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Praise for The Illuminator Saga Series


“Wohl is a force, taking the torch from legends like Tolkien and running with it full steam ahead.” - Erica Summers, author of Vanity Kills & Writhe
“From the very first page, this book sweeps you into another world and doesn't let you leave.” - Amazon reviewer
“Fast-paced with action and mystery. You will be gripping the pages to find out what happens next.”  - Alexandria Williams, book reviewer
“I was captivated by this series from the start!” - Amazon reviewer
“I was waiting for it to let up and slow down but shockingly it didn't. I recommend this book over and over.” - Amazon reviewer
“The world is wonderfully crafted… from the whiskey to the characters.”- Amazon reviewer
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Weitere Werke von Heather Wohl


Aus Der Asche

Desdemona in der Glut

Die Untote Königin

Die Vorboten der Hoffnung

Vermächtnis

Call of the Wyl

Sich Winden (Als H.M. Wohl)

Dienstmädchen im Himmel (Als Aurora Alba)

Dienstmädchen im Amerika (Als Aurora Alba)

The Ugly Sweater Party (Als Aurora Alba)

The Choice is Yours: Escape From Sugarland

The Choice is Yours: The Branson Ranch

The Choice is Yours: The Australian Outback

The Choice is Yours: An Earth Day Adventure
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Join Our Newsletter


JOIN THE RUSTY OGRE NEWSLETTER

For news, cover reveals, updates, great discounts, future bonus material, and more, subscribe to your favorite genres on the Rusty Ogre newsletter at:

http://www.rustyogrepublishing.com
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Illuminator Saga Recap


Quistix Daedumal, a half-elf blacksmith in Bellaneau, lost everything the night Soren Everbleed, an Emerald Bandit sent by the new queen murdered her son, Danson, and set fire to her home looking for something mysterious called The Illuminator. 
After living in the woods for months, the feral woman robbed an ewanian named Gregor and discovered a wounded wyl in one of the crates in the back of his wagon. She aided in Twitch’s recovery and he, in return, offered to help her find the Emerald Bandit for revenge. They traveled north to Silvercrest and soon encountered a pleom named Frok and her well-read esteg caretaker, Aurora. After a battle with sentient inelm trees, they banded together as a group. 
Destoria’s queen, Exos Tempest, worked to legalize a potent, addictive drug called dikeeka while Vervaine (the queen’s sister) and Arias (the head of the Obsidian guard) stoked the flames of a forbidden romance. Battling a mysterious illness, Exos struggled to maintain control of Destoria. In an act of desperation, Exos employed the help of a magic-wielding quichyrd named Ceosteol. Ceosteol assisted Exos, but didn’t receive the pardon she was promised. 
During a showdown in the Emerald Bandit’s den, Quistix discovered that she had powerful magical abilities. Seeking answers, the group then headed to Apex, the floating city containing the Institute of Magic seeking answers about the elusive Illuminator.
Exos sent Omen, a cursed human banished to a life of pain in eternal flame, to find the Illuminator.  Exos spread word through the isle that Quistix was a wanted woman. 
Omen attacked Quistix, Twitch and Aurora but Quistix won. 
Later, on a long journey through the frozen tundra of Evolt, the gang met Samael, a kind barbarian who offered them asylum. As they were leaving, Twitch stole from Samael. 
Exos decided to double-down with her erratic behavior, imprisoning Vervaine in the infernal caverns to be tortured by crimson soul reapers until she complied with Exos’s demands. By mistake, overeager reapers took Vervaine’s punishment too far, killing her in captivity. Exos demanded that Ceosteol bring her back as one of her soul-bonded undead. With a notorious past for similar experiments, Ceosteol agrees. As a result, Ceosteol now had total control of Vervaine’s body and mind any time she wished to inhabit.
After hearing murmurs of a revolt, Ceosteol came up with a clever plan to force the remaining council holdouts to kill each other after ingesting a toxin in the wine. With them out of the way, she filled the council seats with new provincial leaders of her choosing. 
A vote was taken and the council legalized dikeeka. Exos quickly distributed it throughout the land, taxing it to restock her dwindling treasury. Arias accepted a new position as the head of the Royal Guard. Soon after, the dikeeka supply chain was interrupted and the absence of the cure-all drug left provinces full of addicts in withdrawal. 
After a ride on a sapphire-colored dragon named Veynan, Quistix and her friends finally arrived in Apex where she soon learned that her estranged father had recently passed,  a professor at the Apex Institute of Magic. Due to her family connections, and finding out that the institute’s headmaster, Madam Aerendyl, was her step-mother, she was granted access to the school and its courses. She learned to somewhat control and hone her abilities. Meanwhile, Aurora studied at the school’s famous library. Quistix learns of a legendary set of armor that could withstand the damage of her magic. 
Heading away from Apex, Quistix returns Samael’s stolen goods. In return, he gives them a note he’d withheld in anger. It was her old friend Kaem’s call to arms, requesting they come fight Exos alongside her. 
Quistix and the gang made their way to Kaem only to find out that Omen had joined their side and had become an informant in aid of their rebellion. Arias, informed of their uprising, secretly orders the Royal Guard not to intervene, allowing them to go into battle without resistance. 
During the battle at the Ruby Palace, Arias was killed. Quistix and Twitch ventured through the Crypt of Hadina to find the magical armor. After defeating a throng of undead beings, they made their way back to Frok, Aurora, and their newest pleom recruit, Dally. 
During the battle, Exos, Frok, and Dally were slain and Ceosteol disappeared. The Ruby Palace went up in flames. 
The crew mourned the loss of the pleoms and they disappeared in the wilderness to regroup. 
Ceosteol returned, resurrecting Arias and forcing him to wed the new undead queen, Vervaine. With Exos out of the way and the king and queen soul-bonded and under her full control, the mad quichyrd, Ceosteol, had become more powerful than ever…
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Creature Glossary


A complete creature glossary of all of the isle of Destoria’s beings is available in the back of this book. 
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Map of Destoria
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Scan here for an expanded full-color map of the isle of Destoria
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1

 Knight Harbor Pier, Desdemona, Willowdale


Storm clouds threatened to douse the city with a frigid fall rain. Despite the impending storm and ominous, overcast sky, the sea was eerily calm. Quistix’s metal boots thudded hard against the salt-worn boards. Twitch suspiciously eyed the gaggle of filthy sailors and rugged pirates from the rear of their single-file line. The noise of his stealthy wyl feet was drowned out completely by the clatter of Aurora’s hooves. Careful not to attract any attention, the trio made their way to the furthest vessel, a massive ferry endowed with a bustling crew bobbing at the end of the Radiant Pier. 
Squat merchant stalls lined the edges of Knight Harbor in neat rows, each housing shouting peddlers. Soot-streaked shoppers cinched their cloaks tighter, warding off the chilly autumn breeze.
Quistix pulled the hood of her black cloak tight around her face, grateful that Twitch had stolen from the back of someone’s cart on the way to the pier. It was infused with the stench of body odor and wet fur, but it disguised her bright red hair and uniquely citrine eyes just enough. 
After their treasonous takedown of the tyrannical Queen Exos, the three had managed to stay hidden. They’d made a temporary home in the bowels of the forest surrounding Oakenmeadow, bathing occasionally in the frigid Promise River. They’d scrounged for food and sheltered in a lean-to made of chopped donik wood and debris, both of which were in short supply after the Willowdale fires displaced the area’s wildlife into smaller patches of forested land. Unrested and malnourished, the three had lain low for months, hoping the isle’s hunt for them might die down enough that they could slip onto a boat and trek to Asera, where they’d be safe from punishment for the murder of the psychotic queen and the devastation they’d caused to the capital city of Desdemona.
The newest and most threatening storm, the one looming over Willowdale, was what finally forced them out into the public. The last autumnal storm had flooded their campsite, demolishing their shelter in seconds. Aurora was nearly lost in the raging waters of it, swept beneath the swift-rising, murky tide for several minutes. Just in the nick of time, Quistix and Twitch were able to pull her by the horns onto a high-enough bough with the help of a sympathetic inelm. Aurora had nearly died that day.
This new storm, however, felt even bigger, far more dangerous in scope, size, and pressure. Quistix could sense it in her bones. They couldn’t chance trying to survive something like that in the wilds again.
The sight of the Aseran ferry was a relief to them all. Twitch nervously fondled the sparse circles of metal in his coin purse, hoping they’d have enough currency for the transport of all three. For a moment, he toyed with the idea of lifting coin off a nearby sailor, one of the ones too busy tying their watercraft to the docks with soaked ropes to notice how vulnerable their back pockets were. It would be so easy…
But Twitch knew that in the event of a rare failure, that sort of attention could mean the end for all three of them. He thought it best not to chance it.
Quistix angled her way through the narrow, overcrowded pier with her signature masculine gait until they stood in the back of the long ferry line, avoiding eye contact with those around her as if all of their lives depended on it. 
The sugary scent of fresh-baked goods mingled with the pungent stench of all the freshly-caught fish showcased on jute stringers along the cove. Sailors hefted heavy crates of herbs and spices past them, adding to the overwhelming aromatic mixture. 
“This place smells like a brothel I went to once,” Twitch mumbled just loud enough for the other two to hear. 
Quistix glared at him, her lemon-yellow eyes begging him to shut his maw.
“What? It was an observation.” 
“But was it a necessary one to say aloud?” Aurora growled between gritted herbivore molars. 
Twitch scoffed and tugged the sides of this hat down. “I miss Dally. He would have thought that was hilarious. It was nice to have another man around. Now I’m but a lone male awash in this… sea of femininity. ”
Quistix scoffed. “Hardly.”
“Dally was simple. He wouldn’t have understood the joke,” Aurora said. “Frok wouldn’t have either.” 
At the mention of Frok, the group fell silent and soon found themselves peering in the direction of her grave, one that overlooked the Glitter Gulf they were about to sail away on. Their pink pleom companion had been laid to rest, and none of them had ever quite been the same. 
Aurora’s head hung low. Tears welled in her eyes. 
“She’s in a better place. I’m sure she’s tossing leaves around the Ethereal Sanctum right now.” Quistix stroked the fur of Aurora’s neck before quickly pulling her hand away. “Sorry. I forgot you don’t like touching.”
Aurora lifted her head and offered a weak smile. “It’s alright. I’m getting used to it. It’s almost… nice.” 
The line started to crawl forward, people boarding the vessel slowly after giving their names to the ewanian captain and his furiously scribbling eaflic first mate. The captain eyed every patron, often glancing back to the weathered announcement board behind him. The notices pinned on it were shriveled, warped, and damaged from the recent, vicious rainstorms. 
Quistix froze as she saw her own face on the board. The wanted posters had been redone by someone with skill this time. It seems someone had seen her and described her down to her eye color. She straightened, a bolt of fear pulsing through her as she looked at the hand-drawn faces beside hers, all surprising likenesses of Aurora, Twitch, Kaem, and Ralmeath. 
The line continued forward again. 
Quistix was visibly rattled. “Guys, we need to leave now.”
“What?! No. We’re fine.” Twitch’s eyes darted around, paranoia evident in his fur-covered face.
“Look at the wanted posters,” Quistix whispered, gesturing her head toward the images. 
“By the Gods,” Twitch said quietly. 
They were mere feet from freedom.
The ewanian glanced their direction and narrowed his eyes. 
Aurora stiffened. “I think the captain recognizes us.” 
Twitch flexed his fist, wishing he could punch something, but knowing to do so would draw a massive amount of unwanted attention.
The captain signaled to one of the barbarian guards on the ferry. The guard approached quickly, the thud of his massive feet echoing over the water. He craned down toward the captain, and the entire ferry bobbled precariously onto its side, nearly capsizing at the sudden shift in weight. 
The ewanian whispered something into the guard’s huge ear and gestured toward the trio. Then, with a bulbous, green finger, he pointed at the bounty posters on the notice board.
Quistix reached over her shoulder to grab Swordbreaker, but then, she thought about Rowland. She remembered how she had wished she could have gutted the bastard who had slain her husband for simply doing his job. 
Perhaps these men had families, too. Wives. Children…
Quistix looked down at her hands, feeling the burn of her anger flare through her irises. She pulled back with all of her mental might against the force. The pier was too crowded for destructive magic, too flammable for fire. There were innocent civilians all around. She would end up hurting bystanders if she cast a spell in such a crowded area.
“Aurora, run,” Quistix whispered. 
“What? Why?” Aurora asked calmly, masking her emotions far better than her comrades. 
Quistix shook her head. “They’re onto us. The pier is too narrow and the dock is too crowded for us all to evade them at once, but you gallop much faster than either of us can run. You’ve got a shot at rushing past them. Go, now.”
“Run where? To what? Without you both, I’ll be butchered and turned into steaks before sundown. No! I’m staying.” 
Brushing past the people in line, the barbarian guard made his way toward them. 
Quistix looked back at the other end of the pier to plot a last-second escape, but a wall of unwashed people now formed a living barrier between the three wanted fugitives and the end of the dock. 
Quistix took a step toward them, heavily debating a risky dive into the frigid waters, if needed.
Suddenly, a brawny hand clasped onto her shoulder, with fingers as long as her face. As it clamped down hard, the metal plates of her shoulder pauldrons bent inward from the forceful pressure. He’d crushed the metal with ease. She only imagined what he could do to measly bone…
“Going somewhere?” 
The man’s other mitt latched roughly onto the meat beneath Aurora’s mane. She mewed in distress, her unmistakable esteg bugle ripping through the now-quiet port.
Quistix turned and snarled. “Hands off the esteg!”
The guard barked out a laugh that shook the rotting boards beneath their feet. “You’re all wanted. The reward is much higher if you’re alive, but make no mistake. If you don’t come peacefully, I will end you right here and now.”
His threat was chilling, his low voice promising violence. 
The once-bustling crowd stood frozen in place, riveted by the commotion. The guards placed their hands on the hilts of their swords and waited for her response. 
The captain hobbled over toward them all, his slit pupils wide, his expression euphoric as he thought about the bounty he’d soon be the recipient of. 
Twitch grasped Quistix’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Then, he addressed the men. “Thank the Gods you found us. This is the ferry to the prison, is it not? We were on our way to the stockades to turn ourselves over to the authorities. Thank the Ethereal Sanctum we found you! Please, gentlemen, do lead the way.” 
Quistix flashed Twitch an angry glance, one he’d long grown an immunity to. Aurora swallowed hard, her feet clumsily stumbling as the barbarian yanked her away from the boat.
“Make way!” The captain shouted with the dramatic flourish of his amphibious hand, his kind known across the isle for having a penchant for theatrics. He smiled at the gaping swarm of townspeople, relieved that his fate as a lowly ferry captain had surely just changed forever.
Unwashed people in drab frocks hugged the sides of the narrow pier, staring as the fugitives were shoved back down the dock. The only noise was the sound of boot heels and hooves marching across the damp donik planks. Their vessel to freedom gently faded back into the low fog. 
They stepped begrudgingly onto the pebbled beach of Knight Harbor, and the harsh weight of their new reality bore down. The arduous half-mile trudge and three-mile carriage ride to the newly rebuilt dungeon stockade in the bowels of the somewhat restored Ruby Palace allowed plentiful time for their daunting new reality to set in. 
As the captain and barbarian marched them to the palace gates, Quistix savored the crunch of gravel beneath her boots and the threatening crack of thunder as it roared overhead in the humid gray sky.
It would likely be the last time she’d ever experience any of it again. 
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2

Dungeon of the Ruby Palace, Desdemona, Willowdale


“I’m not built for the dungeons!” Twitch shrieked, his furry arms chained up to the cell wall. 
“Twitch, breathe,” Quistix said, lifting her face until her lemon-yellow eyes appeared through her disheveled tufts of red hair. She’d been shackled to the adjoining wall, directly across from Aurora.
“I’m small and I have a face chiseled by the Gods, Q! It is a face that has made a lot of enemies.”
“Oh, trust me. I know.” She scoffed.
“There’s no air down here!” The panic in Twitch’s voice reverberated off the stone walls. His eyes ricocheted around the room. 
“Twitch!” Aurora shouted. It was the first time the esteg had seemingly ever raised her voice at him. The sound of it startled the wyl. “Please, silence yourself. We must think about this logically. Panicking will not help anything right now.”
Quistix just flashed Aurora a half-smile that said, I didn’t think you had it in you.
The dank dungeon cell grew deathly silent save for the wyl’s worried panting. The chill from the stone walls seeped into their bones. The stench of bodily waste filled the air. Wet hay littered the floor. Dried blood decorated the walls. Sobs and muffled screams oozed down the windowless hallway and through the bars of their cell.
Aurora clenched her eyes shut. So much pain around her made her feel physically ill from the empathy. “Quistix, I know you have shown much magical restraint up to this point today. I’m not sure why, exactly, but I think that the old you needs to make a re-appearance.”
Quistix clenched her hands into fists, hoping the movement would ease the numbness. She stared at the floor.
Aurora murmured, “Can you… melt your shackles? Or maybe freeze and break them?”
Quistix shook her head. “No. I’ve been trying.”
“Why didn’t you do something with your magic when we were on the pier?!” Twitch growled between his sharp, gritted teeth.
Quistix’s lips pressed into a line. “I couldn’t! There were innocent people all around us. Women and children. What was I supposed to do? Endanger them all?!”
“Yes!” Twitch howled.
“Be serious, you selfish twit! Those guards were just doing their jobs, doing what they swore an oath to do. I slayed the queen who ordered the murder of my son and the festering boil-of-a-man who held the knife. And, in doing so, what have I become?” She kicked a loose rock angrily in Twitch’s direction. “I never set out to be some ruthless monster! I have taken too many lives already. By the Gods, even growing up, I was an assassin! I deserve to be locked in the dungeons. I’ve hurt enough people and, frankly, I’m done running.”
“So, you’re just gonna let us rot in here because you’ve developed a conscience?” Twitch asked incredulously. “Exos Tempest, Soren Everbleed, and those Emerald Bandits… those people deserved everything they had coming, Q! Your vengeance was just! You did the world a favor. Killing Exos saved more Destorian lives than you could ever take. And lest ye forget, madam, that you are not alone any more! We depend on you! If we find a way out of here before they cut off our heads, I know you can do even more good in the world to outweigh some of the bad. You will have time to right those wrongs. But only if you live. Only if you’re free.”
Quistix stared down at her lap, her pale, malnourished legs covered in a tattered prisoner's uniform. It was a nearly-identical match to the one that Twitch had on, right down to the filth and urine stains. 
“Twitch, you have no idea how much damage I’ve truly done.”
“Well,” he rested the back of his head against the stone wall and sighed dramatically, “I’ve got nothing but time. Enlighten me.”
After an uncomfortably long pause, Quistix finally spoke. “I was a member of the Assassin’s Guild when I was young. I’m ashamed to admit that I… ended a lot of lives at their behest.” The words tumbled from her mouth, burbling out as if she were vomiting a vile wad of darkness from the depths of her soul. “My grandfather wasn’t happy to be stuck raising me. I was sent away to live with him after my grandmother passed. He was a miserable old bastard. Drank way too much. His floundering smithy couldn’t support us both.”
Aurora turned her head to look at Quistix, the chains wrapped around the base of her wide throat, clinking softly.
“The Assassin’s Guild approached us one day after one of their members, Weaver, watched us test out a new blade. They were in awe of the way I wielded a knife, especially for being such a young, innocent-looking girl. One day, when my grandfather was drunk, they returned. They said they wanted me to join the guild and, in return, they’d pay him handsomely every month that I stayed and did their bidding. My grandfather gave me up. Just like that. Like I was livestock. Despite my protests, I was whisked away to their fortress, where they spent weeks training me in stealth and various weaponry. Eventually, I was sent out into the wilds of the Donik Forest to kill. After all, who’d suspect a filthy red-haired half-elf to be a bloodthirsty mercenary?” 
Twitch’s eyes grew large. “As a child?”
“Yes.”
“Did you… like it?”
Quistix glared at him, eyes flashing a dangerously-pale hue. “No! I was killing people. But I didn’t want my grandfather to lose his home or his smithy. He was all I had left!”
Aurora’s mind swirled with questions. “How many?”
“What?” Quistix snapped.
“How many people did you kill?”
Quistix answered without hesitation. “Thirty-two.” 
“By the Gods,” Twitch mumbled. “You didn’t even have to think about it.”
“I could name every one of them, too. Contrary to what you might think, I don’t take murder lightly.”
“Does that number include Exos and all the Emerald Bandits?” Aurora asked.
“No.” Quistix shook her head solemnly, voice dripping with shame. 
Twitch thought back to long ago when he had first heard her prayers and all of the names she’d mumbled. He remembered recognizing one of them at the time. 
“Gohra.”
Quistix looked up, her eyes pulsing platinum at the mention of the name.
“I heard you say her name once during your nightly prayers. She was a fellow crook back in my days in the Thieves Guild. I always thought she died in her sleep.” He narrowed his eyes. “Gohra… that was you, wasn’t it?”
Quistix’s head drooped again, and she nodded solemnly. “Poisoned the rim of her goblet.”
They all sat in silence for a long time. 
“You know I would never do anything to you, right, Twitch? You’ve danced on my nerves, but have I ever hurt you?” 
“Intentionally?” he joked. “No.” 
“Aurora?” Quistix asked, swinging her gaze to the four-legged esteg tethered to the wall with heavy chains. 
“Never.” Aurora swallowed hard and trotted in place.
Quistix sighed. “See, that look right there, that look of distrust and fear, that’s why I never tell anyone. I could sit here all night and tell you I would never hurt you, but there is always that little piece inside of you that’ll wonder.”
“I’ve wondered what you were capable of since I saw you scare Gregor so bad he evacuated his bowels.” He snickered. “By the Gods, what a waste of a fine pair of Obsidian cotton pants.” 
Aurora looked from one of them to the other. “You made who… do what?”
“You’re missing the point,” Quistix protested. 
Twitch leaned forward uncomfortably, his furry arms being tugged even further above his head by the chain contraption on the wall. “I used to be a thief. Screwed up so bad they didn’t even want me anymore. I’ve lied, cheated, and stolen. Plus, I’ve killed right alongside you. So I’m even worse, I guess.”
Quistix fought a smile, not wanting to be cheered up. 
Aurora spoke. “I gored a hunter who had me trapped once.” 
Quistix and Twitch sat, stunned. 
“I mean, he healed immediately because of my horns, and he was fine. But, the point is, I tried.”
Quistix shut her eyes tightly to try to stifle a laugh. 
Twitch snickered along with her. “That counts, sort of. Almost.” Twitch recomposed himself. “The point is, Quistix, we all do messed-up things. Sometimes it’s for self-preservation. Sometimes it’s for revenge. Let’s face it, you are no dainty lass.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“No, I mean, a woman like you isn’t made for long dresses and formal courtship. You are a slayer of men.”
“And women,” Aurora chimed in.
Twitch side-eyed her. Then he glanced back at Quistix. “You, my darling, are a revolutionary. You fight for what is right. The trail toward progress is always carved through blood-soaked soil.”
Quistix scoffed.
“Wallowing in self-pity benefits no one. Yes, you have done horrible things. What’ll make you feel better is fighting again, fighting for what is right and what is just and good. Without you, Aurora would never have gotten to visit the library in Apex. I never would have made it out of that crate. And surely none of us would have ever ridden a dragon! And Frok…”
The room went silent, the single word bringing everything to a grinding halt. The room's upbeat, electric energy changed to one of somber reverence.
“Frok is a perfect example of why I belong here. I got her involved in that whole mess to begin with. She’d still be here right now.”
“Statistically,” Aurora mumbled, “she was already nearing the end of her life cycle. Pleoms typically only live for three—”
“She never would have died if it wasn’t for me!” The words came out of Quistix’s mouth like a bark. Tears flooded her dazzling eyes.
“No.” Aurora sniffled and shook her head, chains jingling. Trails of her own tears streaked the gray-brown fur around the sides of her snout. She stared at Quistix and spoke firmly. “If it wasn’t for you, she never would have lived.”
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Dungeon of the Ruby Palace, Desdemona, Willowdale


The first two nights in the dungeons were loud and sleepless. A man’s moans carried through the stone halls. His cries, screams, and fits of thrashing had sudden onsets that always woke the trio from their slumbers. 
On the third day, two guards in black, noubald leather masks breezed past their cell with axes. Moments later, following the crack of metal on bone and flesh on stone, the sobbing man was silenced in an instant. 
That night, Twitch had nightmares about the bloodied flour sack that one of the guards had left the man’s cell with. He couldn’t get the image of the long stringy hair poking through one of its rodent-chewed holes out of his worried mind. 
He imagined soon the guards would be carrying his head in the crook of one of their arms with the effortless ease of bringing a watermelon home from the market square.
This night, however, was silent, save for the scurrying mice who had made homes in the soiled hay of their cell. Twitch snored softly on his side, arms tingling above him. 
Aurora slept on buckled knees, her head tucked awkwardly against the wall in an attempt to conserve her warmth despite her chains being so short. 
For Quistix, however, sleep still had not come. She quietly mustered her rage to try to melt the shackles on her wrists. All she needed was to heat the metal enough to make it slightly malleable. She feared setting the straw beneath her ablaze again, just as she had the first night. 
She tried over and over, each attempt weakening her a little more. It was no use. A losing battle. Every time she heated them, the cuffs flared with a swirling amber hue. They were imbued with a form of magic that combated her own. They made her feel weaker as the days went on, draining her energy. 
Suddenly, a door squealed open and shut with care in the pitch-black hallway beyond their dungeon cell. Footsteps clattered down stairs, heels on stone, each step growing louder as the mysterious person approached. 
Quistix kicked hay at Twitch and Aurora to wake them quietly. They looked around, groggy. She motioned to the hall violently with her head. She could hear the woof of a blazing torch and the jingle of metal. 
A guard walked past their cell and halted abruptly just beyond. From the darkness, Quistix saw a fire-lit face emerge from the shadows, face half-burned, her hair combed over to obscure the gnarled flesh. She wore a silken robe over a thin nightgown. 
“Quistix, Twitch… Aurora,” she murmured. “I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”
Twitch scoffed. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. You would be…?”
“My name is Vervaine.”
Aurora gasped. “As in… Vervaine Tempest of Obsidia?” 
“A lifetime ago, perhaps. It is Queen Vervaine Brius now.”   
Twitch stared at the massive jewels in the queen’s loose-fitting ring as they twinkled in the fire’s light. If he were a free wyl, the gaudy monstrosity would have already been swiped off her finger and tucked safely in his coin purse without her ever having felt a thing. 
“Your majesty,” Quistix said, her throat parched, lips cracked. “I wish I could say that it’s an honor.” She tried to laugh, but it hurt too much. Her mouth was as dry as the deserts of Obsidia. 
Twitch spoke. “To what do we owe the pleasure of this late-night visit to our humble cell? I mean, I’m assuming it’s night. It’s impossible to tell, really. You might’ve noticed there aren’t actually any windows that lead to the outsi—” 
“Please.” Vervaine held up a hand to silence the wyl’s train of thought. She turned and nodded at one of the guards. He promptly unlocked the gate and tugged it open for her. 
“I was wondering how long it would take for you to come,” Quistix said, shaking her head.
But Vervaine didn’t approach the filthy half-elf. Instead, she cautiously walked through the soiled straw and kneeled beside the esteg. 
“It is you that I seek, Aurora.”
Twitch’s eyes widened, and he whipped his furry head over to look at Quistix. She shrugged.
“Aurora, it is no secret that your kind are hunted for the healing properties of their horns.”
Aurora stared at the queen.
Vervaine tugged the hood of her robe down, pulled her curtain of dark hair back, and exposed the scarred half of her face and bare scalp. “Can you heal this?” 
Aurora winced and pulled away. “Those wounds are old, your majesty. The wounds must be fresh for me to heal them. Scars are already healed tissue.”
“I see.” Vervaine nodded. “What if the skin were to become damaged again?”
“Then, yes. I suppose I could heal the fresh wounds, but—”
“Not so fast,” Twitch interjected. “What’s in it for us? Surely such a life-changing restoration would be, say, three pardons, perhaps?” The sharp teeth of his sly, toothy smile glinted in the flickering light of the guard’s torch. 
“You are in no position to bargain, wyl,” Vervaine snapped. Then, she turned her attention back to Aurora, her voice softening again. “I can only imagine how you must see me, a queen pleading for your help while you’re imprisoned. It’s pathetic, I know. I know what the three of you have done, and I assure you that we fight on the same side of justice. All of us in this room want something better for the isle. Exos was spinning out of control. You helped stop my sister, and, for that, I am grateful.”
“Yes,” Twitch adjusted himself, jingling his chains, “shackles and a dank dungeon cell. Your show of gratitude is truly overwhelming.” 
The queen turned to Twitch. “I am the reason you weren’t hung, disemboweled, and buried in a marker-less grave.”
“Oh, sweetheart, I hate to break it to you, but I’d have been hung either way.” He winked and then glanced down at his lap.
Quistix rolled her eyes.
“Watch your tone,” Vervaine growled. “I may be grateful, but I will not tolerate disrespect.” She turned back to the esteg. “Aurora, I’m not a saint, but I am not a monster, either. A monster is someone who gets an entire isle addicted to a sedative to maintain control and fill her gold reserves. A monster leads with terror and revenge, leaving the blood of innocent people in her wake. A monster is someone who could do this to a child.” She pointed to the scars on her face and stared into Aurora’s fearful eyes. The esteg’s ears folded back in fear as Vervaine stroked the fur of her head, inspecting the green nubs atop Aurora’s head. “I see you only have spikes. Did you shed your rack?”
“Yes. In the wilderness a few weeks ago. Females shed every two years, your majesty. During a hormone shift, they weaken at the base and—”
Vervaine cut her off, quietly asking, “Would your spikes be enough to heal all of this?” 
“Hey, you can’t just take away our freedom and waltz in here and start to use us like tools, okay.” Twitch narrowed his eyes at her. “We may be prisoners, but we saved this isle. We’re being treated like treasonous vermin instead of heroes. We helped make you queen.”
“So you admit to your crimes
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