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      Six years ago, in the port of Ranta on the banks of the Suola Meri, two sisters awoke to the sounds of booted footsteps. Creeping from their beds, they cracked the door of their room and peeked out to see soldiers dressed in crimson, onyx, and ashy gray.

      The girls watched in petrified silence as intruders tore through every cabinet and drawer. They had no idea what the King’s Legion searched for, but their distinctive attire matched the regimentals of their father.

      More than two weeks had passed since he’d disappeared, leaving them alone with the promise of a quick return.

      Despite Iris’ protests, Foxxglove knew they were no longer safe awaiting an absent father who might never come home. Avoiding detection, they slipped through the back door and hid beneath the deck facing the waves of the sea.

      Long after the Legion finished their ravaging and dispersed, the sisters mustered the courage to tiptoe back inside to face the havoc left behind. Knowing they might never again find sanctuary there, each packed a bag and abandoned their home for the wilderness of Arkaemor.

      Foxx and Iris traveled Alunda, learning to hunt, live off the land, and protect themselves, all the while wondering if they would ever see their father again. They returned to Ranta every so often but were met each time with little more than the slow deterioration of a home left uninhabited.
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        * * *

      

      Half a year ago, the sisters crossed the barrier from Alundan beaches into the grasslands of Savanni. They happened upon a village in the southern farmlands where a woman approached them and introduced herself as Maeve. Maeve claimed to have known their mother long ago. She also knew of her death and of their father’s disappearance, and she even speculated as to where he might have gone. With knowledge of things past and things to come, she told them to follow in their father’s footsteps and shared with them snippets of the destiny awaiting them.

      Alongside her premonitions came a warning: Should they embrace the path before them, tides would change, sands would shift, and the world as they knew it would be forever transformed.

      Foxx found the drama of her words annoying and possibly delusional, but Iris felt elated with the idea of a hope-filled adventure.

      Before their departure, she gifted them a carnelian stone, calling it a vital ingredient of the journey laid out before them. Half an inch thick and just big enough to fit in the palm of Iris’ hand, the chiseled stone resembled the silhouette of a flat-topped acacia tree.

      Departing the village, they returned to their cottage one last time, knowing their paths may never lead them back. By then, their childhood home sat in a state of disrepair. Ruptures in the roof gave access to the elements. Invasive foliage tore its way through the walls. Once abandoned, it stood rotting on the beach as a ship run aground, left to erode away in the assault of the high tide.

      Rifling through the house, they hoped to unearth any clues to aid in their quest. In the top drawer of their father’s desk, they discovered a map of the desert territory to the east known as the Grim Wilds. On the map, a star and a note scribbled in their father’s hand read: You will know it when you see it.

      They traveled south to the city of Sal and from there caught a boat across the Suola Meri. When they hit land, they proceeded on foot against the rising sun until they reached the eastern edge of the territory.

      They camped along the border for several nights, still insecure in their decision. If Maeve’s predictions were to be believed, there would be no turning back once they progressed into the Wilds.

      After three days and four nights of debating, they rose at dawn and crossed the translucent barrier into the desert. If either of them felt the strain of a destiny accepted, neither spoke it aloud.
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          Wilderness Grim

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        When they fell, it shook the world.

        One land divided in two.

        A deviation cut a passage through time

        woven into the intricacies of what once was

        and what would someday be.

        He mourned them.

        But He had known their futures all along.

        Nothing surprised Him. Nothing ever would.

        He saw the cords of time and how they twisted and turned.

        Like a leaf on the surface of a river.

        Like the wind shakes the trees.

        He bound them together.

        Created a new, so the old could be dealt with.

        To guide them. To restrain them.

        To break them, if necessary.

        A trail forged at the beginning of the ages.

        The stepping stones of time forever set in place.

        Nothing could alter them.

        Nothing could sway the path.

        Not even them. Not even the others.

        Not even the fated Great King of Arkaemor.

      

        

      
        ~An excerpt from Jumalan Sana.

        Found in the book of Jaeho the navi.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          The Grim Wilds

        

      

    

    
      Paws pounded holes in the sand as they hastened across the desert, but the beast stood no chance against the arrow whizzing on its trail. It plunged into the middle of the brute’s shoulders, piercing to the left of the vertebrae climbing its neck. The animal shuddered and collapsed to the ground.

      Seconds later, the archer halted her sprint and peered down at the heap of fur. She toed its muzzle before kneeling and setting her weapon at her side. The bow’s limbs were crafted of hickory, and the frequent pull of her fingers had darkened the center of its string.

      She prodded a fang and ran the tips of her fingers over the triangular plates that shrank in succession as they descended its spine. Horns sprouted from the wolf’s cheekbones, curving skyward. These were too small to repurpose, but more menacing horns flanked each ear, large enough to make utensils and other tools.

      Lycanox were double the size of their relatives, the timberwolves, and those of the desert reflected their home territory with sandy fur. The only contrast in pigment came from a maroon stripe running from the tip of its nose to the end of its tail. Diverse breeds of lycanox populated many territories in Arkaemor, but none grew as ferocious as those of the desert.

      Blotting sweat from her brow, she recovered the arrow with a swift tug. Blood sullied the tip, and she wiped it across her shorts before returning it to the quiver strapped to her back.

      Her name echoed from the distance, shattering the silence. Moments later, a young woman pushed her way through crinkled brush and jogged into view. Black hair whipped around her shoulder from its high ponytail as she stalled in front of the beast. A thin section hung free in her face, white as the bubbling crests of ocean waves. “You got him!”

      A smirk twisted the archer’s lips as she plopped onto a large rock and flung her bow over her shoulder to free up both hands. “He was fast.” Scorching rays beat down on them from above, and again Foxxglove wiped away sweat.

      “It seems you were faster.” Iris winked at her sister.

      Crossing her arms over her chest with eyebrows raised, Foxx accused, “Yeah? And where were you?”

      Iris replied with doe eyes. “I guess I’m slower than you.”

      “Not that much slower.” Foxx massaged her temples with the heel of her hands.

      Iris joined her sister on the rock and nudged her shoulder. “I was gathering dinner. There’s an undressed jackrabbit hanging in the cave and a stockpile of prickly pear cactus pads and fruit.”

      Foxx chuckled and nodded with approval. “Wow, you’ve been busy.”

      “While you were chasing away our intruder, I too made good use of my time. Now, let’s scavenge this beast!” She grinned and pulled a dagger from her scabbard belt.

      Though Foxx had grown partial to the bow, Iris favored a pair of sister blades she’d purchased in Aeonian in exchange for the last of their mother’s pearls.

      Thorn, a double-edged dagger measuring a foot from tip to end, had an obsidian handle. The pommel displayed a rosebud, and thorny vines climbed the grip before spreading out in two directions to wrap the deeply curved quillon. Silver, and two inches wide where it met the hilt, the blade tapered symmetrically into a point.

      She called her shortsword Bloom. Ornamental roses covered the dark ruby handle and sprouted leafy vines that wove up the grip to the crossguard. The design continued into etchings on the blade, which measured twice as long as Thorn. Nearly three inches wide at the hilt, it thinned briefly as it extended from the crossguard and ballooned wide again before tapering to a point.

      Foxx laughed and shoved Iris from her perch. A scorpion scuttled away from the disturbance. “Even in this heat, we won’t have time to dry the hide before departing in the morning. Take the horns if you want, but leave the rest for the birds. It will soon be dusk.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Their cave sloped into the earth deeper than their eyes could see, but they trusted the fire to deter any dangers lurking in its depths.

      While Foxx built a fire, Iris gutted and cleaned the hare. She sliced through the skin on its stomach to remove the innards and separate the meaty parts from the scraps.

      Once the fire blazed and the heavy smoke from the brush and kindling subsided, Foxx dismantled the cactus fruit. The maroon skin of a prickly pear indicated its ripeness. After chopping off each end, she slit it from top to bottom. Using only her fingers, she stripped away the thick rind, preparing one for each of them and placing the others into her pack.

      Before their expedition led them to Savanni, the only knowledge they had of the diverse climates, creatures, and traditions of the territories outside Alunda came from their mother. Born in Metsa Sateen, she’d spent much of her youth adventuring throughout all seven territories of Arkaemor. Though Foxx and Iris had only explored parts of three territories so far, they’d learned enough to survive and even thrive in the wilderness.

      After setting the meat to roast, Iris disposed of the waste about 10 sylis, or 60 feet, outside the cave entrance for another predator to chew through. On her way back to the fire, she retrieved a leather-bound journal from her pack and opened it to the page on the lycanox. Her mother had given her the journal long ago, and as an avid note taker, Iris enjoyed documenting their adventures.

      When they first left home, she undertook the challenge of cataloging everything their parents had taught them. She noted stories and song lyrics, details regarding the different territories of the Five Kingdoms, and whatever other information she thought could be important someday. As they traveled, she created pages for predators they encountered and anything else she found interesting.

      Each documentation of a predator had a sketch of the animal and information regarding its size, coloring, strengths, weaknesses, and level of danger.

      Since they’d fought lycanox before, she already had an entry for them. A detailed illustration of a lycanox spanned two pages. In a free patch of parchment near the beast’s physical characteristics, she added: Grim Wilds - tan fur, red stripe. Five back plates. Faster and larger than others. Foxx took down with one arrow between shoulder blades. Lucky shot.

      Watching her sister over the roasting meat, Foxx wondered when she’d gotten so grown up. Twelve to eighteen in the blink of an eye.

      Iris returned her journal to her pack and retrieved their cutlery, handing one of each to her sister. “Do you think we’ll find it tomorrow?”

      Foxx passed her a pear and divided the meat. “Hard to say.” She dug into her meal. Her hair, daisy-petal white, whipped back and forth across her shoulders as she shredded meat from bone. “If the map is accurate and I’ve interpreted it correctly, then yes.”

      Iris devoured her dinner. “I’m a little nervous. What do you think we’ll find there?” A breeze entered the cave, rustling the flames and causing a glowing ember to burst free, spewing cinders in her direction. An orange flake landed on her forearm, stinging momentarily before darkening to ash.

      Her eyebrows and shoulders lifted as she bit into her pear. “Another clue? Another piece to the puzzle? A dead end? Who knows really, when we’re basing this entire expedition on the ramblings of an unhinged, old woman and a dusty, abandoned map.”

      Iris hated her sister’s skepticism and had faith in their journey. Foxx understood the very real possibility of Maeve’s lunacy and that their efforts may amount to nothing. She had faith in herself and her sister but not much else.

      “Sometimes it feels like we’re searching the whole world to find a dead father in a place that doesn’t even exist.” This was a point Foxx often made when they discussed the logistics of finding the otherworldly kingdom their mother had always raved about.

      Iris bit into a tender piece of meat and replied with a full mouth. “Don’t talk like that. We’re going to find Celestelvyra, and we’re going to find Father.” Taking a sip from her water sleeve, she realized the importance of finding water soon. If they didn’t, their hopes and their skepticism would be irrelevant. “Father isn’t dead. He found Celestelvyra and has been trying to find a way back to us. He just hasn’t made it here yet.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      Foxx sighed. “It’s been six years, Iris. If he did find it, trust me, he doesn’t plan on coming back.” Peeling off her knee-high boots, she set them on the ground next to her. They were the best boots she’d ever owned—sturdy but breathable and dyed the color of a dark plum—though currently coated in a chalky layer of garnet dust.

      “He misses her. He left because that house constantly reminded him of her absence, and staying with us, mirror images of her, would have killed him. He didn’t just leave to find some mysterious realm, he left to get away from us.” Pain flickered in the depths of Foxx’s heart. The ache of abandonment cut deep, ingrained into her core.

      Iris’ brow exposed her fury, though she reigned it in before Foxx noticed. “That isn’t true. He wouldn’t do that.” She picked at the meat between her fingers and stared into the fire. “Besides, Mother used to tell us stories about Celestelvyra. It was her dream to leave Alunda in search of it. She used to paint pictures of it, remember?”

      “She painted a lot of things, but Father never believed it was real. He thought her crazy for believing in fairyta⁠—”

      Iris shot to her feet. “Our mother was not crazy!”

      Foxx matched her sister, standing in outrage. “Just because you bought into every romantic notion and fantastical whimsy she ever spewed at us doesn’t make them true. You can write about them all you want in that book of yours, but it doesn’t prove anything other than your desire to believe in wild delusions!” Her yell reverberated throughout the cave, disturbing a cauldron of bats sleeping within the tunnel. Chirping and screeching in a frenzy, they escaped in a cloud through an opening above.

      Iris’ anger diminished into discouragement as she blinked back tears.

      A sudden loss of appetite had Foxx casting her meat into the fire. Coals scattered about the cave like shooting stars. After stomping out the biggest embers, Foxx let the others fade on their own.

      Iris unfurled her bedroll and faced the wall. “You know, I’ve always tried to trust you, to follow you.” She sniffled. “I’m asking you to trust me. Father is alive and Celestelvyra is real. I can feel it, and I know we can find them.” Wiping the lone tear from her cheek, she curled up and fought her way to sleep.

      Foxxglove cleaned up the remnants of their dinner, her anger already waning. Then she unrolled her own bedroll and placed it along the wall opposite her sister. Laying down facing the fire, she found herself entranced by the motion of its vermillion flames. Mesmerized, drowsy, and drained, she laid awake for only a short while before entering into dreamland herself.
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        * * *

      

      As the invisible moon set in the west, the sun rose in the east.

      Foxx awoke first, and after a stretch outside the cave in the early morning sun, she began packing. She tied her bedroll to her bag and extinguished the dwindling embers of the fire. Her movements soon stirred Iris into consciousness, and together they removed all traces of their stay.

      Neither mentioned the dispute from the previous night.

      With packs shouldered and weapons adorned, they lifted their eyes to double-check their direction.

      They’d traveled the desert since the first day of the Petal moon, crossing the barrier from Alunda in search of the starred location on their father’s map. Yesterday, the month of Petal had slid into Susi, and soon litters of arctic wolf pups would be emerging into the permafrost of Crystavium.

      Hiking southeast, they searched for anything that might be significant. So far, they found the land notably bleak. Only a few towns lay scattered throughout the Wilds, though most were within a two-day journey of Alunda or Metsa Sateen. Wells dug by nomadic tribes made the trek across the territory’s center achievable, and sparse wildlife provided nourishment if one knew where to look. It had taken time getting used to the environment of the desert, so different from the abundant lands of Alunda, but they’d learned long ago to cope with hunger and dehydration.

      Foxx scaled a rock formation to better survey the landscape. Iris opted to stay below and watch over their packs. Though slighter than her sister’s and not as muscular, years of hunting and travel were evident in Iris’ frame. Foxx had wider hips to match her shoulders and toned biceps in pristine condition for climbing.

      Iris groaned as she scraped her dirty fingernails with the edge of a blade. “Does it seem particularly scorching today, or is it just me?” Tucking hair behind her ear, she spotted Foxx fifteen sylis up in the stone cliffs.

      “It’s just you,” Foxxglove chided, continuing her ascent. When she reached the top of the mesa, she brushed her hands on her shorts and took in the view. Nothing but dunes and tall plateaus; sand and red clay; and a few crispy cacti lie on their path as far as she could see. She kicked a stone from the edge of the cliff and began climbing down.

      Back in the sand, she pulled the map from her pack and opened it between them. Iris pored over the topography, shielding her face from the sun with her hand. “We need to travel a little farther south, I think.”

      “But what are we looking for? That’s what I don’t understand. There isn’t a picture or symbol on the map besides his scribble.”

      Iris pointed to her father’s written note. “Hopefully we will know it when we see it, as the map suggests.”

      Foxx rerolled the map and turned south. Iris scurried to catch up. When the sun peaked in the sky, Iris munched on prickly pear and jackrabbit jerky to satisfy her growling stomach. As their shadows began to lean left, a woman’s scream pierced the silent wilderness. They looked around, listening closely. Another scream told them the direction of the cry, and they ran off in search of it.

      A sand dune came into view and they sprinted toward it. They saw a woman and a young child standing next to each other atop the mound. Crouching down with one arm wrapped around the child, the woman waved at them. Not in summon but in warning.

      Iris’ boot sank into the sand, and they slammed to a stop as she yanked it from the pool of liquid earth.

      “It’s a shiver of sandhaier!” Foxxglove shouted, dragging her sister away from the danger. Gray dorsal fins protruded from the vibrating surface at sharp angles.

      “The Wilds have them, too?” Iris drew her sister-swords and scanned the area for evidence of how wide the pool had spread.

      Foxx let an arrow fly, striking sandpaper skin below a visible row of fins. The crest of its body disappeared beneath the surface, taking her arrow with it.

      Iris darted around the outer rim of sand shifting like waves of crystalized water and leapt onto the dune, placing herself between the sandhaier and the strangers. Over her shoulder, she greeted them with words of encouragement. “You’re doing great! We’ll handle this, okay?” The woman bobbed her head, her eyes wet with fear. “Climb up there.” She pointed higher up the dune, and they obeyed. Iris returned her attention to the pulsating sand, Thorn and Bloom at the ready.

      Dorsals from three more sharks cut through the surface, sliding effortlessly through the pool. A single shark breached the sand and snapped at her, its jagged teeth stained with dried blood.

      Foxx shot an arrow, but it missed its mark as the monster dove back into the sand. Another rose in front of Iris and she slashed it above its eye, splattering bluish-green blood across the ground as it dropped into the sandy waves.

      Foxx stood three sylis from the shifting pit, waiting for another to jump. She gleaned a pebble from the ground and whipped it at the shark closest to her, hitting it above its would-be gills. Enraged, the shark leapt from the sand. Muscular legs unfolded from beneath it like the back legs of a frog and hugged either side of its wide abdomen. It landed with a thud on the outskirts of the pool, and elongated pectoral fins stabilized the front half of its body.

      On solid ground, it sized her up before leaning forward in preparation to charge.

      Iris yelled her sister’s name, but Foxx’s bowstring was already pulled taut against her cheek. The sandhai lunged, pectoral fins alternating as they sliced through sand, pushed forward by the talons of its back feet. Jaws gnashed and chomped as its tapered head whipped from left to right, and a caudal fin trailed behind, sharp enough to cut through bone.

      Foxx’s arrow plunged between the fish’s beady eyes, and it collided with the ground, skidding to a stop at her feet. Her boot mounted the beast’s lifeless body. “Two down.”

      The injured shark, sliced above its eye, leapt from the sand again, its maw targeting Iris. Planting her feet, she swung her sword in a wide arc, knocking the sandhai backwards and leaving another bloody gash below its mouth. Before the shark could sink beneath the surface, Foxx’s arrow struck its head, causing it to drop into the sand.

      “Show off,” Iris called across the pool. “I had him!”

      “The last time you tickled it with that dwarf sword, it didn’t take. I figured I would make sure it stayed dead this time.”

      Iris growled.

      The last sandhai vaulted from the sand, landing on two feet and hastening toward Foxx. It closed the distance between them quicker than expected, and she stumbled back, pulling her bow string taut. Before her release, a hollow thud reached her ears and the beast tumbled forward, crashing into her legs and knocking her over.

      She scrambled away as it flailed. Blood sprayed the ground, marring the sand with teal ichor as the shark fought to reach her. She grabbed at the hilt of the blade at her hip but failed to pull it free of its sheath.

      Iris appeared and shouted a fierce battle cry as she plunged Thorn into the top of the shark’s head, holding it in place until the beast stilled. When she yanked the blade free, she offered Foxxglove a hand. Grinning, she toyed with one of the tiny throwing knives from the sheath strapped to her chest. “How’s that for a dwarf sword?”

      “Stroke of luck,” Foxx chided, though she beamed proudly as she wiped sand from her legs. Tugging the first knife from the sandhai’s leathery skin, she handed it to Iris, who returned it to its home. The sand around them, previously shifting like a pool of water, had returned to its motionless state. Foxx turned Iris toward her and searched for concealed injuries.

      Chuckling, she swatted her away and spread her arms as she spun in a circle. “I’m fine, Foxx.”

      The woman approached them with a hand over her heart and eyes bright with relief. A saffron scarf framed her face and matching robes covered all but her caramel colored hands. The child peeked out around her mother, staring at them with round, chestnut eyes. Her magenta garments trembled as her fingers clutched her mother’s robe.

      Stepping closer, the woman took Iris’ hand in both of her own and touched her forehead to the backs of her knuckles. “Shutohan. Thank you, thank you.” Spoken through her desert accent, the th in thank came out sounding like ze. Releasing Iris’ fingers, she did the same to Foxx. Then she reached into the satchel hanging from her shoulder and retrieved a flat loaf of bread wrapped in linen, holding it out to them.

      Foxx held up her hands, denying the offer. “No, no. There is no need for that.”

      Persistent, the woman pushed the bread closer and placed it in Iris’ hands. She spoke again in Bryä, the language of the Wilds.

      Iris held it, not wanting to accept the offering, knowing full well the scarcity of food in the desert, but also not wishing to seem rude. Her eyes met the young girl’s, and she knelt down, placing one knee in the sand. The girl clung tightly to her mother’s hip.

      Slipping her hand into her own bag, Iris pulled out one of the bright, red pears she’d collected the day before. “For you.”

      Cautiously, the child took one step away from her mother without releasing the death grip on her robes. Iris extended it closer, and the girl reached for it. Now in her hand, she considered the fruit for a moment before pulling it close to her chest. “Shutohan,” she whispered.

      “You’re very welcome.” Iris dipped her head and stood. “You be safe out here, all right?”

      The woman and the girl smiled. Bowing again, they turned from the sandhaier corpses and walked off together into the afternoon sun.
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          Visionary

        

      

    

    
      Foxx and Iris watched the mother and daughter disappear into the distance, both remembering the feel of being led around by a mother’s loving hand. Neither spoke of this reminiscence as they passed their water between them, conserving what they could.

      “I hope we come across a well soon.” Iris screwed the top back onto their sleeve and slung it over her shoulder.

      Foxx lifted her pack away from her back for a few seconds to cool herself. “We will. Are you ready to get going?”

      Iris fist-pumped the air. “Southward!”

      Leaving the sandhaier corpses to shrivel in the sun, they rounded the dune and discovered it not simply a hill of sand but the remnants of an old building. The mound rose up at its back, but the front remained mostly unobstructed.

      “Have we been here before?” Iris squinted to expose the building’s hidden mysteries. Foxx blocked the sun with her hand and sifted through her memories.

      Fractures in the sandstone blocks revealed the passage of time. Two pillars supported an awning over a doorless entrance, and sand poured down through the opening.

      Iris moved closer to get a better look. The top of the doorframe rose to her chin, proof the building had sunk into the ground at least two feet, and the pile of sand blocking the way peaked about thigh level. She bent forward to glimpse the inside, trying to judge the hole big enough to climb through.

      Light spilled into the room from two square windows cut into the front wall and from the doorway, now impeded by her silhouette. In the shadows, Iris could see a table at the center of the room and clutter lining the outer walls but not much else.

      Knowing her sister all too well, Foxx watched her scouting the doorway with concern. “We shouldn’t go in there. It could collapse.”

      Iris pushed against the walls on either side of the doorframe to test their stability. The blocks stood firm. “I think it’ll be fine. It’s clearly survived here for a long time.”

      “I don’t know that survived is the word I would choose.” Foxx took a few steps back, hoping a bigger picture might jog her memory.

      “It’s still standing even with all this sand piled on top of it. If it wasn’t structurally sound, there wouldn’t be an inside to crawl into.”

      Foxx crossed her arms, not thrilled with Iris’ logic. Knowing the near impossibility of preventing her from doing something she’d already determined to do, Foxx didn’t argue but tried a different approach. “Iris, I think this reminds me of a painting of Mother’s. Come and see what you think.”

      Iris left the doorway and joined her sister, taking in the entire scene.

      “Imagine two trees on either side, wrapped in layers of curling bark and crowned with huge palm leaves.” Foxx motioned toward the trees she envisioned in her mind’s eye. “Steps leading up to the stone patio. Potted ferns on both sides of the door.”

      “And a water oasis there!” Approaching the long-gone pond at the base of the missing palm, Iris tapped the ground with her boot. “What could have happened to the trees? There isn’t even a stump here.”

      Unsure, Foxx asked a followup question. “Why would Mother have painted this?”

      “We have to go in and check it out.” Iris returned to the lost patio and peered through the door.

      Foxxglove deliberated, joining Iris below the awning and rubbing her hand along the stone pillars. They were smooth, polished by years of sandstorms. “I think you might be right. This must be where the map intended to lead us. We knew it when we saw it.”

      They widened the entrance, dragging away handfuls of sand until it was large enough to crawl through. Foxx went first, sliding down the opposite side of the hill and landing on the stone floor below. Iris followed.

      As Iris had seen from the doorway, a plethora of debris lined the outside of the room. They picked through broken desks and disheveled bookshelves. Sand blocked windows on the eastern and western walls, and two doorways stood on the wall opposite the entrance: one entirely clogged by sand and scraps, and the other leading into a dark hallway.

      A table covered in a thick layer of dust sat at the center of the room. As Foxx inspected it, Iris moved to examine the corridor. A shiver tickled her spine as she peered into blackness. She whistled. “It sure is dark back there.”

      Foxx blew a gust of air across the table, spraying dust in a wide arc. A carving lay hidden beneath the filth, and she bent to get a better look. Before she spoke Iris’ name, her sister beat her to it.

      “Foxx, get a load of this.” She’d abandoned the scary corridor to more thoroughly investigate the outskirts of the room. Something hanging on the eastern wall caught her attention.

      Foxx moved to join her, and when she realized what Iris discovered, her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my! What is this doing here?”

      On the wall hung a beautiful painting on a large canvas. Brought to life by immaculate brushstrokes and bright colors, the artist’s style was unmistakably their mother’s.

      Recovering before Foxxglove, Iris stepped closer and fingered the outer edge of the painting, inspecting the wooden frame behind the canvas. Giving it a soft tug, she tested it to see if it would move.

      “What are you doing?”

      Iris lifted the painting from the wall and held it in the light peeking through the doorway. It depicted a tree towering over a cliff. Though nothing like any plant they’d seen in Alunda, the tree was obviously tropical, with spotted bark and giant roots that stretched toward the water below. Water streamed through the root system, cascading into a teal lagoon. Emerald foliage sprouted from the walls and dotted the shore surrounding the pool.

      

      In the bottom right corner of the painting, scripted words read:

      
        
        A gift to the Monastery,

        Lacuna Kaput, Metsa Sateen

        Amaryllis Wild

      

      

      “This is unbelievable,” Foxx uttered, her face a reflection of complete awe. “What do you think it means?”

      Iris laid the painting down on the table. She ran her fingers over the textured brushstrokes embedded into the thick paint. Touched the tree’s branches and roots. Slid her fingers down the crystal waterfalls. “There’s something we’re missing.”

      Inspiration struck, and Iris turned the painting over, laying it facedown. Canvas stretched around a wooden frame. Another piece of wood spanned the middle, attaching the top of the frame to the bottom. Tucked within the wooden ridge in the bottom corner lay a flat, turquoise stone carved into the shape of a skull.

      She picked it up and held it to the light, turning it over in her hand. Then she gave it to Foxx, who whispered with tentative excitement, “Iris, that’s like the stone Maeve gave us. Look.” She pulled the other stone from her bag and let both sit flat in the palm of either hand.

      Though not cut from the same type of rock—one green like lichen and the other dark red—both measured half an inch in thickness and fit perfectly in the center of her hands. “This one matches the symbol on this table.” Foxx adjusted the painting to show Iris the skull carved into the tabletop.

      “But what are they for?” Iris took back the skull and let light shine through the holes representing eye sockets and nostrils. An etched line zig-zagged down the center from the top.

      “I don’t know.” Foxx analyzed the series of events, thinking it impossible they weren’t connected. She flipped the canvas back over to dissect it further. “Metsa Sateen is the territory east of here where Mother grew up. Lacuna Kaput might be the name of this waterfall.” Foxx stared into Iris’ eyes, pursuing the hope alive within her sister and longing desperately to feel it, too.

      “Why is it here, Foxx? Is this what the map wanted us to find?”

      “What else if not this? I think this waterfall could hold the next clue.” She pulled out their map, hunting the best place to cross into the Metsa.

      Iris left Foxx to read the map and returned to the corridor. She felt drawn to it, as if something in the darkness beckoned her to step from the light and follow the path into the unknown. Foxx said her name, and Iris sensed frustration in her tone, like it hadn’t been the first time she tried to get her attention. Dragging her gaze from the shadow, she turned to her.

      “What are you doing?” Foxx’s fist pressed into her hip.

      “Sorry.” Iris shook away foggy distraction. “I don’t know. That corridor feels weird.”

      Foxxglove walked over to it and peered down the hall. Then she shivered, took two steps backward, and refocused on the map. “It’ll be another two days at least until we can get to the Metsa. There’s a village on the barrier, Kesken Ala. We can head there and resupply before venturing into the jungle.”

      Iris put both stones in her pack, took one last glimpse at the dark hallway, and headed for the door. “But how will we know what to search for once we’re there? Metsa Sateen is a huge territory!”

      “I’m not sure.” Foxx pushed against her sister’s back as she climbed the hill of sand. After Iris made it through the doorway, she reached back to help pull her sister out. Once outside, Foxx brushed the sand from her clothing. “Maybe someone in Kesken Ala will have heard of it? Or maybe we will know it when we see it.”
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        * * *

      

      They traveled northeast for the rest of that day and the next, with the village of Kesken Ala as their destination. On the morning following the second moonrise, the girls awoke high on a rock plateau. After packing their bedrolls and eating the last of their jackrabbit jerky, they trekked on.

      Foxx had the map in her hands. “We should reach the rainforest by sundown.” She pointed to the location she assumed them to be. “So only one more sunny day roaming the desert. Once we leave Kesken Ala, we’ll be under the cover of the canopy.”

      “Fantastic. Then we’ll get to experience the loveliness of soggy, humid heat rather than skin-cracking dry heat.” Iris had one of her throwing knives between her fingers. She let it slide through them, caught it before it slipped from her grasp, and flipped it over to let it slide down again.

      Foxx chuckled. “Soak up the sunshine while you still have it.”

      Iris shielded her face with her hand, admiring the clear sky. A few tufts of white clouds dotted a hydrangea-petal backdrop. “I definitely prefer the sun to the rain, but does it have to be so sweltering?”

      “Are you ever satisfied?”

      “Not as a general rule, no.” Iris slid her knife back into its sheath and tapped her sister’s shoulder. “Race you to that cactus!” Before Foxx had a chance to respond, she bolted.

      Foxx sprinted after her. “Cheater!” she yelled, but it only took seconds for her to catch up and overtake her. Zipping past Iris, her hair blew behind her in a wild mess. Sandy clay rattled beneath their feet, spewing a cloud of red dust in their wake.

      A dull ring pierced Foxx’s ears, and she winced. Her stomach whirled with nausea that made her brain fog. Then her feet tangled beneath her. She lost her grip with the ground and tumbled forward, colliding hard into the sand.

      Iris skidded to a stop and dropped to her knees at her side. Foxx’s eyes fell closed, but her body continued to quiver. Crying her name, Iris shook her shoulders to rouse her. She tapped her cheeks until Foxx’s eyelashes twitched. “Are you okay? Foxx, what happened?”

      Her eyes fluttered open. Disoriented and confused, she tried to sit up and found the world spinning in a dizzying loop. She leaned into Iris and closed her eyes again. On the edge of consciousness, Iris’ panicked whispers were too muffled to comprehend. Then foreign images forced their way into her mind.

      Suddenly in the dark, terror raked through her. Fingers restrained her mouth, silencing her. Someone gripped her from behind, holding her in place despite her squirming. His body was warm against hers, and he smelled of ale and sweat. The air was thick with moisture. Rain splattered nearby trees.

      Another dose of horror washed over her as Iris whimpered from somewhere out of sight. Again she struggled, trying to wiggle free of her assailant, but he held her firm.

      She screamed.

      And found herself again in the light of day. Tears blurred her vision. She tried to blink them away.

      Iris leaned above her where she’d fallen into her lap. “Foxx, talk to me. What’s going on?” She tried to soothe her tremors, rubbing her arms and combing her hair with her fingers. When their eyes met, Foxx burst into sobs and buried her face in Iris’ lap. Blood trickled from her nose and down her chin.

      Iris slid her hand down Foxx’s back. She tucked her hair behind her ear and wiped tears and blood from her face. Then she wiped away a tear of her own before it could fall from her chin. Foxx ceased crying and stilled, her breathing stabilizing.

      Two turkey vultures appeared above them, lingering as they rode the updraft. Iris monitored their shadows on the sand.

      Incoherent murmurs pushed their way through Foxx’s lips.

      “I’m here, Foxx. I’m here. We’re safe.” She rocked, consoling her.

      A man cleared his throat, and Iris started. She looked up into the blinding sun to see the silhouettes of two men standing above her.

      The closest man asked, “Anything we can help you ladies with?”

      Iris didn’t answer, squinting as she looked between them.

      “We heard a commotion from our shelter up over that hill.” He pointed north. “Thought we would come see if everything was all right.” Crouching and no longer blackened by the sun, he smiled. “So, is everything all right?”

      Without instruction, the other man stepped to the side to make himself visible, though he didn’t acknowledge her. Instead, he stared off into the distance with a bored expression.

      “Did she hit her head?” The crouched man leaned closer, tilting his head to get a better look at Foxx.

      “She tripped.” Iris looked down at her sister, trying to figure out what to do. She scrutinized their appearance, but found little to indicate their nature or intentions. Both carried a pistol. One wore it strapped to his belt. The man standing behind him had his arms crossed with a gun gripped in one hand. Neither dressed in the customary robes of the desert but instead wore pants tucked into boots and dirty tunics. The one holding his pistol had a jacket slung loosely over his shoulders. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Orion, and this strapping young man behind me is Declan.” Declan’s eyes flashed to her but quickly returned to the distant location holding his attention. Orion glanced over his shoulder and then smiled at Iris as though they shared a private joke. “Don’t mind him. He’s just moody.”

      Iris couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw Declan tolerantly roll his eyes. “I’m Iris, and this is my sister, Foxxglove.”

      “A pleasure to meet you. Now, why don’t you let me carry her to our shelter? We have fresh water and shade. She may fare better in the cool of a cave until she’s well enough to move on. What do you think?”

      Iris tried to analyze the situation the way Foxx would, previewing all possible outcomes. Trusting these men would remove her sister from the heat. If they turned out to be dangerous, she felt confident she and Foxx could handle them, or at the very least, manage to flee.

      Her eyes scoured their physiques. The man in front had a brawny build and looked to be several years older than her. The other appeared younger and leaner but muscular nonetheless.

      Drawing her attention back to Orion, she eyed his corded biceps. He noticed and grinned, clearly assuming her perusal the result of his dazzling appearance and not because she was sizing him up. Thorn and Bloom had never let her down before, though they would do little to ward off bullets.

      “So, may I take her off your hands?” A genuine smile lit his eyes, like two bold sapphires.

      At last, Iris surrendered and lifted her hands away from her sister, giving him permission to take over. Orion hoisted Foxx effortlessly into his arms. Iris shimmied off her pack and bow as he supported her weight. Declan had already begun walking when Orion nodded north and said, “This way. It’s not far.”
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        * * *

      

      Foxxglove blinked into consciousness. The room spun, and her pulse throbbed in her ears. Something hit her cheek, startling her. Slowly, requiring tremendous effort, she lifted her hand to wipe the nuisance away. Another drop hit her face, and she bolted upright, her head screaming at her for such a hasty movement.

      When she heard her sister call her name, relief momentarily melted tense muscles. Iris appeared, but anxiety lingered. In the fringes of her memory, she thought the sun had been shining, but now she sat covered in shadows.

      “I’m so glad you’re awake. The sun is already high in the sky. I was so worried.” Iris brushed her sister’s hair out of her face and handed over a freshly-filled bag of water.

      Still blinking her way further from dreamland, Foxxglove pushed the bag away and whispered aloud the questions whirling through her thoughts. “What happened? Where are we?”

      “You had some kind of fit, Foxx. We were running, racing to the cactus.” She paused, studying Foxx’s expression. “And the next thing I knew you were on the ground, crying…afraid. Don’t you remember?”

      Foxx shook her head to dispel the fog from her mind, wishing to recall the events of the morning.

      Iris threw a thumb over her shoulder. Two unfocused figures stood near a dancing fire. “Orion and Declan heard us and came to our rescue. Orion carried you here, and Declan added some of his water to our sleeve, see?” She held up the bag again, encouraging her to drink.

      Foxx accepted the bag with Iris still clinging to it in case her limbs lacked their full strength. The water revitalized her systems, and she took in her surroundings. She sat on a bed of fur inside an unfamiliar cave. Their packs rested against the wall to her left, and to her right, two men stood in deep discussion. Past the fire lay the cave mouth and their gateway to freedom.

      Iris stood with hands outstretched. “Do you think you can get up?”

      Foxx placed both hands into her sister’s and rose to her feet.

      “The lady has arisen!” Orion moved toward them, and Declan followed a few paces behind. “How are you feeling? You’ve been through quite an ordeal.”

      Foxx gazed at the men, still trying to acclimate to her surroundings. Though the one who’d addressed her had said little, something in her didn’t trust the undertones of his voice. Residual fear of strangers lingered in her heart, left over by her recent nightmare.

      Her eyes widened as she realized it might not have been a dream at all. She’d been running, not sleeping, and it had overtaken her.

      Iris introduced the man as Orion, and Foxx noticed her beaming. She wondered what she’d missed while unconscious and how long her sister had been left in the care of strange men.

      “Very nice to meet you, Foxx.” Orion’s smile mirrored his shady tone.

      “And behind him is Declan.”

      Foxx looked past Orion’s shoulder and met Declan’s gaze. He dipped his chin in greeting, but didn’t smile.

      The cave remained silent for a long, awkward moment.

      At last, Foxx took a steadying breath, and her face awakened into a soft smile. “Well, thank you so much for assisting us. I’m sorry to have caused such trouble.” She attempted to straighten any out-of-place hairs. The close proximity of men, no matter how untrustworthy they might seem, had her feeling the weight of the scar on her face. A thin gash stretched from her right brow to her chin, running the length of her jaw. An injury from years long passed. “I don’t really remember what happened, but I’m glad my sister didn’t have to handle it on her own.”

      Orion bowed in a gentlemanly manner, and Foxx noted the telling maneuver. “It was no trouble at all. I’m glad we happened to be in the area and were able to serve.”

      Declan remained silent and aloof behind his companion. Foxx wasn’t sure which bothered her more: Orion’s kindness or Declan’s avoidance.

      Iris bobbed up and down on the balls of her feet. “I’m so grateful to you both!”

      “Where are you ladies headed? It isn’t safe out here alone in these Grim Wilds, and we would be more than willing to escort you anywhere you wish to go.”

      Foxx didn’t miss Declan’s slight flinch. “We aren’t alone.”

      In the same instant, Iris said, “We’re traveling to the Metsa.”

      Foxx’s eyes shifted to her sister, and Iris looked back at her with a furrowed brow.

      Orion brightened. “Ah, as are we! Perhaps we could⁠—”

      Foxx interrupted. “We really should be going. We’ve traveled on our own for a long time. I think we can handle whatever is thrown at us.”

      “Well, that clearly wasn’t the case today.”

      For a moment, everyone paused, taking in Orion’s words. His smile remained, but the kindness ebbed from his eyes. Declan’s brows lifted, the left one disappearing behind a tuft of tawny hair.

      Foxx sucked in a breath, and her lips puckered, accentuating the high cheekbones framing dark, narrow eyes. Most of the time, they were alluring, watchful, and identical to her mother’s. Now, mistrust sharpened her pupils. Iris felt the tension and took a step toward her sister, her arms lifting slightly from her sides as she braced herself.

      Leveling her nerves, Foxx spoke with forced calm. “A misfortune that won’t be repeated. We’re already behind in our anticipated timeline so we really should leave immediately. This incident has already held us up enough.” She glanced around the cave. “And you still have packing to do before you’re ready to go anywhere.”

      Though his face darkened with disappointment, Orion dipped his head, conceding.

      “How can we repay you for your assistance and the water you’ve provided? Would you accept payment in coin? We could spare a few aeses or even a faeru or two if that seems fair.” Foxx glanced sideways, and Iris understood her request. She turned from them and retrieved their bags.

      A genuine smile returning, Orion peered at Iris wistfully before dragging his eyes back to Foxx. “That won’t be necessary. It really wasn’t a problem. I’m happy we could help, and I wish you the best of luck on your travels.” Iris rejoined them, and he caught her gaze. “Perhaps we will meet again.” He extended a hand to her, and she accepted the gesture. Dipping his head, his intense gaze never left hers as he placed a kiss on the back of her knuckles. Goosebumps trailed up her neck as heat flooded her cheeks.

      Orion stepped back, indicating their freedom to leave. Before exiting, both women reached around to wave farewell. “Thank you again.” Foxx made visual contact with both men before stepping out into the sun.

      “Thank you, Declan,” Iris said. Surprised, his hand lifted and stalled in the air, a hint of a smile upturning his lips. Her eyes shifted to Orion’s, and another blush colored her cheeks. “Thank you, Orion. Perhaps we will meet again.”
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