn’t
killed that Nemora worshipper for some reason, but it frightened
her.

She wanted to sit up but found her
arms unwilling to move, so she remained tucked into the soft bed,
surrounded by silver that stretched and twisted into the sky in a
beautiful design. Despite the comfort of her surroundings, she
couldn’t help wondering where her friends had gone. Where Zora had
gone. Panic writhed its way into her mind, but a soft wet nudge on
her forehead banished it. Zora nuzzled her cheek, padded around her
head, and settled down on her chest. Her weight comforted
Misti.

“Hello, my little girl,” she
whispered. Zora yipped in response, arching her back and tails,
flexing her wings. And that’s when Misti saw the bent, muddy
feathers on her left side from the water whip injury.

“Oh no, Zora! I thought I…” Zora
nipped her chin. Desperate to understand, Misti dipped into what
little crafting she had regained to speak with her
friend.

“I thought I had healed you.”
Misti let her regret shudder over their link, tinged with sadness.
It was a Vagari’s duty to protect and heal their companion animal,
and she had failed in that duty.

Zora’s response came fast and low.
“You did. But my feathers remain a bit twisted. I stopped you
before you killed yourself.”

“I’m sor—”

“You have nothing to be sorry
about, my friend. Besides, you used to do this the old way. I would
not mind your hands taking care of my feathers.” The old way.
The comment made Misti’s lips lift a little. She could tend to
Zora’s feathers without the use of crafting. Zora shifted her
weight on Misti’s chest and flicked her ear to the side.
“Perhaps we can get this pendant off you now?”

Worry flashed through the
connection. “What happened to the others? The beasts and
attackers?”

“The attackers are dead and
buried, and the creatures you healed are safe here at Ingo. They
would like to thank you for saving them.” Zora head-butted her
chin, sending over some life-energy with the gentle touch. A
calming warmth spread through Misti, and she felt less tired.
“Speaking of which…”

Much too soon for her liking, Zora
eased their connection away and lifted her head, sniffing to her
left. The Nemora with spiky silver hair had returned, leading a
neades and carrying a large red metal bowl that sloshed slightly
when he moved. Another Nemora carried the dragon while guiding the
thunderclap over as it hopped behind her. Zora ambled off Misti’s
chest, curling up on one of her legs and tucking her wings tightly
to her back. Misti’s gut churned at the sight of her twisted
feathers, but she forced herself to look at her
visitors.

The Nemora carrying the bowl came
right to Misti’s side, seemingly unconcerned about the pendant’s
powers. Misti rose to a sitting position, amazed about how much
life-energy Zora had given her, as the Nemora set the bowl down on
her lap. It was filled with clear water and contained the ashray
she had saved, curling and uncurling as it slithered around. Misti
didn’t know much about its kind, but it looked happy.

The neades came forward to gently
nudge Misti’s foot, and she saw that it was moving easily, its leg
completely healed. The other Nemora stopped by the columns and
allowed the dragon to fly over. Misti watched the dragon’s awkward
fluttering, its balance clearly suffering from the loss of its
tail, but it landed by her knee. The thunderclap hopped over,
laying its great head on Misti’s lower leg and blinking
slowly.

She touched each beast in turn,
sinking into her crafting and allowing them to thank her. They were
safe. Healed. Happy and grateful to be saved from the bloody
conclusion of the worshippers’ ritual. Their fur and feathers would
grow back, and they would return home once they regained their
strength. The creatures nudged her gently, gifting back some of
their strength before the Nemora led them away.

Joy flooded her, warming her.
Misti’s throat tightened a little and tears prickled her eyes. Even
though it had taken all of her crafting to save them, even though
she had almost died trying, she would do it again in a
heartbeat.

With the Nemora gone, Misti could
see three figures standing by one of the columns of her space.
Dylori stood, with her arms crossed tight over her chestplate and
gazing at the ground. Arias face wore a worried expression and her
bow was slung over her shoulder. An elderly Ingo Nemora, his bent
back turned away from her, stood talking quietly with the other
two.

Dylori’s gaze flicked to Misti,
and the elderly Nemora turned, leading the others to her side. His
gray vest flowed around him as he moved, showing the sagging skin
around his chest and belly, the stiffness in his elbows, the
wrinkles in his neck. What little silver hair he had wisped around
his head, and his long eyebrows drooped over his gray eyes. He was
old, older than most Nemora Misti had seen.

The symbol sewn prominently into
his vest—seven nested circles—marked him as one of the Seventh
Circles, and the ruler of the Ingo Grove. Each of the seven Groves
had one leader who managed the entire Grove and traded with the
other races, determining what their Grove needed most—food,
clothing, daygems—in exchange for resources.

Even with her trips to the Groves,
she’d never seen one of the Seventh Circles before. It was a great
honor to be seen by such an important figure. Heat burned Misti’s
cheeks and she ducked her head, both out of respect and to hide the
orange blush on her skin. She ran a shaking hand through her hair,
nerves making her want to move, and a few strands fell into her
lap. A moment later, wrinkled fingers plucked up the strands, and
Misti looked up. A soft smile pulled at the Nemora’s thin lips.
Closer now, she could see that the gray of his skin and the sharp
angles of the markings that branded him as an Ingo hadn’t
diminished at all with age.

His eyes met hers and his voice
came out soft, airy, like the hushed sound of a sword swishing
through the air. “Anoc-suna, young one. Believe it or not, I used
to have hair like this, though the color was a bit shinier than
yours. Like that color over there.” He pointed to the copper sphere
Misti had noticed before. “No disrespect, of course.”

“None taken.” Misti beamed in
return. “I’ve only met silver-haired Ingo before.”

“Yes, my kind do come few and far
between.” The elderly Nemora stared out into quarry, where more
Nemora lingered. All of them had silver hair. The elderly Nemora
chuckled. “And now my hair’s faded as well. That’s what happens
when you live as long as I.” He turned back to her and gestured for
the others to come closer. Dylori still hadn’t raised her gaze, but
Arias moved closer and put a hand on her knee, soothing some of
Misti’s nerves at meeting such an important person.

“These travelers say you were
attacked by a Nemora who worshipped the sun goddess. One who hurt
you and your vulnix. I apologize on behalf of my
people.”

“While I appreciate the apology,
there’s no need. She wasn’t your kind any longer.”

The elderly Nemora straightened
his posture a little, his voice becoming stronger. “Your friends
also told me you healed the sudden influx of animals in my Grove.
Quite impressive indeed. I have not seen such strength in a Vagari
before.”

Misti ducked her head again, the
back of her neck burning from the compliment. “I…I had to help
them.”

The elderly Nemora lifted her chin
so that their eyes met. “And help them you did.” He paused, holding
her gaze for a moment longer before letting go. “My name is
Tessero. I am the Seventh Circle here at Ingo, and I understand you
have been having some issues with that pendant around your
neck.”

Misti’s hand flew instinctively to
the pendant, fingers grazing the orb. Touching it didn’t burn her
skin this time. It seemed quiet, but she never knew when it could
flare up again, especially now that the Moon cage was broken. She
glanced down. The white orb stared back, unhindered by the blue
glow. Fear tightened around her, like a cloak cinched tight around
her neck. With the cage broken, she really was a walking death
bomb, ready to go off whenever this pendant desired. She looked to
the others. “I don’t know how much my friends told you.”

“Everything,” Arias said. The
dabbler looked fresher than Misti would have expected after their
journey here. Her face and hair seemed recently washed, and the
rips in her clothing had been mended. How long have we been
here? How long have I been asleep? “I told him
everything.”

“And he might not be able to
help.” Dylori swiped her sleeve across her nose, her voice rough
like she had been crying. “He might not be able to melt the metal
on that sunbaked pendant. And it might go off if he
tries.”

Tessero frowned. “That is the
predicament we currently find ourselves in, yes. I am not familiar
with the metal that surrounds that orb. It is not found in this
Grove, or even on Inber.”

Not even on this continent?
Misti’s stomach clenched. That’s why Vivia had decided to have a
Seventh Circle look at her. No other Nemora would have the depth of
experience with metals that Tessero did.

“What does that mean?”

Tessero gave Misti a pat on the
shoulder. “It means that the banished Blood crafter who gave it to
you has access to things foreign to this continent.”

“Where could such a metal have
come from?” Misti asked, dreading the answer. Tessero didn’t speak
and Dylori hadn’t lifted her gaze, so she turned to
Arias.

Arias’ grip tightened on her knee.
“Not from Lurial Islands, that’s for certain. We may not deal with
the Divus much, but we do know of the metals they possess. It is
possible that it’s from the continent across the ocean,
Ustrina.”

Ustrina, more commonly referred to
as the Sunglade, Ponuriah’s domain. The continent where the final
battle had taken place between the sisters, where the suncreatures
first appeared, Ustrina had been completely deserted generations
ago. No one who had gone there was ever seen or heard from
again.

But apparently someone had
traveled to the Sunglade. They had found new things there—metals
and Blood crafting abilities and who knew what else—that no one had
ever seen or heard of before.

Her mind drifted to her parents.
Had they ever heard of such things? After shunning them so long,
would they tell me if they had? No, they wouldn’t. But perhaps
they’d tell Char, to try to pull her to their side. Char always
had an interest in working with new materials. She was the first to
work with the unique plants and supplies the Divus from the island
nation traded with Northtown. The pendant would surely fascinate
her. But Char had so much to worry about already. Besides, Misti
had a Seventh Circle standing in front of her, the most powerful
metal crafter in Inber. He should be the one to help her, not her
younger sister.

Misti bit her lip, running her
hand over Zora’s soft feathers and fur to calm her nerves. “Well,
I’d really like to get this pendant off my neck. If you’re willing
to risk it, I would be grateful for your help.”

Tessero nodded. “Yes, I heard of
what happened to the others who tried to remove it from you, but I
am willing to try.”

Despite her gratitude, Misti
couldn’t help remembering the cold eyes staring at the ceiling, the
slightly parted mouth ready to say something that would never be
said. Worry settling on her shoulders, Misti looked to the others.
Dylori had finally lifted her gaze, but Misti could only read
frustration on her face. A fierce look of determination hardened
Arias’ features as she moved back a step and raised her hands,
readying her crafting just in case. Arias’ resolve solidified
Misti’s. They had to try.

Misti tapped Zora’s side and
motioned for her to go to Dylori. Her vulnix licked her on the
cheek before doing so, and Dylori backed away a few paces to where
Arias’ Moon shield would protect them.

Tessero gave Misti a sad look
before reaching forward for the pendant, the sharp patterns on his
arms and chest glowing a deep brown. Misti took one more look at
Dylori, who scowled and held Zora tight, and Arias, whose crafting
already glimmered in the air, then closed her eyes.

A flash of brown light, so bright
she could see it behind her eyelids, burst and then a sharp pain
radiated through her chest. Someone nearby gasped. Misti knew at
once the trial had failed as she still felt the pendant’s heat.
Hoping that Tessero had survived whatever the pendant had tried to
do, she took a deep breath and opened her eyes. To her great
relief, Tessero stood before her, frowning but alive. The pendant
was fused to her skin, but its thrumming slowly faded away, a
warning perhaps. Disappointment tightened close around her,
wrapping her in a dark cloak of worry. They had traveled all this
way and battled banished worshippers, only to discover that
Tessero, a Seventh Circle, couldn’t even help her.

“What we feared has happened. My
crafting did not work.” Tessero sighed.

“Thank you for trying.” Misti
moved to stand, sliding away from Tessero. “But I have to go. You
and your people are in danger with me around.” She gave him a deep
bow. “Goodbye, Tessero.”

Tessero reached out to squeeze her
arm. “Goodbye, Misti. May the moon always be over your
head.”

“And yours as well.”

“We must go,” Dylori
corrected, shoving Zora into Misti’s arms and pulling them both
along. Arias followed, waving at Tessero as she did.

They wove their way past the
columns and down a path that led to the copper sphere in the center
of the quarry. Even though she was scared, she found her curiosity
getting the better of her. She hadn’t seen the Ingo Grove before,
and a part of her feared she never would again. Great boulders
jutted from the ground, sparkling with metals of all different
colors—red, green, yellow, gray. There were deep holes burrowed
into the ground, so deep and dark she couldn’t see the bottom. Few
trees grew here, and the ones that did force their way through the
stones grew hearty, all thick brown bark and hard green
needles.

They skirted around a crowd of
Nemora and made their way to a group of stones that formed
something like an archway, the official entrance to the Ingo Grove.
Beyond the archway Dis waited, lying on his side, huffing great
puffs of white into the air.

Misti glanced at Dylori. “How’s
Dis’ leg?”

“Fine,” Dylori replied, voice
sharp. She rubbed one of her horns, looking everywhere but at
Misti.

Still angry, Misti thought
with a wince. But with who? She was about to ask when Arias
nudged her in the shoulder.

“You did amazingly, Misti,” Arias
said. “Dis’ leg is completely healed.”

Hugging Zora closer, Misti managed
a small “good” before guilt ate away her voice. She was happy that
her crafting had healed Dis, but she should’ve healed Zora
completely, too. A thought pierced her mind, remembering how
refreshed her friends looked when she first awoke. “How long was I
asleep?”

At that question Dylori picked up
her pace, removing herself from the conversation and heading over
to Dis. Her eyes glowed when she reached his side, and they sank
into their own discussion.

Arias nudged her shoulder again,
drawing her attention. “A night.”

“A whole night?” Misti yelped.
Zora’s tails swished back and forth over her arm, and she flicked
one of her pointed ears. “I didn’t know…”

Fingers wrapped around her arm and
Misti jerked to a stop, dropping Zora onto the path. Her vulnix
yipped and flew up to settle on her shoulders. Misti glanced around
to see who had grabbed her and was met with a piercing
bright-purple stare. Short purple hair, much lighter than their
eyes, covered the young Nemora’s forehead, sticking out this way
and that. She was female today, though young enough to go through
the nox, the fluid transformation every Nemora went through until
the age of their Choosing ritual. Their skin had a muddled look,
purple and green mottled together. That, combined with the dual
pattern type on their neck—deep purple leaves with lighter purple
dots spotting all around them—marked them as a mixed Nemora.
Probably Dara and Myceli, trees and medicine. A poison-based
Nemora, maybe? Misti held their gaze, but the Nemora didn’t say
anything.

“Can I…help you?” Misti wrapped
her hand around the Nemora’s. She intended on prying their arm
away, but the sudden wild look in the Nemora’s eyes made her stop.
Arias was no help at all, openly staring at the Nemora but not
saying anything.

“Consider finding other banished
Divus to help remove it.” The Nemora spoke softly and urgently, as
if telling Misti a secret. They loosened their hold, shoved
something into Misti’s hand, and darted up the path to the copper
sphere. Misti glanced down at the handful of spiny red leaves she
now carried. She didn’t recognize them but pocketed them anyway.
Maybe Dis would enjoy the gift later.

Tessero had seen and shuffled
over, pointing to where the other Nemora had passed him by. “Did
Zayla talk to you?”

“Yes,” Misti replied. “They had a
good suggestion, too.”

“Marvelous.” Tessero watched
Zayla, deep in thought. “Zayla’s home was destroyed by suncreatures
long ago. They are walking the path but do not usually talk to
people, much less strangers.”

“Walking the path?” It was an
expression Misti had never heard before.

Tessero gave her a confused look
that deepened the wrinkles in his face. “It’s a common rite of
passage for each Nemora before their Choosing ritual. You’ve heard
of our Choosing ritual, correct?”

“Yes, I know of your ritual of
genders.” Misti tucked the “walking the path” phrase into a small
corner of her mind, glad she had learned something new of the
Nemora this day.

“You must have made an impression
on Zayla for them to talk to you,” Tessero murmured.

“I don’t know when I could’ve done
that. I hardly saw them,” Misti muttered, rubbing her arm where
Zayla had gripped it.

Tessero patted her shoulder again.
“But Zayla saw you.”

“Have we given you payment for
your help?”

He gestured to Dylori. “Your
friends have given my people a wonderful assortment of coins and
meats.”

“Thank you for your aid.” Misti
tugged on Arias’ tunic to make her move. She had been staring at
Zayla throughout the entire conversation.

“Safe travels,” Tessero
replied.

Arias dragged her gaze from
Zayla’s retreating form and focused on Misti again, walking
alongside her. “I’ve never seen a Nemora like that
before.”

Misti shook her head. “Me either.
They looked kind of…wild.”

“Wild. Good term for it. I wonder
how much she’ll change tomorrow,” Arias murmured, distracted. She
looked over her shoulder to where Zayla now plucked some stones off
the ground.

It surprised her that Arias didn’t
use the Nemora’s preferred “their” for the younger ones instead of
using the current gender, but maybe she wasn’t as wordly as she
appeared to be. Misti nudged her. “Got an eye for them, do
you?”

“Maybe. Her colorings were quite
pretty.”

“Well, that won’t change. Their
bone structure and private areas will.” At this point, Misti’s
curiosity got the better of her. We’re friends, right? Friends
talked about this kind of thing. “Would that matter to
you?”

Arias tucked back her black hair
into a frizzy bun on top of her head. She wouldn’t meet Misti’s eye
and a blush stained her tan cheeks dark blue. “No. Not to
me.”

“Glad to hear you fly my way.”
Misti grinned, her cheeks heating a little with embarrassment. She
tried her best to look anywhere but at Dylori and failed
horribly.

Arias laughed, nudging Misti in
the ribcage. “Indeed.”

Misti clammed up once they reached
Dylori. Arias went over to pet Dis, laughing a bit too much for
Misti’s liking.

Dis gave Misti a friendly nudge
that nearly knocked her off her feet, and Dylori caught her arm to
steady her. She held on for a few moments longer than necessary
before letting go—a decision Misti didn’t mind at all—and looked a
little less angry than before. “What did that purple Nemora want?
They looked…intense.”

Happy that some of Dylori’s fury
seemed to have dimmed, Misti replied, “That we should consider
finding banished Divus to help get this pendant off me.”

“That’s ludicrous.” Arias scoffed.
“Who’s to say any banished folk would help us?”

“They wouldn’t.” Dylori sighed and
looked at Misti. “Now what?”

It was a good question. Misti
tilted her head back and gazed at the cloudless sky. A Seventh
Circle couldn’t help them. A Seventh Circle. Fear tingled
through her. Where else can we go? Where else had powerful
crafters? She heard tell of a disreputable underground
organization of crafters—the Shadowed Hand—far to the west in the
Shey region. But why would any of them come this far
east?

A thought flashed through her mind
like lightning through clouds—Praxis. The crafting academy housed
the best in the world. It would be a long journey. Rok, the city
where Praxis was located, was a whole crescent south of here. She
scratched Zora’s tails as she thought. With the Blood pendant
active again, she couldn’t risk happening upon folk.

They’d have to take the Strixi’s
Road, a direct path south that avoided all the cities and villages
on the way. It would take them fourteen nights, each with the
chance for this pendant to activate and injure someone. For she
knew, no matter how hard she’d protest, that Dylori would come with
her, and that meant Dis would come. And as strange as it might
seem, Arias had decided to come along this far, and Misti had a
suspicion she’d stay with them.

Fourteen nights would be the
best-case scenario, with Dis running most of the way and requesting
aid from the Laidly Grove Lake, a large pristine freshwater lake
that spanned a good chunk of the south. It was the best plan she
had.

“I’m going to go to Praxis.” Misti
looked at Dylori. “You coming?” So sure that Dylori would approve
of the plan, if only to come with her on the journey, it surprised
her when her friend stepped back and shook her head.

“Praxis? That’s a hard journey,
even with Dis’ help.”

“I think they’d be able to help
us. It’s the only way,” Misti replied, looking to Arias for
support. The dabbler only shrugged.

“It’s not! We should go to
Craigskeep down the Pebble Pathway. The Elu living there might be
able to build a cage to better contain that sunbaked
pendant.”

Craigskeep. Misti remembered the
tiny village at the base of the Hallr Mountains. It was Elu
sanctuary of sorts, a place for meditation, where crafting itself
was worshipped. The Moon Knights had saved it from a band of
banished ones a couple of seasons ago.

“Who says the Elu at Craigskeep
are any more capable than the Elu in Amiin?” Misti fired
back.

“I do,” Dylori said, crossing her
arms. “Besides, it’s much closer than Rok.”

Arias scuffed her boot on the
rocks and spoke up. “But the Elu would only be able to cage the
pendant, Dylori.”

“Exactly. I don’t want to just
contain it, I want to get it off me.” Misti couldn’t believe Dylori
was questioning her plan. The woman could be reckless in her sleep!
And yet she’s balking at this?

“I understand that,” Dylori
muttered, scratching her left horn and sighing. Nervous, again.
“But Rok is far away, Misti. The pendant could kill you—or me or
Dis or Zora—many times over before we reach it. Going to Praxis is
a sunbaked plan.”

“You and Dis don’t have to come to
come with me, then,” Misti snapped back, hurt.

The look Dylori gave her in reply
withered that argument to dust. She stepped forward and punched
Misti on the shoulder. “I’ll always come with you, Misti. You know
that.”

“Good.” Relief settled over Misti
like a cloak. She now turned to Arias. “Are you coming,
too?”

“Certainly. I can send a note to
my village and then send the materials back with a traveling
caravan.” Arias’ eyes sparkled in the light. “Besides, Aluriah
wouldn’t want me to leave you. That pendant’s got Ponuriah’s symbol
on it, after all.”

Misti arched an eyebrow and
glanced at Dylori. She hadn’t realized Arias was the religious
type, but it made sense, in a way. Many folk considered Moon
crafting to be Aluriah’s favorite because it reflected her more
than the others, showing in the blue color so favored by the
goddess and her protective aspect in the shields and cages and
defenses the crafting provided. Most Elu were highly religious,
dressing in black and silver and spreading the teachings of the
goddess through her holy text, the Azure, and hosting
gatherings in Aluriah’s honor.

Dylori tilted her head. “So
Aluriah told you to come with us? Not just for the adventure of it
all?”

Arias chuckled. “Well, I did come
for the adventure. And, as much as I would like it, Aluriah doesn’t
speak directly to me like that. It’s more…symbolic. When I met you,
I felt like I had to help you. And then when the pendant killed
those men…well, I took it as a sign.” Her eyes darkened, and she
fingered the woven earring in her left ear. “I knew that pendant
was much more dangerous than I originally thought, and I had to
find out as much about it as I could so I could tell my people. We
have to know what we’re dealing with, where it came from, and how
to stop it. The only way to do that was to help you try to get it
off.”

The added and unexpected
explanation for Arias’ aid caused Misti to pause. She’s coming
with me to figure out what this pendant is, to figure out how to
stop it. Why didn’t she just say that in the first place? Her
reasoning clunked around Misti’s mind. Arias had said, ‘my
people’ but who did she mean? Surely not all of Aluriah’s
worshippers; there are so many of them. Some other
group?

Dylori frowned. “You thought their
deaths were a sign from Aluriah? That’s a sunbaked kind of
sign.”

Arias gave her a sad smile.
“Aluriah can’t save them all, but she’d want me to discover where
the pendant came from and how to get it off, so it won’t kill
anyone again.”

Dylori scoffed and turned away,
but Misti’s curiosity was piqued. “You said ‘my people’ before. Who
are you working with?”

“I’m a dabbler, remember? I work
with a lot of people.” Arias grinned, but secrets lingered behind
her pale-green eyes. “Besides, I wanted to show you how to use this
thing, remember?” She lifted the bow.

Arias clearly wasn’t willing to
say more, but Misti needed to know. “We can’t have secrets from
each other, Arias. Who are you working for?”

“Everyone has secrets,” Arias
returned, but then she amended herself, “I have secrets, but trust
me when I say mine will bring no harm to you. I only want to help,
like I’ve done before now.”

The answer, while not entirely
what Misti wanted, satisfied her enough. This pendant made her a
walking death bomb, and she had to get to Praxis before it went
off. Besides, if Arias had wanted to injure them in some way, she
could’ve done it before now. Carry your secrets then. Misti
bowed to them both, a rush of gratitude running through her. “Thank
you for risking your life for me.”

Arias nodded, but Dylori rolled
her eyes. She threw Misti’s packs onto Dis’ back and clambered up
to her seat before lowering a hand down for Misti and Arias. Zora
settled around Misti’s shoulders.

“Thank you, Dis,” Misti murmured,
scratching his thick fur.

Dis huffed in return and started
the long walk south. After their rest in Ingo Grove everyone was
eager to be off even though it was daylight, Misti included. Arias
and Misti ate some nutty bread and sharp cheese, commenting on the
scenery. Dylori didn’t join in, keeping her eyes on the massive
mountain to the right of them that made up the Hallr Grove. The
Hallr Grove, where the Nemora mined stone, was the center of the
Groves and of Inber, and though the mountain touched the clouds,
the base was over twenty nights away to their west.

The Ingo Grove technically spanned
much further than its official entryway, all the way down to the
Laidly Grove in fact. The rest of Ingo was certainly a sight to
see. They skirted around holes as big as the Moon Knights’ base at
Amiin. Voices floated up from the darkness, Nemora chatting in
their language of sharp, uneven tones. Metals glinted in the holes,
but Misti couldn’t tell what kind. She kept an eye out for banished
ones, suncreatures, and worshippers, but the road seemed quiet
today.

Dylori’s silence worried her, as
did her earlier anger. Her friend usually wasn’t this quiet. They
had been walking for half the day and Dylori had been staring at
the sky for the better part of it. She rode with both legs on one
side like some madwoman, swaying with each step Dis
took.

“Are you feeling okay?” She
scooted a little closer to Dylori. “You’ve been quiet.”

“I’m fine. Are you going to
contact your family now that we know this will take longer? Your
sister said she needed those herbs.”

Misti frowned. “Yes, I’ll contact
her.” Contact her, sure. Give her the yellow jaho, maybe not. But
Dylori didn’t need to know that. Not in the ruffled state she was
in anyway.

“Good. You should do that soon.”
Dylori shifted her weight a little, swinging one leg over to face
the front, but Misti put a hand on her arm to stop her.

“You seem upset. Is there anything
I can do to help?”

Dylori looked to the sky, watching
some gray clouds drift by, and took a deep breath. “You nearly
died, Misti. When I found you lying on the ground, I…” Her voice
trailed off, and tears shimmered in her eyes. She lowered her
gaze.

Arias, who had been listening to
their conversation, nudged Misti’s back and whispered, “I think I’d
like to stretch my legs for a little bit.” She slipped from her
perch and walked on the other side of Dis, reaching up to pat his
rump. It was the most privacy she could give them and for that,
Misti was thankful. She’d only seen Dylori cry once
before.

“But I didn’t,” Misti
said.

“But you could have, you sunbaked
idiot.” Dylori swiped at her eyes again and turned fully to meet
Misti’s gaze. “I rushed into the attack without thinking. I didn’t
know there was a second worshipper.”

No one had known about the second
attacker, but Misti had suspected. She gave Dylori a small smile.
“Next time, maybe don’t be so hasty.”

“After the Vagari hit Dis it was
all a blur.” Dylori’s rumbling voice getting faster with each word,
taking on the southern lilt of her home. She grabbed her horns in
obvious disbelief, shaking her head. “I killed her without
thinking.”

“You wanted to protect Dis.” Misti
put her hand on Dylori’s knee and squeezed. Usually Dylori gave her
this type of comfort, a gentle hand on her knee or arm when she was
upset, so she was happy to finally be able to return the favor. She
glanced at Zora, who fluttered beside Arias, stretching her wings
as well. “I tried to do the same thing for Zora.”

“Tried and failed,” Dylori
muttered. “Because of me. You used up all your crafting on the
other beasts and didn’t have any to heal Zora. You chose to heal
Dis first.”

Misti nodded. “He protected me
from the Nemora. And I did heal Zora…maybe not completely, but she
can fly. And you were busy with that Vagari. A basilisk Vagari, no
less!”

“Still.” Dylori sighed. “I
should’ve thought it through better. Should’ve helped you. Arias
had to kill that Nemora. I should’ve done that, not her. I’m the
warrior, not her.”

Arias had killed the Nemora. Misti
hadn’t really thought of it since it happened. Arias, who loved
adventure but not fighting, who’d rather protect than injure, had
killed someone because of her. She made a mental note to talk to
her about it, make sure she was okay.

“Arias has traveled the Rainy
Pass, so I’m sure she’s had to protect herself before. We’re all in
this together, and we all have our own roles. Yours just happens to
be kicking ass.” Misti thought she saw a hint of a smile pass over
Dylori’s features.

Ever the protector, Misti
understood why Dylori would internalize the failure to protect
them. She felt the same about not being able to heal Zora
completely. But it wasn’t Dylori’s fault. She had an inkling the
attack had been meant to goad them away from Dis and get one more
blood sacrifice in, and Dylori had fallen for the trap.

“Arias protected me because you
were protecting Dis. There’s no need to feel badly about that. Next
time, we’ll just assess the situation completely, okay? For now,
let’s enjoy the quiet.” Misti gave Dylori a quick hug, the smell of
the sweet hybis soap Dylori used sending a spark straight to her
core. When she pulled back, Dylori’s features had brightened and
she whispered a small “thanks” before settling back down to look at
the cloudy sky. Misti couldn’t help smiling after the brief hug,
glad that she could reassure her friend, like Dylori had done so
many times before for her.

To ease her friend’s worry, Misti
pulled out some parchment and a quill and wrote a short letter to
her sister, asking a few clarifying questions, even though she knew
most of the answers. How long had their parents been sick? How
far progressed was their illness? Had she tried all the options in
Northtown? She dug the small message bag out of her pack,
curling up the letter and slipping it inside. She almost stuffed
the yellow jaho in with the letter, but then she remembered the
ritual she had just disrupted. How familiar it looked. How much
pain the beasts had been in. Anger flared, and with it her
stubbornness returned. Instead, she slipped in the strange red
leaves Zayla had given her, commenting on how someone had given
them to her on their adventure and Misti wasn’t quite sure what
they were, but she thought Char might like to figure it
out.

Zora hopped onto her lap and
presented her back for the message bag, but Misti scratched the
base of her tails. “No, Zora, you’re injured.” Misti tried to push
her away, but Zora stayed firm. When she dipped into her crafting,
Zora’s high-pitched voice came into her mind.

“I am strong enough to send
this letter to your sister. I want to do this.” Zora nipped
Misti’s hand and flared her wings open. Some of her feathers were
angled wrong, so Misti took some time to position them correctly,
dipping into her strength to heal the wing completely. The feathers
looked a little lopsided, but the muscles, tendons, and bones
underneath were strong, and Zora seemed anxious to fly. She had
always taken her job as messenger seriously. It was a point of
pride for her, so Misti strapped the message bag to Zora’s back,
taking special care to make sure it was comfortable.

“Please be safe, Zora, and only
talk to Char,” Misti replied, giving her vulnix a hug.

“As usual, my friend. I shall see
you soon.”

Once Zora flew away, Dylori nodded
her approval. Guilt twisted Misti’s stomach, guilt over lying to
Dylori, over letting Zora go when she had just been injured, and
over not helping her sister. She found herself growing restless, so
she slipped off the neades and walked next to Arias. Dylori took
the opportunity to stretch out completely on her companion animal’s
back, hands behind her head, staring at the cloudy, ever-darkening
sky.

“How did it go?” Arias asked,
poking Misti’s side and smiling. “That hug looked nice. With her
being all teary and such.”

“She’s fine. Shaken up by the
fight, is all.” Misti skirted away from Arias’ finger as the woman
tried to poke her again. “I didn’t tell her.”

“So much opportunity lost.” Arias
sighed.

Misti wanted to ask her more about
her past and who she worked with, but she respected that secret.
“How are you doing? After the fight, I mean.”

Arias grin slipped. “I’m…managing.
A little sad that I could kill someone so easily with this.” She
patted the bow on her back. “I’ve only used it for hunting
before.”

“Anything can be used as a weapon
if you try hard enough. I’m sorry you had to kill that
Nemora.”

“She wasn’t my first.” Arias gave
Misti a sidelong glance.

Shock straightened Misti’s spine.
While she had assumed she’d protected herself before, she didn’t
honestly think Arias had actually ever killed someone. Arias had
been so wary of the fights before, Misti had assumed she had never
really been in one. “Really?”

“Yes. Only one other. A Divus who
tried to attack the group I was traveling with.” Arias’ voice
trailed off, as if she was remembering the attack. She shook
herself out of it and thumbed her sword. “I used the sword to do
it, though rather clumsily. My father probably would’ve been
proud.”

“Probably happy that his gift had
protected you,” Misti replied slowly.

“Most likely.”

They walked for a few more hours
in comfortable silence and stopped for the night beneath a rather
large white stone outcropping, much like the one the sun goddess
worshippers had used for their ritual. It formed a roof of sorts,
so they settled underneath it to rest. The clouds opened, pouring
thick sheets of rain onto the rocks, but the outcropping protected
them from the worst of it. Arias showed Misti the proper way to
string a bow, and Dylori started a gentle fire. They ate listening
to the rain, each in their own thoughts.

After a time, Dylori unhooked her
Moon Knight gear and wandered into the downpour. She set out a
small cooking pot to gather some rain, then settled down onto her
back and let the water rush over her. Dis followed and did the
same. Misti had seen her friend do this many times before so it
didn’t seem strange, but Arias kept glancing Dylori’s way. After a
short while, both Dylori and Dis came back to sit under the
outcropping by the fire, soaking wet.

Dylori wiped some water off her
face, grinning, the scar on her cheek glimmering even brighter in
the firelight. Her damp tunic—dark purple with green trim—reflected
her village’s colors. Misti knew she always kept to those colors in
honor of her home, and it was something she respected Dylori for,
her loyalty to her village. Dylori poured the water from the
cooking pot into her water jug before setting the pot next to the
fire to dry. Only then did she lift her gaze to meet Arias’
questioning one.

“What…was that about?” Arias
finally asked.

Dylori shrugged. “Water is
valuable in the desert, and in some places it’s actually treated
like coin. I always go out to enjoy it when I can.” She shook her
water jug. “And gather some for later just in case.”

When Misti settled down on a
blanket, she wondered if she should’ve been more insistent with
Zora. Should I have called another vulnix to send the
letter? Zora had a stubborn streak, too, especially when it
came to Misti’s family. Zora wanted to be Misti’s only messenger
when it came to them. As she listened to her friends’ soft
conversation and turned her worries over and over in her mind, it
happened. The pendant throbbed on her skin.

Misti gritted her teeth against
the pain. She remained silent, wondering if she could dart away
from the others in time and wishing she could pull the power into
herself. Imagining the power collapsing inward instead of expanding
out, she tried to do just that. She felt herself growing weary,
much wearier than a day of light travel should have made her, but
to her amazement, the pendant stilled. Did I do that? Did it
accede to my wish to take my strength instead of the others’? Can I
control it? Before she could answer her own questions, Misti
fell asleep.

 



Chapter Eleven

MISTI ROSE THE NEXT night feeling
no ill effects from absorbing the pulse. Her friends seemed okay,
chatting easily about the Ingo Nemora, the Ingo Grove itself, their
other travels. Happiness infused Misti’s being. If she couldn’t go
on this journey alone, then these two women were the people she’d
like to be with. Apparently they had developed quite the rapport
when Misti had been unconscious, and she was glad for it. Dylori
put together a quick lunch, bread with a cheese and berry mix
spread on top, and gave it to Arias. She eyed it with a dubious
look and handed her portion to Misti.

“You can try it first.” Arias’
words were serious, but the glint in her eyes gave her away. Dylori
punched her arm and gave her a piece of plain bread. Arias nibbled
on it, seemingly satisfied with herself.

Arias got back at Dylori during
dinner, adding a heaping handful of spicy herbs to their food and
laughing when Dylori had a coughing fit. As tough as she was,
Dylori couldn’t handle spice. But she could handle a joke and
grinned good-naturedly in return. They made good time. The Laidly
Grove was now only five nights away. While she thought Zayla’s idea
to find a banished Divus to help seemed far-fetched, she kept an
eye out for them anyway. But when they settled down to rest, the
pendant pulsed again. Misti drew it within herself like before, the
energy drain sending her instantly to sleep.

The second night, her friends
seemed unaffected. Misti didn’t feel tired, for which she was
grateful, but little things that had never annoyed her before
annoyed her now. The way Dylori sighed when they took too long of a
rest. The way Arias kept looking at her bow. The way Dis huffed a
greeting to all the birds that passed overhead. Her annoyance rose
as the evening went on, but she tried to contain it, working hard
to keep up a cheerful veneer and participate in her friends’
conversations. They’d been through a lot, and she didn’t want to
worry them.

Three nights later, three more
pulses absorbed and no banished Blood crafters, and Dylori and
Arias acted like nothing was wrong. They went through the regular
evening motions of pulling their packs up onto Dis, stomping out
the fire, setting off for Laidly. They also activated a daygem for
Arias’ sake, which she thanked them for.

Misti, however, felt worse. She
was having a harder time hiding her growing annoyance from the
others, and she felt tired, even after the deep sleep that
absorbing the orb’s power sent her into. She felt like she had been
on a long run instead of merely sleeping. But they would reach
Laidly soon, she told herself, and although the water Nemora
wouldn’t be able to help with the pendant, the journey south would
go much faster if they were allowed to use the lake for
transportation.

Misti sat in the very back this
time, looking ahead and gritting her teeth, glaring at the oncoming
dusk and daring anything to come at them. She hoped a banished
Blood crafter would strike. Where are all the Divus? We had so
many in Whels. She could use a good fight right about now. Get
some of her anger out. Yet she couldn’t fathom why she was so
angry. Dylori and Arias sat cattycorner to each other, chatting in
light, happy tones. Even that annoyed Misti.

“Who are you working with?” Dylori
asked, a poke to the side easing the pointed question. She had
sprung the question—or ones similar to it—on Arias at least once a
night, but Arias never budged. Asking that question was sometimes
hazardous, since Arias had taken a shine to asking equally personal
questions in return, either about Vagari culture or about Dylori
herself. Dylori always answered Arias’ questions, probably hoping
it would make Arias open up.

“What’s the story behind the scar
on your cheek?” Arias said, tapping her own. “A Divus could’ve
healed that easily.”

“I got cut up during my first
mission where we had to save some innocents from a group of
banished folk, and one of them got a hit on me. The Divus in my
group wanted to heal me, but I told her to heal the commonfolk. By
the time she was done, it had been too long for mine.” Dylori
patted her cheek then gave Arais a sharp grin. “I don’t mind. It
looks pretty badass.” After a moment of silence, Dylori ventured,
“How long have you worked with this organization?”

“How many people have you been in
a romantic relationship with?” Arias rested her head in her
hand.

“Ten,” Dylori replied, waving her
hand and in the same breath she asked, “Is it some religious
organization?”

Ten people. Misti’s
annoyance grew. Ten! That was too many relationships,
especially when Misti had only been in three herself. She rolled
her eyes skyward.

Arias smirked. “Are you ever going
to settle down?”

“’Course. I’d love to put down some
roots.” Dylori’s casual response surprised Misti out of her
annoyance. Dylori settle down? She had never once talked about
that. Dylori narrowed her eyes. “Where are you based out
of?”

“Do you want to settle down in
your desert hometown with your family?” Arias asked.

“No, but I’d like to visit them
sometime. It’s a sunbaked shame I have to be away from them so
much.” Dylori’s reply came fast and her next question, even faster.
“Who else knows about this organization?”

“What do you most fear?” Arias
asked.

Misti arched an eyebrow. The
questions were getting more personal. Arias must be getting tired
of the pestering. She twirled the woven earring around in her left
lobe, something Misti had noticed she did sometimes when she wanted
to appear nonchalant.

“Losing touch with my family.
Losing Dis. Losing folk I care about. Uncegs since they slither
through the sand as if its water and that shouldn’t be possible.
Flocks of desert cribs because they swarm like black clouds. I also
get a strange rash if I eat raenuts,” Dylori rattled off, and Misti
heaved a sigh at the last one.

Dylori had had an allergic
reaction to raenuts a few seasons back that made her skin turn pale
in patches around her mouth. It was the first time Misti had dealt
with allergies, and ever since then Dylori carried around a bundle
of cytris to counter such reactions. But her worries about losing
touch with her family drew memories to Misti’s mind, pulling her to
the past.

 


“Why haven’t I heard from my
family, Misti?” Dylori stalked around in a circle. They were eating
dinner in the Three Knives, a pub in Amiin. Well, Misti was eating
dinner. Dylori seemed content to pace around their table, sloshing
her cider on the benches as she gestured widely to Misti once
again.

“I don’t understand. I send them
enough letters. Trinkets, too. It’s been three cycles.
Three!”

“Maybe they’re moving around,
Dylori. Your folk do travel with their herds, so maybe the vulnix
carriers have a hard time locating them.” It was a bold-faced lie,
but Misti couldn’t risk ruining her surprise. She hid her grin
behind her tankard of sarii mead as Dylori threw her a hard
look.

“They always move around, and the
vulnix have never had trouble before this.” Dylori sank onto the
bench and sighed. She scratched her left horn then let her hand
fall to the table with a thud. “I just miss them, is all. What if
they’re in trouble?”

Some of Misti’s joy melted. It had
been a hard couple of cycles for Dylori. She worried about her
parents, worried something would happen to them while she and her
siblings were gone. To have them not respond to her letters and
trinkets—even for a surprise such as this one—must be difficult.
Misti put her tankard down and grasped Dylori’s shoulder, giving
her a little shake. “I doubt they’re in trouble. Your family can
handle themselves. You know this.” She pushed the steaming plate of
baked yriis to Dylori. “Eat. We’ll go back to the homebase and I’ll
send Zora myself. She can find your family for sure.”

Dylori grumbled over her blue
vegetables but ate them anyway. They walked back to the homebase in
silence, Dylori muttering and grabbing her horns, fretting about
her family. Misti was barely able to contain her glee at what
awaited them. Misti let Dylori open the doors to the hall, stepping
aside and letting the dawn light spill onto the smiling faces of
Dylori’s fathers, sister, and brother. Dylori let out a scream of
joy and then rushed to them, throwing herself at them. Grinning,
they enveloped her in a big group hug. Misti hung back, watching
the happy family reconnect.

After a few moments, Dylori turned
to her, beaming. She met the smile with one of her own, laughing at
her friend’s shock and joy.

“You knew, didn’t you?” Dylori
gestured her over. Tears sparkled in her dark eyes.

“You’re welcome.” Misti clapped
Dylori on the shoulder, going over to shake each of Dylori’s
fathers’ hands in turn and give her siblings a hug.

 


“If it’s a religious network, why
do you need to keep it a secret? People love Aluriah.” Dylori’s
voice pulled Misti back to the present.

“Some things are best kept secret
until they need to be revealed. Folk worship other gods and
goddesses, not just the sun and moon, so you can’t think
my…network…is the only one there is.” Arias gave her a small smile.
“Do you still feel badly about killing that young
worshipper?”

“Aha! You answered a question!”
Dylori jabbed her finger at Arias before leaning forward. “Have you
seen anything like the pendant before?”

“You didn’t answer mine,” Arias
said, giving her a sharp look.

“Honestly, yes. And I…it’s been
making me think about my future.” Dylori paused, chewing on her
cheek as if chewing on her next thought. “About who I want to
become.”

Even through her annoyance, Misti
stared at her friend. What does she want to become now? Who does
she want to be? Misti blinked a couple of times. Who do I
want to be?

“Have you seen anything like the
pendant before?” Dylori repeated. “Please, just answer
that.”

Arias sighed. “No, but there could
be more of them out there and if so, we need to know how to stop
it.”

“We who?” Dylori’s voice pitched
higher, and she threw her hands in the air.

Chuckling, Arias waved her hands
in front of Dylori’s face. “You’ll never know…unless I decide
you’re worthy of being told.”

“Fine,” Dylori huffed. “If you
won’t tell me, can I at least see the sword again?”

Arias drew her sword and handed it
to Dylori with a roll of her eyes.

“You should keep the sword if
you’re so interested in it,” Arias replied. Misti could tell by the
way her eyes lingered on the blade she wasn’t serious.

“It was a gift,” Dylori said. “I’m
simply admiring it for a moment. How’s your bow?”

Arias slipped the bow from her
back. The metal had a scratch on the front, but Misti didn’t know
how.

“It’ll be okay,” Arias said,
running her finger over the scratch. “I should’ve been more careful
with it. Swinging it like it was some kind of sword when I have a
real sword in my belt. I lost my head.”

Swinging it? When had she done
that? Misti wondered. “You attacked with it like a
sword?”

Arias and Dylori shared a glance
and chuckled. “Yes. You fainted after healing Zora,” Arias said,
“but the Nemora and the Vagari weren’t quite dead.”

That shocked her. Misti arched an
eyebrow at Dylori, who shrugged in response. “I was busy with the
Vagari when Arias came barreling around the corner on Dis like a
wyvern out of its nest, shouting and waving her arrows
around.”

“Yes, that was just the look I was
going for.” Arias gave Dylori a mock frown then turned to Misti.
“The Nemora was moving even with two arrows in her
and…well…panicked. I already had my bow in hand so I stabbed at her
with it and smashed into the rock beside the Nemora instead of
actually hitting her. I nocked an arrow and finished her off that
way.”

“That was some quick thinking.
After trying to stab her with it, I mean,” Dylori teased,
grinning.

Arias narrowed her eyes. “Thanks,
though I don’t want to kill anything else anytime soon. The idea to
send Zora to Ingo for help was pretty smart yourself.”

Suddenly, Misti understood how
Dylori and Arias had become such fast friends. That kind of
experience—quick thinking and bravery in the face of a dangerous
fight—would be an instant connection, especially on Dylori’s end.
Jealousy surged through Misti. Fast friends, or more than
that? She hoped not, especially since Arias seemed to know how
Misti felt about Dylori.

“Speaking of…” Dylori nudged Misti
and pointed up.

She looked up just in time to see
Zora speeding toward her, flaring her wings at the last moment to
land gracefully in Misti’s arms. Arias clapped at the display and
even Dylori looked impressed, but all Misti could see was the odd
twist of Zora’s feathers. She flew fine, but the twisted feathers
where the water had hit her bothered Misti to no end. She reached
for the wing, but Zora whacked her with her tails and presented her
back. Misti unhooked the message pouch and slipped the letter out.
A few black rocks fell from the letter but she paid them no mind,
skimming her sister’s reply. The answers were exactly what Misti
figured, but the speed with which Zora had returned made her
curious.

Conscious of the others’ eyes on
her, Misti lifted the parchment and said, “It’s from my sister
again, just an update on Danill’s schooling. But my family is a
crescent away as the vulnix flies. I sent the letter four nights
ago. How’d Zora get there and back so fast?”

Dylori shrugged. “You always said
she was super fast. Maybe she just proved it.”

“Maybe you found a strong wind
current?” Arias smiled at Zora the way a person might at a child,
her voice lifting to a higher pitch as she petted Zora’s back. She
glanced at Misti. “Why don’t you just ask her?”

Dipping into her crafting, orange
tinted her vision and she ran her fingers down Zora’s nose and over
her forehead before scratching her behind the ears. “Did you have
any trouble getting my letter to Char?”

Zora’s answer came slowly, as if
through honey. “I had no issues. Though it felt like over a
crescent rather than four nights.”

That seemed odd. Vulnixes were
chosen as messengers for their innate sense of direction and their
ability to find anyone, anywhere, anytime. They always knew exactly
how long it would take to deliver a message there and back again.
Like a neades’ ground-breaking roar, it was part of their
being.

“Are my family members in
Northtown?”

Zora had to think for a long time,
and at first her only answer was darkness. Confusion came over
their connection next. Confusion. Then panic. Misti had never
sensed that from Zora after a flight before. Her vulnix began to
shake in her arms.

“I…I do not know.” Zora
curled up against Misti’s chest, tucking her wings tight against
her body and her tails tight against her nose. Her ears flattened.
“I do not know where I flew. I know I met your sister. I know I
delivered your letter. But there is only darkness where there
should be more. Much more.”

A sense of dread filled Misti, her
heart quickening. A flash of the vulnix hanging, dripping blood,
during her parents’ ritual rose in her mind, but she pushed it
away. Anger built in her anyway, burning away the dread. My
parents must’ve done something to her. With that thought firmly
entrenched in her mind, she pushed as much calmness as she could
over their connection and eased herself out of it. The anger felt
like her own, but not her own. Somewhere in the back of her mind,
she knew she should be wary of this strange fury, but she didn’t
listen to that part of herself. She couldn’t. Not now. Not with
Zora like this.

Dylori’s hand was on her shoulder
at once. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Misti said, with such
vehemence that Dylori drew away, and Arias’ eyes widened. “Nothing.
Don’t ask me again.”

Holding Zora protectively in her
arms, she refused to talk to her friends for the rest of the day.
She knew they wouldn’t understand. No one would understand. No one
could help her.

That dawn Misti stayed far away
from the others, carrying Zora to a particularly large boulder and
setting her bedroll down next to it. She let Zora curl up there,
stroking her fur and feathers, trying to calm her shaking vulnix
down. What had happened to her on the flight? What did my
parents do to her? And how can I help if I don’t understand what
they did? The disheveled mark on Zora’s wing, the one from the
Nemora worshipper, captured her gaze, giving her a renewed sense of
purpose. She’d finish fixing the feathers without her crafting,
like Zora had asked.

Gently pulling the wing into her
lap, Misti ran a finger down the disheveled feathers. Two of them
had barbs that had been twisted a little, one feather stuck out at
on odd angle, and the surrounding feathers seemed overly dry. Misti
ran her nail over the twisted barbs, straightening them once again
into a smooth, even surface. She nudged the feather that stuck out
back into place and smoothed it down as well. Reaching into the
pouch on her belt, she brought out a small case of feather oil, an
odorless, clear substance birds used to condition and waterproof
their wings. She rubbed some on the tips of her fingers and spread
it onto the feathers surrounding the spot, then on the rest of the
wing. As Misti tended to her, Zora’s quivering slowly ceased. Her
wings now looked shiny and healthier than ever before, the
disheveled mark from the Nemora completely gone.

“That better, girl?” Misti
whispered, scratching her vulnix’s chin.

Zora responded with a gentle
headbutt to her palm and went to sleep.

Chuckling, Misti settled down as
well, curled up close to Zora. A part of Misti knew she should be
worried. Her companion animal was close to the pendant around her
neck. But she knew she could protect her Zora from the pendant,
could absorb any pulses like she had done before. She felt a little
calmer, and when the pendant throbbed soon after, she drew the
power in without a second thought.

 


***

 


They had decided to travel during
the day to reach Laidly Grove sooner. When the rocks underfoot
turned into dirt and then colorful pebbles and brown sand, Misti
knew they had reached the Laidly Grove. Her friends had honored her
request and left her alone, whispering to themselves while Misti
stewed, but the sight of this place charged the air between them
with excitement.

Arias got off Dis’ back, took her
boots off, and stuck her toes in the sand. She picked up a handful
of blue and green pebbles. “These would look great set into bowls
or mugs.” She tucked them into her pouch and glanced up at Misti
and Dylori. “As a memory of this place.”

The pebbles and sand continued for
a little while longer, but once they reached the salttrees, with
their pale white bark and clear crystalized leaves, they knew the
lake wasn’t far. Here, even Dylori and Misti walked. Even in all
their travels as Moon Knights, they had never made it to Laidly
Grove, and they didn’t want to miss a moment of it. Dis walked
behind them at a slow pace, trying his best not to knock into any
of the salttrees. Zora remained on Dis’ back, curled up but eyes
wide, taking everything in.

The salttrees towered over them,
their leaves sparkling in the light. Some of their leaves had
fallen off and Misti made sure to step carefully around them. The
salttrees were rare, only found in the Laidly Grove, and highly
protected by the Laidly Nemora. Their leaves would carry quite a
price in any big city. Dylori plucked a few of the leaves off the
ground and slipped them into her bag.

“It’s not like I snatched it from
the tree,” she said defensively, when Misti frowned at her. She
winked at Arias. “I want it as a memory of this place.”

Arias pursed her lips. “Not as
something to be sold later on?”

Dylori gasped and put a hand to
her chest. “Never!”

Even though annoyance filtered
through her system, Misti smiled when she saw the Laidly Grove
Lake, glimmering as far as the eye could see. Rocks dotted the
surface of the water, creating natural seats and tables for the
Nemora who lived nearby. Waves so clear they could easily see the
colorful pebbles beneath washed gently onto the shore. The clear
water transitioned into a vibrant blue, and then transitioned again
into a darker blue beyond that.

While most of the Laidly Nemora
attended to other work across the lake and on the edges beyond,
three rose from the water, their seafoam-green eyes and bright-blue
hair shimmering. One taller than all the rest came closer, giving
them a slight twist of his hand as if he was flourishing a
cape.

“Anoc-suna, travelers. My name is
Ural. How may we be of assistance?” His voice was deep and soothing
as the dark-blue waters.

“Anoc-suna, Ural. My name is
Misti, this is Dylori and Arias, and these are Dis and Zora, our
companion animals.” She pointed to each one in turn. “We’d like
passage across your home.”

Ural tilted his head, his long
blue hair spilling over his shoulder as easily as water over a
fall. “The others may pass over our waters, but you may
not.”

Anger spiked in Misti, tightening
her jaw. “Why not?”

“You carry a brightness on you.
One that I cannot let pass over my Grove.” He replied in a gentle
tone, but his words were firm.

“A brightness?” Arias came forward
and put a hand on Misti’s shoulder.

The gesture was probably meant to
calm her, but it only made her angrier. If they didn’t cross the
Laidly Grove Lake, it would take much longer to get to their
destination. It meant more chances for the pendant to go off, to
kill them even. And she’d be the one responsible for the
delay.

Ural merely nodded.

Arias frowned. “There’s no chance
we could cross at all? Even if we don’t touch the waters? I’m sure
we can build a boat.”

“I cannot let that brightness near
my home. It may bleed out of her, and this Grove is far too
important.”

“That’s a load of wyvern shit!”
Misti yelled, shrugging off Arias’ hand and stepping forward. She
was so close to Ural that she could see the thin, pale spiral
patterns on his skin, the flecks of white in his eyes, the wrinkles
around his lips. The fool was causing even more trouble than she
had anticipated, more trouble than he was worth. Her fingers
slipped the dagger out of her belt and held it to his neck before
she could think. Ural frowned, seemingly calm, but spirals of water
had risen behind him, their tips pointing directly at Misti. The
spiral pattern on his neck glowed brown. If she did anything, Misti
was sure he could kill her with those water spirals.

Luckily, Dylori caught her hand.
Pulling Misti backward, she stepped between them and gave Misti a
furious look. Clenching her teeth, Misti forced herself to look at
the sand.

“Go stand by Dis and cool off,
okay?” Dylori said. “We’ll take care of this.”

“Fine,” Misti bit off. She turned
on her heel and stormed over to Dis, glaring at the ground. She
kept the dagger out, since the cool feel of metal against her palm
seemed right. Zora flew over to her and nudged the side of her
head, but she shooed her vulnix away. It wasn’t fair. She had the
pendent around her neck. She was absorbing the vile power to
protect her friends. She should be the one talking to Ural. If she
angled herself just right, she could at least eavesdrop on their
conversation.

“I’m sorry. We’ve had a rough
couple of nights,” Dylori said.

“Why do you carry such a
brightness?” Ural replied. The water spirals dropped back into the
lake, creating gentle ripples.

“It’s not by choice,” Dylori said,
her voice taking a sharp defensive edge that made Misti grin.
That’s right, she thought. Tell him off.

Ural’s reply came gently, so
gently Misti had to strain to hear it. “I never suspected it was.
The brightness is not healthy, for her or for you.”

“We’re trying to fix it. Can we go
around the lake?”

The conversation swayed back and
forth like this for a long time, much longer than Misti cared for.
Her anger washed over her, erasing the conversation, erasing
anything but her fury. Far from retreating, it seemed to be growing
stronger. Snippets of words got through—fish and underwater plants,
safe passage around the lake, something about meats—but it didn’t
really register with her. She wanted to hear more, so she forced
herself to listen, glaring in their direction.

“How did you sense it? The
brightness, I mean,” Arias said.

Ural spread his hands. “I am a
Nemora.”

Misti scoffed and turned away. As
if that answered the question. They had seen Nemora at Ingo and
none of them mentioned a brightness. She had heard tell of
the Laidly Nemora, and somewhere in her mind she knew that she had
always wanted to meet them. She had wanted to make a good
impression, but she shouldn’t have worried. They seemed like
arrogant fools.

Both Arias and Dylori thanked the
Nemora and headed back to Misti. Dylori led Dis back the way they
came, on the path through the salttrees. Arias opened her arms to
Zora, who flew into them, and followed. Misti stomped behind them,
no longer caring if she stepped on a few of their precious
crystalized leaves on the way.

Once they had left the salttrees
and were back on the sand and pebbles, Dylori swung them around
south once more, arcing around the lake. They passed by some Laidly
Nemora having a quiet conversation with another traveler, focused
on trade. Once they were out of earshot of that group, Dylori
turned on Misti.

“What the ass were you thinking,
Misti?” Dylori’s voice snapped through the air.

“They should’ve let us pass,”
Misti replied, just as loud. “It’ll take another crescent for us to
get to Rok now.”

Dylori pointed back to the lake.
“He was only trying to protect his people. You threatened
him.”

“I had good reason to! Do you
think it’s easy carrying this thing around?” Misti pointed her
dagger at the pendant.

“No,” Dylori replied. “No, I
don’t. And I understand you’re scared. And confused. And probably
frustrated. But it doesn’t give you the right to bite my head off
when I ask what’s wrong. And it certainly doesn’t give you the
right to shove a dagger in a Nemora’s face!”

“It gives me every right,” Misti
snarled.

Dylori gave her a furious look and
extended her hand. “Give me the dagger.”

“What?” Misti pulled the dagger
back to her chest. “No, it’s mine.”

“It’s clear you’re not fit to
carry it anymore, waving it around like that.” Dylori looked
pointedly at the knife as it sliced through the air when Misti
threw up her arms in exasperation. “I’ll give it back once you calm
down.”

“Fine,” Misti snapped. She threw
the dagger into the sand and stalked after Arias and Dis, ignoring
the confused look on Dylori’s face and shaking off Zora when she
tried to land on her shoulders.

That night, when the orb went off
again during a break, she absorbed it. But this time she forced
herself to stay awake a little while longer than usual, trying to
see why she was so upset and wondering if the orb was the origin.
That’s when she felt it: the anger stirring in her mind, the
annoyances building up again once by one, the exhaustion leaching
into her body. That’s when she knew. Containing the pendant’s power
was keeping her friends safe, but it was doing something terrible
to her.

 


***

 


They decided to travel during the
day again to make the trip faster, so when Misti awoke from a short
rest, she noticed a sudden shift in her friends and in Zora. Dylori
and Arias weren’t talking or smiling as much. Zora hadn’t kneaded
her awake like she often did and all but ignored her, preferring to
sleep on Dis’ head. The only one who seemed happy to see her was
Dis; he huffed at her in his usual greeting. Are the others
simply tired? Angry about how I’ve been acting, perhaps? The
next thought struck Misti like a wall of water. Is the pendant
affecting them despite my best efforts?

“Are you guys okay?” Misti asked
tentatively, shading her eyes from the rising sunlight to look more
closely at her friends.

“Are you?” Dylori snapped back,
slumping down on the gravel and poking at the leftover vegetables.
She opened her pack and dumped the contents out—containers of dried
fruit and crunchy leaves, followed by a charcoal drawing of her
family and a smaller pouch filled with trophies of the suncreatures
she killed. Dylori muttered about something jabbing her in the back
and set to reorganizing, tucking everything back inside her
pack.

Misti assessed herself. Her
annoyances from before had since disappeared, but new ones slowly
wove their way into her mind. Like how Dylori pulled on both boots
before tying them. How Arias pulled her hair into a bun for the
third time that crescent. How Dis chewed so loudly it sounded like
he was eating gravel instead of leaves. She knew they were petty
annoyances, stupid things that didn’t really matter, but they were
enough to get the anger building again.

“I was asking about you. You seem
tired.” She looked at Arias. “You both do.”

“You certainly had a bad day
yesterday.” Arias replied, rubbing the back of her neck and
wincing. “Are we not allowed to have a bad night?”

“You are. I mean—”

Dylori didn’t allow Misti to
finish. “Look, I’m tired, okay? Like I attacked a wyvern and didn’t
win.”

“I’m exhausted as well, but it’s
more like I’ve spent the entire night on a supply run and didn’t
find anything I needed.” Arias let out a shaky laugh. “Gussia,” she
cursed, the Eluian word dropping from her tongue. “Is this the
pendant’s doing?”

Dylori stared at the pendant. “I
dunno. Misti?”

“It probably is,” Misti said,
chewing on her lip. “The pendant seems to be sucking your energy,
like a Blood crafter can. But I thought Divus used that energy to
heal themselves.” She remembered how sick she felt when the
banished Blood crafter sucked some of her life-energy and how the
banished one’s cut healed soon after, stitching itself up in
white.

Dylori nodded. “That’s one way
they use their crafting.”

Misti sighed. “But if this pendant
is supposed to be based on the Blood crafter’s abilities, why don’t
I feel better?”

“You seem worse, actually.” Dylori
frowned at her.

Arias winced at Dylori’s frank
tone. “I haven’t known you as long as Dylori, but you do seem a
bit…angrier than usual, Misti.”

“I am angry.” Misti folded
her arms. A strange part of her didn’t want to tell her friends
that she was drawing in the orb’s power, but she also knew not
telling them would be wrong. They should know. “I’ve been trying to
protect you two.”

“How?” Arias sank down next to
Dylori, patting the gravel.

Misti sat as well. “By absorbing
the pulses the pendant gives off.”

“What?” Arias yelped, hand flying
to her chest.

“Are you crazy?” Dylori shouted,
slamming her fist into the gravel.

“I’ve been trying to protect you,”
Misti repeated. She had been. She wasn’t going to let them make her
feel bad about that.

Arias took a deep breath and
closed her eyes, pushing a hand to her temple. “How do
you…absorb…the pulses exactly?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Dylori
said.

“I don’t. I just didn’t want it to
hurt you, so I imagined that I absorbed the power, and it
worked.”

Dylori grabbed her arm and shook
her a little. “Well, stop it, you sunbaked idiot!”

“If she stops, the pendant could
kill us,” Arias muttered.

“If she continues, the pendant
could kill her,” Dylori rumbled.

Arias shook her head. “How long
have you been doing this?”

“Since we left Ingo.”

Arias sighed. “It can’t be good
for your body to keep doing it.”

Misti shrugged. “But I
will.”

“You shouldn’t,” Arias insisted,
and Dylori shook her head.

“But I will.” Misti glared at
them. She’d protect them to her last dying breath. “And you can’t
stop me.”

 


***

 


A crescent passed as they traveled
harder, now. Sleeping in shifts so one could keep watch while they
moved, traveling both day and night and only stopping to rest when
Dis needed it. Arias taught Misti the basics of the bow and arrow,
how to hold the bow so it wouldn’t scrape her forearm, how to shoot
a moving target, how to fletch an arrow. Misti listened intently
and learned as much as she could. Maybe when this was all over, she
could become an archer. Maybe. It was something to shoot for, at
least, after all this was over.

She kept absorbing the pulses and
getting angrier. Arias and Dylori continued to grow weaker, though
they tried not to show it. Zora was so weak she no longer flew,
spending the day sleeping on Dis. He seemed unaffected by the
pendant thus far, perhaps because he was so big. At least that was
something Misti could be happy about.

One night a suncreature attacked.
Everyone else was sleeping when it happened, even Dis. Misti
noticed the suncreature in the corner of her eye the way one would
notice a speck of dust in sunlight: seeing nothing at first, and
then suddenly there was something there. The suncreature lurked by
a particularly dense section of salttrees, its sleek white body
partially buried in sand. Misti moved closer to it, mainly to get
between it and her friends but also to figure out what kind of
suncreature it was. Many beasts had long, narrow bodies—ashrays,
mizuuchii, uncegs. Even eneeraa could make themselves appear
thinner. But what is this? Besides maybe a fight would help
her calm down, let some of this anger out instead of directing it
toward her friends.

Misti stepped closer, holding her
dagger aloft—Dylori had given it back to her a few nights before,
making her promise not to use it recklessly—and narrowed her eyes.
The suncreature slithered closer, and she didn’t have to dip into
her crafting to see what it was. A belly-crawler. Only an
unceg suncreature could slide its legless serpentine body through
the sand as easily as water. Its scales shimmered an unworldly
white in the moonlight. It lashed its tail, curling the end around
its body and displaying its red spikes. An attack stance. The
suncreature glowed as if with an internal flame, making it an easy
target. Perhaps that’s why they tended to stay away at
night? Misti didn’t know and at the moment, she didn’t
care.

Be quick. Misti held the
dagger tight and darted toward the creature, using her vulnix
sprint to get there faster than it could respond. Go for the
eyes. She slashed, and one eye popped, yellow-orange blood
gushing.

The creature hissed and spat a
dark stream of poison toward Misti in return. She sidestepped, and
the line of fluid sizzled on the sand. It drew in a deep breath and
spit another stream, this one spraying out like a fan and forcing
Misti to roll back and out of the way. She rose to her feet just in
time to see the suncreature coil its body and release like a
spring, lunging right for her. Its maw—filled with rows and rows of
orange teeth—gaped wide enough to engulf her head. Fear engulfed
her instead, and her breath caught. Yelping, she slashed with her
dagger, catching the creature on the side of its face and somehow
angling the terrifying maw away from her. But the suncreature
reacted fast, swinging the back end of its body into her. The
strike knocked the wind out of her and pushed her into the sand a
few paces away. Stars sparkled in front of her eyes for a moment,
and agony sliced through her each time she tried to breathe. Get
up, she told herself. Move.

The unceg lashed out again. It
spun in a quick circle, using its momentum to strike with its
spiked tail. Misti was sure she was far enough away from the
creature that its tail couldn’t reach her. Some of the spikes
detached and flew toward her like knives. Ponuriah’s ass!
She rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding hits to her head and
neck. The spikes sank deep into the sand beside her like pins in a
pincushion. Better the sand than me.

The unceg hissed, but frustration
rippled through Misti. This creature was quick, too quick. She was
exhausted from the long day’s travel, the mental effort of pushing
back her anger, and her constant worry about her
friends.

The suncreature coiled and leapt
again but Misti shoved herself to her feet and darted to the side.
The unceg crashed next to her and a part of Misti cheered before
she realized that the suncreature simply disappeared into the sand.
Of course. It lives in the sand. She tightened her grip on
her dagger, trying to think of a solution as the suncreature moved
within the sand. She could wake up her friends, but they were
already so weak, she was afraid they might be hurt or killed trying
to help her. Besides, she’d defeated suncreatures by herself
before—once.

The ground rumbled beneath her
feet and she dove to the side again as the suncreature burst from
the sand under her. The suncreature landed with a thump and lashed
out with its tail again, swinging it toward her head. Misti saw it
just in time, dropping to the ground. She thanked her vulnix
bloodline for the speed that saved her from getting a spike to her
temple. Rising to her feet once more, she scanned the area, dipping
into her crafting. Can any beasts help me? A quick look
around told her no. The salttrees were empty, the Laidly Nemora
probably too far away. I have to take care of this myself. A
plan formed in her mind.

The unceg drew back its head,
spitting another fan of poison toward her, but this time Misti was
ready for it. She skirted around the unceg, using her speed to
catch the creature off-guard as it sucked in a breath after its
attack, and plunged her blade into its neck. The suncreatures
thrashed, throwing Misti to the sand. It slammed its tail down,
narrowly missing Misti’s head as she jerked herself away, but the
tail raked through the sand to her, and she threw up her arm to
cover her face. Thin lines of pain seared down her forearm.
Gasping, Misti loosened her grip on her dagger. One of the spikes
caught her knife and when the unceg pulled its tail back, the
weapon flew with it, glinting like a falling star as it flashed
through the moonlit air.

Dread sliced through Misti at the
loss of her blade. The creature was coiling around for another
attack, hissing, its one good eye flashing in the moonlight. It
reared its head once again, this time for a killing blow when she
realized: Maybe the dagger isn’t my only weapon. The
pendant can kill, right? Out of sheer desperation, she
concentrated on the pendant around her neck. It answered almost
immediately, sending searing heat pounding three times through her
neck and chest.

This time, she didn’t draw the
power into herself. She let the power ripple outward, welcoming the
white light and the accompanying wave of euphoria. When the pulses
stopped, Misti blinked a few times, clearing her vision and her
mind. She looked around, but the suncreature had utterly vanished.
Nothing remained, not a tooth or a scale or a pile of
ash.

She scanned the sky, half
expecting a writhing, hissing suncreature to fall from it. A bubble
of laughter escaped her at the thought, but when nothing fell, she
scanned the salttrees. Nothing there, either. She rose to her feet.
Could the suncreature have burrowed to safety? It was fast,
but nothing had been fast enough to escape the death-wave thus far.
She didn’t know for sure, but she had a strong suspicion that the
pendant had finished the creature once and for all. She laughed
again and kicked some sand into the air. Finally, something good
had happened because of this orb.

But worry took over just as
quickly. She didn’t know how big the death-wave had been. Was I
far enough away from camp? She rushed over to the outskirts of
camp, looking for any signs of trouble, but her friends hadn’t even
awakened during the fight.

She went over to Zora first,
relief flooding through to her find Zora breathing easy. Misti went
to Dylori, but her loud snoring proved her to be alive. Misti
guided a lock of dark hair away from her forehead. A braver part of
herself took over and she leaned down, giving Dylori a soft peck on
the cheek. Even that chaste kiss, while Dylori slept unaware, sent
shivers through Misti. Disbelief shivered through her, too. She’d
always wanted to see what kissing Dylori felt like. Now she knew.
And she also knew her feelings for Dylori had blossomed into
something more than a crush. Something much more. I have to tell
her, the braver part of herself urged. Not now, the
quieter part replied, let her sleep. But soon.

Tearing herself away, she checked
on Arias and Dis, finding them both sleeping deeply as well.
Everyone was fine. The suncreature had been defeated and the
pendant had been activated and everyone was fine. Joy, impossible
and amazing joy, filled her, and it took all she could muster to
not shout in celebration. She watched over them for a little
longer, bandaging her arm and scanning the horizon. Morning would
come soon, and she felt happy to greet it. It took her a long time
to realize she wasn’t angry anymore, wasn’t even
annoyed.

That morning, Zora refused to eat,
and Misti decided to do something about it. Arias and Dylori were
weaker, sure, but they were both smart enough to fill their bellies
when they needed to. Zora, however, wasn’t, and she quivered with
hunger.

Thankfully, Misti was in charge of
making their first meal. They had exchanged meat and cheese for
safe passage on the outskirts of Laidly Grove, and the Nemora had
gifted them a few water plants. Misti was grateful for the Nemora’s
kindness, even though she hated the taste. Pulling out the yellow
jaho she had gathered from the Myceli Nemora, she crushed them into
the mush of vegetables. Not the most palatable thing, but she hoped
the slimy texture and sour taste of the underwater vegetables would
hide the bitter flavor of the herbs. Yellow jaho has healing
properties. It’ll make them strong again.

The vibrant herbs had disappeared
into the mush before she realized what she had done. Her sister had
begged for those special plants. Without them, their parents could
die from the sickness. Misti winced at the thought, guilt finally
settling on her. In a way, she had just sentenced her parents to
death after all.

When she gave the breakfast to her
friends, slipping some of the vegetable mixture between Zora’s
clenched teeth and coaxing her to swallow, she saw that some of
their strength had returned. Zora was even well enough to attempt
some flying, and the others, while dazed, seemed to be walking more
easily. Misti allowed herself a small smile. At least she had done
right by them. She gave some of the mush to Dis as well,
remembering how even his strength had been affected during their
panicked flight to Amiin.

As they walked, Dylori’s gaze
drifted to Arias. “What organization do you work for?” Her words
came out rushed, her southern dialect stronger than
ever.

Misti shook her head. Even in
their dazed state, Dylori’s curiosity never wavered.

“You’ll never know if you keep
asking me.” Arias waved Dylori’s question away with one hand and
scratched Dis on his shoulder with the other. Her voice came out
slow, a gentle melody full of the western lilt. “If Vagari can
communicate with beasts, why don’t you speak to
suncreatures?”

Dylori huffed. “No one has ever
succeeded. Some have tried, but they were never the same again. My
sunbaked great-grandfather was one of them, and he was empty after.
We just weren’t meant to communicate with them. Misti!” Dylori
shifted her gaze to Misti now, shaking herself a little. “That mush
tasted bitter, just like jaho, but I thought you sent them to your
sister last crescent. How did you find more?”

Misti’s chest tightened, but she
realized she couldn’t lie to her friend again. “I didn’t send them
to Char, Dylori. I couldn’t.”

“You didn’t?” Dylori blinked
slowly at her and frowned, as if coming out of a strange dream.
Then, as if slipping back into one, she turned away and looked up
into the sky, muttering, “That’s an odd way to treat your
family.”

“Yes,” Misti whispered, thankful
Dylori wasn’t in her sharpest mindset and didn’t want more details.
“It is.”

 



Chapter Twelve

MISTI SAT DOWN NEXT to Arias, who
tended the fire while Dylori slept. They had decided to rest for a
little while, mostly to aid Arias and Dylori out of their dazed
state. “You told me once that I could come to you to get a reality
check. Is that true?”

“Always.” Arias set down the stick
she was using to stoke the fire and turned her full attention to
Misti. “What’s the matter?”

Misti bit her lip. She had decided
earlier to tell Arias about her family, believing that she could be
trusted with her secret since she had secrets of her own. Besides,
Misti had been mulling over this for too long and needed a reality
check. Sleep pulled at her, but her guilt gnawed at her, keeping
her from resting. She scratched the itchy bandage on her arm,
thinking about the unceg fight the night before. How she had
harnessed the pendant’s power. Maybe easing into the bigger
conversation with a smaller one would be better.

“I killed a suncreature last
night,” she whispered.

“What?” Arias yelped, than clapped
a hand over her mouth, her eyes darting to Dylori’s sleeping form.
“What kind of suncreature was it? No, scratch that, how did you
kill it?”

“It was an unceg. I killed it.”
Misti felt a grin tug at her lips even as she lifted her sleeve to
show her bandaged arm. “But it got a hit on me. Painful as
anything, but it’s better now. Just a few scratches. The unceg
glowed really bright! I think that’s why the suncreatures don’t
attack at night…because they glow.”

“You’re injured.” Arias’s gaze had
locked onto the bandage. She frowned. “I must have been in too much
of a haze to notice it.” She pulled Misti’s arm to her and slowly
began to unwind the dirty bandage.

Misti bit her lip, wondering if
she should tell her about the vegetable mush. She decided against
it for now. Now that she had started this smaller conversation
about the suncreature, the larger one about her parents loomed over
her, forcing her to continue. “Dylori, too. You both seem better
now.”

“I am,” Arias replied lightly,
though wrinkles around her eyes betrayed her surprise. “Why do you
think this suncreature attacked at night?”

“I don’t know, but I’m glad it
did.” At that, Arias jerked her gaze up from the bandages but Misti
continued before Arias could interrupt, “I’m glad because I…I used
the pendant.”

“The pendant.” Arias narrowed her
eyes, the bandage only halfway off. Her eyes shimmered in the glow
of the fire. “How?”

“I let the pulses…out…I guess.
Instead of absorbing them, I let them go. And the suncreature
just…vanished. Destroyed, I guess. And it didn’t hurt me, either.
Or any of you, obviously.” Misti’s words had gotten faster and
faster as she spoke, her excitement bleeding through.

Arias leaned forward, gripping
Misti’s hand and smiling. “That’s incredible. I can’t believe you
discovered how to control it.”

“Me neither,” Misti replied,
smiling so broadly her cheeks hurt. It felt good to tell someone
how she had won the fight. The group had seemed much better today,
but their dazed state left little energy for conversation. Most of
the time they had stared at the sky or the sand. It was unsettling
to Misti, but not as unsettling as their weakness had
been.

“You do seem much better, and it
seems like the rest of us feel better,” Arias whispered. They sat
in silence as she finished unwrapping the cloth. She eyed the
scratches, then pulled out a small jar from the pouch on her belt
and lifted the top. A strong, sour scent filled the air, mingling
with the fire smoke. The jar was filled to the brim with some kind
of greenish slime Misti had never seen before. Arias winced at the
smell.

“It’ll help, I promise,” she
murmured, dipping a finger into the jar. “It’s a poultice my mother
uses.”

She dabbed the poultice on Misti’s
scratches. It stung at first, but then a pleasant coolness replaced
the stinging sensation and Misti sighed in relief. A Divus could’ve
healed the cut in a heartbeat, but she was grateful for Arias’ aid.
Besides, from the lack of Blood crafters in these parts she’d have
to get used to healing by herself. Arias wrapped a new cloth around
the scratches. The soft crackling of the fire, paired with Dylori’s
snoring, nearly lulled Misti to sleep. The feather-light touches of
Arias’ hands helped, as she finished tying off the
bandage.

“The wound isn’t deep, but you’ll
want to keep it covered. To keep the sand out.”

“Thank you.” Misti withdrew her
arm.

“Worry not. And I appreciate you
telling me about the pendant and the fight.” Arias gave Misti a
shrewd look. “But that’s not what you came to talk to me
about.”

Misti tensed, her happiness fading
and her guilt returning to the surface. “True,” she
confessed.

Arias gave a slight nod. “So, tell
me. What’s bothering you?”

How can I tell Arias about my
family? Where do I even start? Misti scratched her arm again,
to give herself time more than anything. Zora padded over to her
side, curling up in her lap, so Misti scratched her vulnix’s back
instead. Her added warmth and weight made the pull of sleep even
more tempting, but Misti had to keep talking.

“I gave you three the yellow jaho
I was supposed to give to my sister…I gave it to you even though my
sister wanted it to cure my parents’ illness.”

“So you’re saying that your
parents have the mayla fever. Your sister didn’t just want to have
the herbs on hand.” At Misti’s nod, Arias went quiet for a moment,
staring at Misti, as if thinking on her next words. “Seems like a
strange decision, one I wouldn’t have made myself, although one I’m
thankful for.”

“Yes, it would seem strange to
people who don’t know. And no one knows, so it probably looks
strange to everyone.” Misti stumbled over her words, her tongue
tripping out of fear. Her throat tightened, and suddenly she wished
she hadn’t eaten earlier, for it desperately wanted to come back
up. It had dawned on her over time that even though she hated her
parents for being what they were, for doing what they did, she
still loved them in some way. She had protected them all these
seasons in keeping their secret safe because somehow, she cared for
them.

Arias tilted her head. “What
aren’t you saying?” She reached out and gripped Misti’s hand,
giving her a reassuring smile. “It’s all right. You can tell me.
I’m your reality check, remember?”

Looking in Dylori’s direction to
make sure her friend slept, Misti decided to take a page out of her
book. The best way to do this was bluntly.

Misti took a deep breath and
looked Arias in the eyes. “My parents are sun goddess
worshippers.”

The lines around Arias’ mouth
tightened. “And they haven’t been dealt with by the Aluriahian
Law?”

Misti shook her head. “They’re
still living in Northtown with my younger sister and brother. As
far as I know, no one else knows.”

“Well, certainly other worshippers
know. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were part of a group in
Northtown.” Arias didn’t let go of Misti’s hand, but she cupped her
chin with the other, leaning into it. “That’s why you gave us the
yellow jaho instead of sending it up to your sister. You’re
conflicted about them.”

Misti gave a light chuckle.
“Conflicted isn’t even half of it,” she murmured.

Arias nodded and squeezed her
hand. “How long have you known?”

Relief rushed through Misti. She
hadn’t been quite sure what kind of reaction she’d get. It was the
first time she’d told anyone other than her siblings. Arias’
reaction, questioning but not judgmental, was the best she could
hope for. “Since I was sixteen, nearly seventeen. I discovered them
in the middle of some kind of ritual where they killed a bunch of
animals, including their own vulnix, to complete it.”

Arias gasped. “That’s
horrible.”

“Yeah, I had to live with them for
one more season after that before I was old enough to go out on my
own.”

“That must have been difficult,”
Arias whispered. Her grip tightened, and she put her other hand on
top of their clasped ones.

“It was.” Misti had tried hard not
to think about the season she spent with her family after she found
out. She had nicknamed that time the “daylight season,” because of
the way everything had come to light, but now that seemed childish.
She didn’t want to remember that time, but Arias had been kind and
understanding thus far, and the truth fell from Misti’s
lips.

“I discovered all sorts of things
about my parents that I didn’t want to know,” Misti said, her words
coming faster and faster. “Like how they’d been sacrificing beasts
for decades and how they had a hidden shrine to the sun goddess
next to our family room. How they’d been building up to that moment
in the shed, killing their own companion animals, for seasons. It
was supposed to bring them closer to the sun goddess. I finally
noticed the things in our home that were for her honor, like tiny
sun pendants hanging from the daygems. They were right under my
nose, and I hadn’t noticed until then.”

Misti’s breath seemed to leave
her, but Arias waited, as if she knew Misti had more to say. Now
that this massive secret had been revealed, it felt like a weight
lifted from her. The conversation sparked another memory of her
father talking to her late into the morning, telling her the reason
why he worshipped the sun goddess.

She took another breath and
barreled on. “Apparently my father was religious when he was very
young, brought up worshipping Aluriah actually, but when he got
older he had a fight with a wyvern. It had happened during the
daytime, and he nearly died, but he managed to tame it enough to
keep it from killing him. He used too much crafting, and suffered
from headaches for a long time after, but he lived. The fact that
he survived twisted his faith to Ponuriah instead of Aluriah.
Because it happened during the daylight hours, he thought Ponuriah
had saved him. My mother converted soon after, following in my
father’s footsteps. She didn’t seem passionate about it, not like
my father, but she sacrifices animals in the sun goddess’ honor so
she must believe in some way.”

Here Misti paused again, but again
Arias stayed quiet, watching, waiting. Keep going, she told
herself. Be quick. “They tried to convert me. Many times.
They wanted me to join them in their rituals. To complete some kind
of bloodbath so I could be reborn in the sun goddess’ light. I
think they tried so hard because I was the eldest…but they tried to
use my siblings against me, said they’d kill Char and Danill’s
vulnixes if I didn’t join them.”

Arias scooted a little closer.
Their knees nearly touched now. “Did they ever—”

“No, and if they ever had I
would’ve…well, I don’t know what I would’ve done, but it wouldn’t
have been pretty.”

“That’s a blessing,” Arias
murmured.

“Yes, I thought I had called their
bluff when they said that. Thought I had the upper hand for a
little while. But then I caught them with Zora.” Memories flooded
her mind, welling fast and thick, and for a moment she couldn’t
speak.

 


Her siblings were at school, but
Misti had completed her advanced lessons and was trying to figure
out what to do next. Zora had wanted a snack and snuck away when
Misti was studying, and now Misti wanted something to eat, too. She
wandered into the kitchen and saw her parents crowding around Zora.
Blood pooled beneath her tails and dripped off the knife in her
father’s hand.

“What do you think you’re doing?”
Misti roared, throwing herself on top of Zora’s limp form and
pushing her father’s knife away.

“You have to be saved, Misti.” Her
mother approached her, hands raised. “We’re only trying to make you
see the light.”

“Zora has to be sacrificed in
order for you to see the way,” her father said in a gentle tone,
the same one he used to read to her with when she was a child. “In
order for you to understand.”

“You’re…you’re both crazy.” Misti
gathered Zora up in her arms, dipping into her crafting and healing
the gaping wound at the base of her tails. It took a lot out of
her, but she was young. Slowly, slowly, Zora began to wake up.
Misti backed away from her parents, fear tightening like a vise
around her heart. “You’re both crazy!”

Her father was by her side in an
instant, gripping her arm. “We are your parents, Misti, and we’re
not crazy.”

Her mother stepped forward, a soft
smile lightening her features, the same one she used to give Misti
when she came home with good grades. “We’re only trying to help
you, Misti. You’re our eldest child, and as such you must be a role
model for your siblings. You have to see the light, so they will
see it, too. It will do so much good for you.”

Misti tried to tug away from her
father’s grip, but he tightened his hold. “I don’t want to see the
light,” she snapped. “I don’t want Char or Danill seeing the light,
either. You’re killing beasts, you killed your own companion
animals, and you hurt Zora. How is that right? How is that
good?”

“It’s for the sun goddess’ honor,
and she gives us so much in return. Power beyond your imagination,
connections in any region, wealth beyond measure. Anything you
want, she can give,” her father whispered.

“I want my parents back. My real
parents,” Misti shouted. Zora stirred in her arms, but she held her
companion animal still, shielding her in her arms.

“We are your real parents, Misti.
We’ve always been this way,” her mother replied.

“No.” Misti shook her
head.

She couldn’t connect the two sets
of memories in her mind. In one, she had loving parents, who took
long walks at night and cooked together and laughed together and
gave each other trinkets and hugs and kisses. Who read to her when
she was a child, and clapped when she rode her first neades, and
congratulated her on her crafting skills. Who taught her how to be
a good person, how to help others, how to protect people. How to be
a good Vagari, even.

In the other set, she had
strangers who called themselves her parents, sun goddess
worshippers who were covered in death and light and said confusing,
infuriating things, who wanted to convert her to their twisted
belief system that thought killing companion animals was somehow
the way to honor their goddess and gain more power. She couldn’t
believe her parents could be both. It wasn’t possible.

“You have to stay with us,” her
mother whispered.

“You can’t make me.” As soon as
the words left her tongue, Misti wished she could take them back.
Though she hated to think of it, there were many things her parents
could do to keep her here. To make her stay. Flashes of the dead
companion animals flitted through her mind.

“We could.” Her father’s voice
deepened. He let her arm go. “But we won’t. You’re our daughter,
and we know you’ll find your way back to us eventually.”

“You’ll find your own way to the
light,” her mother said, nodding.

“You’re both crazy,” Misti
repeated. She turned on her heel and ran.

 


Misti placed a protective hand on
Zora’s back. The wyvern wings at her wrist sparkled against Zora’s
fur. “I couldn’t live with my parents after that. Not after knowing
they’d hurt Zora. I told Char what had happened, and then I left.
Like a sunsick coward, I ran.” Guilt crashed over her, and for the
first time in a long time, tears ran down her cheeks because of it.
“I didn’t tell the Northtown guard about my parents. I didn’t
protect my siblings. I just…ran and never turned back.”

“But you kept in communication
with your siblings. Through the letters,” Arias prodded
gently.

Misti nodded, but her vision
blurred as tears came fast and hot down her cheeks, her breaths
coming in painful gasps. She ran her fingers gently over the broken
wyvern wings, hoping that connection she always carried would calm
her. “I did. So many letters. And I sent them coin. And any
trinkets I thought they’d like. And met with them every chance I
could, as long as our parents weren’t around. It didn’t make up for
anything, but at least it was something. But Char was barely a
teenager, and Danill was even younger when I left. It wasn’t like
they could really do anything to stop my parents, or even wanted
to. Danill loved them, worshipped the ground they walked on. And
Char, well, she didn’t like what they were doing, but she didn’t
want to know anything about it. I think that’s why their vulnixes
live, because our parents knew if they killed Spyre or Turf, Char
and Danill would turn against them. And I left. I just
left.”

At that, her tears took over, her
body convulsing in racking sobs. Arias pulled her in close and
rubbed her back until her crying ceased. When Misti finally
regained some of herself, hiccupping now, she found she was
thankful for their friendship. Thankful that Arias decided to come
with them. Misti could tell her…anything, it seemed, and she
wouldn’t judge. Wouldn’t accuse. Would simply listen.

Arias gave her a soft smile, one
full of compassion. “We all have our ways of dealing with troubling
times. It seemed like your sister closed herself off. Your
brother…maybe he was too young to understand. And you did the only
thing you could think of to protect yourself and your vulnix. Has
your sister ever said anything to make you worry about
them?”

“No.” Misti lowered her eyes,
resting on the wings once more. They glinted in the firelight. “But
that also might be because I told her to never bring up our parents
to me unless she or Danill were being threatened by them. It’s why
I was so shocked that she told me they were sick. It had been at
least a season since she last mentioned them.” She grew quiet,
remembering. “She even had me meet with my parents once, three
seasons after I left, to see if we could reason with our parents
and make them turn to the good again.”

“And the meeting didn’t go so
well, I take it.”

“No, it didn’t go well. My parents
asked why I disgraced them by leaving the way I did, running away
and all. Why I wouldn’t take up their mantle as a sun goddess
worshipper. Why I wouldn’t kill animals in her glorious name. Why I
couldn’t see the light. ‘Just welcome the light,’ they said,
‘welcome it in.’ I left soon after.” Misti could still remember the
way they’d screamed those words, the way Char had given her an
apologetic smile, the way Danill remained quiet but wide-eyed. She
had walked out and vowed never to come back home. If she could even
call it that.

“Well…I’m sure if something was
terribly wrong, your sister would have asked for your
help.”

Misti frowned. “I’d like to hope
so. But I haven’t been much of an older sister.”

Arias twined their fingers
together once again, pulling Misti’s hand into her lap and drawing
her attention. “We could always get more herbs and send them to
your parents. That way your sister can stop worrying.”

Shaking her head, Misti sniffed a
little. She wiped a trembling hand across her nose. “Would you
really do that? If your parents did the things that my parents did,
would you want to help them?”

Arias looked into the fire. The
flames had died down a little, so she picked up a stick and stoked
it. Embers danced in the night sky, little firegnats against the
darkness. It seemed like she was lost in her own world for a little
while.

“Do you know one of the reasons
why I decided to come on this trip?” Arias asked when she had
returned from her thoughts, giving Misti a sly smile.

“Why?” Misti asked, her curiosity
piqued.

“I wanted to prove something, to
my father and to myself.” Arias’ voice lowered like they shared a
secret. And maybe, to her, it was. “You see, my family wasn’t happy
with my decision to leave our home, even though Orenda would do it
a season after I did. They weren’t happy with my decision to leave
blacksmithing either, but I do keep it up. Elu are family-centered
and while we travel quite often, we always come back home every
season. Usually spend a cycle or so there, and it’s seen as a
celebration. We call the celebration the Silu’ai, or a welcoming
back. A welcoming home.”

Misti titled her head. “Why
haven’t you been back?”

“Remember when I asked if you had
ever met a nice sun goddess worshipper?”

Misti nodded, and Arias continued,
“I have. It’s the reason I left my home, actually. I was in love
with her.”

“In love with a sun goddess
worshipper?” Misti’s stomach twisted at the thought, and she was
ashamed to realize disgust rippled through her, too.

“Ts’ila,” Arias said, a gentle
rebuke in the Elu tongue. “They’re people, remember. And the one I
met was kind, a gentle soul. Her name was Jaynessa. Jaynessa
Val’dari. Her family lived next to mine, and we didn’t know they
were worshippers until much later. Jayn was only a goddess
worshipper because her family was. She didn’t do anything bad,
either, like murder folk.”

Like murder folk. Misti
grimaced. “Well that’s…good. Your family wasn’t okay when they
found out?”

Arias’ gaze drifted to her bow
resting by the packs. “My parents were furious. Disappointed. Sad.
My sister was angry with me for falling in love with one of them,
and then leaving the family because I wanted to follow her on her
next grand adventure. It didn’t work out between Jayn and I, and we
drifted apart. But even though Orenda was angry, my sister and I
are closer than ever now.”

Misti recalled her second letter
from Char, and how excited Arias seemed to be about Misti hearing
from her sister. “When I got a letter from Char, you said you
hadn’t heard from Orenda in a while, but you didn’t mention your
parents.”

Arias dropped her gaze to their
linked hands. “I haven’t been back for the welcoming since I left.
My father asked in his last message if I would ever come back to
see them and seemed quite sad about it. But it’s been three seasons
now, and I’m too nervous to go home by myself.”

It clicked in Misti’s mind. “So
that’s why you want to hear from Orenda so badly.”

“Yes, I’d like her to come with
me. It seems silly when I say it out loud. I know they’d welcome me
even though I left in bad terms…my father said as much in his
messages. But I’m nervous. I remember them being angry and
disappointed and sad when I left so clearly, it’s hard to think
they’d be anything else when I return.” Taking a deep breath, she
met Misti’s eyes once more. “I don’t think it’s bad to want to help
your parents, regardless of what they did. Regardless of who they
are or who they worship, they’re your parents. But…I’d also think
it would be all right to not help.”

“Not help?” The thought had
entered Misti’s mind a few times, but she so deeply wanted to help
her siblings in any way she could that completing this request for
Char seemed like the only thing to do.

“Yes. You wanted a reality check,
correct? Because the things I’m about to say might hurt a bit.”
When Misti nodded, Arias gave her a hard look. “Your parents are
terrible people. They’ve killed beasts. They’ve killed their
companion animals. They’ve injured yours and threatened your
siblings’ companions. I understand wanting to help them because
they’re your blood, but just because they’re your blood doesn’t
mean they deserve your help. And if you did help them, wouldn’t you
just be saying it’s okay for them to continue their work,
worshipping Ponuriah? Wouldn’t you almost be aiding them? If they
get better, they’ll probably kill more beasts, or maybe even kill
people in her honor. Maybe this is their punishment, like Aluriah
is finally dealing with them.” Arias bit her lip. “So…I’d
understand if you want to help them, but quite frankly, I don’t
think you should. I think you’d only hurt yourself more by doing
so.”

Misti had leaned forward at these
words, capturing them in her heart, letting them mold her guilt
into something different, something better. She didn’t have to help
her parents. Why should I? They weren’t hers to fix. They
had made their choice a long time ago and now she was finally
beginning to see hers. Maybe she couldn’t send them to their prison
cells because of some twisted loyalty she still had for them, but
she didn’t have to send them the yellow jaho. She could find
another way to be a better sister.

Zora shifted her position on
Misti’s lap, giving herself a little shake and chirping, and a
memory surfaced in her mind from a crescent ago. She had nearly
forgotten it, what with everything else that had been going on, but
anger burned in her once again.

Misti frowned. “They hurt Zora
recently. Did something to her. When I sent her to them with that
letter to Char, she came back hurt.”

Arias’ gentle expression hardened.
“Hurt? How?”

“I…I don’t know,” Misti said
slowly. “She couldn’t remember things, and she was really confused.
And afraid. I’ve never seen her like that after a
flight.”

“Is she in good health now?” Arias
asked, letting go of their handhold and reaching out to scratch
Zora’s tails. It was a mark of their deepening friendship that Zora
allowed it. Zora slowly blinked her eyes in reply, nudging Misti’s
arm.

Misti petted Zora in long strokes
down her back, just how she liked it. “I think she’s okay. She
stopped shaking at least, and I promised her that I wouldn’t send
her back to my parents. I…I can’t let them hurt Zora
again.”

Arias expression softened once
more. “Are you sure your parents did that? Erased Zora’s memory?
And how would they erase her memory in the first place?”

“Of course I’m sure!” Misti
exclaimed, a little too loud. Stealing a glance at Dylori, who
slept, she continued in hushed voice, “I don’t know how, but who
else would’ve done it? And why? It’s against the law to sabotage a
messenger.”

Shifting in her seat, Arias didn’t
seem to want to answer the question. When she finally did, she
spoke slowly, as if choosing her words carefully. “Well, you do
have a unique Blood pendant around your neck, and Zora’s coloring
is uniquely recognizable. Perhaps someone else is toying with you.”
She took a deep breath and let it out in a whoosh. “Perhaps people
who aren’t your parents.”

Who else would want to hurt
Zora? And why would they be interested in me? She had honestly
never considered that before.

“I don’t know.” Misti paused for a
moment, letting her thoughts settle. “I guess I assumed it was them
because that’s where I sent her. And because of the history I have
with them. I know what they’re capable of. Why would you think it
could be anyone else?”

“Because you seem to be the center
of unusual happenings. The strange pendant around your neck, the
suncreature attacking at night. There is plenty of space between
here and Northtown for a stranger to capture Zora,” Arias said
gently. “Either way, I wouldn’t send her out anymore.”

Misti looked at her companion.
Zora slept peacefully on her lap, curled up tight. A sense of calm
and love ebbed into Misti at the sight. “I wasn’t planning on
it.”

“Have you told Dylori?” Arias
asked.

“No, she doesn’t know any of it,”
Misti muttered. “And I don’t think she’ll be as…understanding as
you.”

Arias chuckled. “She’s going to be
mad, certainly. She’ll feel betrayed that you told me first. But
she’ll understand eventually. She’s given up a lot for
you.”

Warmth rushed through Misti at
those words now that she knew her true feelings for Dylori, how it
was more than a simple crush. How could I have such strong
feelings for Dylori and be lying to her at the same time? It
wasn’t right. It wasn’t how someone should treat a friend, much
less a possible lover. She glanced at Dylori’s sleeping form,
remembering how she’d kissed Dylori’s cheek. She had done that
without permission.

Finally, she whispered, “I know.
She’s pretty amazing.”

“You might not know as much as you
think you do.” Arias gave her another sly look, poking Misti in the
side.

“What?” A laugh escaped her like a
yelp. “What do you mean?”

“She broke a promise to the Moon
Knights for you,” Arias replied in a more serious tone. “She was
supposed to go right back after escorting you to Ingo, regardless
of what happened to you there. She told me while you were passed
out.”

“What?” Misti said. “But I was
ordered to take the orb back to the Moon Knights. I figured Dylori
would escort me until we did that.”

“No,” Arias replied, shrugging.
“She was supposed to head back the moment you got to Ingo, on some
kind of official business. The Moon Knights assumed you could make
it back to Amiin on your own, I gather.”

Misti squeezed her eyes shut.
The idiot decided to disobey a direct order for me? Twice!
Why would she do something so reckless? Recklessness pretty
much summed up Dylori’s behavior, but not like this. Never in the
face of the Moon Knights. She loved being a warrior. Or…seemed to
love being a warrior, anyway. Although Misti couldn’t help
remembering her withdrawn behavior after their recent
fights.

Picking up her stick once more and
stirring the embers, Arias told her, “Now go to sleep. I’ll take
first watch and wake you in a bit.”

Sighing, Misti stretched out by
the fire’s soft glow. “I’ll tell her in the morning,” she murmured,
mostly to herself. The pendant didn’t pulse at all that night, and
Misti was glad for it.

 


***

 


The next morning dawned bright.
Misti watched the first rays spread over the horizon, sparkling off
the salttrees and washing everything in a soft pink glow. Nothing
had attacked the night before, which made her anxious. It seemed to
have almost helped to kill that unceg suncreature, calmed the
pendant for a little while. What if the orb activated right now?
Would the power be more intense? She moved away from the others
just in case. But the pendant wasn’t the only thing weighing on her
mind: telling Dylori the truth also niggled at her. How would I
even begin that conversation?

When Dylori rose and stretched,
raising her arms high above her head and yawning, Misti felt a
familiar kick in her gut. She couldn’t help the joy that spread
over her face. It was almost instinctual, the way Misti reacted to
her. She watched as Dylori completed her usual routine: buckling on
her armor and weaponry, tightening up her boots, and then flopping
down next to Dis.

Misti tore her gaze away, walking
the perimeter of the camp, keeping an eye out for suncreatures. Her
guilt came back to her, wrapping around her like a heavy, hot
cloak. She had to tell Dylori about her parents. How she could’ve
gone this long without confessing the truth was beyond her, and she
cursed her past self’s cowardice. Just like she could be a better
sister to her siblings, she could change this relationship for the
better, too. She had to.

Walking over to the group, Misti
bit her lip and shoved her hands into her pockets. Arias chewed
noisily on some bread, but when she noticed the determined look on
Misti’s face, she set it aside. Dylori slurped up a dark green
freshwater weed and was about to take another when Misti cleared
her throat.

“Dylori, I have something to tell
you.”

Dylori wiped her mouth with the
back of her hand and settled back against Dis. “What’s
up?”

“I should’ve told you this a long
time ago, actually.” Nerves raced up Misti’s back, straightening
her spine. She pulled her sweaty hands out of her pockets and wiped
them on her pants. “I haven’t been completely honest about my
family.”

“All right,” Dylori replied
slowly. She crossed her legs and leaned forward, lips settling into
a frown. “What do you need to tell me about them?”

A wave of nausea hit Misti, and
she wanted to run away instead of doing this, telling Dylori the
truth. How could I have let it go on for so long? Her
muscles tensed, and she rubbed the back of her neck to give her
hands something to do. Glancing at Arias, who gave her an
encouraging nod, Misti tried again. Bluntness had worked well the
night before.

“My parents are sun goddess
worshipers,” Misti’s words slipped over each other in their haste.
A bubble of nerves seemed to burst inside her when she said it,
spreading cold tendrils out to the tips of her fingers and toes. In
response, the pendant pulsed, pushing warmth through her chest.
Oh no. Not now. She drew the power into herself, just
like before, and relief spread through her until she saw the look
of horror on Dylori’s face. At first she thought it was because of
the pendant. That they could somehow see what it was
doing.

Dylori spit her words out like
poison, stinging with each syllable. “Ponuriah’s ass, Misti!” she
yelled. “How long have you known? Wait, I don’t really care how
long you’ve known. Why haven’t you ever told me?”

“I didn’t want to tell anyone.”
Misti stepped back, as if the extra space would protect her from
Dylori’s rage. Tears sprang to her eyes, blurring her vision. “I
felt like I couldn’t tell anyone, because then my parents would go
to jail and…and…”

“They should go to jail!”
Dylori pushed herself off the ground. Her dark eyes glinted with
fury, and a deep orange blush tinted the very tips of her ears.
“They’re sun goddess worshippers, Misti! What else could we do with
them?”

“Misti was afraid they’d face the
Aluriahian Law and be punished to its full extent,” Arias said,
standing.

“The…full extent?” Dylori’s gaze
swung back and forth between them. She finally landed on Misti,
face contorting into a scowl, but hurt shimmered in her eyes. “What
did they do to deserve death?”

Misti had never seen Dylori so
angry, so hurt, and it made her heart ache. But she knew she owed
Dylori the whole truth. “They performed rituals on animals, killed
them for the sun goddess to be closer to her, to honor her, killed
their own vulnixes. They even tried to do it to Zora before I took
her away and ran.”

“They…rituals…their…” Dylori
grabbed her horns and turned away, stalking a circle around Dis and
kicking up sand as she did. “They killed their own companion
animals?” she finally cried out before turning on Misti, shoving a
finger against her chest. “How could you let them do that? Were you
raised as a sun goddess worshipper?”

Misti was stunned into silence.
Dylori actually thinks I could do something so horrible? Her
heart cracked right down the middle, and her throat tightened so
that she couldn’t speak. Helplessly, she looked to
Arias.

“She was young when she found out,
Dylori. A child, really.” Arias gently guided Dylori’s hand away
from Misti. “She couldn’t do anything about it.”

But it felt wrong to have Arias
tell her story. She had to make Dylori see, to understand what she
had gone through. “They swore me to secrecy, said they’d kill Char
and Danill’s vulnixes if I told anyone. That they’d kill Zora if I
told anyone.” Tears ran down her cheeks in hot rivers. She hadn’t
even told Arias this part. But facing Dylori, the words tumbled
out. “When the time came that I could finally leave my parents’
house without rousing suspicion, I ran. I took Zora and I left my
siblings behind and I ran away. I was a coward.”

“You did what you thought was best
at the time,” Arias replied, putting her hand on Misti’s
arm.

The pendant throbbed again and
Misti drew the searing-hot power in, feeling the wave of tiredness
seep through her, the frustration and anger rising. The orb hadn’t
pulsed this quickly before and made her worry, but she nudged those
feelings away and tried to focus on Dylori.

“I’m sorry for lying to you,
Dylori. Just like I was a coward for running away, I was a coward
for not telling you the truth. And I’m sorry.”

“I…I can’t believe it,” Dylori
muttered. It seemed like all of the anger had dissipated from her,
but she didn’t look at Misti. She stared at Arias, eyes shimmering
with tears now. “And you knew?”

“Just since last night,” Arias
replied gently, squeezing Misti’s arm then stepping back, giving
Misti and Dylori more space. “Not before.”

Dylori’s lip quivered and the
tears spilled over, coursing down her cheeks. She swiped at them
with the back of her hand, gave Misti another furious glare, and
then turned away. She ordered Dis up with a sharp command, and then
stalked into the salttrees, not quite disappearing from view but
clearly distancing herself. Dis gave them both a sad stare before
following after her.

Misti hugged herself, fearing that
if she didn’t her trembling would shake her apart. How could I
have lied to Dylori for so long? She’d be lucky to have her
come back as her friend, to say nothing of a lover. Anything down
that road seemed long gone, trampled under the weight of her
betrayal. She felt terrible, and not just for lying to Dylori. The
pendant’s effects seemed to have intensified since the last time
she had absorbed the power. Sick to her stomach and tired, Misti’s
head began to throb.

Zora fluttered over and landed on
her shoulders, nudging Misti’s cheek. What if the pendant lashed
out now? But Misti couldn’t bring herself to push Zora away,
desperately needing the comfort she provided. She stroked Zora’s
tails and nudged her face against her vulnix’s. The familiar scent
of fresh air and dust filled her senses. A sense of calmness came,
too, as it always did when Zora was close by.

Arias had quietly watched Dylori
and Dis shuffle away, but now she turned to face Misti. “Well, that
could’ve gone better, but it could have gone worse. She didn’t turn
around and go back to the Moon Knights, anyway. We should give her
some time to process things and then continue on.”

“Yes, we should. I absorbed two
pulses during that conversation alone, and I don’t think it’s
sitting well with me,” Misti muttered.

Arias’ gaze flitted down to the
pendant then back up to Misti’s face. Worry clouded her pale-green
eyes. “You should sit down then. I’ll make you something to soothe
your stomach.”

After a short rest and a few cups
of herbal tea, Misti felt well enough to move. She kept her eyes on
the salttrees, watching Dylori go from stalking back and forth to
looking at the sky to finally sitting down facing Dis, eyes glowing
orange. She was talking to him, maybe discussing what to do. Nerves
ate Misti. What will Dylori say when she came back to them? What
will I say?

When Arias went over to say they
were ready to leave, Dylori and Dis shuffled back. Dis even allowed
them to ride him, though he seemed a bit more subdued than usual
and Dylori walked ahead of them. But when Misti scratched his back
in thanks, he gave her a small shake in return, huffing a little.
It seemed he considered her a friend.

They rode and walked for a long
while, mostly in silence, with Arias commenting every once in a
while on an unusual flower or the fact that the salttrees were now
far behind them now that they skirted the edge of immense woods of
Dara Grove. Many different trees now towered on their righthand
side—darkwood, fyrewid, makka, and others Misti didn’t recognize.
The Dara Grove Nemora didn’t come out to meet them, for they were
shy folk who liked to keep to the treetops if they weren’t needed.
Misti enjoyed craning her neck to look at the trees, to hear the
familiar rustle through the leaves, to smell the fresh scents of
sap and bark and dirt.

Misti gasped. She had spotted an
yruni, a narrow tree with purple berries growing on its trunk like
bark. Rushing over to it, she left a small wedge of cheese at the
base of the yruni as a thank you to the Nemora who tended it, and
then plucked a handful of the sweet berries off the tree, revealing
the shiny white inner bark underneath. Yruni berries were a rare
treat up north, and she couldn’t wait to share them with her
siblings.

A soft croak caught her attention.
Just behind the tree, a tiny pip lolled to one side, its green and
brown bulbous body all but limp against the roots and its eight
legs curled underneath it. Misti crouched down next to it, lifting
it gently in the palm of her hand and staring into its glazed-over
white eyes. A gash ran down its side. It was blind and elderly, by
the looks of the many brown stripes running down its slimy belly.
Her friends called to her, but Misti dipped into her crafting,
found its broken rib, and healed it. She couldn’t fix the
blindness, as she discovered that was a defect of the pip’s birth,
but the female pip sent gratitude over their connection at her
attempt anyway. Grinning, Misti set the pip down and watched as she
hopped away, croaking.

They stopped to rest once the sun
had fully set. The woods were quiet tonight, and moonlight drifted
through the treetops, ribbons of pale light in the darkness. Her
gaze shifted from the forest to her friends sleeping nearby to Zora
curled up under the daygem. Her vulnix looked peaceful, and a calm
spread through Misti.

Misti needed this downtime. She
had offered to take first watch mainly to be by herself for a
little while. This area was a resting place on the edge of the
Grove, a sanctuary marked by the dagger embedded in the tree and
the glowing ruins surrounding it. It was murmured that a traveler
had once entered these woods and, unknowing the Nemora laws, buried
a dagger deep into a byriuu tree when they stopped to rest. The
Nemora didn’t take too kindly to the traveler harming the tree
unnecessarily but crafted the protective ruins around the dagger
and left it in place, forming a safe place for travelers to rest.
No evil could pass through this section of their woods.

Misti had hung a daygem off it,
and even though Arias had since fallen asleep, she hadn’t
deactivated the daygem. The soft white glow illuminated the
darkness, washing over Zora’s fur and feathers, dappling yellow
flowers, brightening the vibrant red canopy around them.

Zora cracked her bright-orange eye
open and flicked one of her ears. I know, I know, get back to
work. Misti smiled and turned to the dark forest once more. She
ran her fingers over the dagger in her lap, hoping she wouldn’t
need to use it. The forest seemed quiet. Maybe too quiet?
Stray leaves fell to the ground, catching the moonlight or the
ruins or the daygem’s glow and flashing bright red, and a shiver
traced its way down Misti’s spine. The leaves almost looked like
eyes. Come on, girl, don’t panic. Nothing evil can pass through
here. We’re safe. Nothing happened for the rest of her watch,
but unease had worked its way into Misti’s core, tingling just
under her skin.

It took them a crescent and a half
to get around the Laidly Grove, skirting by Dara Grove and wading
the Elir River, and they had a crescent more to go before getting
to Rok. Nerves tingled through Misti. She grew desperate looking
for banished Divus, hoping to find at least one. Yes, they were
nomadic, but to see none felt off to Misti. What they would do when
they found a crafter, Misti hardly knew, but at this moment she
didn’t care. Petty annoyances like how loud Dis was and how Dylori
kept sighing and how Arias chewed overly loud pierced through her
as well, but she tried her best to ignore them.

 


***

 


After a few more nights had
passed, she knew she couldn’t keep it up. Dylori hadn’t spoken to
her since the outburst, hadn’t even really talked to Arias, either,
preferring to eat and sleep by Dis. It made Misti worried and angry
and hurt all at the same time, and it made those petty annoyances
from before seem tenfold. Three nights and all she got was an angry
silence. They hadn’t come across any banished folk, even though
they were far away from the cities and the Moon Knights and guards
who protected them.

That purple Nemora had told them
to try to find Blood crafters on the way down, but they hadn’t seen
any Divus, banished or worshipper or otherwise, since the healers
in Amiin. They hadn’t come across any suncreatures, either, and
their absence concerned Misti. Logically, she knew she should be
happy about the lack of threats, but it meant she had to keep
containing the pendant’s power within herself to keep her friends
safe. She’d absorbed three more pulses since the fight with Dylori,
each one compounding the last, and now not even Arias’ special tea
could stave off the sickness within her. She wanted to lash out at
everybody, and finally she couldn’t take it any longer.

“Dylori, I have something else to
tell you,” Misti said, her voice tinged with annoyance. Why
hasn’t the idiot spoken to me? They could fix it if they
talked, and yet Dylori stubbornly stayed away.

Dylori glared up at her from where
she was walking next to Dis. “Oh really? More family secrets?” she
asked with an edge that could cut steel.

Misti bit her lip. “I fought a
suncreature.” She hopped off Dis, Arias landing on the ground next
to her. “And I used the pendant’s power to fight the creature. I
let the pulses go outward instead of drawing them inside
me.”

“You fought a suncreature?” Dylori
stopped short, an odd expression on her face. “When?”

“A crescent ago,” Misti replied.
“You four were sleeping and I had to deal with it.”

“You did more than deal with it.
You killed it!” Arias exclaimed, grabbing her shoulder and giving
her a small shake. “Don’t downplay that, Misti.”

But dread filled Misti now,
knowing how Dylori would take being told such an important detail
last.

Sure enough, Dylori looked
crestfallen as she stared at Arias. “You…you knew?”

“I…I…” Arias stumbled over her
words. “Only because Misti told me. It’s not like we were keeping
things from you. She needed to talk and—”

“And you went to her instead of
me.” Dylori’s gaze shifted to Misti now, hurt lowering her
voice.

Suddenly Misti understood what it
must feel like to be in Dylori’s position. They’d been friends for
seasons, and yet this new friend knew more of Misti’s secrets than
Dylori did. Seemed to hold more trust with Misti than she did. And
in some horrible way, that was true. She’d gone to Arias first,
chosen her over Dylori because she felt like Arias would handle the
confession better. What kind of a friend am I? Anger coursed
through her, fury from the pendant but exasperation at herself,
too.

Misti rushed to Dylori’s side,
gripping her arm tight. “I did. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t
trust you, Dylori. We’ve known each other for so long, I just
didn’t know how to tell you. How to start.”

Dylori started to move away, but
then she stopped. Tears glistened in her dark eyes, and suddenly
Misti’s anger left her like it had never been there in the first
place. “Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

“Yes,” Misti said, before she
could overthink it. She glanced at Zora, who sat on Dis’ head and
stared at her. Misti continued in a rush. “Zora was hurt by
something or someone when I told her to deliver that letter to Char
last crescent. Something erased her memory, made her really
confused and panicked. I thought my parents did it, but maybe they
didn’t. I’m not sure anymore.”

Shock and confusion registered on
Dylori’s face and she glanced at Zora as well. “Is she—”

“She’s okay. Right now, she’s
okay,” Misti interrupted, and even though she wasn’t quite sure
why, she blurted this out: “And that yellow jaho was for my
parents, because Char said they have the mayla fever and I thought
I wanted to help them, but I actually don’t. They’re horrible
people and they don’t deserve it. But I do want to be a better
sister to my siblings and I’m not sure how to do that. I gave the
herbs to you three instead.”

“But—” Dylori said.

“And when I killed that
suncreature, I felt amazing. Happy. Elated, even, and I don’t know
why. It felt good to kill it. And it felt good when the pendant
killed those men back at the Moon Knight base, too.”

“Well, that’s troubling—” Arias
said.

Misti was on a roll and she knew
if she stopped now, she’d never say what she’d been wanting to say
for such a long time. Her heart skipped and her chest tightened
from nerves, but she kept going. “And after I killed the
suncreature, I kissed you on the cheek. I kissed you, Dylori. And
that felt wonderful, too, but in a completely different way. The
pendant had nothing to do with the way I felt after that
kiss.”

A dark orange blush tinted
Dylori’s ears, and her eyes widened.

Misti continued. She had to, or
she never would. “I’m sorry I kissed you without your permission,
but I’ve been wanting to tell you for a long time and I just
haven’t because I was scared. But I’m going to tell you now.” She
took a deep breath, nerves stretching to the breaking point, her
fingers and toes tingling, her stomach filling with firegnats. “I
like you, Dylori. More than a comrade in arms probably should.
Certainly more than a friend should.”

The silence that followed seemed
to stretch for an eternity. Misti waited, feeling more vulnerable
than she had ever felt. Arias gave Misti a thumbs-up and silently
walked around to Dis’ other side, giving them some privacy. Dylori
was seemingly dumbfounded, a look of pure shock on her face. She
seemed rooted there, the sunlight glittering off her armor and
glinting in her dark eyes.

Finally, Dylori moved. But she
didn’t scoff or roll her eyes or back away like Misti had worried
she would. Ever so slowly, her look of shock melted into a frown,
and then Dylori took Misti in her arms and kissed her. The kiss
seemed angry at first as Dylori’s body crushed against hers, but
then it calmed. The world seemed to slow. Soften. Nothing else
mattered except the salt on Dylori’s lips, the familiar scent of
dirt and sweat clinging to her skin, the way her arms felt around
Misti’s shoulders.

When they broke apart, Dylori
tucked a lock of hair behind Misti’s ear. “You really are a
sunbaked idiot. And I’m still angry with you, by the way. I just
wanted to see how it felt first.”

Misti wanted to kiss her again,
but the pendant had started to burn on her skin. She shoved Dylori
away and wrapped her hands around it. The pendant throbbed once,
and she contained the power, though not as easily as before. Nausea
swept through her, quickly replacing the thrill of her first real
kiss with Dylori, and she closed her eyes. “We should keep
going.”

Arias appeared from behind Dis and
slapped his rear. He huffed and shuffled forward, but not before
Arias swung herself onto his back, holding her hands out to Dylori
and Misti. “We should ride. It’ll be faster. Did you absorb another
one?” At Misti’s nod, Arias’ eyes hardened. “Do you think my cage
will hold it?”

“No, I think we’re past the cages
at this point. The pulses are coming faster now, more often.” Misti
accepted the help up. “But if we can find a suncreature, maybe I
can expel the energy like I did before.”

Dylori leapt onto Dis’ back, but
gave Arias a respectful tilt of her head. “I’m certain we’ll see a
few on the way to Praxis.”

The pendant had activated, but
Misti allowed herself a small smile. She’d finally decided on what
to do about her parents, she’d finally told Dylori everything about
her past, and she’d finally confessed to Dylori about how she felt.
Even though she felt the anger returning and the weariness setting
in, her heart was lighter than it had ever been before.

 


***

 


A full night passed before Misti
recognized the signs: her friends were weakening again. Last time
it had taken three nights to sap their strength, but this time it
only took a few hours, and the weakness seemed worse this time.
Arias slipped off Dis’ side, falling right into the dirt before
anyone could catch her. Dylori had refused their morning meal. Zora
slept all day and all night. Even Dis seemed to tread slower, but
that might’ve been to keep his passengers from falling off. They
hadn’t seen a suncreature yet, and Misti had absorbed two more
pulses. Even her confession and kiss with Dylori couldn’t keep her
mood up.

Finally, she knew what she had to
do. It was because of her that her friends were in danger. They had
trekked across half the continent just trying to find someone who
could help them, but now their hope seemed gone. So, two crescents
after she had drawn in the first pulse, Misti decided to leave the
group behind. They had stopped to rest for a little while, and
Dylori and Arias had fallen asleep almost immediately. Zora slept
on Dis’ back, but Dis stayed awake, and it was under his watchful
gaze that Misti gathered her things. She went to Arias and Dylori,
patting Arias on the cheek and kissing Dylori on the forehead
before turning away because she couldn’t bear to do
more.

She nearly changed her mind when
Zora stirred awake. Tears streamed down Misti’s face as she felt a
gaping wound open up inside her. She gathered up Zora in her arms,
nuzzled their heads together, and dipped into her
crafting.

“Where are you going,
Misti?” Zora eyed Misti’s pack.

“Away. I have to leave, Zora, and
you can’t come with me.” She tried to keep her fears from bleeding
through their link, but some ebbed into Zora, a natural give and
take of emotions.

Zora tilted her head and flicked
her ear. Worry flashed hot and bright through their connection.
Worry for Misti, worry about the pendant around her neck, worry
about being left behind. “I always come with
you.”

Misti stroked Zora’s back, trying
to comfort her vulnix and herself. Try as she might, she couldn’t
keep her sadness from traveling through to Zora. She had to keep
her companion safe, no matter how much it hurt to leave her behind.
The pendant was unpredictable and she couldn’t bear to lose Zora to
it. But Misti’s heart ached at leaving Zora. Her lip quivered. “Not
this time, my friend, I have to go. This pendant is affecting
everyone, including you, and I can’t allow that to happen anymore.
I have to protect you. I have to go alone.”

“I am strong enough to come
with you, Misti.” Zora flicked her tails. Her stubbornness
almost made Misti smile. Almost.

“No, my little girl, my little
Zora, you can’t. I can’t…” Misti’s voice cracked. Why didn’t she
understand? It’s not safe anymore. Her sadness tightened its
hold, making it hard to breathe. “I can’t let anything happen to
you. You have to stay behind and protect our friends.”

Zora headbutted Misti’s chin.
Annoyance flickered through their link. “But I—”

“Please, Zora, stay behind. You
have to stay.” Misti hugged her vulnix, heart breaking as she
whispered her request. She buried her face in Zora’s fur and
feathers. “You just have to. Please…for me.”

It took a long moment for Zora to
reply. Her eyes filled with concern, clouded with worry. When she
finally answered, she bit Misti hard on the arm first, leaving
little pinpricks behind. “This is a reckless idea, Misti…but I
will honor your request. I will stay.”

Relief spread through Misti,
threading around her sadness. “Thank you, Zora.” She couldn’t take
the warring emotions from her companion animal, or within herself,
so she gently tugged their connection apart and put Zora down. Dis
huffed, so to distract herself from Zora’s mournful gaze, she
scratched him on his side. “Thank you for your help, Dis, but I
have to go now. Please take care of the others while I’m
away.”

Dis huffed once more in return.
Misti stepped back, her heart pounding against her chest, fear
finally settling in. I have to protect them. She looked at
her friends, at Zora, then turned to leave. Misti was only a few
paces away when something crashed into her from behind and suddenly
Zora was in her arms again, nuzzling her neck and licking her chin.
Dipping into her crafting once more, a surge of warm life-energy
whipped through their connection, burning some fear
away.

“I love you, Misti. Please,
stay safe.” Zora headbutted her again and Misti hugged her
vulnix tight against her chest, the fur and feathers and familiar
scent calming even now.

“I love you, too, Zora. Thank you
so much.” Then, after one last kiss on the top of Zora’s furry
head, Misti put her vulnix on the ground and walked away, tears
cutting through the dirt on her cheeks as she went.

 



Chapter Thirteen

MISTI HAD ONLY MADE it a night
before the pendant made her fall face-forward in the dirt,
exhausted. Less than a night, if she read the rising sun correctly
in her altered state. It was high overhead when she left the group,
and it was way past setting when she fell. She had felt feverish
during her walk, sweaty and feeling like she would be sick with
each step. But she’d been cautious with her water supply, careful
not to drink too much or too little. Now her pack had fallen off
her shoulder and landed on the ground by her side, water from her
flask spilling out to darken the dirt around it.

Misti didn’t move to stop the
flow. She couldn’t. Dirt flew into her mouth with each breath she
took, making her teeth and tongue feel gritty and dry, but she
didn’t care. Darkness enshrouded her now, darkness of night and
spirit. But she enjoyed this darkness, welcomed its cool, calm
cloak as it covered her, thankful that suncreatures rarely attacked
at night. She could hardly lift her hand from the dirt, much less
fight.

Movement caught her attention
before she could close her eyes, movement and a strange orange
glow. The glow drew closer and closer, and brighter, bright enough
to blur her vision. She closed her eyes against it. A rational part
of her told her she should be scared, yet exhaustion leeched her
fear away. All she wanted to do was sleep. Sounds barraged her, the
whooshing of wings, the screech of a massive animal, the thump as
whatever it was landed close by. Something hooked onto her boot,
dragging her through the dirt, scraping rocks against her skin. The
pain kept her awake before something finally lifted her off the
ground.

Dangling upside down, she forced
her weary eyes open to face a creature so legendary she had only
heard of it in her father’s stories. A creature so terrifying she
had never wanted to face one. A creature her father had tamed so it
wouldn’t kill him and coaxed it to leave. It was a deed so great it
garnered him the respect of all of Northtown, inspired the broken
pendant his children shared, and twisted his faith to evil. A
creature that made Misti’s breath leave her and panic finally
shiver down her spine.

A wyvern stared at her, but no
normal wyvern: a suncreature. With scales as large as three of
Misti’s hands, a thick neck, and a sloping snout opening to reveal
sharp teeth, its glowing red eyes seemed to look right through
her.

Moon above, it’s going
to eat me, she thought, breaking out in a cold sweat. Gripping
her tight with the claws at the end of one of its great wings, the
suncreature shook her, and then threw her to the ground. Misti
landed hard in the dirt, but her muscles were so loose the fall
hadn’t injured her. Pain shuddered through her from the impact and
shook another wyvern fact free. Her father had also told her that
wyverns liked to play with their food before the kill.

The wyvern suncreature drew back
to its full, terrifying height, snapping its wings outward as it
did. Higher than a five-story building, with wings wider still, and
a tail looping not once but twice around its body, the suncreature
screeched. The sound shook her soul. Its entire body glowed white,
red, yellow, and orange, shimmering like an aurora in the night
sky. It would have been a beautiful sight, had Misti not been so
frightened for her life.

She wanted to move away, but the
pendant had taken its toll on her. She had absorbed too much of its
searing power and couldn’t move. Couldn’t even scream. Panic choked
her, bile rising in her throat. Fear grasped tight onto her limbs,
paralyzing her. And really, what could I do, even at full
strength? Kill it? Certainly not by herself, but perhaps with
the pendant. Would it even work on something this powerful?
Well, she told herself, it worked on Dis. She tried
to call on the pendant’s power, tried to force the crafting
outward, tried to do anything, but it lay dormant around her neck
like a stone.

The suncreature reared back to
deliver a killing blow and time seemed to slow down as memories
flooded her mind. Of how her father used to hold her when she was
young. She had never felt so protected than when in his arms as a
child. How he used to read to her before bed and create his own
stories for her when they ran out of books. She used to laugh at
the silly voices he’d make and cry when he had to go to work. He
toiled such long hours in the bakery, sometimes for nights at a
stretch, and he would come home smelling like flour and honey and
fire.

She remembered her mother, how she
would come home after a long night of singing in the town square,
her voice hoarse but her smile infectious. She would hum to Misti
during the long winter days. They would play in the snow, when her
father returned, even during the day, just to have some fun
together. It only dawned on her now that those playtimes might have
been in honor of the sun goddess, their way of slowly making her
see the light. While she couldn’t break apart the image of them as
her parents and as worshippers, she’d try to remember them the
loving way anyway. If only for the moments that remained to her.
Misti’s throat tightened.

The wyvern grew closer, but more
memories came to her, of the long winter nights braiding Char’s
thin blonde hair back behind her ears and helping care for Danill
when their parents were away. Staying up long into the daytime when
they were supposed to be asleep, sneaking vegetables from the
kitchen. How they would play together and later learn together. How
they taught their vulnixes tricks they could perform in tandem, and
Danill’s as well, when he came of age to learn. How Danill broke
the wyvern pendant their father had given him into three pieces and
begged Char and Misti to wear the other two so they would always
carry a piece of each other with them, no matter how far they
traveled.

Misti tore her gaze from the
wyvern suncreature lunging toward her and stared at the wyvern wing
jewelry on her wrist. How it glinted on her brown skin, reflecting
the suncreature’s glow. And suddenly, Misti knew in a twisted way,
her death would only help her siblings. When she died, her body
would have to be taken back to her family. Knowing Dylori, she’d be
the one to deliver it and she’d also deliver her parents’
judgement.

At that realization, she looked
back up at the wyvern suncreature with its massive jaws and rows of
teeth as long as her leg, and sighed. At the very least, she would
die with some semblance of peace. Time sped up once more. But then
the suncreature’s jaws snapped not into her body, but next to it.
She was being dragged again, by hands gripping her wrists. She
blinked up and saw Dylori.

Dylori shouted something at her,
dropped her wrists, and pulled out her sword, hurtling out of
Misti’s view once more. Always the hero. Misti lolled her
head down, trying to follow where Dylori went but only saw shadows
and a pure red glow. Dis and Zora moved in front of her, their fur
and feathers blocking the fight, and nudging up against her. Zora
pushed her head against Misti’s neck and she felt a surge of warm,
calm life-energy flow to her, enough to get her standing and clear
her vision.

I have to help. She pushed
Zora and Dis out of the way and prepared to join the fight, weak as
she was. Dylori’s sword was flashing against the teeth and claws,
Arias protecting Dylori against an attack with her Moon shield and
pushing the suncreature away with shimmering blue walls, one after
the other.

Misti pulled the dagger from her
belt with trembling hands, looked at the tiny thing against the
giant suncreature before slipping it back into her belt once more.
She couldn’t slay this creature with a dagger. Yelling to the
others to move behind her, Misti drew to the front, Arias’ shield
protecting her as she called upon the pendant once more. Called
upon it to do something, to protect her. No, not to protect her.
Kill it, she thought. Kill the wyvern. Kill it
now!

And, with a brilliant white flash
and searing bliss, the pendant did. Misti hardly saw the
suncreature shattering apart, the pieces turning to ash and burning
away. But she did notice when two sets of hands caught her when she
fell, too weak to stand on her own. She also managed to catch three
words before sleep pulled her away from her friends, three words in
Dylori’s voice.

“You sunbaked idiot!”

 


***

 


Misti awoke sometime later,
feeling better than she had in a long time. She blinked as her eyes
adjusted to the sunshine glinting off Dylori’s armor and Arias’
bow. I slept the night away. A familiar weight rested on her
chest and when she looked down, Zora’s blue-and-orange eyes stared
back. On instinct, Misti dipped into her Animal
crafting.

“Hello, my friend,” Zora
said.

“Hello, Zora. Thank you for giving
me your strength before,” Misti whispered, gratitude rushing over
their connection.

Zora tilted her head, cocking one
ear to the side. “I was happy to be able to help you again, and
technically I was aiding the others when I did so.” She flicked
her tails, swatting Misti’s cheek in jest. 

Misti chuckled, ever the clever
one. She ran her hand down Zora’s soft feathers. “The pendant
would’ve killed you had I stayed. I’m sure of it. And I wouldn’t
let that happen.”

“I understand.” Zora licked
her chin.

Misti tilted her face away. “I’m
glad you—”

Zora interrupted her with a bite
to her chin, tugging her face around to stare into her eyes.
“But know that however bad it gets with this pendant or
otherwise, I will never let you leave me again. Never
again.”

“I know.” Misti hugged Zora tight,
giving her a kiss on her furry muzzle. Love surged through their
connection, warm and calm and constant. “Thank you for staying by
my side.”

“Always, my friend. Always. You
get off easy with me and most likely with Arias, from what I have
seen of your friendship. But Dylori won’t be so…forgiving.”
Zora swung her gaze to where Dylori sat, sharpening her blade.
“She was quite angry when she awoke.”

Sniffing, Misti looked at Dylori.
“Thanks for the warning.”

Zora gently severed their link,
and then stretched and padded over to Dis’ side. Misti sat up. She
scratched her head and grinned sheepishly at the others.

“So, thanks for distracting that
wyvern back there.”

Arias nodded. “That pendant did
all the work.”

Dylori glared at her, the look in
her eyes stopping Misti from responding. “Thanks? That’s all you
have to say after leaving us in the middle of nowhere?”

“I had to leave but Dis and Zora
were awake to watch over you.” Misti pointed to Dis, who had
settled down beside Dylori and munched on a large pile of
multicolored leaves. Zora stole a few yellow ones from his
pile.

“What did you think you were
doing, running off like that? You were in no shape to be doing
something that stupid.” Dylori’s voice rose.

“I had to protect you from the
pendant.”

“You just told me you liked me,”
Dylori huffed, throwing out her hands, her sword swinging. “And
then not even a night later you leave. Without saying goodbye.
Without a word why. You get up in the middle of your watch and
leave.” She pointed the curved blade at Misti. “Even barring the
fact that it was your watch and we could’ve been injured even with
Dis and Zora awake, that’s some messed-up way to start a
relationship. Or…whatever this is. I don’t even know yet. Anyway,
we could’ve died, and you nearly did!”

But not even Dylori’s outburst
could stave off the tickling of happiness in Misti’s chest at the
mention of a relationship and that Dylori had even thought to bring
it up, even now. She scooted over to Dylori’s side and guided the
sword away.

“You two were fading fast, and I
knew you wouldn’t make it much longer.” Misti gave them a curious
look. They were nearly dead when she left them, so weak they
couldn’t walk straight. “And apparently my leaving worked. You
regained enough strength to come save me!”

Dylori shook her head. “It wasn’t
that…some yellow jaho saved us. Luckily I had enough sense when you
were unconscious in Ingo to head back to the Myceli offshoot and
get some more. I figured it might help you wake up, but then you
didn’t need it.”

Surprise sparked through Misti.
“You got more of the herb?” She looked to Arias for
confirmation.

Arias nodded again, slipping her
bow onto her back. Misti noticed the gently glowing cuts traveling
up her arms now, from keeping the wyvern at bay. Instead of being
guilty, gratefulness filled Misti’s being. Arias shrugged. “You
leaving might have woken us up, but the jaho helped us regain our
strength. Enough to send Zora to find you, and then follow her to
your side, at least. And to distract that wyvern.”

Misti gave Arias a hug, one she
returned. “Thank you, Arias.”

“Anytime. Thank Dylori, too.”
Arias nudged her over to Dylori, who scuffed her boot in the
dirt.

Misti didn’t need to be told
twice. She threw her arms around Dylori and hugged her tight.
“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” she whispered.

Dylori shook her off and moved
away to sit on the far side of Dis. Misti gave her the space she
needed, knowing her friend—her girlfriend—was still angry at her.
No, I can’t call Dylori my girlfriend. Not yet. Misti
watched as Dylori looked to the dirt, idly scratching a circle in
it with her sword and staring at it for a long time. Misti snuck a
peek at the circle, realizing it had a double line going through
it. Dylori’s hometown had a crest like it, set on a backdrop of
rolling sand hills. The crest reminded Misti of her siblings and
the peace she felt when facing death. I thought my death would
help Char and Danill. I thought that would be how I saved them. But
I can help them even more while living.

With that thought firmly
entrenched in her mind, Misti grabbed some spare parchment from her
bag and started to write, dipping her pen into the inkbottle and
scribbling madly. In her letter she confessed everything, pouring
her heart out to her siblings. Apologizing again for running away.
Apologizing again for not returning. Telling them about the pendant
around her neck and its effects. How scared she was for her
friends. For Zora. For Dylori. Spilling everything about the yellow
jaho she had successfully found, and how she had used it. Telling
her siblings that she wouldn’t be sending the jaho to help heal
their parents, but as soon as she got this pendant off her she’d be
coming to get them. She’d come get them, and they’d start over. It
didn’t matter if Danill had more schooling to get
through.

Once the world knew of their
parents’ worship the break would be honorable in the eyes of the
Vagari. With each line she penned, some of the weight she had been
carrying lifted. The sense of peace washed over her, again. After
all this time, after the seasons of beating herself up for being a
bad sister, Misti felt that crack in her heart fill in a little,
and she began the long, slow process of forgiving
herself.

She ended the letter with an
affirmation of love and rolled the letter up, tying it with a thin
piece of string. In her haste and excitement, she almost called
over Zora. Almost asked her vulnix to make the trip to her parents
once again. Almost broke her promise. Stopping herself, she looked
to the others.

“How am I supposed to send this to
Char and Danill?”

“Send a different vulnix,” Arias
replied.

Another vulnix? Misti gave
her a shocked look. “What would stop my parents from hurting that
one?”

Arias held up her hand, counting
down the points on her fingers. “One, Char is old enough to receive
messages herself, so the vulnix will go directly to her. Two, Zora
is your vulnix so if your parents are intercepting Char’s letters,
they would know her right away, but if you send a different vulnix
they might not suspect. Three, if your parents, or whoever hurt
Zora, are only interested in you, it wouldn’t make sense for them
to hurt a vulnix who has no ties to you. They couldn’t be
sacrificing all of the messenger vulnixes that come their way or
someone outside of your family would suspect.”

Misti thought this over. “Okay,”
she said slowly. She dipped into her crafting and sent her senses
outward. One lone vulnix traveled in the cloudless sky southeast of
them. Curiously, it was heading right for them. She called it over,
anyway, and soon the beautiful female vulnix with green-and-blue
mottled fur landed next to her pack. The vulnix stared at her—one
eye new-leaf-green, the other bark-brown—then turned to Dylori
expectantly.

Dylori rushed over and opened the
oval case strapped to the messenger’s back, searching for her
letter. She found it, gave the vulnix a couple of silver poxi coins
for its trouble, and went over to Dis to read her message. It was
probably from her parents, and Misti hoped it held only good
news.

The vulnix presented her back to
Misti, flaring her green-tipped wings, and waited. Staying true to
her messenger calling, she ignored Zora as she pawed at the
messenger’s blue ear. Misti slipped the letter into the case
strapped to her back, and then gave the vulnix Char’s name and
their home in Northtown. The vulnix spun round, yipped once, and
trotted away, spreading her wings and taking to the air. Curiously,
she headed south.

“Where is she going?” Misti
wondered aloud.

“Probably to deliver another
message first. It had a few more letters aside from Dylori’s,”
Arias replied, tilting her head to Dylori, who waved at them and
shushed.

“True,” Misti murmured. She
scratched Zora’s back and got to her feet, motioning for the others
to do the same. “When you’re done reading your letter, we should
probably head out. I don’t know how long this pendant will stay
inactive.”

A few moments later, Dylori rolled
the letter closed and tucked it into the front pocket of her pouch,
now grinning. It seemed her earlier fury had washed away at
whatever news was in her letter, and Misti was glad for it. Arias
rose as well, brushing off the dirt from her pants and pack. Dis
shook, spraying clumps of soil everywhere. Misti shielded her face
but a bit of it flew onto her leg, staining the cloth red, and she
wished they were back at Laidly Grove again with its salttrees and
sand. All this red dirt and hot sun was getting old,
fast.

“The letter was from your family,
right?” Arias asked as they walked along.

“Yup,” Dylori replied.

“And I take it they’re well?”
Arias prodded.

“Carlia, my sister, got into this
expensive hairstyling academy she was aiming for.” Dylori pushed
her dark hair up around her shoulders and flipped it out a bit,
winking while she did so. “She’ll be able to make anyone beautiful
after she gets out.”

“Even you?” Arias replied, giving
Dylori a sly smile.

Shoving Arias, Dylori said,
“Mean.” Arias stuck out her tongue.

“How are your parents?” Misti
asked, happy to see her friends joking around and Dylori in a
significantly better mood.

“Good,” Dylori replied, but she
looked at Arias when she said so. “They’ve been waiting on the
herd’s birthing cycles to begin, and it finally did. Lost a couple
of the newborns, though.”

Arias gasped and put her hand to
her mouth.

“No need to fret.” Dylori waved
her hand. “It just means there’ll be more meat to sell this season,
and the ones who survived will be hardier.”

Arias seemed a bit queasy, but
Misti understood that logic. Death was a way of life, and it wasn’t
like a Vagari would waste the meat of a creature. It wasn’t their
way.

Dylori winked at Arias. “You know,
I just answered quite a few personal questions about my family.
Maybe now you could tell me why you live in a such a tiny remote
village when you’re supposed to be ridding the world of
evil.”

Arias chuckled. “Ridding the world
of evil? Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“’Course! I figure you’re part of a
hyper-religious association, filled with pious undercover agents
gathering information about Ponuriah, always working in the
background but ready to bring the knowledge into the moonlight.”
Dylori raised her hands to the sky as she said this, her voice
getting louder and louder with each word, clearly exaggerating for
effect.

Arias tugged her bushy hair out of
its bun and ruffled it with her hand. “And what would this
super-secret hyper-religious association filled with undercover
agents be called?”

“Aluriah’s Agents!” Dylori
shouted.

Arias winced. “That’s not a very
impressive name for such a grand idea.”

Dylori gave Arias a look. “Well,
I’m not that good with names. What is its name?”

Rolling her eyes, Arias nudged
Dylori. “You never stop, do you?”

“Not until you tell me,” Dylori
replied. She glanced at Misti. “That was kind of impressive, by the
way, how the pendant killed that suncreature.”

“Yes, I’m surprised it could take
down something as big as that wyvern,” Arias said. “Surprised…and a
bit scared, to tell the truth.”

“I’m scared, too,” Misti admitted,
putting her other hand over the pendant. It was calm on her skin,
cool, a welcome change from how it had been acting
earlier.

“All the better to get it off you
at Rok,” Dylori said, holding Misti’s gaze for a moment before
looking away again. “I’m sure the crafters there will be able to
help. They’re the best in the world, you know.”

“Have either of you ever been
there before?” Arias asked them.

Misti shook her head, but Dylori
nodded. “You’ve been to Rok?” Misti asked, surprise pitching her
voice higher.

“My parents took me there when I
was a youngster, before I became a Moon Knight. They thought I had
the chops to be enrolled in Praxis, but I didn’t make the cut,”
Dylori replied with a shake of her head.

“Your parents wanted you to enroll
in Praxis? It must’ve been hard to find out you weren’t…good
enough,” she said, ending in a low voice once she realized how
condescending that might sound.

“Not at all. It made me want to be
a Moon Knight even more. Which was surprising to my parents, being
the shy kid that I was. Moon Knights need the more outgoing types.”
Dylori grinned. “I figured they would fall over in
shock.”

Misti knew Dylori had been a shy
child, though she never showed any hint of shyness now. The Moon
Knights and her own drive to be the best had knocked that trait
right out of her.

“Of course, they actually did fall
over once they heard of my…other exploits. My fathers accepted it
right away, but I wasn’t as outgoing in my sexuality as I am now.”
Dylori gave Arias another wink. “The place I grew up in wasn’t
as…accepting as I, or my parents, would’ve hoped. The kids were
unkind to me.”

“Kids can be terrible.” A frowned
marred Arias’ face.

Dylori waved her hand. “It made me
want to grow up tougher, faster, stronger. Made me want to prove
myself. Their teasing pushed me to follow my dream of becoming a
Moon Knight, so really I should go back and thank them.”

And yet she decided to go
against that dream for me. Misti’s curiosity piqued. “But you
decided to disobey an order from the Moon Knights.” Misti lowered
her gaze to the red dirt she disliked so much. Look up. She
did, wanting to see Dylori’s reaction. “You decided to come with me
to Rok.”

Dylori glanced at her. “It seems
like Arias told you quite a bit.” She rubbed her left horn. “I did
disobey them, but I’m certain they’ll be fine with it. I am one of
the higher ranks, you know.” She puffed up her chest, drew her
sword, and pointed it to the sky. “I have some pull. Since I’m so
talented and all.”

Misti knew the knights wouldn’t be
‘fine with it’ as Dylori said. Surely Dylori knows that. But
when Dylori wiggled her eyebrows Misti had to laugh.

“You are certainly a skilled
fighter, Dylori,” Arias said, nodding to her outstretched
sword.

“I thank you,” Dylori replied with
swinging her sword in a wide arcing flourish before sheathing her
weapon.

They walked in silence. Misti felt
lighter than before. Even though hurt glimmered behind Dylori’s
eyes, and even though Misti had the pendant around her neck, things
seemed to be looking up.

 



Chapter Fourteen

MISTI HAD HOPED THE pendant would
be dormant for a while after the wyvern fight, but that wasn’t the
case. They were a few nights out from Rok when it happened. They
had just awakened after sleeping the daylight hours away, wanting
to travel this last leg by night at Misti’s own request. They
hadn’t seen any more suncreatures, but she hoped another would
appear under the cover of darkness like the last two had done. The
stars winked overhead, glowing bugs flitted this way and that close
to the ground, and the dirt and grass seemed to stretch endlessly
around them. Misti had just passed out some bread and dried fruit
for them to eat on their walk.

It happened so quickly that Misti
couldn’t react fast enough to stop it. The pendant flashed to life,
white light bursting from it and bubbling away from her. The light
washed over Arias, Dylori, and Zora, and they collapsed to the
ground. Panic crawled its way up Misti’s throat, ripping out of her
in a scream.

“No!” Misti fell to the ground
next to her friends and checked their pulses, pressed her fingers
against their necks, their wrists, their chests. Slow life-energy
beat beneath her shaking fingers, and relief crashed through her.
Dis didn’t seem to be affected and shuffled over as well, nudging
Dylori’s boot with his head, eyes wide and white.

“They’re alive,” Misti whispered,
swinging her gaze to meet Dis. “We need to get to Rok. We need to
get to Rok right now, Dis!”

Dis huffed and dropped to his
knees. For one horrifying moment Misti thought the pendant had
finally taken hold of him, that he was weakened. He shook his body,
clearly wanting Misti to put their friends up onto him. She heaved
Arias’ limp form up onto Dis’ back and tied ropes around her with
shaking, clumsy fingers. It took all her strength to lift Dylori’s
weight—armor and all—but she managed, securing her as well. Then
she scooped Zora into her arms and hauled herself up, stroking down
Zora’s back and tails, willing her to live. For them all to
live.

“Go, Dis, go!” she
cried.

Dis ran faster than Misti had ever
seen, pushing his muscles to the limit and heaving as he did so.
Gripping onto the ropes secured to her friends and leaning into the
wind howling by her ears, Misti dipped into her crafting, pushing
life-energy into Zora, giving her so much that Misti herself grew
tired. She slipped dangerously to the side, Zora nearly tumbling
out of her arms. I can’t fall off. She stopped the flow of
energy and hugged Zora, but Zora didn’t wake up, and neither did
Dylori or Arias. Something different had happened to them,
something strange, and Misti didn’t know what else to do but ask
Dis to go faster, to push harder. And somehow he did.

Misti hoped against all hope
they’d make it in time to heal whatever had happened. To Arias, her
newest friend. To Dylori, her oldest friend and possible new love.
To Zora, her companion animal and friend for life. They had to make
it in time. They just had to. Misti didn’t know what she would do
without them.

 


***

 


They reached Rok in record time.
Dis shaved two whole nights off their travel and all but collapsed
when they reached the front gates. Misti rushed inside, crying for
a Blood crafter, not caring that she looked a mess, not caring that
she stumbled over the cobblestones. All she cared about was that
her friends were healed. Even though they hadn’t seen any Divus on
their trek south, there would be some living here. There had to be
at least one in a city such as this. There had to.

A Divus hurried from a nearby
merchant caravan—a tall man impeccably dressed in elegant flowing
orange robes tied at the waist with a golden sash, with
slicked-back golden hair and golden eyes to match—and pulled her
into a back alley, away from the questioning crowds drawn by
Misti’s shouts. Misti sank to the ground, unable to move any
longer. The Divus barked a couple of questions at her, but Misti
didn’t reply. Couldn’t.

Blood pumped through her ears,
blocking out all other sound. Fear gripped her throat, and her
lungs burned. She held Zora, powerless to help her friends. The
stranger dipped into his crafting and touched Arias on the
forehead, his eyes glowing with white light as he assessed the
damage. The stranger muttered a few words and the light in his eyes
grew brighter, the veins in his hands and arms shining the same
color as he poured his life-energy into Arias. The white light
settled in Arias’ face and chest, and the man pulled her from the
brink. He did the same for Dylori.

He can take care of them. Look
after Zora. Look after Dis. She dipped into her own crafting
and gave Zora nearly all of her life-energy again, pulling from
reserves she didn’t even know she had, and finally Zora’s eyes
cracked open. Misti hugged her vulnix close, pressing a kiss on her
forehead. Zora was only unconscious. Filled with relief, she
went over to Dis, shoving her hands into his thick fur to reach his
side and healing him. Her crafting pooled on Dis’ legs and knees
and hooves. Dis must’ve pulled a muscle running that hard.
He gave her a grateful nudge and looked at his companion, Misti’s
gaze swung with his.

Dylori and Arias’ eyes fluttered
open and everything in Misti’s body seemed to relax. She let out a
grateful breath. The man didn’t even ask what happened until they
were stabilized and resting in the Howling Rain Inn. Dis insisted
on staying just outside the inn’s doors instead of going to the
inn’s stable, wanting to be close to Dylori. He took up too much of
the street by doing so but the foot traffic flowed around him as if
he wasn’t even there. Few people would have tried to move a neades
who didn’t want to be budged.

Misti learned that the Divus’ name
was Roorik Shadowhunt, and he was a traveling tailor and dyer by
trade.

She shook his hand. “Thank you.
Thank you so much for healing my friends. How can I repay
you?”

“You’re quite welcome, and no
payment necessary. I’m always happy to help someone in need. Fret
not, they will be safe here,” Roorik replied in a booming voice,
straightening his orange robes. The color stood out against his
pale, near-translucent skin. He spoke so fast, as everyone tended
to do in the south, that Misti had to lean in a little to
understand.

“The sleep-state they were in was
relatively easy to bring them out of, but you’d certainly need a
Blood crafter to do it. I’ve never seen such a deep sleep-state.
What happened to them on the road?”

Misti was going to tell him about
the pendant and the danger it held, but then she remembered
Dylori’s warning about trusting too many people. “Where’s Praxis?”
she asked. “I need to speak to the crafters there.”

“I can take you there myself! I
was about to visit a friend of mine anyway.” Roorik gestured to the
door, his eyes a little weary.

Misti stared at her friends asleep
in the bed nearby. Zora slept, and had a chair all to herself.
Misti made sure to scoot it closer to the bed, so Zora could see
the others when she awoke. She bit her lip and tucked the sheets a
little bit tighter around Arias, not wanting to leave them here
alone but knowing she had to fix this pendant before it pulsed
again. Here, in the middle of a town with who knew how many people
around her, it could be exponentially more dangerous.

Misti left her packs at the foot
of the bed, scribbled a note explaining where she had gone, kissed
both Dylori and Zora’s foreheads, and walked out of the room. She
left a couple of golden darkats with the innkeeper—more than enough
for a few nights’ stay even here in the south, even with her added
request to keep an eye on them—she patted Dis on the nose and
left.

 


***

 


It didn’t take long to find
Praxis, though Roorik insisted on waving amicably at every passerby
he knew, and he seemed to know quite a few. Night had fallen, and
the city had come alive. Vendors yelled in all five languages, folk
of all four races chatted until their voices became a hum, and a
steady stream of people rushed past her to start their night, but
Misti couldn’t enjoy any of it. She couldn’t even enjoy the night,
the daygems bursting to life and throwing orange and blue and white
lights to every corner of the city.

Rok was not like Amiin. The city
didn’t have tall walls to protect itself, leaning on the guard
system it had developed over the seasons. One that watched the
perimeter day and night without fail and the protection provided by
the crafting academy. Still, Misti couldn’t believe that only a
little bit east of the city, the Ravenlock Woods stood proud and
tall and petrified. Couldn’t believe these people lived so close to
a place so deadly, a place believed to be teeming with
suncreatures. But the people stayed because this was the stronghold
of the ancient race known as venators, the race the Vagari
descended from, and many Vagari lived and worked here. A dragon
Vagari, Lady Ladri Bvorn, ruled this southern region, Elarial, as a
legacy of this ancient civilization.

True to his word, Roorik did take
her to Praxis, gesturing to the massive stone building with a grin.
Misti’s breath caught a little at the sight of its sweeping arched
entrance, marble stairways, and gold-twined columns. Beautiful to
be sure, but not at this moment. She had more pressing things to
deal with.

Roorik led her round the side to a
smaller entryway with colorful gemstones embedded into double stone
doors and a marble floor inside. A hallway lay before them, lined
with daygems of varying colors and filled with chattering people.
Apprentices. They wore robes matching their crafting
ability, clothing famed throughout all of Inber, for whomever
graduated from Praxis got to keep their robes and usually obtained
jobs of high stature and utmost respect.

Following Roorik, Misti cupped the
pendant behind her hand and ducked her head. Perhaps if I don’t
notice the people, the pendant won’t go off? The last pulse had
happened without her command or control, and she didn’t want to
take any chances.

They twisted and turned through
the corridors, walked up a few staircases and down a few more,
until Misti was thoroughly lost. She appreciated Roorik’s fast
clip, and the steady rhythm his boots clicked out on the marble
flooring, even if he did wave to an apprentice or two he knew. He
stopped outside a wide door with four gemstones embedded into the
stone: blue, white, brown, and orange. One for each of the
crafting colors, Misti realized.

He turned to her. “In here you’ll
find Gilmoer Asiitin, the Meti’rie, or the leader of Praxis. My
hope is that he’ll be able to help you.”

Misti nodded. “Thanks for all your
help, Roorik. I’m in your debt.”

“Indeed. Oh, and try your hardest
not to stare. He doesn’t like that much.”

Before Misti could ask what he
meant, he winked, walked swiftly down the hallway, and turned a
corner, his robes swishing out of sight.

Misti took a deep breath and
knocked on the door three times. The sound seemed to echo through
the hall, though it could’ve been her imagination at how important
this meeting was to her, to her friends, to the unknowing crowd
around her. Surely, the best in the world could figure out what
this pendant was made of and how to release it from her
body.

The door swung open, and standing
before her was the largest man Misti had ever seen. Dressed in a
black robe trimmed in orange and towering over her, the man’s broad
shoulders filled the wide doorframe, his mess of tangled brown hair
curled around his neck, and a single bloodshot blue eye stared down
at her from his beefy face. The other eye was scarred shut by a
long gash that traveled up his neck and over his face before
disappearing into his hair. The scar was captivating, but she
forced herself to look into his good eye. Try not to stare,
indeed.

She swallowed her apprehension and
gave him a smile. “Meti’rie Gilmoer Asiitin, I hope?”

“Yes,” the giant answered in a
low, breathy voice, like wind flowing through a forest. “That is I.
But who are you?”

“My name is Misti Eildelmann.”
Misti hesitated for a moment, remembering Dylori’s warning once
more, but this man was the leader at Praxis. Of course she could
trust him. “While I was on duty protecting a village near Amiin, a
banished Blood crafter forced this pendant upon me and I can’t seem
to get it off.” She lowered her hand so Gilmoer could see the
pendant around her neck. “It’s dangerous. And we…my traveling
companions and I had hoped you could help. That anyone here at
Praxis could help.”

“Very well. Come in.” Gilmoer
stepped back into the room, allowing her to enter and closed the
door behind her. He lumbered over to a large desk and sat in an
equally large chair behind it. A high window would have let light
in over his shoulder if it had been daytime, but daygems did just
as well, washing the room in a steady white glow.

Misti stole a quick look around.
Books filled one side of his office, stacked on a bookshelf, on the
floor, on a spare chair, and artwork of oceans and forests and
sunsets adorned the walls, but nothing caught her eye so quickly as
the woven-silver birdcage sitting open on the desk. Ornate and
beautiful, the cage had tiny orange gemstones embedded round the
base and a large orange jewel at the flourished tip where all the
woven-silver twined together. A bowl of water and pile of black
seeds sat below its tiny perch stretched out to the
middle.

“I assumed you would notice that,
being Vagari.” Gilmoer laughed as Misti snapped to
attention.

Heat crept up her neck. Awed by
his status, she said, “It’s quite a beautiful cage, but where’s the
bird?”

Gilmoer motioned for her to sit in
the chair across from him and she did, settling her hands gently on
the fancy wooden armrests and feeling the cushion sink beneath her
weight. She wanted to give him her full attention, but her eyes
kept straying to the cage.

“I am not one to keep my companion
animal in a cage, but she does like sleeping inside it from time to
time.” Gilmoer stuck his finger out in the air in front of
him.

It was an odd gesture, like he
meant to point at her, until a tiny white bird, no bigger than
Misti’s hand, flitted down from the ceiling and perched on his
finger. The bird chirped a greeting. Its breathy voice was much
deeper than Misti would’ve thought, and it surveyed her with beady,
bright-red eyes that seemed to glow.

A suncreature! Misti’s
insides clenched, her hand drifting down to the dagger at her belt.
But then she looked more closely at the tiny bird. Fluffy white
feathers with a hint of yellow at the tip, a short tail, feathered
feet ending in long black talons. The bird’s name finally came to
her. A snowleet, native to the Shey region in the west. The bird
scratched its chest with its long talons, allowing her to see some
of the pink skin beneath its feathers. Pink skin. Not red. Not a
suncreature.

The tiny bird seemed almost
hilariously miniscule compared to its massive companion, and she
had to tear herself away. “That’s a lovely snowleet.”

“Larya is lovely. And she thanks
you for the compliment.” Gilmoer grinned, his blue eye glinting.
“Though I wouldn’t have pegged you for the sort to mistake a bird
for a suncreature, being a fellow Vagari.”

It took Misti a heartbeat to
realize she had done exactly what Roorik warned her against: openly
stared. He hadn’t meant the scar. He meant the snowleet, so like a
suncreature many must gawk in its presence. Heat flushed her
cheeks, now, and she ducked her head.

“I meant no disrespect. Zora is
often regarded similarly.”

“Your vulnix?” Gilmoer asked,
setting his hand down on his desk. Larya flitted to perch on his
shoulder.

How did he know? When Misti
gave him a questioning look, he tapped by his eyes. He’d recognized
her vulnix bloodline through her differing eye color.
Impressive.

“Yes. Her coloring is like a
sunrise,” Misti replied. Sunkissed. Her thoughts returned to
her. Zora and Dylori and Arias were just hit by a blast of death
and she was chatting about companion animals. What am I
doing? “She’s one of the reasons we came here as quickly as we
did. The pendant burst out and hit her, and my other companions,
causing my friends to fall into in a sleep-state and my companion
animal to fall unconscious. It’s killed others before, and
destroyed suncreatures, too.”

She told him of the powers the
pendant possessed, how she could control it for a little while,
what its effects were on her and others, the danger everyone was in
with each passing moment. Finally, she took a deep breath. “Can you
or anyone at Praxis help me?”

As the question settled about the
room, her nerves seemed to stretch once again, her heart rate
quickened, her palms grew sweaty. She suddenly realized how much
she’d hung on this one person and his organization, this single
group of crafters who were more powerful than all others. She had
hung her whole life, her present and her future, as well as the
lives of the people she held dear, on these crafters.

Gilmoer gave her a sad look and
she braced for the worst. “I’m afraid I’ve never seen this type of
crafting before.”

Dread swept Misti’s breath away.
Even after all his training and studying and learning from the
best and after becoming the best of the best, even he hasn’t heard
of this crafting? Misti couldn’t believe it. Gilmoer called in
other powerful crafters, one of each ability, and while the
strangers listened to her story and stared intently at the pendant,
they hadn’t heard of it either.

The room became a revolving door
of crafters from every region after that, a storm of people with
Misti in the middle, not knowing what to do or what to say or how
to act. The only thing she discovered during this time was that not
one of the newcomers had heard of this new type of crafting. Worse
still, no one knew how to break the pendant or remove it without
serious consequences to her or to the people surrounding
her.

“How?” Misti yelled, fear making
her stand and glare at Gilmoer. The snowleet fluttered up at the
intensity of her voice. “How do your people know nothing? How can
that be possible? You’re the best in the world, and yet you know
nothing? Nothing at all?”

“I apologize,” Gilmoer said. “I
had hoped we would be able to help you. Remove the pendant, or give
some knowledge, or comfort, if nothing else. But this crafting is
strange for us. We deal in the purer side of crafting,
strengthening our natural skills. We do not force it upon someone
else or lash it to a piece of jewelry. This is not our kind of
crafting and certainly not our way.” He said the last words with
such force that the sound rumbled about the room, settling in the
nooks and crannies.

The back of Misti’s eyes stung.
“You can do nothing?”

Gilmoer leaned back in his chair
and steepled his giant hands in front of his face. “We can ask the
guard to see if they have captured a banished Divus. See if we have
any in the city irons. Perhaps only another banished one would know
what to do. In fact…” He called a crafter in, a youngling with
shaggy black hair and equally black eyes. Gilmoer muttered a few
words to this boy and shooed him away. They sat in silence, Misti
trying not to cry, listening to the soft tinkling of the snowleet’s
song, and Gilmoer staring at the ceiling, a pensive look on his
face.

Moments later, the boy was back,
whispering a message to Gilmoer. Gilmoer’s face fell and he
gestured the boy away. “I’m afraid our guard hasn’t apprehended any
banished Divus of late. They know to stay away from our city.” He
puffed out his chest a little as he said this, a grin curling on
his lips, before deflating again. “To our own folly this day, it
seems, since we need them here most of all.”

“Then, what—” Misti’s voice
cracked and she stopped, shaking her head. Panic wrapped around her
like fog on a fall’s eve, but she tried to ignore it. “What am I
supposed to do? Find a quiet place in the middle of nowhere until
someone, somewhere, finds a banished Blood crafter who can tell me
something? Hope a suncreature ambles along so I can kill it? Hope
it kills me, perhaps?” Misti slumped back into the chair, defeated.
“I don’t know what to do,” she mumbled.

“Well, we don’t want it to kill
you, that we know for sure,” Gilmoer replied, his voice gentle now.
“We can provide a cage like you had before, but stronger, one that
should last for a long while. That way you can continue living your
chosen life, and we can continue our search for the banished
ones.”

But Misti knew that having a cage
around the pendant was only a temporary fix. The guards had a
full-time job keeping the city safe and the apprentices at Praxis
wouldn’t have much time to spare from their studies. She’d probably
have an easier time finding the banished ones herself. It would
certainly put fewer people in danger if she went out alone, but she
knew Zora, Dylori, and Dis wouldn’t let her go by herself. Arias
would help, she was certain of it. A pang of fear and sadness
lanced through her chest, but instead of letting her unhappiness
consume her, Misti set her lips in a determined frown.

“Please put a cage around this
orb. I will search for these banished Divus myself.”

That announcement drew a nod from
Gilmoer, who called his messenger boy in once again and whispered
something to him. A few moments later, three Elu came into the
room, one whom she recognized as the powerful Elu crafter who had
come in before and another dressed in similar flowing blue robes.
The third Elu was dressed in commoner threads, white shirt, dark
pants, heavy boots, and her chest, shoulders, and forearms were
encased in black wyvern-scaled armor.

Misti had to do a double-take. The
third Elu looked familiar, with her bushy black hair, dark skin,
and wide-set eyes. This woman had green eyes, paler than most
because of her Elu blood but much darker than Arias’, and she held
herself differently, more guarded, with her arms crossed and giving
the room a wary look. She carried a thin Shey sword at her belt and
a large pack on her back. Whereas the robed Elu nodded their hello
to Misti, the armored Elu hardly seemed to notice her.

Gilmoer eyed the armored Elu
before turning to his messenger boy. “I did not call for
three.”

The woman answered before the boy
could. “I’m only here to deliver what you had asked
for.”

Misti was sure of it: this had to
be Orenda, Arias’ sister. Her voice sounded too much like Arias’
not to be related.

The woman reached into the large
pack, retrieving a large blue-green gemstone the size of two fists
and setting it on Gilmoer’s desk. The gemstone glinted in the
daygems’ light, casting beautiful rainbows on the desk, floor, and
walls. It must be from Ratnaa Grove, the Nemora Grove responsible
for gems and jewels. From the way she held herself and the long
journey this woman had to be a trader, who went to the Nemora for
various foods and supplies and brought them back to the cities and
villages. Being a trader, this woman must have traveled farther
than even Misti had. Perhaps she might know where banished Blood
crafters could be found. Hope bubbled in Misti’s chest.

“Give me my payment, and I’ll be
out of your hair.” The woman stretched out her hand, seemingly
oblivious to the shocked look on Gilmoer’s face.

“We are right in the middle
of—”

“I’m only here for payment, good
Meti’rie, and then I’ll leave you to your business.”

Gilmoer shook his head, ruffled
around in his desk for a moment, and procured a large,
heavy-looking sack and handed it to her. “Thank you for your
service. Now leave.”

The woman gave a curt nod,
swiveled on her heel, and walked out, not even bothering to look
anywhere else but at the open door. She didn’t even bother to shut
it as she left.

Misti bit her lip, deep in
thought. From what Arias had told them, she had developed a certain
picture in her mind’s eye of what Orenda would be like. This woman
looked to be Arias’ sibling, but their mannerisms couldn’t be more
different. Misti looked expectantly at the two Elu remaining,
waiting for them to craft the cage and wondering if she could catch
up to that armored Elu after they had finished.

 


***

 


With a new blue Moon cage glowing
around the pendant, Misti charged her way through the halls, hoping
to catch up before Orenda—or the woman she thought was Orenda—left
the building. She had thanked the two Elu and promised to keep
Gilmoer in the loop about what happened. He was Meti’rie, a Vagari
who deserved the highest respect as the leader of Praxis and had
helped when he hadn’t needed to. Like the Moon Knights, he made her
promise to return once the pendant was off her, so he could study
it in safety. It seemed like everyone wanted some time with this
pendant, save for her.

Misti rushed down the stairs and
out into the courtyard before recognizing the bushy black hair and
wyvern armor of the mysterious Elu. She rushed through the
expansive courtyard, darting around a fountain spouting
blue-colored water. Leaping over a multicolored flowerbed, she
headed down a walkway, pushing past some apprentices as they
lingered, chatting and laughing.

The Elu in question stomped down
the main pathway leading to the entryway of Praxis proper, a large
stone archway decorated on all sides with colored gemstones. Misti
caught up with the Elu just as she walked beneath this
archway.

“Excuse me,” Misti
said.

The woman leaped sideways. “Don’t
sneak up on a woman like that!” she yelped.

Misti raised her hands and backed
away a step. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

The Elu rubbed her shoulder, eyes
darting to the ground. “I was just…thinking, that’s
all.”

“Must have a lot to think about to
be in that deep,” Misti replied, lowering her hands and smiling.
“I’m Misti, by the way.”

The Elu gave a curt nod. “You were
in Gilmoer’s office.”

“Yes.” Misti ran a finger over the
Moon cage. “They helped me. I saw you gave a gemstone to him. Quite
a pretty one.”

“It’s called a kyanite. Got it
from Ratnaa Grove at his request.” She gave Misti a shrewd look,
one that Misti figured never left her features for long. “I could
get you one, too, for the right price.”

Misti shook her head. “Thank you,
but I’m looking for something different. Information you could
provide.”

The Elu put one hand on her hip.
“What kind of information? And what could you pay for it? I’m not
cheap.”

“Well, for starters, your name.
And I’d like to know if you’ve seen any banished Divus nearby.” The
Elu opened her mouth to reply, but Misti held up her hand. “As for
payment, I’d be more than willing to pay in coin, but I believe I’m
friends with someone who you’d be interested in seeing.”

The Elu tilted her head, a
question clearly written on the wrinkles around her mouth. She
shifted, arms crossing over her chest. “My name is Orenda
Silverstone. I do know of a Blood crafter you could speak to. He’s
no longer a banished one, but he might be able to help. And who do
you know?”

I knew it! Excitement wove
through Misti, making her grin. “Nice to meet you, Orenda, formally
at least. I’ve been traveling with another Elu, another
Silverstone, in fact. Arias Silverstone, actually, and I know she’d
be so happy to see you.”

At Arias’ name, Orenda’s rough
exterior dropped, her frown transforming into a wide smile. She
took a step closer to Misti. “Arias is here? Where?”

“I take it we have a deal, then?”
Misti stuck out her hand.

“Certainly,” Orenda replied,
shaking Misti’s hand in a firm grip. “You take me to my sister and
I’ll take you to my contact. No payment necessary.”

The two set off to the Howling
Rain Inn, Misti leading the way. She’d been distracted on the way
to Praxis, yet she had noticed enough landmarks to find their way
back, a feat she was quite proud of. The streets of Rok bustled
with people, all dressed in long flowing robes not suited for
travel. As they passed a particularly beautiful Elu in a sheer
yellow robe, its tiny strips of white fabric barely covering her,
Misti’s ears burned, and she kept her eyes straight ahead. It grew
hot here, and Misti knew that southern culture was different than
her northern homeland.

On the way, Misti threw caution to
the winds once more and told Orenda a quick version of her story—
the pendant and its power, where she met Arias, why she was in Rok,
and how Arias had decided to come with them on this long journey.
She was surprised when Orenda didn’t seem scared of the pendant
like so many others. Instead Orenda glanced at the ground and
nodded, then continued their conversation asking mostly about Arias
and their time together.

Before they walked into the inn,
Misti confessed, “The pendant hit them all—Zora, Dylori, Arias—and
we had to take them here to get healed.” Color drained from
Orenda’s features. “They’re fine now. The crafter who took care of
them did a wonderful job of it.”

Orenda pointed at Dis, who slept
in the middle of the road. “I take it the pendant hit Dylori’s
neades, as well?”

“No, he just expended too much of
his energy trying to get us here. He probably saved Arias’ life,
the way he ran last night.” Misti gave Dis’ nose a soft
pat.

“Good job, then, neades,” Orenda
muttered, but she moved to avoid him as they passed. She swiveled
her gaze to Misti. “Who healed Arias?”

“I’ll show you.” Misti opened the
door to the inn and gestured inside. Now that she wasn’t panicked,
she could finally appreciate it.

Warm firesmoke hit them, drifting
lazily up from the quietly burning firepit in the corner of the
room. Tables had been sprinkled about the open space in a pleasing
manner, each with a daygem on it that cast a warm glow throughout
the room. Most of the chairs were empty and would probably stay
empty until dawn, though a few stragglers munched on eggs and fruit
or drank from tankards. A long bar sat on one end of the inn, and
the innkeeper stood behind it.

“Back again, I see,” the stocky
Vagari man said, black eyes glinting and black hair tied back in a
bun. His companion animal—a small griffin with purple feathers and
fur, large front claws, fluffy back paws, and a wide swishing
tail—sat on the counter next to him. “Your friends upstairs are
awake. Shadowhunt’s up there, probably talking their ear
off.”

“Shadowhunt,” Orenda said, as they
thanked the innkeeper and made their way upstairs. “As in Roorik
Shadowhunt?”

“Yeah, he healed your sister,”
Misti said, turning to see a flicker of surprise crossing Orenda’s
dark features. “Do you know him?”

Orenda chuckled and rubbed her
neck. “He’s the one I was going to take you to, the Blood crafter
who used to be banished.”

“Really?” Disbelief fluttered
through Misti. She hardly knew him, yet she couldn’t picture Roorik
as one of the banished. A traitor. Deceiver. Murderer, even.
Someone who slipped free of their cell and past the guards. “What
did he do to deserve that?”

“Perhaps you should ask the
ex-banished one himself,” a voice called from the room ahead of
them.

Misti and Orenda stepped into the
doorway to see Roorik grinning at them, his eyes shimmering in the
daygem’s glow. He sat in the chair Zora had once occupied next to
the bed. Dylori and Arias sat upright, apparently in
mid-conversation and looking perfectly healthy. Zora sat between
them, long tails swishing back and forth.

“It’s only polite, you know. And
pyrosa, Ren, it’s good to see you again.”

But Misti didn’t have time to form
a question, to think of anything in fact, because Arias’ excited
scream pierced the small bedroom. Orenda raced forward and crashed
into Arias’ outstretched arms, both of them jumping and shouting
with joy. They wrapped each other in a bone-crushing hug, each
talking over the other and laughing, their voices reaching a
painfully high pitch.

Misti scooted around the pair and
sat next to Dylori, who to Misti’s surprise pulled Misti’s hand
into her lap. It was the first contact Dylori had initiated since
their fight, and the familiar warmth comforted Misti. She glanced
at Dylori, who stared pointedly ahead. Zora flitted to Misti’s
shoulders and settled down, headbutting the side of Misti’s face.
She scratched her vulnix’s neck in return.

“I think this is how birds
communicate,” Dylori muttered, gesturing at the sisters, then she
smiled.

“You’re not much different when
you meet up with your family,” Misti teased, remembering the last
time Dylori had seen her parents. “How are you feeling?”

“Great, thanks to Roorik here.”
Dylori nodded to Roorik, who had clapped both hands over his ears
and winced at the sisters.

“Girls. Girls!” he shouted.
“Please, this is a tiny room and your voices carry.”

Arias and Orenda dissolved into
laughter and sank to the floor, each one shoving the other as they
did so. Misti grew happy at the sight. She and Char used to be the
same exact way. And perhaps because of the letter she had sent,
they could be that way once again.

“Sorry, Roorik, I hadn’t expected
to see Arias for another season or so,” Orenda muttered, wiping
tears of joy from the corner of her eyes. She turned to Dylori.
“I’m Orenda, by the way.”

“Dylori,” she said, thrusting her
hand out and giving Orenda’s a shake. “Arias told us about
you.”

“Good things, I hope?” Orenda
glanced at Arias.

“Worry not, sister, I told only
the best,” Arias replied, nudging Orenda with her knee. She turned
to Misti. “You got another cage over the pendant. That’s good. Were
the crafters at Praxis able to help?”

Misti dipped her head. “No. They
couldn’t help me, aside from putting another cage over the pendant,
that is.”

Dylori let go of her hand and
gently tilted Misti’s chin up. “Then we’ll deal with it another
way. There has to be another way to get this off you. Or we’ll just
turn into roving suncreature hunters, and you’ll ash them all.” She
gave Misti a sharp smile. “We won’t give up.”

“Of course we won’t,” Arias said.
“And that cage has to be the strongest one yet.”

“They said it would last a long
while,” Misti admitted, warmth rushing through her at her friends’
declarations. Zora headbutted her again and gave a joyful yip that
caused Misti’s unhappiness to fade even more. She scratched Zora’s
ear. “They said the pendant’s crafting was strange for them and
advised me to find the banished Divus.”

“Which is where I come in,” Roorik
said, waving his hand about in a lazy fashion and giving them nod
from his seat. “Ex-banished Blood crafter, at your service once
more.”

“You used to be banished?” Dylori
bristled, giving him a hard stare up and down. Her fingers drifted
to the curved sword on the bed next to her. The bedroom filled with
an intense energy, charging the air between the two of
them.

Misti knew what must be filtering
through Dylori’s head, for she thought them herself after hearing
of Roorik’s old status. Taking a chance and putting her hand on
Dylori’s leg, she drew Dylori’s attention and diffused the
intensity of her stare. “He’s okay now. He saved you,
remember?”

“It would be hard for a Moon
Knight to tell the difference between a banished crafter and one
who had reformed,” Roorik added easily. “I take no
offense.”

Dylori frowned at him but her
fingers no longer reached for her sword, clenching some of the
bedsheets with both hands. “You can help Misti?” she asked in a
controlled voice.

“Yes, I believe I can.” Roorik
rustled around in a satchel draped over his shoulder that Misti
hadn’t noticed before, pulling out a leather book and flipping
through it. “I have notes on where they were last when I was one of
them.”

“You took notes?” Dylori asked,
arching her eyebrow in disbelief.

“Most certainly. I knew soon after
I joined them that I wouldn’t be one of them for long. I didn’t
belong with their group, and I disapprove of their
actions.”

“Why did you join them in the
first place, then?” Dylori challenged.

Roorik stopped on a page, looking
up from the book. “It was a choice made out of desperation, but I
knew I belonged here.”

“As a tailor and dyer of clothes?”
Dylori’s voice lowered disbelievingly.

Roorik’s eyes glinted. “One can
never force their true passions in life. Mine just happen to be of
the more colorful sort.”

Misti leaned close to Dylori and
whispered, “Be nice.”

Dylori looked like she wanted to
say more but sighed, letting go of the bedsheets to hold Misti’s
hand again. “If he can actually help you, I will be.”

A thrill of excitement surged
through Misti at Dylori’s comment and her touch. Underneath the
hurt, Dylori cared. Arias gave Misti a thumbs-up at Dylori’s
comment, giving her a sly smile, and Orenda quickly followed suit.
They looked so much alike that Misti found herself smiling and
shaking her head.

“Aha!” Roorik said, waving his
notebook in the air. “They move around a lot, as most banished folk
do, but I did write down where they held their main Divus
gatherings. Like a base of operations.”

“Oh?” Dylori perked up at that,
and Misti knew exactly what she was thinking. A base of operations
would be the perfect place for the Moon Knights to attack. And
maybe they’d be able to find a banished Blood crafter and force
them to remove this pendant. “Where is this base?”

“You won’t like it,” Roorik
warned.

“Well, we need to go there
regardless of if we like it or not,” Misti replied. A spark of hope
ignited in her. They would make these crafters take this pendant
off her and then she could figure out what to do. She’d go anywhere
to make that happen, no matter how far or how
terrifying.

Dylori narrowed her eyes at him.
“Yes, out with it already.”

Roorik cleared his throat and
handed Misti his notebook. “Their base is in the center of the
Ravenlock Woods.”

The effect of his words was
instantaneous: both Arias and Orenda gasped, Dylori heaved a sigh
that could shake the heavens, and Misti’s stomach felt like it
dropped out of her. The Ravenlock Woods? Misti’s grip
tightened around Dylori’s hand, while the other went to Zora’s fur.
She shook her head. Of course they’d be in the Ravenlock
Woods.

 



Chapter Fifteen

MISTI PULLED HER LIP between her
teeth and stared at the cracked floorboards. No one wanted to
venture into the Ravenlock Woods, so it stood to reason it would be
the perfect setting for a meeting of the banished folk. Ravenlock
Woods was one of the two forests destroyed by the battle between
Aluriah and Ponuriah, the other being Cinder Forest up north.
Massive forests with immense trees and vegetation, they had once
been a place where life flourished. Now they were petrified,
graying and blackened, locked in some horrific place between growth
and death.

They were a dangerous place,
rumored to be filled with terrible suncreatures, and her chest
tightened painfully just at the thought of heading into those
cursed woods. She looked to the others. Dylori shifted her curved
Moon Knight sword so it sat in her lap, fingers locked tight around
its hilt. Orenda took a long swig from a flask, shuddered, and then
pushed it into Arias’ hand. Arias didn’t drink, handing it off to
Roorik. He looked to be the calmest of them all, leaning back in
his chair, one leg propped up on the edge, as he drank from the
flask. But he would be comfortable: he’d been there. Arias tucked
her knees up to her chin but kept her steady pale-green gaze on
Misti, silently asking what she wanted to do.

“I have to go into the Ravenlock
Woods. It’s the only path I have to fix this pendant. You three
don’t need to come with me,” Misti offered, knowing that on at
least two sets of ears—vulnix and Vagari—that offer would fall
flat. Zora extended her claws into Misti’s shoulders to show her
she wasn’t going anywhere, and Misti bumped her head softly into
Zora’s in thanks.

Dylori tightened her hand on
Misti’s grip. “I don’t want to get lost in the woods.”

Misti nodded slowly. ‘Getting
lost,’ that’s how the knights referred to the people who went into
the Ravenlock Woods or Cinder Forest and never returned. Getting
lost. Everyone knew what really happened to those poor souls, but
no one talked about it. Dylori remained quiet for a long moment and
worry trickled down Misti’s spine at the thought that she might
actually back out.

Dylori’s dark gaze lifted from her
blade and met Misti’s. “But I can’t have you getting lost either.
That means I’m coming with you.” She turned to the sisters. “What
about you two?”

Arias shrugged. “I’ve come this
far, haven’t I?”

Orenda put her hand on Arias’
knee. “I don’t want you to go. It’s too dangerous in
there.”

“Dangerous?” Arias tilted her head
at her sister and arched an eyebrow. “We’ve faced many dangers on
this journey.”

“Not like the Ravenlock Woods.
I’ve never set foot in those forests, even the one up north,
because we’re not meant to set foot in them. Aluriah wouldn’t like
our being in there.”

Arias held her sister’s gaze for a
moment and then looked away, a pained expression crossing her
features. Crossing into the Ravenlock Woods would be going toward
everything Aluriah warned about in the Azure, her teachings.
To those who believed in Aluriah, crossing into the Ravenlock Woods
would be taunting death and Ponuriah herself. It would be like
inviting Ponuriah to them and shunning Aluriah’s protection.
Disregarding her love, even, for Aluriah died protecting the races
she created, the races she loved. Misti couldn’t ask anyone to
disregard their worship for her. But Arias did seem quite keen on
learning more about the pendant.

“You don’t have to come with us,”
Misti blurted out suddenly, words slipping off her tongue in her
haste. Dylori opened her mouth, but Misti spoke over her, shifting
her gaze between the sisters. “It’s okay. Dylori and I can handle
this one. I don’t want you to get in trouble with your family or
your religion. And I know you need to know more about the pendant
for whatever organization you work for.” Orenda gave Arias a sharp
look. “But I can always let you know what happens later. Or maybe
if we find some banished Blood crafters, I can bring them back here
to get the pendant off me. Thank you for your help, both of you,
but you don’t need to come with us. It’s okay. I swear
it.”

Arias gave her a hard look, one
that seemed to pierce through Misti’s soul. Her gaze drifted to the
floor and she sat very still for a few moments, thinking hard about
something, then she nodded to Orenda. “Orenda and I…need to catch
up. We’ll let you prepare for the woods.”

They both stood, and
disappointment shook through Misti at the sight. “You don’t need to
leave right now,” she said, not wanting to see her friend leave so
soon.

“We should,” Arias murmured. “We
really do need to catch up, and you really do need to prepare for
the woods. Unfortunately, that’s not really something I can help
you with. Ravenlock is a mystery.”

“Even to your super-secret,
hyper-religious organization?” Dylori asked, grinning to take the
edge off her accusation.

“Yes,” Arias said, sighing. “Even
to us. We don’t…I should say, we’ve never been in the Ravenlock.
It’s forbidden.”

“Arias,” Orenda barked. If stares
could carry daggers, Orenda’s would’ve carried ten.

Forbidden? Surprise washed
her disappointment away. She understood the fear of the Ravenlock
Woods, but to be actually forbidden to go into them. Who are
these people? Even the Moon Knights went into the woods!
Despite her confusion, she nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay? Okay?” Dylori rose to her
feet. “It’s not okay. You traveled with us across the continent,
but you can’t come with us to the woods. How—”

“Dylori,” Misti said, her sharp
tone cutting Dylori off. She stood as well and looked to Arias.
“Really, it’s okay. I don’t want you to get into trouble because of
me.”

“We appreciate your understanding.
May Aluriah’s light shimmer down on you through the darkness,”
Orenda said, shaking each of their hands in turn. She grabbed her
flask from Roorik’s grip and walked over to the doorway, waiting
for her sister.

“I should go with you, to learn
more, but…I’m afraid I can’t,” Arias said, giving both Misti and
Dylori a hug before stepping back.

“Don’t worry about it. I had a bit
of a reality check back there when I realized what I was asking,”
Misti replied, smiling.

Arias laughed a little and poked
Misti in the side. “That’s what I’m here for, you know.”

Misti nodded, her throat
tightening again. “We’ll see you when we get back?”

“Yes, you will. You’ll have to
tell me everything, about the pendant, about the woods, about
everything you see.” She looked to Dylori. “In fact, you should
carry this as a promise.” Arias unhooked the stunning Shey sword
from her belt, handing the blade to Dylori, who accepted it with a
gasp. Misti saw a similar look of shock rippling over Orenda’s
face. “Protect her with it, then bring it back to me and tell me
everything. Every little detail.”

Dylori just nodded dumbly, so
Misti replied for the both of them. “Thank you, Arias.”

Arias patted her bow. “When you
get back we can continue our lessons, too, yes?”

Misti nodded.

“I thank you for the adventure.”
Arias drew herself up proudly, much like the first time they had
seen each other back at the village and gave them both a grin. Then
she was gone, her footsteps fading along with her sister’s down the
hall. The back of Misti’s eyes burned, but she blinked the pain
away. Hold it together, girl. You’ll see her
again.

That left them alone with Roorik
Shadowhunt, the ex-banished one, the stranger who saved Misti’s
friends and introduced her to the Praxis leaders who had caged her
pendant once more. Lounging on the chair, a lazy smirk on his lips,
notebook resting on his chest.

“So, what about you?” Misti
asked.

“I can take you to the edge of the
woods and point you in the right direction of the meeting place on
a map,” he said with a gentle hand wave, “but I can’t go
inside.”

“And why not?” Dylori seemed to
have found her voice once again, and its hard edge, but Misti knew
it was simply her way of staving off her sadness.

Roorik stood, straightening his
robes. “They would…know…if I stepped within their boundaries again,
and I don’t want to meet the fate they have for me.”

“Wouldn’t you be the perfect bait,
then?” Dylori replied, a glint in her dark eyes.

“Dylori!” Misti nudged
her.

“Oh, that I would.” Roorik gave a
flourishing gesture at himself. “But I have a prior engagement. A
date, in fact, with a very lucky man indeed, that I do not want to
miss.” He winked at Misti. “I’m afraid I can only take you to the
edge of the woods. No further.”

“That would be fine, Roorik,”
Misti assured him, speaking before Dylori had the chance to again.
She motioned to the door. “Please, lead the way.”

“Indeed.” Roorik closed his
leather book and tucked it back in his satchel, and then swept out
the door, long robes billowing behind him as he did so.

“You could try to be a little
nicer to him,” Misti said, swinging her packs onto her shoulders
and handing Dylori’s over. She took a chance and kissed Dylori’s
cheek, enjoying the way that simple contact sent sparks through her
body, even at a time like this, and hoping it did the same for
Dylori, hoping that she hadn’t crossed a line. Dylori stared at her
and touched her cheek, a grin tugging at the corner of her lips.
“He did save your life, remember?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Dylori
muttered, shaking herself from her daze and rubbing her left horn.
She secured her pack to her back, making sure her curved blade
rested perfectly in its scabbard, and clipped the new scabbard to
the other side of her belt. She didn’t put the Shey sword inside
it, preferring to hold it reverently in front of her, tilting it
this way and that in the daygems’ light. Misti had to shove Dylori
out into the hallway and down the stairs, or she would’ve stayed in
that room and stared at the sword forever.

After thanking the innkeeper and
his griffin, they tapped Dis awake and headed through Rok to the
Ravenlock Woods. It took much less time than Misti would have liked
to break through the crowd of people, get beyond the outskirts of
the city, and arrive at the edge of the woods. Much less time than
she would’ve hoped to gather her courage and remind herself why she
was doing this.

Numerous powerful daygems glowed
in Rok, yet none of their lights reached the edge of the Ravenlock
Woods. The wood was far away for that, farther than the most remote
of vendors and homes, farther than the Rok guards patrolled,
farther than even the bustle of nighttime sounds of a huge city
could travel. So far away that the city looked like a brilliant
glowing bubble on the dark horizon.

But that distance didn’t feel like
enough for Misti to gather her wits about her. So when Roorik
activated a daygem, letting the white glow wash into the Ravenlock
Woods; when Dylori paled at the sight of the forest, letting the
beautiful Shey sword finally drop to her side; and when both Dis
and Zora shifted their weight back and forth in fear, Misti faced
the woods, feeling dread shimmy down her spine and fine-tune her
senses. She faced the Ravenlock Woods, terrified.

 


***

 


Roorik had handed them his daygem
and a map and, with one final swish of his cloak, left them behind.
As Misti, Dylori, and their companion animals walked deeper into
the Ravenlock Woods, she wished she had asked what exactly Roorik
had done to become one of the banished folk and what had pulled him
out again. She, like Dylori, didn’t quite believe the story about
his passion for clothes and dyes. But now, heading deeper into the
forest, she locked that little wish away and focused on her
surroundings.

There were no sounds in these
woods. No birds sang, no bugs rustled the dead leaves, no gentle
breeze rifled through the spindly branches. Not even the leaves
crushed beneath their feet made noise, turning into ash instead.
The quiet unnerved her. The daygem’s soft light filtered through
the woods, brightening the gray bark and gray branches and gray
forest floor covered in gray leaves and gray roots, although
really, it didn’t have much to brighten. It was dangerous to have
this daygem light up the darkness, even as gentle a glow it was
emitting, but Dylori hadn’t stopped her when she accepted it from
Roorik, nor said anything about it as they walked along. They were
on the outskirts of the woods anyway, and Misti would deactivate it
once they got deeper inside. Neither Misti nor Dylori actually
needed the daygem’s light, but it comforted her in this
space.

She held the daygem further out,
casting the glow wider around her, and glanced back. Dylori wore a
stoic expression, hard eyes and a tight frown. Her fingers grasped
the Shey sword, the muscles in her neck tense. But when her eyes
met Misti’s, her expression softened. Her lips lifted, her hard
eyes shimmering with a mischievous glint. Her grip never loosened
on the sword, but her gait became smoother.

“Quite the adventure, hmmm?”
Dylori raised her eyebrows.

“Yes, one I hope is over soon.
This part at least,” Misti whispered. She bit her lip, wanting to
ask a question that had bothered her for the past few nights but
not knowing if now was the right time. To the Sunglade with the
right time. I need to know. Misti drew in a deep breath and
asked, “Dylori, are we ever going to talk about my parents being
worshippers?”

Dylori tensed again, her scowl
returning. “Yes. Soon, but not right now. I still need some time
to…process it. Okay?”

Misti looked out into the
darkness. Soon. I can live with that. “Okay. How are we
going to convince the banished ones to help me?”

“I honestly don’t know.” Dylori
gave her a sidelong look before turning her gaze to the forest once
more. “You know, we could’ve traded the information for Roorik,
since he’s wanted by the banished folk.”

Misti tightened her grip, surprise
rippling through her. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“I’d do anything for you.”
Dylori’s eyes were black diamonds glittering against her dark skin.
She slipped her hand into Misti’s and squeezed. Misti welcomed the
contact, but she let go as soon as Dylori did. “Anything. Remember
that.”

“I know.” Misti knew Dylori’s
words rang true, but she had done so much already. What more can
she do?

A rustle ended their conversation.
Spooked, Misti deactivated the daygem, and both women scanned the
trees. Fear prickled Misti’s skin. Nothing stared back at them,
even though a part of Misti hoped that something would. It had been
hours since they entered the Ravenlock Woods. So much mystery
surrounded these parts, the quiet made her queasy.

Misti felt something nudge her
shoulder and she whipped around. Zora flew away from Misti’s
shoulder, one ear tilted to the side in question. Chuckling, she
motioned for the vulnix to come over. Zora zoomed into her,
headbutting her forehead and nibbling on Misti’s tunic. Calm pooled
in Misti’s soul at her companion’s actions, some fear ebbing away.
She reached into her pocket for a handful of gara nuts, which Zora
licked up eagerly before taking a few of them gently between her
teeth, flying over to Dis, and throwing them into his waiting
mouth.

“I guess it should be lunchtime.”
Dylori laughed at the pair. She motioned to the seemingly endless
woods around them. “Here is as good a spot as any.”

Misti looked around as well,
eyeing the rather large tree beside her, reactivated the daygem and
discovering the daygem’s light didn’t reach the branches above her.
They had just stepped into a clearing of sorts, a small circle
surrounded by large trees that would be good for cover. “Maybe we
should stop for the night? We can sleep in shifts and head out at
first light.”

Dylori swung the Shey sword around
a little, as if testing the clearing for airborne traps. “I don’t
know if darkness will protect us in here, Misti. And you said the
suncreatures attacked during the night a few times before,
right?”

The unceg and wyvern attacks
surfaced in Misti’s mind. Her pendant had been free both times, but
now it was locked behind a cage stronger than ever before. Would
it help if we get attacked again? Should I let it help even if it
could? “Yes, but only those two. We’ve traveled at night before
and nothing hurt us.”

Dylori chewed on her lip. “Even
two attacks are highly unusual. And you know the rumors folk
whisper about these woods as well as I.”

Yes, she knew the rumors. That the
Ravenlock Woods and Cinder Forest were so deadly few who entered
exited without scars, if they made it out at all. That the cursed
woods were so deep and twisted folk could spend seasons wandering
even with a map in hand. That the dead woods were so full of
suncreatures it didn’t matter if folk traveled by day or
night.

Misti sighed. “I know it’s more
dangerous to travel during the day, and I’d wager even more in here
probably, but I’d feel better to sleep under the protection of
darkness for a little while. Even if that protection isn’t actually
real.”

She tried and failed to stifle a
yawn. It occurred to her that she hadn’t slept in over two nights.
She couldn’t while riding on Dis’ back, clutching her friends, on
their frantic dash to Rok, and she hadn’t in Rok either, trying to
figure out what to do with the pendant. Adrenaline must have kept
her on her feet, but after walking so long with little to cause a
spike, tiredness had finally taken hold.

Dylori arched an eyebrow at the
yawn, and Misti could all but see the cogs working in Dylori’s mind
as she came to the same conclusion. “Okay then, I’ll take the first
watch. Eat something, and then get to sleep.”

They set up a quick camp, one that
could be gathered up at a moment’s notice. Dis settled down on the
edge of the small clearing with their packs tucked safely on his
back, his bulk taking up quite a lot of space in the process. When
Misti rested her back against his warm fur, she didn’t mind that
her feet rested on another tree, their bedrolls piled against his
warm body. She felt more secure with him creating a mountain behind
them. Zora curled up tight on Misti’s lap, watching as Dylori
started the motions of fire-making, setting their tinder in a small
pile, then crisscrossing larger pieces overtop.

“Are you sure we need fire?” Misti
asked. “Flames are much more noticeable than the daygem. We could
call attention to ourselves.”

Dylori stilled in her
preparations, fingers clutching a firerock waiting to be sparked to
life. “Don’t we want to call attention to ourselves?”

“Maybe after we figure out how
we’re going to get them to help us.”

Dylori nodded and gathered up the
tinder, tying it into a tight bundle with a spare bit of rope and
securing it to Dis’ straps. “For later then.”

“Later.” Misti’s eyelids drooped
of their own accord. The darkness was somehow calming even here in
the Ravenlock Woods, and she fell swiftly asleep.

 



Chapter Sixteen

DYLORI SHOOK HER AWAKE, eyes
tinged orange with sleeplessness. Misti blinked, letting her eyes
adjust. Soft light washed the area in a pale pink glow. Daylight
glow. Misti yawned and pushed her hair out of her eyes. Dylori sat
next to her, hands full of dried vegetables and berries, which she
plopped into Misti’s lap, warm from Zora’s presence. Zora had
fished some more gara nuts from Misti’s pocket, munching on them
near her leg.

“You let me sleep for too long,
Dylori.”

Dylori shrugged, then curled up by
Dis’ leg, one arm sprawled over her face. “Wake me in an hour. Then
we’ll see about your banished folk.”

Misti couldn’t understand how
Dylori could sleep with her face pressed up against her gauntlet
like that, but in mere moments, she was snoring. For that hour and
a half, Misti kept watch, seeing the shadows stretch between the
trees as the sun rose, eating the dried vegetables and washing the
sour berries down with a few gulps of water, rubbing Dis’ nose when
he huffed at her, scratching behind Zora’s ears, stroking the dark
strands of hair away from Dylori’s closed eyes. Nothing seemed
alive in these woods, despite the rustle they had heard the night
before. They had survived Ravenlock Woods a whole night, something
Misti never would’ve dreamed of attempting before. Certainly not
with only one person watching her back, even if that one person had
the bravery and strength of ten.

Her gaze drifted from the spindly
trees to the glowing pendant around her neck. Would I have
ventured this far without this deadly thing attached to me?
Some part of her heart knew she wouldn’t have. Her guilt had
tethered her as far north as she could stand without actually going
back. Now that her guilt was lifted, it seemed she could go
anywhere. Where will I go?

Home first, she decided, though
she’d never call it that again. She’d go back to her parents’
house, gather her sister and brother, and take them away. Maybe
they could make a home in Amiin; Misti knew many people in that
city. She could get Char a job as a scribe, and Danill could finish
school. Her fingers brushed the wyvern wings dangling from her
wrist. I’m coming, Char and Danill. I swear it.

The pendant seemed to grow
brighter around her neck, the azure cage glinting almost white.
Misti pushed herself to her feet, tensing, ready to pull the
crafting into her if she needed to. But the pendant dimmed to blue
once more, the cage unbroken, the metal cool against her skin.
Misti let out a whoosh of breath, relief coursing through
her.

Her rise to her feet had caused an
answering stir in camp. Zora had leapt into the air and was
hovering close to Misti’s side. Dis lifted his great head, his side
rising with a deep breath as if readying to fight or flee. The
commotion had also woken Dylori, who rubbed her eyes with one hand
and tightened her grip on the Shey sword with the other.

“Anything exciting happen?” Dylori
grabbed onto Dis’ fur and pulled herself up. Dis stood in response,
aiding his sleepy companion in her quest to stand.

“No, sorry. The pendant just did
something strange and I overreacted.” Misti placed her hand on
Zora’s back to calm her. Zora headbutted the side of her face and
landed on the ground next to her, snatching up more
nuts.

“The pendant?” Dylori’s weariness
seemed to vanish. “What did it do?”

“Just flashed. Like it was going
to pulse, but then nothing happened. I don’t know why. It hasn’t
happened before.” Misti shrugged, trying to be nonchalant despite
her racing heart. No need to worry Dylori unnecessarily. “Let’s
just get going, okay?”

“Sure.” Dylori looked concerned as
she packed up their things. “I was thinking about how we could deal
with the banished ones.”

Misti looked at her. “You were
sleeping.”

“Sometimes my mind figures things
out when I’m asleep. And really we should’ve thought of this the
moment we even considered this plan.” Dylori strapped the last
bedroll onto Dis and turned back to Misti, a serious expression on
her face. “We should call in the Moon Knights.”

“The Moon Knights?” Misti tilted
her head.

Dylori’s dark eyes sparkled like
they did whenever she had a mischievous plan. “We’ve got some great
intelligence about the banished ones. If they really are in these
woods, the Moon Knights could help us flush them out. Or at the
very least, capture one alive.”

Misti bit her lip. It was a good
plan, one she hadn’t considered since they had ostracized her.
“Would they even help us, though? You’re forgetting that they
pretty much threw me out because of this thing.” She pointed at the
pendant, as if Dylori couldn’t see it for herself.

“Of course they would!” Dylori
grinned, lifting the Shey sword in triumph. “Ponuriah’s tits,
Misti, if some Divus really do meet regularly in these woods and we
have a map to their location, we’d be doing the knights a favor by
telling them about it. Maybe even a big enough favor to get you
back into their good graces.”

Do I want to be in their good
graces again? It wasn’t like I enjoyed killing, or that I was
particularly good at it. She shelved that thought for later and
rubbed the back of her neck, thinking. She envisioned a garrison of
Moon Knights stomping along by her side, protecting her from any
danger, snatching a banished Divus and forcing them to tell her how
to get this pendant off. It would certainly be nice to have some
extra help. But what if the pendant were to go off, to kill even
more of them than it already had?

“Maybe…maybe we can do that
afterward. Tell the Moon Knights, I mean.”

“Afterward?” Dylori lowered the
Shey sword.

“Yeah.” Finally, a plan clicked
into place. “After we capture a Divus from one of their meetings
here. Then we can tell the Moon Knights what we know and let them
deal with it.”

“But why not now? We need all the
help we can get.” Dylori shifted her weight from one foot to the
other, as if needing to move.

“I don’t want to put anyone else
in danger.” Misti slid her eyes away from Dylori and onto the dirt,
the grayness blurring as guilt twisted in her stomach. She could
see those men’s empty eyes staring up at her when she closed her
own. She couldn’t risk it. Not anymore. “I thought—”

Misti didn’t hear her move, yet
suddenly Dylori was resting a warm hand on her neck and lifting her
chin. “Their deaths weren’t your fault. Please remember that,”
Dylori whispered. She pressed her forehead against Misti’s,
surprising her into silence. “If you want it to be just you and me,
we can do that.”

Misti nodded, staring into
Dylori’s dark eyes, eyes that could swallow her whole, and she’d go
willingly. She desperately wanted to close the distance between
them, but now wasn’t the time.

“I think it’s for the best.” Misti
pulled back. “Now we just need to sneak up on one of their meetings
and snatch one away. Quietly, if possible.”

“Quietly, right.” Dylori sighed.
“We probably need to go much deeper into the woods to find them. If
I were a banished one, I certainly wouldn’t set up a secret meeting
so close to the edge. No matter how scary the woods
were.”

“Neither would I.” Misti looked
out into the forest. The spindly gray trees seemed to go on
forever. “Let’s go.”

 


***

 


They walked on for nearly the
entire morning, before Misti stumbled into a suncreature’s nest.
She had just climbed over a massive fallen tree that was one and a
half times Dis’ height, the bark turning to ash in her grip even
though the trunk still held, and landed in a heap on the other
side. She waved away the ashy clouds drifting down around her,
looking back up to help her friends, and saw them: suncreatures.
Four of them, hidden in a den tucked inside the fallen tree. She
had landed nearly on top of them, but she could only see their
heads. They whipped around as one, four pairs of red eyes glowing
at her, and then they lunged for her.

Misti threw herself backward into
a roll, landing on the forest floor and reaching for her dagger,
intending to gut one of the creatures as they sailed over her. But
only one body flew above her—one body, four heads. She had never
seen anything like it, not in her adventures, or studies, or
training, and all her preparedness left her in a shriek.

The suncreature swung its heads
around, eyes never leaving Misti’s as it landed on its thick legs,
claws digging in the dirt as it turned to face her. It stretched
its heads back, settling back on its hind legs and staring at her,
seeming to analyze her. Misti stood, trying to get a better, calmer
look at the suncreature before her. Its smooth white skin rippled
with reds and yellows as it moved. Four legs, one sleek body about
the size of a common pack muol, no tail, and four reptilian-like
heads. Moon above, what kind of creature is that?

Each head was distinct—one had
horns on its snout, one had spikes like a crown, one had long
curved teeth, and one had a thicker forehead, plated like armor—but
they moved as one, swaying this way and that, bulbous eyes peering
down at her, snouts sniffing the air for her scent. Their features
glowed with the signature suncreature red, like they wanted to call
attention to their individuality while remaining one whole beast.
The suncreature growled, a rumbling noise from deep within its
chest that echoed from four throats.

“Zora! Dylori! Dis!” She needn’t
have wasted her breath. While she had been staring at the
suncreature, her friends had already heaved themselves over the
massive trunk.

Zora flew next to her, her wings
buffeting Misti’s shoulder in comfort. Dylori slid down the bark
and caught herself easily, brandishing her sword. Dis had climbed
over, as well, albeit not so gracefully, but had landed on all
fours next to Dylori. It might’ve been a funny sight—a neades
trying to climb over a massive fallen tree—but Misti couldn’t
laugh. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t even breathe.

Surely creatures like this one,
this mesh of too many heads and too few bodies, was what made the
Ravenlock Woods so terrifying. The suncreature rumbled again, but
this time it opened each of its mouths. Red, white, yellow, and
black light seemed to glow within the suncreature’s jaws. It was
the only indication that they should move, should run, should leave
this place or die from whatever it was about to attack them
with.

“Move!” Dylori yelled.

Misti and Zora darted right, and
Dylori and Dis ran left moments before the suncreature unleashed on
them. The horned head spit fire, the spiked head gushed ice, the
head with curved teeth sprayed acid, and the head with the armored
forehead belched tar. Each attack burst against the tree. The
flames licking over the bark, the acid crumbling the trunk beneath,
and the ice and tar sealing the ashes in place. A hole the size of
Dis appeared in the trunk for a moment before collapsing in on
itself from the force of the attack.

Misti gaped at the sheer volume
and diversity of this creature’s attack. Zora nudged her shoulder,
but Misti couldn’t move. Only one thing ran through her mind. We
should run. We should run away right now.

“Come on! We can take it!” Dylori
shouted, but her words seemed far away and muddied, like they were
traveling through water.

The creature swung its gazes to
her, four pairs of eyes latching onto her own, and fear rippled
down Misti’s back. Her feet felt cemented to the ground, and her
stomach seemed to drop right out of her. She couldn’t move.
Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything but stare as the suncreature
opened its myriad jaws once again. Just before the suncreature
unleashed another attack, Misti felt a shove to her side, sending
her onto the ground and away from danger. At first she thought
Dylori had pushed her, but then Zora tumbled on top of her and bit
her shoulder hard. Not enough to draw blood, but enough to pull
Misti out of her fearful trance and push her into
action.

Completely forgetting the dagger
in her hand, she grabbed Zora and darted around the creature to
where Dylori and Dis stood.

Dylori gripped her arm. “Are you
okay?”

Not trusting her voice, Misti
nodded.

“Good, because we can take it,”
Dylori replied.

Horrified, Misti stared at
her.

Dylori pointed to the suncreature.
“Look how slow it is.”

Acid and fire and ice and tar
dripping from its mouths, the suncreature turned, searching for
them. Slow? Yes, it’s slow. But, those four jaws with four
separate attacks scared her. And it had leapt clear over her
before. Maybe it’s not as slow as it seems. But Dylori was
in her element. That glint was back in her eyes again. She had
formed a reckless plan and obviously planned on keeping
it.

“We can take it.” Dylori let go of
Misti and raised her sword. “Stay away from its heads. Dis and Zora
will distract it, pull its heads to them, not us. They can move out
of the way quick enough to not be harmed. We’ll attack its back or
necks if possible. Maybe its heart if we’re lucky.”

Without waiting to see if Misti
agreed, Dylori shoved her own curved sword into Misti’s hand,
raised the Shey sword, and charged. Misti slipped her dagger back
into her belt and lifted the Moon Knight sword. She glanced at Dis,
who huffed in reply, and then threw Zora into the air. Zora flared
her wings and zipped straight at the suncreature’s head, and then
darted sideways. Dis followed. The four heads followed them instead
of Dylori charging around it. Against her better judgment, Misti
ran after her, sword at the ready.

The suncreature unleashed another
four attacks, this time directed at Dis and Zora, who ducked and
swerved out of their way. Dylori had used their distraction to leap
right up onto the suncreature’s back and plunge the Shey sword into
the creature’s flesh. It bellowed—an angry four-jawed roar that
shook the ground—and swiped at Dylori with its massive claws.
Dylori ripped the sword out, a spiral of fiery blood trailing the
blade, and leapt back from its attack, grinning. The suncreature
swiped again, its claws missing Dylori by a hair.

Fear paralyzed Misti for a moment.
Her breath caught, hand growing cold on her hilt, but Dylori
laughed. The suncreature seemed off balance, rearing on its hind
legs and body twisted around, so Dylori lunged.

But the suncreature wasn’t off
balance. Misti had seen this creature stand tall on its hind legs
when it seemed to analyze her earlier, and even with its necks and
body twisted like they were, she knew it wouldn’t topple over like
Dylori assumed. Dylori swung the Shey sword in a powerful downward
arc, but the suncreature’s armored forehead took the brunt of her
swing, blade sliding off as smoothly as it would a shield. The head
shoved Dylori back onto her heels, but she caught herself and
waited for an opening. It was a terrifying and awesome sight.
Dylori standing alone, sword at the ready and legs planted,
silhouetted against the suncreature’s white body that shimmered
yellow and orange and red. All four massive heads turned their
wrathful gaze to her, ignoring Dis and Zora and Misti. Four sets of
eyes like burning coals narrowed their sights on Dylori.

Misti knew Dylori’s instinct would
be to attack right now, to use all her strength to slash into this
creature, to wound it until it died. But she also knew that
strategy wouldn’t work. It was too big, too strange for sheer power
to overtake it. The creature was slow, so they had to be quick,
agile, nimble. The vulnix way. But before Misti could do
anything, say anything, the suncreature swung its heads down, all
four jaws snapping. Dylori deflected one head, leapt sideways to
avoid another, and rolled under a third, but she couldn’t get out
of reach of the fourth—the spiky one. It clamped down on Dylori’s
shoulder, teeth crunching onto her armor there. Dylori yelled,
trying and failing to slice into the creature. It had latched onto
her sword arm and she couldn’t get an angle on it.

Misti’s heart pounded in her ears,
blocking out all other sounds, and her body returned to her.
Help her, you idiot! Her fingers tightened around the hilt
of her sword, and her fear evaporated as the need to protect Dylori
kicked in. She sliced once, twice, three times at the spiked head,
aiming for its eyes since they were the only weak spot she could
see. Her attacks landed quick and true, destroying both eyes. Fiery
blood gushed from its wounds, and the suncreature bellowed,
detaching itself from Dylori’s shoulder and rearing. Its massive
spiked head knocked the borrowed Moon Knight sword from Misti’s
hand, sending it clattering to the ground, but Zora attacked,
aiming her claws at the armored one’s eyes and distracting it.
Misti pulled Dylori back and took a frantic look at her. Ice caked
her ruined armor. Blood poured down Dylori’s shoulder, soaking her
tunic deep orange, and her dark skin was paler, the gray lines by
her eyes turning a lighter shade. She was losing so much blood. Her
usually bright eyes were closed, and for a heartbeat, Misti feared
she had died.

“Dylori!” Misti shook
her.

Dylori groaned in response, and
Misti patted her cheek.

“Good. Keep groaning.” She called
Dis over and tangled Dylori’s hand into his fur. “Heal yourself.
I’ll be right back.”

Trusting that Dis would help
Dylori, Misti turned her attention back to the suncreature. Zora
had successfully clawed out another set of eyes—the armored one,
this time—but the suncreature didn’t seem daunted by that. It let
out another bellow and stretched its heads out to Zora, emitting a
terrifying wave of all four substances in her direction. Zora
managed to dodge all but one. Even though the spiked head couldn’t
see, the ice caught Zora on the tip of her wing and sent her off
balance, spiraling away from Misti.

Misti’s stomach clenched at the
sight, but she kept her focus on the suncreature. She couldn’t
reach the suncreature’s heads, so she did the next best thing.
Use the vulnix way. Remembering what Arias had taught her
when using the bow—the inhale and exhale, the steadying of
shoulders and arms—she called up her crafting, the familiar orange
glow tinting the world and sharpening her vision.

Aiming for the horned head closest
to Zora, the one opening its jaws, Misti threw her dagger, sinking
it deep into the folds of the suncreature’s skin. The head went
limp, crashing to the forest floor. Zora perched in a tree above
it, curled tight but safe.

Yes! The three other heads
tilted toward the fallen one, bellowing, then swung around toward
her. Toward her friends. Misti considered staying between the
creature and Dylori, but if it lashed out with one of those
elemental attacks they’d all be caught in it. Be quick. She
took a risk and dashed at the suncreature, eyes only on the dagger
now sticking out of the spiked neck. Her fingers curled around the
dagger just as the horned head spit fire. She dove out of the way,
feeling the heat against her skin and smelling a horrible acrid
whiff of burnt flesh as the flames scorched the dead
head.

Misti darted around it, trying
desperately to get away from the suncreature’s attacks. She
narrowed her eyes, saw the opening for her attack, and threw her
dagger again, this one sinking into the back of the horned head’s
neck. The head crashed to the ground. Excitement sparked through
Misti at the sight. Two down!

Misti ran to grab the dagger. She
had assumed that with two of its heads as dead weight, the
suncreature would back off, maybe try to save its own life, maybe
run away. But the armored head snapped down before she could get to
her weapon. It didn’t have sharp teeth like the others, but its
gummy jaws clamped onto her leg and squeezed it tight. Black tar
slopped from its mouth, burning where it touched her skin. Misti
yelled, her muscles tightening in response to the agonizing
pressure of the jaws, but thankfully nothing broke.

Panic raced through her as the
head swung her up and away from her dagger, her vision blurring
into a gray whirlwind. No! Her sight solidified on the last
head—the one with curved teeth—and fear choked her scream in her
throat. Dangling helplessly, she’d be ripped apart for sure, if not
melted by acid first.

Zora fluttered between Misti and
the curved teeth with the dagger clamped in her jaws. Good
girl. Misti grabbed the dagger and swung up at the armored head
that held her, hoping to hit some weak spot that would let her go.
She embedded the dagger into the underside of the suncreature’s
neck, and a gush of bright yellow spurted from the wound, covering
her arms in blood that seemed to contain the same burning
properties as the tar. She shrieked from the pain. Then the jaws
slackened, and she dropped to the ground, twisting her ankle and
wrenching her knee. White-hot agony spiked up her leg from the
impact. She focused on the dying head. It swung this way and that
in its struggle to stay alive, spraying blackness onto the trees,
onto the ground, onto the other heads. Finally, it came crashing to
the ground beside the others.

A deep aching pain shuddered
through Misti as she pulled herself over to the armored head and
yanked her dagger free. Zora zoomed around the remaining head, but
she couldn’t distract it from Misti. The last pair of red eyes
narrowed, and it opened its jaws.

I won’t die today. The
thought tore through Misti. Not here. Not yet. She narrowed
her eyes, focusing her gaze on the suncreature’s mouth, already
dripping with yellow acid, until she found the spot she wanted to
hit. She hurled the dagger with all her might, sending it flying
into the roof of the suncreature’s mouth. It sank up to the hilt
into the creature’s flesh. The head reared back for a moment, then
crashed to the ground, its entire body crumbling to a heap of
burning red and black ash.

A fierce joy spread through Misti.
She had killed the creature. Not with the pendant or brute
strength, but with targeted attacks aimed true. Zora landed by
Misti’s side and nudged her, healing her ankle and knee. The
shuddering pain subsided, and her wrenched knee stopped pounding.
Not fully healed, but she’d be able to walk, and Zora would give
her more once they found a safer place to rest. Zora’s calm spirit
warmed her, wrapping around her like a soft blanket.

Misti scratched Zora under the
chin and gently rubbed the ice crystals off her feathers. “Thank
you, Zora.”

Dis had settled down in front of
Dylori, and while Dylori was sitting upright on her own, Misti knew
she had lost quite a bit of blood and would need to rest,
regardless of what Dis had done for her. The gash in her shoulder
had completely healed, but the armor had holes through it and would
need to be repaired. They both stared at her as she approached
holding Zora in her arms.

“Are you okay?” Misti asked,
dropping down next to Dylori.

“I am. That head was the worst
one, I think. Never using ice in my water ever again.” Dylori gave
her a sheepish grin and scratched her left horn. Her eyes drifted
to the pile of ash behind Misti and Zora. “That was
impressive.”

“Thanks,” Misti replied. Though
Zora had given Misti enough life-energy to heal, tiredness crept
through her. They’d both have to rest soon. She stole a quick
glance into the gray forest. So much for heading deeper into it
today.

“Sorry about that,” Dylori
grumbled. “I thought we could take it easier.”

“Well, we could…just not with the
techniques Zarious taught us. Sometimes brute strength doesn’t
work.” Misti shook her head, remembering that Arias had said
something similar. She put her hand on Dylori’s arm and squeezed.
“I’m just glad you’re okay.”

“You, too.” Dylori bit her lip and
looked away. “I shouldn’t have run in like that. Again. It got us
both hurt.”

Anger at the reckless way Dylori
had acted burst in Misti’s chest, surprising her, but she buried
it. Now wasn’t the time. Dylori had apologized, and it was just her
nature to be reckless. It hadn’t been much of an issue when they
were with the Moon Knights. They had other fighters at their side,
to fill in the gaps when Dylori rushed headlong into the fight, but
now, with just the two of them, maybe she’d have to rethink her
fighting style.

Without thinking, she swept some
dark hair off Dylori’s forehead. Dylori arched her eyebrow, and
Misti gave her an apologetic grin, heat creeping up her neck.
Perhaps that was too intimate a gesture. Clearing her throat, she
said, “We’ll do better next time. We’re a team, okay? We just need
to learn how to fight with two people instead of ten.”

“I’m not sure I can do that.”
Dylori unhooked the damaged armor and set it aside. “And I’m not
sure I want to fight any longer anyway.”

“You don’t want to fight? Why
not?” Misti touched the armor, the metal slick with dark orange
blood. Queasy from the blood, she shoved it away from them, and it
skidded through the ashes, scattering a few into the
air.

Dylori shook her head. “It’s not
important. What’s important is that we find a place to rest up
and…hey…where’s the sword?”

The Shey sword. Misti hadn’t seen
it since Dylori had been attacked. Frantic, Dylori patted the
ground beside her and shoved Dis to his feet, looking under him as
well. She stood, rushing into the ashes and scattering them aside.
Cursing, Dylori paced this way and that, looking under the gray
leaves, trying and failing to unstick the tar and ice, but she
couldn’t find it.

Dis and Zora joined in, and so did
Misti. They searched but only found Dylori’s Moon Knight sword. The
Shey sword had disappeared. Vanished, it seemed, into the Ravenlock
Woods. Misti’s dagger had disappeared, as well. They only had
Dylori’s original sword now and nothing else.

Misti’s heart sank. How will I
tell Arias we lost her family’s sword? And how will we face
the banished Divus now, with only one weapon? It seemed the
Ravenlock Woods was trying its hardest to claim four more
victims.

 



Chapter Seventeen

THEY SPENT THE REST of the day
resting in a clearing. They had walked a good distance from the
ashes, since the suncreature had made enough noise to wake nearly
everything in the woods. Yet the deafening sound of the creature’s
death seemed to keep the other suncreatures away. The spindly trees
didn’t provide much in the way of cover, but that also meant Misti
could see quite a long distance and could make out the fallen tree
if she squinted. The sun had long since crested overhead, and the
once-bright blue had begun to fade to the pinks and purples of
early evening.

Dylori kept quiet as they
traveled, said nothing during their simple meal of nuts and
vegetables, and was silent even now, resting against Dis’ side and
staring out into the forest, her sword resting on her knees.
Nothing stirred around them, but still Dylori kept watch. The color
hadn’t fully returned to her skin, and the gray lines by her eyes
were paler than Misti liked, but only rest would recover
that.

Her silence unnerved Misti, but
she kept to herself, rubbing a gentle hand down Zora’s back and
trying to think of how to capture a Divus. They’d have to find one
of their meetings first. She brought out the map Roorik had given
her and saw they were nearing the small x in the corner he had
pointed out. But what if the banished ones had moved on?
Maybe she could send Zora ahead of them to scout—she’d cover ground
more quickly than any of them. Then they’d have to capture one,
quietly and alive. Maybe a net of some sort, or a quick thwack
to the head? They could drag the unconscious body somewhere.
But where would we go? It wasn’t like this forest provided
much cover, and the air was so silent, one yell would bring the
rest of the group down on them. Then what would we do? Kill
as many as possible, probably. That’s what Dylori would do, but it
wouldn’t help Misti in the long run. They’d have to find a shelter
of some sort, or make a threat frightening enough to keep the
banished one helpful. A threat worse than death.

“I don’t want to be an Aramet’zil
anymore,” Dylori whispered. She seemed to hold herself tighter, the
muscles in her shoulders and arms tensing as if she was readying
for a fight.

She’d been facing away from Misti,
and for a moment, Misti thought she’d misheard. For as long as
Misti had known her, becoming an Aramet’zil was Dylori’s dream. Her
ultimate goal. She had always pictured Dylori in that set of
gleaming Aramet’zil armor, leading a battalion of her own Moon
Knights against a wave of suncreatures.

“Why not? You’d be a great
one.”

“No, I wouldn’t.” Dylori shook her
head. “I’ve discovered something about myself that wouldn’t lend
itself to being a good leader.”

“Oh?” Misti shifted a little
closer. “What’s that?”

“I’m reckless.” Dylori‘s dark gaze
captured Misti. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Misti chuckled and gave Dylori a
small shove. “Yeah, you’ve been reckless ever since I met you. But
that’s also why you’re good at what you do. Being a fighter, I
mean. Your recklessness gives you bravery.”

“My recklessness got you hurt,”
Dylori replied, biting her lip. “Twice.”

“True.” Misti’s anger surfaced
again, and it took her a moment to realize it wasn’t the pendant’s
anger. This quiet fire was her own. “And I am angry that you put
both my life and yours in danger, without consulting me first at
least.”

Dylori stared at her, eyes wide.
“Consulting you?”

“Yes, consulting me,” Misti’s
vexation pushing her to say things she usually wouldn’t be brave
enough to say, even to Dylori. “At the very least you could’ve let
me say something before rushing headlong into danger like you did.
We’re a team, you and me. And I deserve to be included in the
battle plans. Ponuriah’s tits, I figured out how to kill that
suncreature back there, didn’t I?”

“You did,” Dylori replied quietly.
“Strength wasn’t the best plan.”

“No, and quite frankly, for me, it
never is. Never has been. That’s why I didn’t do well under
Zarious’ command. His brute strength way of fighting never meshed
well with me, and it’s certainly not the only way to fight,” Misti
huffed.

“It’s just the only way we were
taught.” Laughing a little, Dylori cupped Misti’s cheek in her
hand, and Misti stilled. “Yours is better for you. Thank you for
saving me.”

“I always will.” At Dylori’s light
touch and quiet words, her confession and appreciation, Misti’s
temper calmed. So that’s why she’s been acting strange after the
fights. She’s been having a battle inside herself. “But
Zarious’ way does work for you. You have that strength and you use
it to your advantage. With a little more training to quell that
reckless side of you, I think you’d be a great
Aramet’zil.”

Dylori lowered her hand. “But what
if I don’t want to be that anymore? What if my dreams changed?
Would you be disappointed?”

Disappointed? Her anger
completely scattered at the idea, disappearing into the farthest
reaches of her mind. She tilted her head. “Of course not. I’m just
surprised you want something else, that’s all. You’ve been working
so hard toward it for as long as I’ve known you.”

Dylori’s smile slipped. “Yes, but
I’ve since realized that despite my best efforts, I can’t stop the
reckless side of me. I promised I’d do better after the fight with
the basilisk Vagari and I couldn’t keep that promise, even though
the suncreature we just fought was something we’ve never
encountered before. Never seen before, even in sketches. If I
couldn’t keep that promise to you, how could I keep it to the rest
of the Moon Knights? Even more people could be injured, or
worse.”

She swallowed and ran her hand
through her hair, creases of worry lining her eyes. “I’ve killed so
many people, and their deaths weigh on me. Even if they were
banished ones and sun goddess worshippers. The kid I killed when we
were protecting the musicians outside of Amiin…well, he was just a
child. And Roorik found a way out of the banished life, didn’t he?
Maybe others can do the same. Maybe even worshippers can become
good again.”

The two men killed by the pendant
swam into Misti’s mind. Yes, she understood the weight of death
much too well.

“And now you’ve told me your
parents are worshippers,” Dylori muttered.

Misti held her breath. Everything
else seemed to vanish as she waited for Dylori’s next words.
Keep calm, Misti told herself, just
listen.

Dylori’s voice came out as a
ramble, words tumbling fast over one another. “Well, I realized
that you never really spoke about them anyway, and I’ve never met
them. You’re obviously not a worshipper, and you don’t want to help
them. And…well…I don’t want that to stop me from falling for you.”
She finished in a whisper.

Falling for me? Misti
couldn’t stop the grin curling on her face. Excitement sparked
through her. She kept her voice as even as she could. “I’ll back
you up no matter what you choose to do. We’re a team, remember?
And…maybe more than that, if you’d like.”

Dylori beamed brighter than Misti
had ever seen and finally relaxed, her shoulders slumping from
their tense position, the worried creases by her eyes now smooth.
It seemed this confession had been a long time coming and speaking
it out loud lifted some weight off Dylori’s shoulders.

“As long as I consult you
first.”

“Right,” Misti replied.

Dylori wrapped one of Misti’s
hands in hers. “It might surprise you, but I’ve been…crushing hard
on you. For a few seasons.”

So Arias was right about that,
too. Misti laughed. “I know. Or rather a friend might’ve told
me as much.”

“Arias?” Dylori asked, and at
Misti’s nod she huffed. “That woman notices everything. What are
the chances that she’d forget about her sword?”

Dylori patted the ground next to
her. Misti shifted to sit there, shyly at first then bolder when
Dylori grinned. Leaning her head against Dylori’s shoulder, Misti
linked both their hands together and enjoyed their closeness, how
Dylori smelled of dirt and sweat and smoke, how Misti’s mood calmed
when next to her. If only for a little while, even if the Ravenlock
Woods claimed them tomorrow, she’d enjoy this feeling right
now.

“I’d say almost zero, but Arias
would probably forgive you. Orenda might actually kill you, though,
judging from how shocked she looked when Arias handed the sword
over. Or punch you at least.”

A shudder went through Dylori’s
body, and she pulled Misti in even tighter. “She would.”

They stayed like this for a bit,
resting, healing when their companion animals allowed, enjoying the
silence, but with their gazes always on the empty horizon. Dylori
slipped into a restless sleep and only when the color returned
completely to her markings did Misti wake her.

Dis and Zora slept as well, which
Misti was glad for. Their companion animals could go for a long
time without rest, but if the pendant ever broke past its
containment again, Misti needed everyone at full health to combat
it. This cage was stronger than any of their prior ones, but it
would break eventually. The pendant had already pulsed
once.

She pushed everyone to get going,
her hand covering the blue cage as they picked their way through
the darkness. They moved quietly through the night, the dead leaves
providing a soft ground for their footfalls, and Misti filled
Dylori in on her plan. Dylori agreed, and Misti had almost sent
Zora off to do an aerial search when it happened.

The pendant throbbed like a second
heartbeat. Once. Twice. Three times. With each pulse the blue cage
brightened, sending a searing blue-white light through the trees.
Illuminating the area and revealing dozens of faces. Dozens of
banished ones surrounding them.

The flashes lit up familiar
figures standing directly in front of Misti: Misti’s parents and
her sister and someone else she knew quite well, too well to
believe what she saw. What? She had just enough time to gasp
before Met’zil Zarious stepped forward and snapped his fingers.
With a roar, the others attacked.

Pain spiked in Misti’s head, her
vision turned white, and she slumped to the ground. Before
unconsciousness spread its tendrils into Misti’s mind, she heard a
shout—Dylori and two separate animal cries. One thought drifted
through her mind before she succumbed to the blinding light:
Please don’t hurt them.

 


***

 


Flat on her back, Misti opened her
eyes to a searing brightness. Daygems? No, the light was too
pure for that. Sunlight blinded her with yellows and pinks,
glinting off the wyvern wings that rested by her head and filtering
through the wooden bars a few paces away. Ash and rocks jutted into
her cheek, a metallic taste of blood lingered in her mouth, and an
overall ache hummed through her body. Pushing herself up, Misti
blinked at her surroundings. A wooden cage surrounded her, big
enough for her to stand in, and a wide clearing extended beyond
that. She could just see the edge of the forest. Even here, the
ground was gray and ashy. Dead, just like the rest of the Ravenlock
Woods.

Where’s Zora and Dylori and
Dis? Panic sliced through her, causing her to move to the bars
and wrap her fingers around them. This wood wasn’t from here—brown
and sturdy, heartwood perhaps, or fywood—but she tested it anyway,
shaking and pulling. It didn’t budge. She eyed the clearing more
carefully and saw three more cages just like hers about a hundred
paces away. One her size, another big enough to hold a neades, and
another small enough to hold a vulnix. She called up her Animal
crafting, needing to see if they were all right. Needing to know if
they were alive.

Through the orange glow, she saw
Dylori, face-up just like Misti had been and breathing slowly. She
saw Dis shuffling back and forth, slamming on the bars but unable
to break them. Fywood for sure. And then she saw Zora in a cage so
small it pressed her wings tight against her back, her tails
curling outside it. Zora’s eyes were closed. She wasn’t moving,
wasn’t breathing. Misti couldn’t even feel her life-energy through
their connection. She felt like something had coiled around her
heart and squeezed.

“Zora!” The scream ripped from her
throat and echoed through the clearing. Dis huffed loudly in
response and slammed harder against his cage. Dylori stirred, and
then lifted herself from the ground. Misti saw this, but she didn’t
care. My little girl. Tears sprang to her eyes and her hands
tightened around the bars until her knuckles turned white as she
shook them again and again and again. Her scream seemed to come
from deep within her, from some primal area.

“Zora!”

Her parents appeared. Simply
appeared. At first there was nothing, the clearing empty save for
the cages, and then there was a burst of white light and they stood
next to Zora’s cage, staring down at her vulnix. How? They’re in
Northtown. Her father bent at the waist and fingered Zora’s
paw, while her mother knelt down to touch one of Zora’s
tails.

“You get away from her,” Misti
shouted. “Get your filthy hands off her!”

Zora disappeared from the cage in
a similar white light and in the next instant, Char appeared beside
Misti. How? She’s supposed to be in Northtown. She
was just as Misti remembered her from a few seasons ago, her long
blonde hair resting neatly at her shoulders, her eyes—one blue and
one yellow—staring at her, an expression of sadness on her face.
She wore a yellow tunic, so similar to the dress she’d worn when
Misti ran it took her breath away. Her black pants dragged on the
ground, the hems lightening with ash. Misti was so shocked by her
sister’s appearance that she didn’t even realize what was in her
arms until her sister thrust Zora into Misti’s cage.

Terrified at what she might find,
Misti lifted Zora up, wrapping her hands around Zora’s middle to
check for signs of life, pressing her fingers to Zora’s sides. She
watched in awe as they moved with Zora’s breathing. She’s not
dead. In fact, Zora opened her eyes and stared at Misti,
recognition brightening her gaze. Their companion connection
flashed bright within Misti once again but she didn’t care about
how or why it had waned in her moment of panic. I was just
afraid…but Zora’s alive and that’s all that matters. The tight
coil that had wound itself around Misti’s heart snapped apart, and
despite where they were and what was happening, she laughed and
pulled Zora close.

Another flash of white light, and
when she looked up once again, her parents and her sister had
vanished. But Zora was here and whole and alive and safe with her.
Dylori was awake, and Dis was close enough for her to see, though
he thrashed against his cage. Worry niggled at Misti’s mind, and
she shouted to Dylori, “Make him stop! He’s going to hurt
himself!”

Dylori nodded. Her voice floated
over to the field. “Dis, calm down. We’re okay. You need to save
your strength for when it matters.” Dis stopped thrashing and
huffed, stomping a little to show his concern. Dylori motioned for
him to stop that. “I know. We’ll get out of this. Don’t
worry.”

Their attackers seemed muddied in
Misti’s mind, but her family and Zarious stood out clearly.
“Dylori, did you see who attacked us?”

Dylori frowned. “Yeah, I did.
Where’s the traitor now, you think?”

“He’ll be back later on,” a
familiar voice answered: Misti’s mother. Another flash of white
light, and her parents appeared before her once again. “Right now,
we’d like to catch up with our daughter, if you don’t
mind.”

Misti clutched Zora close and
moved to the back of the cage, as far away from them as she could
get. She looked toward Dylori and Dis and found them both on the
ground. No! Fear skittered under her skin, making it clammy.
She whipped her gaze back to her parents.

“They’ll be fine. We put them both
to sleep,” her father said, smiling at her.

Her parents looked as Misti
remembered, yet no trace of sickness marked their bodies or paled
on their dark brown skin. They looked fit and healthy. Their yellow
and orange eyes stared back at her. Her mother’s right eye was
yellow, mirroring her father’s left. Her mother’s blonde hair
seemed fuller around her shoulders, the lines around her mouth all
but gone.

Her father’s dark hair was tied
back at his shoulders with a band of something. Not twine. Not
cloth. Her stomach clenched. Misti didn’t want to think of what
creature he’d killed in order to get that pale pink strand holding
back his hair. They looked younger than Misti knew they were and
wore gray tunics and pants, close-fitting to show their lean
bodies. No weapons in sight. Twin pendants hung around their necks,
white orbs and silver metal, just like the one around
hers.

Her father opened the cage with
ease and gestured for her to leave. For a moment, Misti nearly
stepped forward. Char was here. Maybe Danill was here, too, though
Misti hoped he wasn’t. But then Misti’s gaze shifted from her
father’s gentle face to the cages behind him. To her friends on the
ground. She didn’t want to leave them behind, and she certainly
didn’t want to walk into the bright light that had transported them
here. How did they move like that?

Zora nuzzled the nape of her neck,
and Misti hugged her closer. She tucked Zora’s long tails under one
arm and wrapped the other around her back and wings, protecting her
as best she could from her parents. Zora’s fur and feathers and
warmth comforted her, like always. Zora nuzzled her neck again,
scratching at the pendant’s Moon cage with her claws. Reminding her
why she had traveled so far, why they had wanted to find the
banished ones to begin with.

She didn’t know why or how her
family was here, but that didn’t matter now. What mattered was
getting this pendant off her, and since her parents had ones just
like hers, maybe there would be Divus to take it off. Gathering her
courage, she looked to her father.

“Are there any Divus here?” she
asked, pleased that her voice didn’t shake with anger.

Her father nodded. “There are. Our
friends can take that pendant off you just as easily as it was put
on.”

Her mother offered her hand.
“Please, sweetheart, let us take care of you. We give our word that
your friends will be safe.”

Misti slowly left the cage,
holding Zora tight. “Zora comes with me.”

It hadn’t been phrased as a
question, but both her parents smiled. Her mother gave a light
chuckle, the soft one that Misti remembered from her youth. “Yes,
Misti. Zora will always stay with you. Now, please, follow
us.”

The same blinding white light that
had transported them here appeared next to her mother, so bright
that it obscured everything else. It hurt Misti’s eyes to look at,
and she shielded Zora’s with her hand. Her father stepped through
first, disappearing into it. Her mother stepped forward, and then
looked over her shoulder.

“It doesn’t hurt. Trust me,” she
said, and melded with the light.

It occurred to Misti that she
could leave. Right now. Run to the cages and free Dylori. Find
their way out of the Ravenlock Woods and never look back. Find some
other way to break the pendant. But she had been running for so
long now, and she knew it was time to stop, to face what she had
been running from so desperately. Her jaw set, Misti walked into
the light.

Warmth surrounded her like a
caress, like water flowing around a rock. It tickled, feather-light
on her skin. The trip took less than a heartbeat. One moment she
was in an ashy field surrounded by silence, and the next she was in
a camp, sounds crashing into her—the steady thunk of axes chopping
wood, the crackling of fires, the hum of conversation.

She blinked the bright light away,
but not before a hand pulled at her arm. She tried to tug away, but
her mother’s soft smile came into focus, and she stopped resisting.
Her mother guided her through the camp, winding through the spindly
trees of Ravenlock Woods. It was no simple dwelling, not the
nomadic camp like Misti had assumed it would be since they held
meetings so close to Rok.

Did Roorik lie to us, or just
neglect to elaborate how settled in these folk had become? They
had made a life here. Multi-room tents were scattered throughout
the trees, pathways wound this way and that, and wells dotted the
ground. They had even set up a pen with cloth for a roof, but no
animals lingered in it.

Misti looked closer and noticed
they had taken precautions. The heavy gray material forming the
tents nearly blended into the trees and the wells sat low to the
ground.

Even the people who lingered near
the tents or dunked buckets into the wells or stared at her as she
walked past dressed in gray, just like her parents. It seemed this
was a popular place for all banished folk, not just Divus. Elu,
Vagari, and even some Nemora lived in this place. She was
surrounded, and she held Zora tighter from fear.

Are all these people sun
goddess worshippers, too? Or just murderers who got away
from the guards? Just murderers. The idea would’ve been funny
if Misti weren’t so terrified. Zora trembled in her arms, Misti
trembling along with her. But it was the Divus that caught Misti’s
attention the most, the Blood crafters who could help her. Scared
as she was of them—of everyone in this camp—hope brightened in her
chest at the sight.

Misti also kept her eye out for
Zarious, but to no avail. She’d been shocked to see him with these
people, shocked that he had somehow become a part of this, that a
sun goddess worshipper could rise so far in the Moon Knights’
ranks. Was no position safe? Part of her wished she could
see him just so she could fight him. Hurt him, even a little, for
such a betrayal to the Moon Knights shouldn’t go unpunished. If
Dylori saw him again, he certainly wouldn’t leave this place
unscathed. With Dylori’s new outlook on killing maybe I’ll have
to bring him in instead.

Her mother tugged on her arm,
drawing her attention, and it dawned on Misti that her parents had
kept secret who they worshipped. They were quite influential up in
Northtown, even if their positions were a little banal, a singer
and a baker by trade. A singer and a baker with contacts. If they
had kept their faith under wraps, and if Zarious had, Misti
wondered how many other leaders walked under the sun, not the
moon.

Her mother’s question cut through
her thoughts like a knife. “Would you like something to eat?” She
gestured to a small table laden with black squash cut into ribbons
and pure white whisperberries. Some kind of cooked gray flesh sat
on the far end, and Misti wrinkled her nose at the burnt scent.
Even their food was disguised, chosen for its color rather than its
taste. Black squash was bitter, and whisperberries barely had a
taste at all. Her mother plucked some from the pile and offered
them to her.

“No, thank you,” Misti replied,
shaking her head.

Her mother popped the berries into
her mouth, chewing slowly. “We’re nearly there.”

“Nearly where?” Misti looked
around. Trees and tents stretched around them as far as she could
see.

“At our meeting place,” her father
replied, coming up from behind her.

He put his hand on the small of
her back, guiding her forward once more. Misti stiffened, wanting
to pull away from the touch, but forced herself not to. If she did
what they wanted, perhaps they would help her.

They walked for only a little
while longer, her father on one side and her mother on the other,
and stopped at a small clearing with five stones in a circle in the
middle.

“Please, sit,” her father
said.

He took one stone, her mother
another. Misti chose a third, sitting directly across from them
both so they formed a triangle. The stones sat so close together
their knees touched, but Misti forced herself not to shift away.
She held Zora close, so that her vulnix wouldn’t touch either
parent. Her mother leaned forward and straightened Misti’s tunic a
little, brushing off some ash from her shoulder.

“You look so lovely, Misti,” she
said.

“Healthy, too.” Her father reached
for her hair and picked a stray twig from it, tossing it aside
before brushing his fingers through her hair like he used to when
she was a child.

They were gestures any parents
would make. Gentle gestures of love, of familial comfort. But they
set Misti on edge. Even their words seemed to grate in her ears.
They had made Char lie to her, she knew that much. Why else
would Char say their parents were sick? What else did they
make her do? Misti felt sick. She had so many questions, and it
seemed like now was her chance to ask them, yet only one made it
through to her lips. It was one thing she had wanted to know all
along—the only thing, if she was honest with herself.

“Why?” The word passed through her
lips quiet as a breath, but from the way her parents glanced at
each other Misti knew they had heard, even over the sounds of the
camp around them. She said it again anyway, louder this time.
“Why?”

Her father opened his mouth to
speak, but her mother got there first. “We wanted to see you,
Misti. We’ve missed you. You’ve been gone for so long, and you
never spoke to us even though you wrote to your siblings and
visited them.”

“We wanted to see how you were
doing, and since you were determined to run away, this was the only
way we knew how,” her father said.

Confusion muddled Misti’s
thoughts. They hadn’t answered her question and only created more
with their response. It sounded like they had planned something,
somehow found a way to bring her here. “What was?”

They touched the pendants around
their necks that were just like Misti’s. Just like the one that had
caused so much pain. The truth hit Misti like a bolt, slashing
through her and rooting her to her seat. Her fingers flew to the
Moon cage around her own pendant, grazing against the smooth blue
surface.

Staring into her parents’ gentle
expressions, Misti asked, “You did this? How?”

“With the help of our goddess, of
course,” her father replied, touching two fingers to his forehead
and then pointing upward, a show of respect to Ponuriah common
among her followers. “You remember our rituals. The ones we did
before.”

Flashes of the blue and black
vulnixes bleeding out on the table darted through Misti’s mind. Of
the blood on the walls, the floor. Of the blood on her parents’
hands.

Her father smiled. “You were so
young then, but you remember. Those rituals solidified us in her
eyes. Brought us into her view above all the others. She gave us a
task of creation. Imbued us with new abilities tailored to our
specific crafting that was far beyond our wildest
dreams.”

They spoke of Ponuriah like she
was alive, but according to the myth, Ponuriah had died during the
Great Rift. She had split herself asunder. Destroyed herself so
that the world would be riddled with suncreatures.

Her father lifted his palm to the
air, and a skreeter landed in it. Misti had only heard of them in
stories, in dark tales told in the dead of day to scare children.
Skreeters were small serpentine creatures with green leathery
wings, a long, split tail, and no eyes above their pointed snout.
No legs. No elemental abilities, either. They mostly went after
bugs and ate them whole, swooping down and unhinging their jaws to
gobble unsuspecting prey. They looked harmless, but a single bite
from that toothy maw would paralyze a person in seconds, and a
second bite would kill.

Her father’s eyes glowed orange,
and the skreeter’s coloring changed. Its green leathery wings grew
white, the small bones glowing red underneath the thin skin. Its
body brightened as well, tail growing longer and sprouting hooked
barbs at the tips. Glowing red orbs popped open above the
suncreature skreeter’s snout where eyes would be if it had any. The
skreeter opened its mouth wide, screeching as its pink mouth turned
white, its white fangs glowing a fiery orange.

Misti couldn’t believe her eyes.
The skreeter had turned into a suncreature version of itself.
How was that possible? Was the original skreeter dead? Yes,
the original creature had to be gone. Corrupted into this…this
monstrosity. So suncreatures are created by someone. It was
what Misti had suspected since she discovered her parents’
worship—once her faith in Aluriah broke that day, her belief in
Ponuriah did, too, and the myth that she split herself to become
the suncreatures went with it. Someone else needed to create them.
But to see it actually happen, and to have a Vagari do it no less,
made her skin crawl. It would be a deed worthy of death for
sure.

Dread filled her soul. ‘New
abilities tailored to our specific crafting,’ her father had
said. Tailored to Vagari crafting, Animal crafting. And if Vagari
could create more, could use their crafting in such an evil way,
Misti wondered how would it ever end. Maybe this was why there were
so many suncreatures. So many more beasts to fight. Because Vagari
who worshipped the sun goddess were creating them. She remembered
the orange tooth in her pocket. Had the pyrewolf once been a
living creature?

An even more terrible idea crossed
her mind. If the Vagari could transform any beast into a
suncreature, that meant they could transform any companion animal.
Had the suncreature pyrewolf once been someone else’s companion?
Had the unceg? Was that why they wanted Zora and Dis alive? She
clutched Zora tighter, though her vulnix had already tucked herself
closer to Misti’s belly in fear, eyeing the skreeter suncreature
and trembling. No, she wouldn’t let that happen. She’d never let
that happen.

“Beautiful, isn’t he?” Her father
seemed oblivious to the horror on Misti’s face, stroking the
skreeter suncreature. “She gave us other crafting skills and a
means of transportation you’ve already witnessed.”

“Other…skills?” Misti managed to
choke out around the fear clawing at her throat.

“Yes,” her mother chimed in. She
rested her hand on Misti’s knee, fingers gently curling around the
dark fabric there. “After you left she brought her other followers
to us in Northtown and together we managed to do many things over
the seasons in her honor, preparing Northtown to be the start of
her domain like the Lights calls for so the world could be
better for it. So it could be better for you and your
siblings.”

Better for us? Misti gave a
disbelieving laugh. “The Lights only speaks of fear and
suffering, of transforming the world into an ashy wasteland, how is
that better for me or Char or Danill?”

Her mother kept talking as if
Misti hadn’t interrupted. “Killing worthless fools who got in our
way to cover our secret. Transforming beasts in her image. Crafting
beyond ourselves and our own abilities with the help of others.
Like that pendant around your neck. Yours was a prototype, you see,
a test to see if it worked. She connected us with Zarious and
together we formed a plan.”

“But…the banished one,” Misti
murmured.

Her mother simpered. “You didn’t
think that banished fool created the orb, did you? That lowlife
murderer would never have the power to craft such a marvelous
thing.”

“No, he wouldn’t. He wasn’t even a
follower. But he was foolish enough to put it around a knight’s
neck for a few handfuls of coin.” Her father chuckled, his
dual-colored eyes glinting. “We needed to see if it worked, but we
also needed a willing participant who wasn’t a Divus, and up at
Northtown, we only knew Divus. We didn’t want to try it on any of
Ponuriah’s followers or even the banished folk, as that would be
cruel, but we did need to test it. We didn’t think it would kill
the wearer, but we needed to be completely certain. It was then
that Zarious mentioned you, and we readily agreed.”

Anger sparked to life in Misti’s
chest, burning some fear away. “It would be…cruel…to test it on
banished folk, so you chose your own daughter instead?” Misti spit
out the words, but her question was met with only an arched eyebrow
from her father and a frown from her mother.

Her father continued in an even
tone as if she hadn’t interrupted, “We knew they’d send you to the
Nemora, and with some select…pushes…we knew it would eventually
lead you here, to the only known meeting place of the banished
Divus. If you got injured or died along the way because of the
pendant, well, that was a chance we’d have to take in order to test
the new crafting. We would’ve known its powers and limitations
either way.”

In one breath they said they
missed her, but the next they spoke of her being some test subject,
and they spoke so easily about Misti possibly dying that her anger
burned even hotter. They really don’t care about me at all.
The struggle in her mind to separate her parents from the
worshippers ended right then and there. Sure, they could act like
her parents, with gentle touches and soft words, but underneath it
all they were worshippers through and through. Not her parents, not
loving people who needed her aid, not ones who deserved her
respect, but worshippers with too much blood on their hands to see
the color of their skin underneath.

“Didn’t you ever wonder why you
didn’t run into any other banished Divus save for the first one who
vanished?” her mother asked.

Misti had wondered. The entire
journey south from the Ingo Grove, she had wondered why they hadn’t
seen any banished Divus on the way. She had decided it was because
they were a nomadic race and that luck wasn’t on their side. But it
was because her parents had hatched some plan with Zarious to get
her here, some plan to use her.

Misti focused on the pendants
around their necks so as to not look at their faces any longer.
“You’re wearing them now. When did you discover the test was
successful?”

Her father stroked the skreeter
suncreature. “After Laidly, when you killed that unceg suncreature
we set out for you.”

The suncreature they set out
for me? Misti’s mind reeled. How did they send a suncreature
after me? How did they know I’d even be there that
evening?

“We knew when you controlled the
power of the pendant,” her father continued. “We started wearing
them shortly after, but the test wasn’t officially completed until
today when we captured you. That was the deal, to strap this
pendant around your neck so that we could finally see
you.”

“The deal with who?” Misti
asked.

“With Zarious and with our
leader,” her mother replied with a two-finger touch to her
forehead, lifting her gaze when she pointed upward as if she could
see Ponuriah herself in the sky.

Probably a twisted individual
dedicated to their twisted goddess. Misti chewed on that
explanation. That was why the vulnix flew south with her last
message to Char—Char was actually in the south. They’d been away
from Northtown for a while then.

“You spoke about ‘pushes’ to get
me here. How did you know the people I spoke to would lead me
here?”

Her mother laughed. “Our goddess
is powerful, Misti. It’s what we were trying to tell you all
along.” She gestured to the camp, to the folk milling about. “And
look at all the people turned to her light. Her followers are
everywhere, feeding information to key figures, gathering
information for us.”

Fear crept up Misti’s back,
spreading like a cold, wet blanket. So all these people were
worshippers. She knew worshippers could be anyone, but to think
they somehow influenced her entire way south, that just because of
the pendant she was important enough to funnel here, seemed insane
to her. She was no one. No one but an Eildelmann with a Blood orb
around her neck.

“We had you followed, daughter,
even through the Groves.” Her father lifted his hand and the
skreeter suncreature flew away, headed for the food. Misti
remembered the Dara Grove, the red leaves that looked so much like
eyes. Perhaps they were. “And Char’s letters helped as well,
since we could glean information from the vulnixes sent back. We
knew where you were and where you would go every step of the way.
All for her glory, of course.”

“Of course,” her mother
agreed.

She had given information,
unknowingly, by replying to Char’s letters. Misti tried hard not to
think of how they had gotten information from the vulnixes. Zora
shook in her arms now, fear evident in her flattened ears and the
way her claws sank deep into Misti’s pants. Misti held her close.
I will never let them hurt Zora. Never again.

“If you wanted to see me so badly,
why didn’t you just come to me directly? You can obviously travel
quickly now.”

“We’re needed here,” her father
answered smoothly.

“Yes, there are many things we
need to accomplish before we can leave.” Her mother pointed behind
Misti. “We also couldn’t leave because of him.”

Misti turned around to see
Danill—light brown hair, green and orange eyes, gray clothing like
their parents—walking toward them. He was just like she remembered
as well, but a deep frown marred his face and a scar that hadn’t
been there during her last visit crisscrossed his lip. He looked
older, harder, like age had weathered his body into a tough
exterior, all sharp edges and jagged scars. Judging from who she
had left him with, perhaps it had. And although she had let it go
before, guilt wormed its way back into Misti’s stomach. If she had
taken him away during her last visit, maybe he wouldn’t look the
way he did.

“Danill,” Misti said. Despite
everything, a tendril of happiness rushed through her at the sight
of her younger brother. She was glad to see he didn’t wear a
pendant, the wyvern body jewel clasped tight around his neck. It
glinted against his brown skin, just like hers and
Char’s.

Danill closed the gap between
them, and a moment later, pain lashed across Misti’s cheek, driving
her face sideways. A slap. He’d slapped her. She brought her hand
up to her cheek and winced, catching his furious gaze. The pain and
the intensity of his stare brought her back to the moment that
started it all—the banished Blood crafter she couldn’t kill. They
truly did look alike, enough to be brothers even.

“Greetings, sister. So nice of you
to finally join us,” he said, his voice slithering from his scarred
lips in a low hiss. “We’ve been waiting so long to see
you.”

Eyes watering from her stinging
cheek, Misti looked at her brother and knew he was no longer hers.
The realization brought a wave of sadness that washed any happiness
away. He looked the same, but he’d been transformed, too. A
corrupted version of Danill loomed over her, and Misti knew the
brother she loved would never return to her again.

 



Chapter Eighteen

DANILL PLOPPED DOWN ON the rock
next to Misti. Her parents bowed respectfully, and shock crashed
through Misti, seeming to draw her down with it as her shoulders
slumped. My parents are a lower rank than my brother in this
twisted society? They were thirty seasons his senior. Danill
waved his hand in acknowledgement of the bow and turned to Misti,
reaching forward to finger the pendant around her neck.

“I wanted to thank you, dear
sister. In person, I mean,” he murmured. “When you left so long
ago, I was but a mere child, lost and afraid, cowering in the wake
of the blood our parents shed, protected only by our middle sister
because my eldest was too afraid to stand up for us.”

He gave their parents a disgusted
look, and hope flared deep within Misti’s gut. His next words
extinguished that hope. “But I was curious. I needed to know the
secrets behind the powers our parents suddenly had, and eventually
I wanted to have that power myself. As you and Char found
yourselves repelled by them, I found myself drawn to them, to her.
After you ran away, our parents finally brought me into the
conversation. Over the seasons they showed me things I never could
have dreamed of, and I longed for the power they possessed.
Ponuriah showed me things I could never have imagined and now I am
part of her bigger plan.”

Misti looked away, mind racing
with all he said. He spoke of Ponuriah like she was alive, just
like their parents had, but none of it made sense. Ponuriah
couldn’t be alive. If she was, everyone who didn’t worship her
would be dead. She wouldn’t allow anything less.

Guilt gnawed in Misti’s stomach
now, each bite reminding her that she could have stayed, or run
away with her siblings during her last visit. She could have helped
somehow, could have led him down the right path. But then Zora
nipped her shoulder and blinked up at her with wide, scared eyes,
pulling her back into the present. Just as she had chosen her own
path, Danill had chosen his. Perhaps she could’ve helped by
stealing him away, but with the relish he spoke of the sun goddess,
it seemed inevitable that he’d find his way to her regardless.
She’d deal with her guilt regarding her part in it
later.

A long fingertip to her chin
pulled her gaze back to Danill. “So I wanted to thank you. Thank
you for running away. Thank you for leaving us behind. Thank you
for being a coward.”

Thank you for being a
coward. The words cut her like a dagger, made even worse by
coming from her brother, even from this twisted version before her.
The words made her angry. Brave, even.

“You are a coward for running to
the sun goddess, such as she is, and betraying your people by
turning to the light. Our parents murdered innocent beasts and
people to get where they are today.”

“And you think I haven’t?” The
smirk that grew on Danill’s lips frightened Misti. The glint in his
eyes was close to madness. The wyvern body charm around his neck
glinted, too, and Misti found she wanted to rip it from his
skin.

“I’m disgusted by what you’ve
become.”

He tilted his head in a mock bow
and gave an arching flourish with his left hand. A ring sat on his
middle finger, made of a white metal encasing a brilliant crimson
shard of glass or crystal. It captured the light and sparkled. The
wind picked up and caught a few strands of Danill’s brown hair,
making them shift and wave. “Likewise, dear sister.”

“What are you going to do with me?
With Zora and the others?” she asked, heart thumping double-time.
She tried to shove the fear down, but it tightened around her
chest, making it hard to breathe or think.

“With Zora, I was thinking of
doing something like I did to mine.” Her brother snapped his
fingers and lifted his arm. A vulnix suncreature that had once been
a striking deep green animal named Turf perched on his forearm,
white wings flared out. Its tails curled around Danill’s arm. With
each shift, red pulsed through its skin, shimmering through its
white fur. Both its eyes were a steady crimson that captured Zora’s
gaze and held it. “Like him? He’s much more powerful now. We almost
did it, you know, when she came here. We almost transformed her.
Zarious convinced us not to, that it would give us
away.”

Misti recalled Zora’s memory
lapse, that white light that made her tremble for so long. She
turned her knees away to put more distance between her vulnix and
this one and held Zora tighter against her. “And where is Zarious
now?”

“Away,” Danill replied, greedy
eyes trained on Zora.

“I’ll never let you touch her,”
Misti said roughly. She stood, backing out of the circle and away
from her parents and Danill. “You won’t lay another hand on
her.”

“No, he won’t,” her mother
replied, standing as well and staring at Danill with a cold look
that Misti had never seen before. “We didn’t help her just so you
could transform her. That wasn’t part of the deal, Danill, and you
know it.”

Help her? When did they help
her? Misti lingered on that statement for a heartbeat as Danill
and her mother faced off. Her father stood as well and put a hand
on her mother’s shoulder, as if holding her back. And what is
this deal they keep talking about?

“The deal stands.” Danill put two
fingers to his forehead then pointed skyward. Her mother visibly
relaxed and her father lowered his hand. Danill turned to Misti.
“As for you, we’re going to take that pendant off your neck and
send you on your way. After we perform one more test
first.”

Misti arched an eyebrow,
continuing to back away. “Another test?”

Danill laughed, a deep baritone
sound that didn’t suit him. He rose and stalked forward in one
smooth motion. Before Misti could do anything, he touched the Moon
cage around the pendant and muttered a few strange words. The cage
shattered in a flash of blue light that seemed to scatter into the
winds.

At once, the pendant pulsed and
flared on her skin, heating with such intensity Misti yelled and
doubled over. The pain spiked from her neck and radiated outward,
up her face, over her shoulders, and down her stomach. Ripping
through her like a sword cutting open her skin. Her muscles
tightened on instinct, trying to stop the forks of pain traveling
through her body, grasping Zora against her chest. The agony was so
intense Misti’s world brightened. Her dark pants and boots looked
gray, the ashy ground turned white, and when she looked up at
Danill, his face had become like the sun with two burning red
pupils for eyes. The last thing Misti saw before succumbing to
unconsciousness was the crimson smirk snaking across his shining
face. Then the world became too white for anything more.

 


***

 


When Misti awoke, she was penned
in the same cage as before, and Zora wasn’t with her. She rushed to
the bars and dipped into her crafting, desperate to sense her
companion animal. A burning pain around her neck distracted her,
the agony pulling her away from her crafting. The orange glow
dimmed as the pendant throbbed—once, twice, three times. The orb
was going to radiate outward soon and kill someone, and somehow,
deep inside, she knew she couldn’t contain this energy. Not this
time. Not after whatever Danill did to release it. Even now the orb
beat like a second heart against her chest, thumping just as fast
as her own.

She had to get out of this pen and
away from her loved ones, or someone would die today. No. No,
no, no. She shook the bars. Ignoring the burning around her
neck and calling up her crafting, she searched for Zora first and
felt her nearby, alive. Relief buckled her legs, and she landed
with a thump in the dirt. Knowing Zora was okay, she searched the
Ravenlock Woods for something, anything, that could help her.
Something huge and terrifying like the unceg, or the wyvern, or
that four-headed monster. She sent out a blanket call, a plea for
help, a cry for anything that listened.

Her head ached, but she finally
realized that she wasn’t alone: she could sense a presence behind
her. Panic engulfed her, and she squeezed the bars tighter, not
wanting to turn around and see who waited for death. Why even
test the pendant again? Danill and the others knew it could
kill, could murder just as easily as they could. What more do
they need to know? And who did they put in this cage to die?
Dylori? Upon turning, an even more terrible sight waited for
her.

Char sat in the far corner of the
cage, knees tucked to her chin, hair falling like golden rivers
over her shoulders. Trembling. Her eyes were wide open and staring
at Misti. Judging by the slump of her shoulders and the lighter
tone of her brown skin, the pendant had already drained some life
from her.

Misti backed as far away from her
sister as the cage would allow. “No, Char! They can’t do this to
you. I can’t do this to you!”

Char shook her head. “You’re not
the one doing it. It’s the pendant. It’s them. It’s
her.”

“Her? Ponuriah? That’s not
possible,” Misti choked out.

“It is, Misti. She’s back. Or some
form of her has returned to the Sunglade. How do you think the sun
goddess worshippers could become so powerful? How else could they
twist their crafting like this? The Divus who worship in her name
were able to imbue their powers into a pendant! Our father can
transform beasts into suncreatures! She’s back, Misti. Somehow
she’s returned.”

“That…that can’t be,” Misti
muttered, shaking her head as if to shake the words from her ears.
Ponuriah is a myth, just like all the other gods and goddesses.
Isn’t she?

“She is. And you have to tell
people. You have to help prepare.” Char lunged forward, gripping
Misti’s tunic, her eyes wide and wild. Terrified. “They’re ramping
up to something, Misti. It’s only just begun, but something
terrible will happen. She’ll return to this continent and all will
be lost. You have to tell everyone. Please promise you’ll
tell.”

“I…I promise,” Misti replied. No
one would believe her, but she’d have to try. For her sister’s
sake, she would try. She attempted to push Char away but her sister
only tightened her grip, moving her hand from Misti’s tunic to her
shoulders. “You have to get as far away from me as possible, Char,
the pendant—”

“Will kill me, I know. It’s been
their plan all along. I fought them for too many seasons on their
own turf. They forced me to send that first letter, forced my hand
by threatening Spyre’s life.” Spyre, Char’s beautiful gray and blue
vulnix. “They discovered I was sending hints in the letters I
wrote, and I guess that was the last straw.”

Hints? She almost asked
about it, but then she realized what Char meant. The gray bark, the
darkened rocks, the ash that had fallen out of the letters when
Misti had opened them. The hints from the Ravenlock Woods she had
ignored.

Char took a deep, steadying
breath. Her voice calmed and her trembling stopped. Her frightened
look disappeared into a hard jawline and a steady gaze. “They knew
this would hurt us both the most.”

Words vanished from Misti’s lips.
A fighter knelt before her. Not her little sister who cried over
everything, or the scared child who needed comfort during a
windstorm, but a warrior, one who had been fighting evil alone ever
since Misti had left. Instead of falling into the terrible light
like their brother, her sister had embraced the welcoming darkness
and gathered it around her like a shield against their wrongdoing.
Had shoved back against them so hard and for so long, that her own
family aimed to kill her for it. The change in her sister left
Misti speechless.

“I got your last letter, by the
way.” Char’s grip loosened on Misti’s shoulders and slid down her
arms until they clasped hands. “I’ve been waiting a long time for
you to forgive yourself for what you did…for the decisions you made
in our past. I’m glad to see it’s finally happened.”

Misti clutched Char’s hands tight.
Tears burned the back of her eyes, threatening to fall. The pendant
pulsed once. “How do you know…” The rest of the words stuck in her
throat.

“That you’ve forgiven yourself?
Because only a woman desperate to forgive herself could write those
words.” Char’s lips lifted in a soft smile. “And only in searching
for forgiveness would my sister finally say she was coming back to
snatch us away. To finally be brave enough to do what she couldn’t
do before.” She chuckled a little, tears glistening in the corner
of her eyes. “I’m ever so happy to see you, Misti, for what little
time I have left.”

Misti’s lip quivered. Tears
dripped down her cheeks. She reached out to wipe the tears off her
sister’s face, cupping her cheek and rubbing a thumb on the side of
her mouth. The pendant throbbed for the second time. “I’m glad to
see you, Char. And I’m so proud of you. So proud of what you’ve
done, how you stood your ground, how you stayed behind and did what
I couldn’t.”

Char shook her head. “You fought
them in your own way, Misti, and as insane as this sounds, they’re
not…all bad. Our parents did help Zora, after all. The light hasn’t
washed away all of their souls just yet.”

“What do you mean?” The pendant
pounded like a heartbeat a third time, growing hotter than ever
before on Misti’s neck. She tried her best to ignore it, tried her
best to ignore the bomb about to go off on her chest.

Char only shook her head again,
tears drawing lines down her cheeks. She pulled Misti in close for
a bone-crushing hug full of life and hope and memories and love and
comfort. A sister’s hug.

“I love you, Misti.” Her voice
finally cracking, finally sounding like the younger sibling Misti
once knew. She pulled away from the hug, eyes darting down to the
pendant for a heartbeat before she looked back up at Misti with a
frightened but determined expression. “Please tell someone…everyone
about what’s been going on here, about what you heard and saw,
about this new style of crafting they’ve created. About
Ponuriah—”

“I know. I will,” Misti
interrupted her, needing to say her piece, needing to comfort her
little sister, needing to make sure at least this time, she felt
safe and protected and loved. Even if everything but the last was a
lie. “I love you, Char, and you’ll always be my little
sister.”

Misti drew Char in for another hug
one last time, wrapping her arms around her little sister and
pulling her in, smelling the familiar scent of wildgrass in her
hair. Feeling the wyvern head charm on Char’s wrist press into the
back of her shoulder. The pendant pulsed a final time. Bright white
light filled Misti’s vision, but she didn’t close her eyes against
it. She tightened her grip on Char and whispered “I love you” over
and over and over again until the light died, and her sister fell
limp in Misti’s arms. A surge of energy rushed through Misti from
the pendant around her neck, a surge of energy from her sister’s
death.

Char’s dead. The idea
seemed to peel back her very soul and suck the life out of it.
Something broke inside of her and her sadness pounded through that
crack. Misti cried. Wailed. Rocked back and forth with her sister
in her arms, the pain so great she feared it would rip her in two.
A pain so great it left a hole in her, a deep gaping pit that she’d
never be able to fill. Char’s dead. Hot tears streamed down
her face, wetting the back of Char’s tunic.

Wails seemed to answer her from
the woods, wails from creatures crashing through the forest to get
to her. Friend or foe, she’d know soon enough. She’s dead…she’s
dead…because of them. When that thought trickled through her
sadness, the tears stopped. She’s dead because our parents and
Danill murdered her. Her rocking stilled. Her sadness twisted
into something hotter, something rooted deep in Misti’s soul.
Dead because of Danill and our parents and Zarious and the
sunsick ass of a goddess Ponuriah. Her gasping breaths smoothed
into long, deep ones. The pain faded into a dull lingering ache as
anger quickly overtook it, a dark fury swirling into the gaping
hole where Char had been.

She settled Char down on the ashy
ground, guided the tangled strands of hair out of her closed eyes,
and kissed her on the forehead. Plucking the wyvern head charm from
her sister’s wrist, she slipped it into her pocket. Her sister
looked like she was sleeping and even though Misti didn’t believe,
she hoped Aluriah had taken her to a warm and comfortable place.
When she finally looked up from her sister’s face, she noticed the
line of people standing just outside the cage, watching
her.

Her brother stood in the middle of
the group, but their parents were nowhere to be found. The wails
around her grew louder, and the ground shook from the sheer weight
of the creatures thundering to her. The beasts were friendly.
They have to be, right? If they’re coming to my aid. She
could only hope. Misti leapt up, standing over her sister’s body,
and screamed at them wordlessly, animalistically, a scream that
rose from the depths of her rage and forced itself out of her,
clawing at her throat on the way up. She rushed at the wooden bars,
knowing full well that they’d hold.

From the edges of the forest,
dozens of massive creatures broke through the branches. There were
creatures she knew, like the unceg and the pyrewolves, and
creatures she had never seen before, a three-headed neades-like
beast, a massive muol that looked to have eneeraa attached to its
head in place of a mane. They headed straight for her, straight for
the shocked and terrified worshippers. Straight for her
brother.

The worshippers screamed and her
brother backed away, but they didn’t react fast enough. The
creatures hit them like a breaker, crushing some underfoot and
shoving others aside like playthings. The three-headed neades-beast
slammed into Misti’s cage, one massive black hoof pounding against
the wood and shattering it. Then it spun, launching itself at her
brother as he darted away.

Misti dashed to the other cages,
calling the eneeraa-haired muol with her and sending it to Dylori
and Dis’ aid. Misti watched long enough to see the white muol
galloping into Dylori’s cage, cracking part of it, before doing the
same to Dis’. She skidded to a stop by Zora’s cage and lifted it
off her, ripping the spikes from the ground in her fury. Zora shook
herself a little, then fluttered up by Misti’s head. She looked
whole, healthy. She headbutted Misti’s cheek and, in that brief
connection, sent a wave of comfort and strength over their
bond.

“Thank you,” Misti whispered, and
Zora yipped.

She turned her attention to
Dylori’s cage, expecting her to break free, use her mighty crafting
ability to shatter it, but Dylori was still on the ground. Dis
crashed out of his cage, breaking through now-cracked wooden bars.
He hurled himself at Dylori’s cage, then drew back his head and
roared. Misti yelped and covered her ears as the sound filled the
clearing, filled her head, filled everything. The ground cracked
beneath Dis, cracked deep, then splintered under Dylori’s
cage.

It worked. The crack tore the cage
apart, half on one side and half on the other, with Dylori so close
to the crevasse Misti’s breath caught. But Dis knew what he was
doing, and Dylori didn’t fall in. Misti ran into the broken cage
and lifted Dylori. The pendant throbbed again. Once, just once, but
it was enough to send a trickle of fear down Misti’s spine. For an
instant she considered dropping Dylori, worried that the pendant
would go off, but she had to get Dylori away from here.

She carried Dylori to Dis’ side,
pushing her onto his back. “You have to get her out of here.” Dis
huffed and stomped a little, but Misti shook her head. “Please,
Dis, please. I don’t know if this pendant is going to go off again,
and she won’t be able to survive it in this state. You have to save
her. Please.”

If ever a neades could give a
dagger-filled stare, Dis did so, but sadness clouded his dark eyes.
He wanted to stay, but for Dylori’s sake, he couldn’t. He nudged
Misti in the side with his head, horns digging into her shoulder,
and in an instant, linked with her.

Dis’ deep voice rumbled in her
mind. “While you slept in the dead woods, Dylori again gave me
permission to give strength to you. And worry not, Zora gave me
permission, too. May I?”

Misti hadn’t wanted to accept his
offer back in the Vagari village because she felt like it intruded
upon Dylori and Dis’ bond. One that Dylori didn’t really want her
to accept. Yet both Dylori and Zora had given permission, and
Misti’s gratefulness flew over their connection. She needed any and
all strength she could get this day.

“Yes,” Misti murmured.

Dis shoved life-energy over their
connection, and Misti’s strength returned tenfold. Images of the
desert from where Dis had come from rose to her mind. The cold
nights and searing days, the way the sands swirled beneath his
hooves, the gulping of water whenever it was found, the herd Dis
was born into, the slithering suncreatures that attacked when the
day was brightest. How the suncreatures ripped through the herd.
The night when the Vagari caretakers had found him, young, crying,
and wandering alone. The moonlit night, silvery and cool, when he
and Dylori chose each other. The images slowly faded.

Dis’ voice came again. “Use my
strength well. You need it more than I this day.”

Misti pushed her thanks over their
connection before Dis severed their link, gave Zora a huff, and
loped into the Ravenlock Woods with Dylori on his back. Dis’ energy
slammed through Misti, heating her up from the inside in a way that
was almost too much for her to handle, and the need to move, to
release some of the heat, to do anything came over her. The urge to
fight and to win.

When Misti turned to Zora, she
knew it was useless to tell her vulnix to leave. Her eyes glinted
with something Misti had never seen before: fury. Zora swung around
Misti in a narrow arc and pointed into the fray, and it was clear
who she was furious at. Misti’s brother stood at the center of the
storm, holding Char’s body like she weighed nothing. An unceg
lashed out at him but was buffeted away by a small suncreature, the
unceg’s razor teeth never making contact, and a small suncreature
burst to ash in Danill’s place.

Danill was no longer scared, no
longer running. He just stared straight at them. Misti met his
steady gaze with her own, her crafting focusing her vision just as
his did. She expected to feel sad when their eyes met, but she
didn’t. His gaze held only contempt, and disgust flared within her
as well. This worshipper wasn’t the brother she knew. His lips
turned up in a sly smirk, as if daring her to come closer. I’ll
wipe that smirk right off his face. Dis’ desert-heat propelled
Misti forward, faster than Zora even, and the fury curling in her
stomach came out in a growl.

A worshipper darted in front of
them, holding a dagger aloft, but a pyrewolf leapt in, grabbing him
by the throat and dragging them both to the ground. The dagger
slipped from the man’s hand and landed a few paces away. Skirting
around them, Misti didn’t wait to see what happened. The only thing
she cared about was the dagger resting in the dirt and her brother
waiting for her. It seemed as if the entire world melted down into
this one moment—all sounds of the fray, the screaming, the growls,
the roars, all faded away.

She grabbed the dagger, and then
pelted at Danill. She didn’t stop as she leapt clear over an unceg
slithering in front of her, or as a worshipper’s sword slashed down
near her head. She didn’t stop when her legs burned from the speed
or her skin prickled uncomfortably from the desert-heat inside her.
She didn’t stop until she was face-to-face with her brother, dagger
held tight as she skidded to a halt in front of him.

Flashes of light momentarily
blinded her as several worshippers ran, teleporting away. There was
only one left now. Only a single sun goddess worshipper stood in
front of her, holding their dead sister.

“Are you going to run away, too?”
she sneered, her anger propelling her forward a step.

“Yes.” Danill grinned. Even
unarmed against her, he seemed calm. It made Misti
furious.

“And you think I’m just going to
let you run? Let you take my sister away?” Misti stabbed her dagger
at his face, trying to slice that twisted smirk right
off.

Danill leaned back from the blade,
his smirk widening as the dagger hit nothing but air. “You, my dear
sister, have no say in it. You and Char completed my final test, so
there’s no use in you wearing the pendant any longer.”

She twirled the dagger in her
grip, point now down, then lunged forward and slashed in a downward
arc, this time aiming for his thigh. Danill sidestepped that attack
as well, so Misti pulled back into a low, loose stance, trying to
figure out what else to do. Quick. He’s too quick. Even
carrying Char, she couldn’t hit him. But he doesn’t have anyone
to help him, and I do. Misti lunged once more with the dagger,
faking an attack. Danill tried to step away, but Zora bulleted down
and slammed him in the back, shoving him forward. Misti used the
momentum of her lunge to try for a slash at his jaw. Again he
slithered away. He was fast, almost eneeraa-fast, like Stee. Misti
had never been able to hit Stee in close combat either. But maybe
she didn’t need to be close to hit him.

Danill chuckled. “Wondering how I
got so good?”

Use the vulnix way. She
didn’t honor his question with a response. She darted back, raised
her arm, and threw the dagger. End over end, it hurtled through the
air between them. Eyes wide, Danill jerked his head to the side,
but not fast enough. The dagger drew a dark orange line across his
neck and nicked part of his earlobe. Zora darted after the dagger,
flying up and over Danill before zipping back to Misti’s side and
plopping the blade into her open hand.

But Danill’s eyes glinted, and his
smirk never wavered. “Clever,” he said, nodding. “But not clever
enough.”

A bright-white light burst behind
him, silhouetting him in its glow. A voice called out, “We don’t
have time for this, Danill, she needs us back now. Is the girl with
you?” Misti recognized it: Met’zil Zarious. He was glaring at her,
dressed in his Moon Knight armor with his companion dragon on his
shoulder. He sneered at her. “How’s your vulnix, Eildelmann? Like
the little hex I put on her?”

Zora? Anger boiled up at
seeing Zarious after his betrayal, but the pendant pulsed again, so
suddenly and so hot that Misti doubled over. Her chest felt like it
was on fire, her neck dipped in molten steel. Zarious’ laughter
rang in her ears. She managed to keep hold of the dagger even
though she didn’t have time to use it before Danill yanked her up
by her tunic, hands now empty of Char. Eyes watering from the pain
and the bright light behind him, she could just make out the sick
grin on his face, the twisted joy in his eyes. Where’s Char’s
body now? Did Zarious take her?

“My goddess will be needing this
back,” he said, fingers wrapping around the pendant. Pain shot from
the orb, spiking down her chest and her arms, spiraling in her
stomach, throbbing in her head. Even her toes were on fire. He
yanked the pendant off her skin, and she fell to the ashy dirt. All
of Dis’ energy left her, his gift pulled out with the orb, the
desert-heat leaving her in a rush, and Misti felt drained, cold,
and weak. Danill bowed to her, low and mocking, swatted Zora away
as she tried to claw him, and turned to go into the light where
Zarious waited. Where Char stood next to him.

Stood, as if alive, but Misti knew
she couldn’t be. Misti had held her while she died, had watched the
life fade from her eyes, had pressed fingers against her wrists and
neck and known she had died. Panic spread through her like a
sickness, nauseating her. How is this possible? The veins in
Char’s face glowed red and her eyes glowed to match. She stood as
if alive, as if reborn, bathed in the white-hot light.

Misti felt Zora press into her
chest and a small amount of strength and clarity returned to her, a
soothing warmth and calmness. It was enough so that she could lift
her hand and throw the dagger once more. It sank deep into Danill’s
thigh just before the white light vanished and took him away. I
hit him. A tendril of joy whipped through her, fierce and fast.
I actually hit him. Agony still sparking like lightning
under her skin, she felt rather than saw Zora snuggle closer to
her. Felt rather than saw the other animals settle around her. The
creatures she had called were dipping into themselves and giving
part of themselves to her—sending their life-energy to her.
Gratefulness rushed through her, so thankful she was to the beasts
of this world. So thankful to be a Vagari and have this kind of
connection. She sent her thanks over the link to the myriad
creatures surrounding her.

Zora pushed herself into Misti’s
view and tucked her nose against Misti’s cheek. “Sleep now,
Misti. We will heal and protect you until you awake,” Zora said
over their link, blinking at her with wide, calm dual-colored eyes
that held only compassion and love, so unlike Danill’s.

“I hit him, Zora. Thank you for
making that possible,” Misti whispered, throat raw from yelling.
She wanted to pet Zora, but her hand felt like a stone. Zora
understood, shifting her tails under Misti’s hand. Comforted, Misti
nestled her fingers into the soft fur. But when she closed her
eyes, an image of Char lingered in the waiting darkness—a sunbright
outline of her little sister, now transformed into something
else.

 



Chapter Nineteen

WHEN MISTI AWOKE, THE sun had set
and darkness had wrapped itself like a cool blanket around her. Her
fingers flew to her neck where the pendant had once rested. She
froze before touching her skin, both to protect herself from the
inevitable pain of the wound and so she wouldn’t need to actually
feel the broken skin. Danill took the orb away. She lowered
her hand to her side.

A strange green glow gleamed in
the corner of her eye as she assessed herself. The intense pain
from before had all but vanished, but the deep-seated ache from
losing her sister remained. What happened to Char? The image
of her sister standing in white-hot light seemed burned into her
mind, dead but somehow alive. The red glow of her eyes, so like the
suncreatures’, stuck with Misti. How is that even possible?
Turning a person into a suncreature?

She sensed that her beast friends
had left her, disappearing into the Ravenlock Woods again, but Zora
had remained by her side, her nose touching Misti’s cheek and her
tails under Misti’s hand. Her body pressed close to Misti. Her fur
and feathers keeping Misti warm.

“You are awake. Finally,”
Zora said, a sharp burst of excited energy shooting over their
connection. “The others will be happy.”

“Others?” Misti asked, her voice
hoarse.

Four faces appeared into her view
over her head—Dylori, Arias, Orenda, and of all people, Roorik
Shadowhunt. Arias and Dylori grinned, Orenda frowned, and Roorik
gave her a nod. Roorik lifted a daygem higher, diffusing the
darkness, its glow green.

Dylori knelt beside her,
supporting her as she sat upright. “Zora said we shouldn’t touch
you until you woke up. We’ve been here for hours. Your neck is
okay, by the way.” Dylori pulled off her shoulder armor and cocked
it at an angle so Misti could see her neck in the daygem’s
reflected glow.

Sure enough, her neck wasn’t the
burned, blistering mess she assumed it would be. Her skin hadn’t
been ripped off. Somehow the pendant’s painful removal hadn’t
injured her, save for a little circular scar. A darker blemish on
her brown skin. She pushed her hand into her tangled mess of hair,
feeling woozy.

“Considering what you’ve been
through, that tiny scar isn’t bad,” Roorik said, handing her a
thick piece of bread slathered with soft cheese. “Eat this. You’ll
feel better.”

Misti thanked him and took a bite.
As she ate, the wooziness slowly disappeared, and she told her
friends what had happened after she’d been whisked away. Dylori
hugged her close when she told them about her sister, and Orenda
and Arias gasped at hearing Misti had seen Char again. Roorik’s
smile slipped. The ache deepened, but she continued with her story,
telling them about the animals she had called and the dagger she
threw at her brother.

Dylori held Misti tight, her arms
forming a protective shield around her, and kissed the top of
Misti’s head. “We saw burn marks on the ground. Darker ash marks,
at least. Maybe that’s where they used the light to vanish, though
how I’ll never know.”

“That you managed to hit him at
all was impressive considering the state you were in.” Arias
grabbed her on shoulder and squeezed. “I knew you’d find a better
way to do battle.”

“Yeah,” Orenda muttered,
scratching her chin. “With aim like that, I’d bet you’d be a great
archer.”

“How did your sister…” Arias
started, but she couldn’t find words to continue. Misti understood.
Nothing like it had ever happened before.

“I don’t know,” Misti said at
last. “I don’t know if she’s alive.”

“But you said—” Dylori
protested.

“I know what I said. She died. I
know that.” Misti’s voice cracked. “But she was standing there,
next to Zarious, standing there seemingly alive.”

“And seemingly with red glowing
eyes. Red. Glowing. Eyes,” Roorik muttered. “We only know one kind
of being with that type of eyes: suncreatures.”

“But how is that even possible?”
Dylori muttered. “Maybe someone at Praxis knows something about
it?”

“Maybe.” Arias bit her lip. “Yes,
I’m certain they’ll know something. Or know someone who
does.”

Misti knew they were trying to
comfort her in their own ways, and she was grateful for it, but
their words did nothing to soothe the agony of her sister’s death.
She tucked herself deeper into Dylori’s arms, staring at her. “How
did you even get here? You were unconscious!”

“They found me,” Dylori replied,
looking at the other three with fondness in her dark
eyes.

“Yeah, a thundering neades is hard
to miss,” Orenda snorted.

“We were able to wake Dylori up.”
Arias slapped Orenda on the knee and smiled. “And then we followed
Dis back here.”

“Against my wishes, I might add,”
Roorik chimed in, gesturing all around them. “I only agreed to take
these two to the edge of the forest and they dragged me
inside.”

Misti nodded. “How did you know
we’d need help?”

“We didn’t know, exactly,” Arias
replied, rubbing the back of her neck.

“Yeah, my little sister twisted my
arm. ‘Just to the edge,’ she said, ‘just to see what they’re up
against.’ Once we were beside it, she asked to go in, just a few
paces.” Orenda shoved Arias, and pointed at Dis, who sat beside her
and Dylori. “That’s when we saw this guy thundering toward us. And
once we woke up Dylori there was no turning her around either. I
didn’t think Aluriah would mind if I came inside in order to rescue
someone else.”

“Well, thank you. Thank you all,”
Misti said. They had saved Dylori and guarded her while she healed,
and the words would never be enough. She reached out and grasped
Arias and Orenda’s hands in turn, and then did the same with
Roorik.

Roorik searched the dark woods.
“Now that you’re up, could we leave? I don’t want to spend the
night here if I don’t have to. I’m a danger to you in here,
remember? The banished folk want me dead.”

“I don’t want to spend any more
time in here either.” Leaning on Dylori, Misti pushed herself to
her feet.

The others rose, gathering their
packs and weapons. At the sight of Orenda’s Shey sword Misti
swallowed a little. They had lost Arias’ after all. But then Arias
hefted her bow and gave her a thumbs-up, surprising Misti with her
cheery demeanor. She always tries to remain positive, even in
the darkest of times. Misti and Dylori didn’t have anything to
gather. The banished ones had taken their packs. Misti led the way.
Her body ached. Each step seemed to shake more pain in her bones,
making her wince, but Zora curled up on her shoulders and sent
energy into her, a little at a time, so she could walk.

They made their way through the
Ravenlock Woods in silence, each in their own thoughts. After a
little while, a soft conversation started but Misti ignored it. It
was a mark of their friendship that none of them tried to talk to
her on the way back to Rok, each of them knowing she needed the
quiet. She wanted to sleep again. Wanted to take a long bath and
scrub this night off her, and then fall asleep to escape the memory
of Char’s death. She thought she could keep up with the others, but
her feet gave out from under her. Dylori caught her just in
time.

After that, they all rode on Dis,
with Zora flying overhead, keeping watch. It was a testament to his
strength that he could run even with five people on him, and fast.
They’d reach Rok by daybreak. Arias and Orenda sat in front keeping
watch, Misti and Dylori in the middle, and Roorik was in the back,
holding the daygem. Dylori held Misti upright, her arms wrapped
around her middle and her face tucked into Misti’s shoulder.
Keeping watch, but only over her. Misti watched the sky above her,
gazing past the gray branches that surrounded her. She focused on
Zora flying above them, shimmering brightly against the darkened
sky. She was the only family Misti trusted now, and Misti let
everything else fade away but her.

They reached Rok well before the
sun rose. The steady noise of the city and the bright lights
shimmering around them kept Misti awake and alert. Dis slowed his
pace as he walked the wide streets, making sure not to knock into
carts or people selling their wares. The scent of vegetable soup
wafted from an open shop—laroti soup, if Misti read the sourness
correctly. Even with daybreak looming, folk milled about. Orenda
slipped smoothly down from Dis’ back, shaking her legs, and
stretching a bit. Arias landed on her feet, and Roorik followed
close behind, stumbling and catching himself on the edge of a
nearby cart.

Arias turned to Misti and Dylori.
“Where are we going now?”

“We have to tell people about
Ponuriah and the sun goddess worshippers. That’s what my sister…”
Misti’s throat tightened, but she coughed it away. “That’s what
Char wanted. We should tell the Moon Knights and Gilmoer.” Was
it only a few nights ago that I last spoke to Gilmoer? It
feels like a lifetime.

Roorik grinned up at Misti.
“Gilmoer? I can set up a meeting immediately.”

“And I can send a letter to the
Moon Knights at Amiin, or help you write one and then send it,”
Dylori said from behind her, squeezing her waist.

Misti turned back to look into the
lovely dark eyes behind her. “I’ll write it with your help. But
first let’s talk to Gilmoer.”

Roorik led the way, greeting the
passersby as he did, and Dis followed close behind. It seemed Dis
had taken a liking to Roorik’s effervescent attitude—that, or he
enjoyed the crumbs that kept falling from Roorik’s pack. Zora flew
overhead, keeping guard even now. After a while, Misti and Dylori
got down from Dis’ back, walking hand in hand. Misti tightened her
grasp on Dylori’s fingers, pulled them up to her lips, and kissed
her knuckles. A tiny spark passed through them, and despite
everything, Misti smiled. I hope we do this more…under better
circumstances. Dylori grinned. Before they reached the Praxis
archway, Arias tugged on Misti’s shirt.

“Listen, I need to do some damage
control.” Arias titled her head to Orenda. Her older sister was
scuffing the ground with her boot, her fingers laced behind her
back. Bored, it seemed or annoyed. Misti couldn’t quite tell. Arias
leaned close to them and whispered, “Ren is a bit more miffed than
she let on about us going into the Ravenlock Woods. Suffice it to
say it wasn’t on her agenda.”

Misti gathered Arias into a hug.
“Thank you for everything. We’ll probably stay at the same inn as
before.”

“I’ll be there at first night.”
Arias pulled back and put a gentle hand on Misti’s cheek in an
almost motherly gesture. Her pale green eyes shimmered with
concern. “I’m so sorry about your sister. About your brother. About
your parents. I’m just…so sorry. And if you ever need anything or
just need to talk, I’ll be around.”

Misti felt a rush of appreciation
burn through her. “If I ever need a reality check?”

“Or an escape,” Arias replied with
a wink. “Orenda knows where they keep the good spirits in this
city.”

Misti chuckled as Arias left,
tugging Orenda behind her. Orenda gave them one last nod before
disappearing into the crowd. Misti reached out and grabbed Dylori’s
hand again before pulling her toward the archway. It felt good to
be doing something, to have a mission, because Misti knew the
moment she closed her eyes the entirety of what had happened would
hit her again.

The conversation with Gilmoer took
a little while. Misti told him everything that had happened in the
woods and he seemed pleased to have the information but didn’t say
much else. He did mention that she should tell a scribe, which she
considered a good idea, and suggested she join Praxis, which she
dismissed. Too much had happened for her to consider such a
thought. Right now, all she needed was a quiet job and some
downtime to think, not the strict rules of Praxis nor the long
daylight hours spent in study. Roorik had to stay behind to chat
with Gilmoer, so they said their goodbyes to him as they
left.

“He’s an odd one,” Dylori muttered
as the door to Gilmoer’s office closed behind them.

“Yeah, but he did save your life.
Twice,” Misti said. It was only after the doors closed that she
remembered she wanted to ask him why he was an ex-banished one. So
curious, in fact, that she turned around and knocked.

Roorik answered, swinging the door
open again. His golden eyes glittered.

“I wondered why you’re an
ex-banished one and—” she started, but Roorik interrupted
her.

“What I did while I was one?” he
asked with a sweeping bow.

He must get asked the question
quite a bit. Misti grinned. “Yes, surely it wasn’t simply the
lure of fine clothing that set you back on the right
path.”

“Many ask, but most believe the
dyeing excuse. I could tell straight away you two saw right through
it.” Roorik winked. “Honestly, it’s a story worth telling over a
long drink, and you look too tired for that. Perhaps later we can
reconnect once again. I can tell you that the banished ones I was
with were not worshippers.”

Relief spread through Misti. She
had a hard enough time thinking of Roorik as an ex-banished one. If
he’d been an ex-worshipper, she didn’t know what she would’ve done.
Misti nodded. “I look forward to that night. May the moon always be
over your head.”

“And yours as well.” He closed the
door once more.

The sky had brightened to a clear
blue when they met up with Dis and Zora to head back to the Howling
Rain Inn. Dis remained outside, like last time, curled up against
the building, but Zora flew in with them. Dylori requested paper,
two quills, and ink from the barkeep, and they headed upstairs,
somehow managing to get the same room as before. The familiarity
comforted Misti.

As soon as they reached the room,
she sat at the desk and started writing. She wanted to get this
done, right now, with everything fresh in her mind. Dylori sat on
the bed next to her and commented now and then, reminding her of
some small detail she had missed, but it was her constant positive
presence in the room that felt more important, just like
Zora.

Zora watched the door and the
quill, alternating between guard duty and fun. Eventually she
launched herself at the quill, nipping at the black feathers and
slashing at it with her claws. Misti pulled Zora into her lap.
Misti told the Moon Knights everything, including the worshipper’s
hideout in Ravenlock Woods, Char standing as if alive, and Zarious’
betrayal. Her narrative spanned three pages front and back, but
before she could roll it up, Dylori put her hand out to
stop.

“I wanted to add something at the
bottom.” With quick fingers, Dylori dipped the quill into the pot
of ink and wrote out her resignation from the Moon Knights. That
was all it took. A few moments, and her dream of being an
Aramet’zil in the Moon Knights was over. She signed the bottom and
pressed her mark into it, the near-full moon on her sword, then
rolled up the paper and sealed it with candle wax. Finally, she
lifted her dark gaze to Misti, who sat stunned.

“I knew you were thinking about
leaving,” Misti muttered. “But I didn’t know you wanted to do it so
soon. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” Dylori replied, her
voice firm. “I had wanted to leave them before, but now I have to.
With what we found out about Zarious, I just can’t be in that
organization any longer.”

“What will you do?” What will I
do?

“Plant some piae root and live in
a cottage,” Dylori replied with a shrug. Misti punched her on the
arm. “Or maybe join a traveling group. Or be part of the city’s
guard. There are plenty of options.”

“True. For now, though, let’s send
this letter.”

Zora headbutted Misti’s hands and
presented her back. Misti knew Zora wanted to take the letter to
the Moon Knights, but the mere idea of watching her fly away made
Misti’s lip tremble. She needed her companion here, needed that
piece of home here with her.

Shaking her head, she scratched
Zora behind the ears. “I’d like you to stay with me, Zora. Another
vulnix can take the letter.”

Zora curled back up in her lap,
accepting Misti’s request. Dylori put the sealed letter on the
table and brushed the hair out of Misti’s eyes, but Misti hardly
felt her fingers against her skin. Now that the task was done, the
weight of what had happened grew heavy on her shoulders. The deep
pit in her stomach yawed wide again. Tears sprang to her eyes, but
she kept her gaze on the table as Dylori moved throughout the room.
A metal bowl of clear water and a sponge came into Misti’s view,
blocking the curved design of the darkwood desk.

She knew she should wash herself
off. Ash covered every inch of her, and blood. But when she reached
for the basin, Dylori stilled her hand.

“Let me?” she asked, and Misti
nodded.

Lifting her chin, Dylori slowly
began washing the ash off of Misti’s skin, starting with her face
and neck then moving along her arms and fingers. She slowly untied
Misti’s tunic and let the fabric tumble over Zora, who yipped and
moved to the top again. Misti chuckled and stroked her companion
animal.

The cool water on her skin felt
good, and so did Dylori’s gentle touch as she smoothed the sponge
over Misti’s shoulders and back, careful not to drip any on her
underclothes. It was a gentle but intimate moment. One of their
first, aside from kissing, and Misti found she was glad to have
it.

Dylori tugged off Misti’s boots,
guiding her feet into the bowl and washing them. Misti shivered a
little at the cold water between her toes. After Dylori was
finished, she led Misti to the bed and opened the covers for her.
Misti shimmied out of her pants, and slipped under the covers in
only her underthings.

Dylori took a few moments to empty
the dirty water and fill the bowl, and then washed herself clean.
Misti watched from under her warm nest of covers. Her heart picked
up speed when Dylori slipped out of her tunic and pants, but she
left her undergarments on, which Misti was grateful of. She wanted
the intimacy and comfort, but she wanted to see where the
relationship was going first, how deep it would get, how solid.
Dylori even splashed some water on Zora, who yipped in protest, but
then headbutted her in thanks. Dylori emptied the bowl before
moving next to the bed.

“Do you mind if I sleep next to
you like this?” she asked, shyly, as if they hadn’t been sleeping
next to one another for cycles.

It dawned on Misti that they
hadn’t slept together. One of them had always been awake, on watch,
or on guard. This was the first time neither of them had to keep
watch. She cursed the heat rising on her cheeks but lifted the
covers. “Please.”

Dylori slid into the bed. After a
questioning look, she wrapped one arm around Misti’s shoulders and
pulled her tight. It wasn’t like before, when Dylori had been
washing her. So much of their bare skin touched right now that it
felt like Misti’s was on fire, the slow burn spreading in a
welcoming, relaxing way. She tucked herself closer to Dylori,
pulling the covers higher against her chin.

“Zora, could you come over, too?”
she whispered.

Zora had been sitting on the desk
staring at the door, but at Misti’s call she spun around and flew
over. Her wing blew out the small candle on the way, a trick she’d
learned when she was little and one that still made Misti smile.
Zora curled up on top of the blankets next to Misti’s
chest.

“Thank you,” Misti whispered. And
with Dylori on one side of her and Zora on the other, Misti fell
into a deep and dreamless sleep.

 



Chapter Twenty

MISTI WOKE FIRST, STILL curled up
against Dylori, with Zora sleeping by her head. She lay there as
the bright sunlight streamed into their room, warming the wood with
deep golden colors. Nothing ached in her body this time.

Stealing some time alone while she
had it, Misti looked inward. She faced that dark pit inside her,
and took a hard look at her choices and actions and reactions. She
remembered how Zarious had mentioned putting some kind of spell on
Zora. How her parents made her feel both childlike and sick to her
core. How she couldn’t save her sister. How she’d sunk the dagger
into her brother’s thigh. How she couldn’t save him, either, and
that knowledge would always be with her. How the pendant was
finally off her neck, but she had the scar on her skin and the
weight of three deaths on her shoulders because of it. Her sister’s
would be the heaviest of all, even if she lived on in some form.
Will I ever see Char again? She faced the anger and the
pain. She made herself feel it and then let it go, piece by piece.
Her sister had been a warrior, a fighter. And in honor of her
sister, she wouldn’t run from that pain anymore. She would never
run away from her pain again.

Zora stirred, and when Misti
looked to her companion animal, Zora met her gaze. Misti had taken
Dis’ offering of strength in her moment of need; the desert-heat
prickled under her skin until the orb pulled it away. As grateful
as she was for it, she hadn’t liked the neades’ strength as much as
she had expected to. His raw power always impressed her, but the
heat of the energy made her uncomfortable, the urge to move uneasy.
She dipped into her crafting to speak with her vulnix.

“Thank you for aiding me in in the
fight,” she whispered, not wanting to wake Dylori just
yet.

Zora swished her tails. “You
are welcome, my friend. What did you think of the neades’
strength?”

The scorching heat flashed into
her mind, contrasting sharply with the soothing calmness of Zora’s
energy—warm, but not overly hot. “His energy was powerful, but I’d
rather have the gift come from you from now on.”

Contentment rippled over the link
from Zora. “I am always willing to give it to you.” Licking
Misti’s hand, Zora tugged the connection away, breaking their link.
She tucked her nose into her tails, her gentle gaze never wavering
as Misti sunk back into her thoughts.

As Misti looked inward again, she
remembered what Char had said about the sun goddess. Her message
was clear, if frightening: somehow, Ponuriah was back. And despite
the fact that Misti had never quite believed in the goddesses, she
believed her sister wholeheartedly. She had already accomplished
the mission of telling people, but she’d keep telling more—a scribe
of the Athenaeum of the Ancients, the heads of the cities she
visited, the comrades at her next job.

But Char’s words about their
parents confused her. How they weren’t as bad as they seemed. How
the light hadn’t… What did she say? Washed away their souls just
yet? It baffled her, so much so that she sat up and roused
Dylori from her sleep.

Dylori’s groggy smile and
half-lidded eyes almost made Misti forget why she wanted to talk to
her, suddenly very aware that they were in the same bed wearing
next to nothing. It felt lovely to be so close to her. Dylori was
warm and comforting and made Misti feel like there were firegnats
darting in her stomach and tingling in her legs, making her core
ache in a way that had nothing to do with pain.

Dylori propped herself up on one
arm, the bedsheets falling to her stomach as her dark skin soaked
up the light. “What’s wrong?” she murmured, her deep rumbling voice
thick with dreams. A lock of her dark hair had gotten caught on one
of her horns and she brushed it off, then cupped Misti’s cheek with
her hand and ran her thumb in little circles over Misti’s
cheekbone.

Misti allowed herself to be
content in this moment, and then tucked that feeling away for
later. Reaching up, she twined their fingers together. “I was
thinking about the last words Char said to me.”

Dylori sat fully upright, all
sleep gone from her expression. She pulled Misti’s hand in her lap
and covered it with her other. “And what were those?” she asked
gently.

Sometimes it was hard to see the
gray lines by Dylori’s eyes, the ones that marked her neades
bloodline, but in the afternoon light her markings stood out
clearly on her skin. Misti focused on those lines, drinking in the
details of her face, their points drew her to Dylori’s concerned
eyes.

“We were talking about our
parents, and about Danill.” Do I want to see Char again? Do I
want to see what she’s become? Her throat closed as if on
instinct, but she swallowed the emotions down. “She said that the
light hadn’t washed away all of their souls yet.”

“Well, that’s…confusing,” Dylori
replied, in a tone that suggested disbelief.

“Right?” The word flew out of
Misti’s mouth, louder than she anticipated. “How much soul could
they have left after all the things they’ve done?”

Dylori leaned back a little,
resting against the wall behind them. “You did say they treated you
with respect, with all those parental gestures when you were at
their village.”

“Yes, they stroked my hair. And I
don’t think they wiped Zora’s memory the last time I sent her to
them. Zarious mentioned that it was him and he sneered at me. Don’t
ask me how he did it.” Dylori frowned at the mention of her
ex-mentor, but Misti rambled on. “But my parents also said they
murdered people, and I don’t understand how Char could see them as
anything but bad.”

“Well, I don’t know of any Vagari
crafting that could wipe a creature’s memory, but it seems like
we’re dealing with a lot of new abilities these nights.” Dylori
looked at their clasped hands and sighed. “But murderers or not, I
have to admit, it did appear that your parents helped Zora when she
was in that cage. And you just said they might not’ve hurt Zora
before. And they didn’t kill us when they had every chance
to.”

Misti thought back. At the cage
her parents had touched Zora. She remembered her sudden panic, the
intense fear when she noticed Zora wasn’t breathing. The fear was
so great that Misti glanced at Zora now, still sleeping peacefully
on her pillow, just to be sure she was okay. After they touched
Zora, when Char pushed Zora inside Misti’s cage, Zora had breathed.
Had they helped her somehow? Char said they had, but she
wasn’t specific on how, and Misti just couldn’t be sure.

“They didn’t kill us because they
needed the pendant,” she reminded Dylori.

But Dylori shook her head and
pointed at the scar on Misti’s neck. “They needed you for the
pendant. They could’ve killed me and Dis anytime.” She shrugged.
“But they didn’t. Maybe that’s what your sister was trying to
say.”

Misti couldn’t believe what Dylori
was saying. She had always had a strict moral compass… But now
she’s suggesting my parents might not be evil? Even Misti
couldn’t believe that her parents could be good. “But they’re
worshippers. They’ve murdered people. They said they did everything
in Ponuriah’s honor to make the world better for us, for Char and
Danill and me.”

Dylori scoffed. “That sunbaked
Lights teachings again. How could a wasteland be
better?”

Better. Better for us? A
memory surfaced in Misti’s mind. “They even said they didn’t care
if I died!”

“What?” Dylori leaned forward, her
features hardening. “When did they say that?”

Misti hadn’t even thought of that
after her sister had died, but now it rushed back to her. The ache
of hearing her parents didn’t care crashed back, and anger crushed
her confusion to dust. “When they spoke about their plan to make me
come to them,” Misti spat. “They didn’t care if I died.”

“Well, then screw them,” Dylori
muttered, shaking her head. “Char was probably confused. Been
fighting them too long.”

“She did put up a good fight.”
Misti squeezed Dylori’s hand.

“She did. She was an amazing
sibling and one you should be proud of.” Dylori’s eyes glinted in
the afternoon light, crinkling at the sides with mischief. “And I
hope Danill’s leg really bothers him.”

A vicious surge of pride rushed
through Misti. “Me, too.” Misti took a deep breath and whooshed it
out, trying to relax herself. “I accepted Dis’ life-energy, by the
way. He said you gave him permission again, and I wanted to thank
you for it.”

“I did, and you’re welcome,”
Dylori replied lightly. “Did it help?”

“More than you know, but I think
I’ll stick with only crafting with Zora from now on. Dis’
desert-heat is…a bit much for me.” Misti chuckled. At least now
I know what a neades’ power feels like. Scorching like the desert
sun and an irresistible urge to move. “A bit too
much.”

Dylori laughed, a deep rumbling
sound that Misti loved to hear. “Desert-heat, huh? That does sum
his energy up.”

Kiss her, girl! Firegnats
darted in Misti’s stomach. Be brave! She wrapped her hand
around the back of Dylori’s neck and pulled her in for a kiss. It
was soft and simple, a thanks all its own, for now. Dylori’s hands
gripped Misti’s tighter at the sudden contact, and Misti’s skin
tingled in return. All at once Misti wondered what it would be like
to deepen this kiss, to move their relationship to something more
intimate. From the way they had both blushed just sleeping together
it seemed like quite a jump, and Misti wasn’t quite ready to take
it. Not yet, but soon.

When they pulled away, Misti was
glad that the heat on her own cheeks matched Dylori’s under the
palm of her hand. She smiled at Dylori and drew her hand up to kiss
her on the knuckles, not quite willing to let go.

Mischief tugged at Dylori’s lips.
A flash of orange and yellow beside them caused them both to turn.
Zora was stretching her wings, her blue and orange eyes staring at
them intently.

Dylori’s grin widened. “When we
actually do this, she’s going to stay outside.”

Misti rubbed Zora under the chin
and laughed at the dark orange tips of Dylori’s ears. It was cute
that she was so easily embarrassed, especially since she was so
much more experienced. “I don’t think she’d mind. Come on, let’s
send the letter out and see how the Silverstone sisters are doing
today.”

They got dressed and gathered
their things before heading downstairs. Zora flew after them. After
eating a quick meal of rough grain and sweet fruit, they walked
outside. It was well past afternoon. The sky had gone from bright
blue to a darker, richer shade, slashed with the pinks and yellows
of the slowly setting sun. Folk bustled about, doing business
despite the hour, and again Misti reveled in their bravery. The
simple bravery of common folk who didn’t care about the sunshine,
who stepped into it instead of hiding. Her throat tightened and
tears scratched her eyes, but she blinked them away. Rustling
around in her pocket, her fingers brushed the tooth and the
pendant, and then finally brushed against some coin. She bought
some fine charcoal dust for Zora, a gift Misti knew she’d
enjoy.

Dylori checked in on Dis first,
who had wandered a little to find more room. He munched happily on
a nearby patch of grass and huffed when Zora headbutted him. Misti
set down the bundle of dust and opened it, chuckling as Zora zoomed
down and rolled in it. She paid special mind to her wings, making
sure the dust got on them before sitting nearby preening them. Dis
flopped over as well, the bag of dust tiny next to his bulk, and
rolled around, mimicking his friend.

Dylori laughed out loud at that
and bought some more dust from the merchant especially for him.
Then Dylori patted Dis on the side and took the lead, heading
toward the mailstables. Misti hoped to send the letter off quickly
so they could get back to the inn to meet up with Arias. She had
forgotten to apologize for losing the sword and wanted to do that
as soon as possible. Dylori seemed to be in a rush, pushing past
people in her haste to get to the stables.

The narrow barn rose higher than
the nearby buildings, and when they made their way inside, dust and
wet earth hit Misti’s senses. A blue daygem brightened the interior
with a peaceful glow, and buckets of clean water and barrels of
food sat in the corners of the shop. She craned her neck to see the
roof where a wide circular hole let the evening light in. Vulnixes
of all shapes and sizes flew this way and that, some perched on the
rafters, some snoozing in divots in the wood. Others sat gracefully
on the countertop next to a thin, black-haired Vagari.

Misti was busy staring at a white
one with pink wings sleeping in the corner when Dylori tapped her
on the shoulder, tilting her head to the door. “It’s done. We can
go back now.”

“Already?” Misti turned to
Dylori.

Dylori chuckled. “The owner said
it would take three nights for the vulnix to get to Juu. It’s the
closest Moon Knight base with enough people to do anything. And you
were distracted by that little white one.”

“Well, it’s cute.” Misti slipped
her hand into Dylori’s and gave the owner a wave.

The Vagari nodded. A purple vulnix
by the Vagari’s side stretched its sleek black wings and flew out
the hole on the top of the building. Misti watched it disappear
into the sky as they continued outside. Three nights seemed like an
eternity. So much could happen. The worshippers could have moved by
then, picked up their whole village and left. But what can I do
about it? She bit her lip as they made their way back to the
inn.

“Well, Juu is right on the
outskirts of the Ravenlock Woods, so they’ll head down as soon as
they get my message. And I’m sure the city guard will do something
sooner. We did tell Gilmoer, and he has ties all across the city.”
Dylori nudged her, seeming to read her thoughts.

“I hope so.”

“What else can we do?” Dylori
watched sparks fly off a sword in a blacksmith’s shop as they
walked past. “We’re only two people. Ex-Moon Knights, sure, but I
think the best thing we can do is follow your sister’s wishes and
tell people about Ponuriah.”

“Yeah,” Misti replied quietly. She
almost wanted to shout a warning to everyone in the city, but that
would just cause mass panic and confusion, or folk would think she
fallen off the wrong side of the neades. It would be better coming
from a source they trusted, like the city guard.

They had reached the inn, but
Misti looked down the street and to the edge of the city. “Should
we go to the guards? Tell them what we saw?”

“No need,” a familiar voice
replied. Misti turned just in time to see Arias arrive, beaming and
pulling her pack higher up her shoulder. “We told the head guard
this morning, and they’re going to check the Ravenlock Woods
themselves.” Arias gestured to her sister standing just behind her.
“Orenda insisted.”

“One of my many jobs is to protect
the city,” Orenda replied gruffly. She scuffed the dirt with her
boot and yanked her own pack up a little. “I certainly don’t want
to live next to some crazy worshipper hideout, do you?”

Arias hugged her sister. “No.
You’re always so thoughtful, sister.”

“Come on, then, you said we’d get
food in here. I need bacon.” Orenda rolled her eyes, pulled away
from Arias, and headed into the inn.

Arias laughed, but Misti gave her
a look. “Is she in a…better mood?”

“Yes, she is actually. Caeda, the
head guard, looked at her like she was crazy, but they have a good
working relationship. Caeda trusts Ren and will do nearly anything
to protect her city. I worried that Ren wouldn’t want to see you
two, but she said she had something to talk to you both about.”
Arias grabbed both their hands and, walking backwards, pulled them
into the inn. “Let’s go find out what it is!”

Orenda had already claimed a table
by the fireplace and was staring daggers at the barmaid. The place
was moderately busy with customers, so the barmaid looked a bit
harassed, her tunic stained with some green liquid and her brown
bun spilling down. When Misti, Dylori, and Arias sat down, the
woman came to their table, her brown eyes glinting, and asked for
orders. Only Arias and Orenda ordered, but the barmaid came back
with four heaping plates of eggs and bacon and four steaming cups
of cider. Misti rubbed her nose at the meat and eggs, but the cider
did smell quite good—warm and sweet—so she took a sip. The spices
hit her mouth first, then the sweet berry, and she took a longer
sip, enjoying it.

Orenda shoved a forkful of bacon
into her mouth, leaned back, and sighed. “That’s
better.”

Remembering how protective Orenda
seemed of the blade, Misti turned to Arias. Maybe her sister
wouldn’t be so mad now that a day had passed. She doubted it.
“Listen, I wanted to talk to you about the sword you lent us,” she
began, but a loud thump interrupted her.

The Shey sword, shiny and whole,
clattered onto the table next to Misti’s plate. Bits of egg spilled
over the side. Orenda let go of the pommel and swigged a giant gulp
of her cider, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She
stared at Misti with a challenging look in her dark-green
eyes.

Misti stared at her. “How in
Ponuriah’s tits did you find that?”

A smile lifted Orenda’s lips.
“Call it a seventh sense. We can always find what’s
ours.”

“Or,” Arias said, “we stumbled
upon it while we raced to get you. Dis took the path he was
familiar with.”

Of course, Misti thought.
He’d follow Dylori’s scent.

“Nearly broke the sword when he
stepped on it,” Orenda muttered.

“But he didn’t.” Arias slapped her
sister on the arm. “Worry not! We’re just happy to find it. At
least, Orenda’s happy about it. I prefer my bow.”

Dylori leaned forward and clasped
Arias’ hand. “I’m so sorry about losing it. We fought this
four-headed beast and it was just…gone.”

Arias waved her comments away. “It
was under some black substance. Easy to overlook. I heard you were
injured after that battle.”

“Still.” Dylori gazed at the
sword, the reverent look in her dark eyes back once more. “I
apologize. We should’ve gone back for it.”

“Yes, you should have.” Orenda
shook her head, her black bushy hair, so like her sister’s, dancing
around her shoulders. As if just noticing this, she twisted a piece
of cloth off her wrist and tied her hair back. If not for their
different eye colors and strikingly different clothing, they could
be twins.

“Ren, be nice,” Arias chided. “You
had something to tell them?”

Misti leaned back in her chair and
watched the siblings, enjoying their gentle ribbing. She remembered
how she used to do the same with her own sister, and it made her a
little sad. She’d never be able to do that again. She pulled
Dylori’s hand into her lap, twining their fingers together,
enjoying the closeness of it all.

“I do,” Orenda replied. She
scraped her plate clean and pulled Dylori’s over, starting on her
uneaten eggs and pointing her fork at Misti. “I wondered…well, I
wondered if you wanted me to look for your sister.”

Misti’s eyes widened. “Look for
her…how?”

“I am a trader, and I have a
pretty keen eye for finding things. I know she disappeared into
that white light and all, but it sounds like just the challenge I’m
looking for. After we visit our family.” She nudged Arias with her
elbow.

Dylori leaned forward. “It would
be dangerous, considering who Char is with now.”

Orenda smirked, leaning back in
her chair. “I wouldn’t engage with those worshippers you spoke of.
Or with her, honestly. I’d simply note their location, trail them
for a little bit to see where they’d gone, then report back. You
two would take it from there.”

“Yes,” Misti blurted. She had
wanted to do more, and this was just the thing. She’d never know
where to start looking for her sister, but she could find a scribe
and tell them what Char told her—and maybe ask some questions in
return, like if anyone had seen worshippers nearby—while Orenda
searched. They’d come at it in a two-pronged way, and maybe, just
maybe, they’d find her. Her heart fluttered a little. I do want
to see her again. Regardless of what she looks like, of what she
is.

“I’d be happy to for a
fee.”

Misti’s heart sank. She had some
coin saved up, but surely nothing as much as Orenda would
charge.

Arias slapped Orenda’s arm. “Ren,
you told me—”

Orenda raised her hand. “I kid.
I’ll do it free of charge. But only because you got my sister to
me, unharmed.”

Misti nodded. “Thank you. Thank
you so—”

Orenda slapped her hand on the
table, startling Misti to silence. “I’m not done yet. Arias also
told me you need a job.”

Misti’s jaw slackened. “Yes. I
do.” She tilted her head at Dylori. “We both do.”

Arias sipped on her cider, eyeing
them over the mug’s rim. “You’re not a Moon Knight anymore,
Dylori?”

“No. Not since Zarious and
some…other reasons,” Dylori murmured, scratching her left
horn.

“Because you don’t want to kill
anymore. And because you kept putting her in danger?” Arias pointed
at Misti.

Dylori nodded once and wrapped a
protective arm around Misti’s shoulders, pulling her chair
closer.

Orenda barked out a laugh at
Misti’s shocked expression. “Annoying, right? She used to do it to
me all the time. Notice the little things. Every gussa
detail.”

Arias smirked. “It’s because
you’re horrible at it.”

“You never cease to amaze me,
friend,” Misti replied, shaking her head in disbelief. She leaned
into Dylori’s embrace and turned her attention back to Orenda.
“So…jobs?”

“As you know, I have an in with
the city guard.” Orenda pushed the now-empty plate away and gave
her a hard stare. “I do odd jobs for them every now and then, and
they’re always looking for new bows and swords to protect the city.
Now more than ever, since the Ravenlock Woods incident. I could
introduce you to Caeda, put in a good word. They could use good
women like you.”

Misti pulled her lip between her
teeth and glanced at Dylori. She had one arm on the table, tapping
an irregular beat with her fingers, but she didn’t look at Orenda.
Her gaze was on the fireplace and the flames within.

“Dylori would make a good guard,”
Misti said. “No one can match her ability with the sword. And I’m
good with daggers. But…we’re not archers.”

Chuckling, Orenda pointed at her.
“You could be after you’re trained up a bit. It’s the perfect job
for a vulnix bloodline like you. Superior vision and all. If you’re
interested in protecting people, that is.”

“I am!” Misti replied a bit loud,
surprising even herself. Her sister was a fighter. A warrior. She
had fought back with everything she had. And in her honor, Misti
would, too. Heat crept up cheeks at her sudden outburst. “I mean, I
never thought of myself as an archer, but if it means I can protect
people from the suncreatures, from banished folk, from the sun
goddess worshippers, from Ponuriah herself, whatever that may be,
I’m willing to learn. But…” She turned to Dylori. “Do we want to
live here?”

Only then did it occur to Misti
that she had said ‘we.’ She already found herself linked with
Dylori enough to let that word slip.

“Seems like a nice enough place,
and it’ll be good to be rooted somewhere for a while. Close to
home, too,” Dylori replied with a shrug.

Rooted somewhere. Close to
Dylori’s hometown. Misti was as far south as she could get but she
could consider this a home, if Dylori was here with her. “I think
so, too.”

Dylori leaned over and kissed
Misti’s temple before turning to Orenda. “If they need a sword,
they have mine. Providing they…lend me one.”

Orenda grinned, her serious
expression brightening. “They’ll get you all the weapons and armor,
if you need it. You’ll just have to pass their skills testing
first.”

Misti glanced at Arias and nodded
a silent thanks to her friend. Arias nodded in return, and then
pulled Misti’s plate to her and smiled, her pale-green eyes
sparkling.

 


***

 


The testing into the city guard
proved to be easy for them. Dylori shone during the sword fighting,
and when Misti hit a target with bow and arrow the size of a berry
six hundred paces away the tests were over. They filled out some
paperwork, signed their names, and stamped the official Rok
emblem—crashing waves and a single spindly tree—on the base. The
paperwork was simple enough, the only confusing bit being their
current address. Misti and Dylori were technically homeless, so
they put the Howling Rain Inn as a temporary location.

They made their way back down the
street, Arias and Orenda leading the way, until they reached the
main square with a large fountain in the center. True night had
come by now, the sun completely set and the daygems brightening. A
few blue and green ones twinkled above the merchant shops, catching
the eyes of passersby. They sat down on the edge of the fountain
and watched the bustle of the city for a little while, enjoying
each other’s company.

Arias tucked a strand of her hair
behind her ears. “I have to go back home now.”

Orenda nudged her again. “Yes,
sister, your welcoming awaits! A grand party indeed.”

“After that, I’ll go back to my
village. I’ve been gone a long time, and they’re going to need
their dabbler.”

“And get all the pendant’s
information to your super-secret organization, right? Aluriah’s
Agents.” Dylori bumped her, giving her a sharp smile.

“Right.” Arias winked at her.
“Aluriah’s Agents, indeed.”

Dylori wilted a little, her
shoulders slumping. “Are you ever going to tell me what that’s
about?”

“It wouldn’t be much of a secret
organization if I told everyone I met, now would it?” Arias gave
Dylori a small shove. “But I can tell you one thing.”

Dylori perked up, and Misti did,
too. “Yeah?” Dylori prodded.

“We have a much better name than
the one you came up with.” Arias laughed at the roll of Dylori’s
eyes, but then her features hardened and she continued in a more
serious tone. “And if Ponuriah has returned like Misti warned, my
people will rise out of the shadows as a force unlike any you have
ever seen. You may be hearing about my…organization…much sooner
than even I’d like.” She paused for a moment, biting her lip, and
then rustled around in her pack. “Here, take this.”

She handed each of them a band,
the same color and interwoven spherical pattern as her left
earring. She tugged at it for a moment. “If my people see you
wearing this, they’ll know you’re a friend. They’ll know you can be
trusted.”

Orenda shoved her sleeve up a
little, showing them an armband of similar make before hiding it
again.

Dylori’s shocked expression
remained for a few heartbeats before she regained her composure.
She punched Arias’ shoulder. “You badass,” Dylori muttered,
latching the band around her wrist.

Arias grinned and tucked a slip of
paper into Misti’s hand. “Send all kinds of letters to me. All the
time. From both of you. With Zora, or without.”

“I will.” Misti’s voice broke a
little. She’d miss Arias terribly. “Please stay safe up
there.”

Arias rose from her seat and
hugged Dylori. When she pulled back, tears shimmered in her eyes.
“I’ll be perfectly safe with Orenda nearby.”

“I’ll keep her safe, just like you
two did,” Orenda said, rising. She shook both Misti and Dylori’s
hands. “Now you keep this city clean.”

“You can count on it,” Dylori
replied.

Orenda chuckled and looked at
Misti. “I’ll send word in a cycle or so to give you a progress
update on your sister.”

“Wonderful.” Misti’s chest
tightened painfully at the thought of her sister, at the thought of
her loss, but she forced herself through it. “Thank you for
everything you’ve done for us.”

“Worry not,” Orenda muttered, then
glanced at her sister, who was busy scratching Zora under the chin.
“Time to go, Arias.”

Arias gave Zora one last pat and
darted over to give Dis a huge hug, and then went to her sister’s
side. Her singsong voice lifted a little. “This won’t be the last I
see of you, for sure.”

“We’ll make sure it’s not,” Misti
replied, blinking back the tears gathering in her eyes.

With one final wave, Arias and
Orenda disappeared into the crowd of people. Misti swallowed hard,
trying to push down the sadness in her heart at seeing Arias and
Orenda leave. She hung so much hope on Orenda.

Misti latched the rust-colored
band around her wrist, admiring its design before turning her
blurry gaze to Dylori and sank into her open arms. They stayed like
that for a little while, looking at the bustling space where the
sisters had stood.

“I have something for you.” Dylori
pulled Misti down onto the fountain’s edge. A couple of Nemora
children splashed in the fountain behind them, getting water on
Zora. Zora crouched playfully, and then zoomed above the water,
splashing the kids in return and yipping happily. “Here,” she said,
pulling a scale from her pocket. It rested in her palm, pure-white
save for a fiery tint on its edge. A large scale, larger than a
dragon’s, almost as large as a wyvern scale.

“You didn’t,” she
murmured.

Dylori grinned. “I grabbed it when
we were searching for Arias’ sword. I already gave Arias one before
she left, and I have one. This one’s yours.”

Joy flitted through Misti, warming
her. She had killed a wyvern. The pendant had helped, but still.
Now she had a piece of proof to remember her bravery. She hugged
Dylori in thanks.

“Now what?”

Misti shrugged. “Now we wander
around our new city. Get to know the place. Buy some new clothes
and supplies since our things from the Amiin Moon Knights won’t get
here for a fortnight.”

“Figure out where we’re going to
live,” Dylori murmured. Her lips pressed against Misti’s
temple.

“Yeah. That, too.” Misti’s cheeks
burned, and she hid her face in her hands, embarrassed by her blush
at the idea of living together as a couple, not as comrades.
Dylori said ‘we.’ Dylori laughed, a beautiful soft noise,
and Misti lifted her gaze again. “But for right now, let’s wander,
okay? Just for a little while.”

And wander they did, strolling
through the streets, smiling at passersby, buying some new clothes.
When the first rays of the sun came up over the horizon, they
retreated to their room at the inn and slept in each other’s
arms.

 



Chapter Twenty-One

MISTI MUNCHED ON SOME rasha
berries, tartness exploding in her mouth. She lifted the broken
wyvern head and let it catch some of the daygems lighting their
small abode. She and Dylori had found this place three crescents
after taking their guard jobs, a simple one-story house with a
kitchen, a bedroom, a bath, and a living room. They needed to put
their own finishing touches on it, but the packages currently
sitting in the living room from the Amiin Moon Knights would make
it easier.

She worried at first that it would
be strange living with Dylori after everything, that being together
so much might ruin their budding relationship, but the opposite had
happened. Because of their seasons with the Moon Knights, they were
used to being in close quarters, used to each other’s quirks, and
Misti enjoyed their time together more and more. She could feel
herself falling more in love with Dylori.

Misti sat in their kitchen, arms
folded on the metal countertop, gazing out the window. Even though
it faced the wall of the house next to them, it let the moonlight
in. She put the broken wyvern head back on the counter, setting it
next to the tooth of the first suncreature she had killed on her
own and the scale of the wyvern, and waited for Dylori to return
from her shift protecting the streets. Misti had gotten off her
shift early, with the edges of the city secure and no rumbling from
the Ravenlock Woods.

The city guards had gone into the
woods the same night Misti and Dylori had been initiated, but they
hadn’t found anything. Crescents of searching with the Moon
Knights’ aid had come up with nothing. Even the village had
disappeared. A giant scorch mark, like the smaller ones Misti had
noticed, had appeared in the clearing in its place. The city guard
had issued a warning to the public to be wary of worshippers,
banished ones, and suncreatures. Not the dire warning that Misti
expected because of her story, but a good enough for now, at least
until other evidence surfaced.

She couldn’t shake the feeling
that something else was going to happen, something big. She didn’t
think the others believed her. Yes, the Blood pendant and scorch
marks were new and strange, but apparently not new or strange
enough. And Misti couldn’t give them the pendant for inspection, an
aspect that both the Praxis leader and the Moon Knights reminded
her was key for their investigation. She’d heard the Moon Knights
were doing a full-fledged query of their ranks because of Zarious’
betrayal, so at least they believed that part of her
story.

It occurred to Misti after the
fact that she didn’t really know where the white light had
transported her. It could’ve been anywhere. To the Cinder Forest up
north, maybe. To the Sunglade even. But her heart beat too fast
whenever she thought of it and she had to stop. The only thing they
could do right now was their jobs, and Misti found she enjoyed hers
as an archer.

The feel of the bow in her hands,
the ease with which it destroyed the suncreatures who attacked the
city, the simplicity of being part of a well-oiled organization
again—one that hadn’t been tainted by the sun goddess, as far as
she could tell—calmed her. Under the tutelage of a fellow vulnix
Vagari city guard, she was finally learning the fighting techniques
suited to her bloodline and excelled in that approach. And the
other guards treated her with respect. Treated Zora with respect,
too, despite her coloring. It seemed like down here, being
differently colored didn’t matter much.

And as long as she didn’t think
much about how the Vagari worshippers could somehow change normal
beasts to suncreatures, she could kill them with ease. If she did
think about it, it would overwhelm her, paralyzing her until Zora
bit her back into the present. She knew that she had to kill these
creatures, that even if they hadn’t been born from the ashes,
whatever they were now, they weren’t the creatures they’d been. She
thought of Char the same way. Her sister had died, and whatever she
was now wasn’t Char. That didn’t stop Misti from yearning to see
her again.

Dis had his own stable down at the
guard compound, a stone structure that might’ve been a bathhouse at
one point. He slept some days, but most of the time he was at
Dylori’s side, walking the streets with her. He made for quite the
deterrent against ruffians. He liked sleeping outside their house
the most. Zora sometimes slept with him, but mostly she stayed with
Misti. Currently she was snoozing in a patch of moonlight, her
wings wrapped tight against her back and her nose tucked into her
tails. Misti stroked her fur and kissed the top of her head, and
Zora chirped in response. Misti and Dylori had already drawn up the
plans for a small expansion in the house for their animals and just
needed a few nights off to do it.

Misti had spent the better part of
a crescent going over what had happened with a scribe of the
Athenaeum of the Ancients, the library of all the histories and
stories of all the races and civilizations to ever come into
existence since the dusk of time. They went over every detail
multiple times, just to get it right, and when they had finished,
the scribe left the city, heading to the Athenaeum to deliver this
new piece of history. She felt better than she had in ages. Char’s
sacrifice would be burned into the history books, her words there
for all to see.

The city seemed overly quiet for
Misti’s liking. Like something bigger was meant to happen but
vanished before it could. She caught herself wondering why others
in the city weren’t worried. Dylori told her again and again that
they were doing all they could here, protecting the city and
telling the scribe of Char’s warning, and if something else loomed,
they would deal with it when it arrived. But Misti still worried.
Still wondered where her family was, still feared the worshippers
would transport to their home in a flash of white light and take
her away, still felt angry at Danill’s betrayal and her own
failings.

To keep herself from drowning in
fear, she spent much of her downtime at the library at Praxis,
trying to find any mention of the bright-white lights of
transportation, the banished folk hideaways, the worshippers’ new
types of crafting abilities. Anything to help find Char. Waiting
for news from Orenda felt torturous, but Misti knew this was where
she should be. Had she gone with Orenda, she would have just slowed
the woman down.

As she watched the moonlight drift
slowly over her fingers, the ache in her chest from her sister’s
death returned, the gaping pit sucking her happiness away. Misti
bit her lip. A part of her feared that pit would always be there,
that she’d never be able to fill it. But she had thought the same
of the cracks in her heart from when she discovered her parents’
worship and her frantic flight from them and those had healed. It
just took time. She gripped the sides of her mug and sipped,
letting the sweet tea scorch her tears away. Setting the cup down,
she dropped the suncreature tooth and the wyvern scale into a small
glass cup by the window, then nodded. She’d keep them here as a
symbol of how far she’d come.

The front door opened and shut
with a thud. A couple more thuds followed as Dylori removed her
armor and set down her sword. Strong arms wrapped around Misti’s
shoulders, and she settled back against Dylori’s chest. Her sadness
vanished as the warmth of Dylori’s affection surrounded her, along
with the familiar scent of wood and sweat and sweet hybis
soap.

She looked up into Dylori’s dark
eyes. “How was today?”

“Fine, thinking about what to do
with Char’s jewelry?”

Misti nodded, her eyes settling on
the glinting metal once more. “I’m not sure if I should bury it.
She didn’t have a proper burial.”

“I think you should keep it,”
Dylori whispered. “It would be a piece of her you could take with
you no matter where you went.”

A piece of Char. A piece of
family. She liked that idea. Deep down, Misti wondered if that
was why she hadn’t done anything with the jewelry piece yet.
Wasn’t that why Danill had insisted on breaking it in the first
place? So, I could have something of Char’s with me always?
Misti unwrapped her own bracelet and slipped the wyvern head next
to her wyvern wings. The metal charms clinked softly against each
other as she retied her bracelet and swung around to face Dylori,
pulling her into a soft kiss.

“Thank you,” Misti
whispered.

“Always.” Dylori pressed her
forehead against Misti’s.

A thought flittered through
Misti’s mind, a memory of their journey together, and she pulled
back. “Where did that salttree leaf go? I think it would look
lovely in this glass.”

Dylori chuckled. “I gave it back.
I didn’t want to offend the Nemora any more than you had. So I
returned it to them during our negotiation over the
lake.”

A rush of warmth spread through
Misti at that slight confession and the laughter lingering in
Dylori’s dark eyes. It was a simple thing, giving the leaf back,
but she knew how much having that token had meant to
Dylori.

Dylori reached into her pocket,
holding out a pure white pebble for Misti to see. She dropped it
into the glass. “Arias did give me a pebble, though, and the Nemora
didn’t mind that we grabbed some. I asked before we
left.”

Misti wanted to say that she loved
Dylori, wanted to confess that here and now, but she couldn’t quite
say the words just yet. She squeezed Dyorli’s hand. “You’re
amazing, Dylori.”

“So are you.” Dylori’s dark eyes
read love and hope and kindness, things Misti would always see
there, but they also read something else. Need. They smoldered with
it.

Misti hadn’t wanted to move too
fast, so they hadn’t been intimate past kissing. But she needed it,
needed that connection. That comfort. She rose from her chair and
pulled Dylori into the bedroom. As she guided Dylori down to the
bed and began undressing, the glint in Dylori’s eyes made her grin
even more. She had lost her blood-family, but she had found another
one right here in Dylori’s arms, and Misti’s soul sang with their
connection. A new tie, rebound with Zora and Dylori and
Dis.

They were slowly building a life
here in Rok and a home here with each other. And while Misti knew
something bigger and more dangerous was reaching over the horizon,
she resolved to enjoy each quiet moment she could. For now, the
moon was high over their heads.
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The Broken Chronicles Book Two - Orenda’s
Story

Orenda Silverstone is an Elu
trader, desperately trying to finish a secret list of dangerous
tasks in order to save her wife. She only had four tasks on her
list when she met a woman named Misti, but now she has one more.
Five in total. Five tasks and one cycle left. She can do it. She
has to. But an old friend comes back into her life, one who she
divulged her secret tasks to even though she was warned not to. A
friend who she drew into this mess, who blames her for it, and
whose final task is to “kill Orenda.” Can Orenda save her wife
while also staying alive? What happens when some
less-than-reputable clients want to come along and don’t take no
for an answer? When her friend finally gets enough courage to
finish her off, how will Orenda respond?

 



Chapter One

ORENDA SILVERSTONE STARED AT the
darkness, wishing they could move faster and hoping her wife was
still alive. The flower drying between the pages in her notebook
had told her as much, but she wouldn’t believe it until she saw
Noss again. Orenda rubbed the tightness from her jaw. Just do
the tasks. Do the tasks and then you’ll see her again, she
thought.

The daygem bounced gently against
her pack and glowed bright-white, illuminating them in a sphere of
light that swayed with each step she took. Night had fallen some
time ago, and Orenda was glad for it. Her breath drifted around
her, stars glimmered overhead, and frosted grass crunched under her
boots. Her sister’s humming floated from behind. Arias always
hummed when they traveled together, and her soft melody reminded
Orenda of their mother. The notes curled around her, nudging her
worries away like her mother’s gentle touch. We’ll see her soon,
and then maybe I—

A snap drew Orenda’s gaze to her
left, and her hand went to her sword. Something rustled beside
them. Her stomach clenched, the air seeming to grow colder. Fear
tingled down her spine as it always did, but she pushed the
sensation away even as the humming behind her stopped. Arias’ hand
settled on Orenda’s arm, fingers clenching her tunic. Drawing her
sword, Orenda stepped between her younger sister and the noise. The
rustling came again, closer this time. She wished they were
traveling in the sunshine so she could actually see the damned
creature that had been stalking them since last daybreak, but it
had been her idea to push themselves through the night. It was
usually safer to travel in the darkness.

Save for now. Arias pointed
to their right, but Orenda could see nothing but an inky blackness
there. Snatching another daygem out of her pocket, she activated it
with a murmur of an ancient language and threw it as hard as she
could.

The glowing daygem sailed through
the air, slicing a sphere of white light through the black and
landing in the tall grasses. It bounced a little. Orenda’s grip
tightened on her sword. Two bright-green eyes appeared at the edge
of the light, unmoving even after a few moments.

“Gussa,” Orenda cursed. Of course,
the creature would stay in the darkness. Any sensible stalker
would.

But then the green eyes blinked,
and a shimmering gray-green form dove into the light, nudging the
daygem side to side, curling and uncurling around it. It trilled as
it grabbed the daygem with its yellow beak and tossed it into the
grasses, then slithered after it. Playing with
it.

“A slyther!” Arias whispered,
patting Orenda’s arm a few times in her excitement.

The slyther had a long legless
body, bird-like front half with dull gray feathers and serpentine
back half with shimmering sea-green scales. Its wide green eyes
remained on the daygem as it slithered around. Flaring six
charcoal-gray wings, the creature dove again, winding completely
around the gemstone like a shimmering knot of feathers and
scales.

Slythers were common here in the
Shey region, more so near the towns and cities. Scavengers, and not
terribly dangerous. The bubble of worry burst, spreading relief
through Orenda in its wake. Once they knew they were being stalked,
her imagination had sketched out myriad dangers, each one more
terrifying than the next. She had never conjured up a
slyther.

Orenda chuckled and sheathed her
sword, eyeing the too-large beak and stubby wing feathers. The long
tail ended in a bright-green point, perfect for luring tiny
prey.

“It’s a young one,” she muttered.
A young one I’m not about to kill. She turned to her sister
in disbelief. “This is the creature that’s been stalking
us?”

“Trailing the daygem, more like,”
Arias laughed, eyes only for the serpentine creature. The slyther
had disappeared into the darkness once more, rustled around in the
tall grass, and dove again, this time catching the daygem in its
beak and throwing it into the air.

Arias leaned forward a little, her
pale-green eyes shining and her bushy black hair curling gently
around her face. To Orenda, she’d always look like a little kid.
Even when Arias struck out on her own and decided to charge
headlong into the terrifying Ravenlock Woods to help a friend. Even
when she joined the secret organization in honor of Aluriah, their
goddess. The rusron earring interwoven in her left ear proclaimed
her allegiance to that organization. That earring proclaimed her
status, too.

And though she was only a few
seasons younger than Orenda, Orenda would always see Arias as her
baby sister. Someone she had to protect. Someone she had to keep in
line. And sometimes, someone she had to pull away from cute baby
beasts playing in the grasslands.

Arias leaned forward a little more
and Orenda gently nudged her to the path instead. “We need to go.
Marion is only a half a night away. If you look close, you can
almost see their lights.”

Arias scoffed. “S’veto.”
Liar. But she tore her gaze from the baby creature,
nonetheless.

They left the little slyther with
its newly ‘caught’ daygem prey and continued on to Marion. Arias
did glance back a couple of times, and Orenda caught herself doing
the same. Something nagged at her, pricked her skin, drew her gaze
to behind them. It felt like they were being followed, but the
slyther had remained behind, playing with the glowing gemstone.
Residual worry, Orenda decided. Residual and idiotic.
She had more pressing concerns. Noss. Yet before the slyther
completely disappeared from view, Orenda whispered a quick prayer
to Aluriah to keep the young one safe from the predators of the
night. Safe from the coming dawn, too.

They had only walked a short
distance before Arias cleared her throat, breaking the easy silence
that had settled between them. “How’s Nossilia?”

Orenda frowned and cut her gaze to
the darkness again. After the long journey from Rok to Marion,
after all the conversations about how their lives had been, she had
hoped they wouldn’t touch on the subject of her wife. She had
steered the conversations deliberately around Noss, telling story
after story of her personal adventures instead, filling the
unspoken question with fluff and hoping Arias wouldn’t notice. Of
course, her sister had noticed. The wound on Orenda’s shoulder
throbbed. Nerves skittered across the back of her neck and she
tried to rub them away.

“Busy.”

Arias gave her a sidelong glance.
“You’ve been dancing around Noss this whole time, Ren. Is
everything okay? Is there anything you want to tell me?”

Orenda met her sister’s gaze, and
the concern in them nearly broke her silence. I want to tell you
everything. Everything. Orenda wanted to tell her sister
about Nossilia’s kidnapping and about the strange wound on her
shoulder and about the list she had to complete. She wanted to tell
her about the fear in her heart and the worry gnawing at her
stomach. She wanted to tell her sister about how far up the
corruption had gone in Marion and the terror she’d been through
these past few cycles trying to get everything done to save her
wife. How she knew she was being used but having to be used to save
Noss. Everything. She wanted to tell Arias everything.

She wanted to, but she didn’t.
Couldn’t, not after the chance she took with Jax, and certainly not
after that sun goddess worshipper threatened to kill Noss if she
told anyone else. After seeing how far up the hierarchy the light
had hit, she couldn’t risk Arias knowing and possibly getting
captured. I can’t risk it with her. I won’t. She didn’t even
know why Noss was taken in the first place or how Noss’ captors had
known Orenda told Jax about her troubles. Too many questions
lingered, each one a vine wrapping tighter around Orenda’s
heart.

So even though she wanted to tell
Arias all her secrets, in order to keep her and Noss safe, she
grinned. “Nothing, Arias. Nothing at all. Noss is doing well,
though she’s working more than usual lately.” The lie burned her
throat like hard liquor.

Arias thumbed her rusron earring.
“I’ll always respect your responses, Ren, and I’ll most certainly
drop this conversation if you want me to but know I can help if
there’s something wrong.”

The unspoken ‘we’ rang loud and
clear. Arias’ organization. Because of her sister’s connection and
the Silver Shade armband around Orenda’s bicep, she could ask for
their help if she wanted to. Orenda did have a fleeting thought to
approach the Silver Shade when all this started. It was a big
organization, after all, with hundreds of moon goddess worshippers
gathering information. They knew more about the sun goddess than
any other group, including the scribes of the Athenaeum of the
Ancients.

But the women who stole her wife
were part of a huge organization, too. Mora Syrinic was an Elu High
Guild member in the Judgment division and Kieve Centuari, a
first-steward in the same division. That meant anyone could be
working for those gussa sun goddess worshippers, even folks in
Arias’ organization. It seemed like a full-body cage had locked
around Orenda, squeezing her from every angle, and she simply
couldn’t take the chance.

“Thank you, Arias, truly. But
there’s nothing wrong,” she said in a much-too jovial
voice.

Arias gave her a hard look, her
pale-green eyes reading disbelief. “S’veto…but I’ll respect your
wishes.”

I am a liar, but for a good
reason. Orenda grabbed some gara root from her pouch and chewed
on it. The root made a satisfying crunch and a spicy sap filled her
mouth, chasing the lie away. Her sister let the subject drop,
humming once more as they made their way down the Starlit Run, the
well-worn path to Marion.

The journey northwest had taken
too long, and now Orenda only had one cycle left to finish all five
tasks for Mora and Kieve. Five tasks in twenty-eight nights. She
grew tired just thinking about it. But if she didn’t complete them
all, Noss would pay and her chest ached at the thought. The whip
that had lashed around Orenda’s heart the moment they took Noss
away grew tighter each moment. Just think about the tasks.
Finish one and move on to the next.

The list in Orenda’s pocket—the
unbreakable contract with Mora and Kieve—seemed to grow heavier,
the weight of responsibilities drawing her down, sinking her boots
deeper into the worn gravel pathway. She had started with ten tasks
and had recently crossed off the sixth in Rok, taking a gemstone
bigger than her two fists to the Praxis leader there. She had felt
almost comfortable with her original remaining four: seeds to
Marion, special daygems from the twins, weapons to Hyrian, and
message to Zephri. They were all centered around her
homeland.

But while in Rok delivering the
gemstone she had met a woman, a Vagari named Misti Eildelmann, and
had agreed to an impossible fifth task. Find Char, Misti’s sister,
a dead woman walking as if that were even possible. She didn’t
think agreeing to it would make the task become part of the
contract, but as soon as she had said “yes” the wound on her
shoulder had itched and then burned, sealing the deal. She didn’t
even have to look to know a new sprig had grown from the vines
woven into her skin. A new task for her to complete. How they
knew and so fast, I’ll never understand.

But Arias already knew about Char,
already knew Orenda agreed to help find her, already knew how
impossible the task really was. Would it be breaking the
contract to ask for her help, just for that one mission?
Orenda’s shoulder ached, the wound seeming to pulse with a life of
its own, and she dismissed the thought. She couldn’t chance it. She
wouldn’t risk Arias’ life. Do the tasks you can, and figure out
Char later.
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