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​Chapter 1: Plumetines
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The bright orange auradamia is the first ripe one Tera has seen in a week. She rubs her thumb over it, half-wondering if it's nothing more than an illusion spell. Plucking it delicately, she tucks it into the basket hung from her arm. The wicker on it jabs at her bare skin as she walks down the row of crops. Things have already changed since she and her siblings arrived at Emmaline's family farm. Everything was green when they first came knocking at the door, desperate for a place to stay after Darkwood burned to the ground. Now, nearly half of the crops sit dead, hunched over like weary old men. Not long after her arrival on the farm, crops started struggling. The faun family played it off like it was a usual thing, but it didn’t take long for Tera and her siblings to see their panic. 

Exhausted and overwhelmed, Tera spent the first few days there sleeping. One day while going out for a walk in the fields for some fresh air, she caught Emmaline hiding behind some trees, crying over the worsening state of the farm. Ever since then, Tera has thrown herself into farmwork, doing and learning everything possible to help. When Emmaline tried insisting it wasn’t necessary and that everything was under control, Tera insisted it felt better to be doing something than to sit around anyways.    

As Tera walks down the aisle between the dying auradamias and the plumetines (which were clinging to life far better than anything else), withered brown leaves drop from the auradamia plants, floating and drifting to the ground.  

When she reaches the end of the row, she lets herself into Emmaline's home, making a beeline for the kitchen where she knows her friend will be washing up the day's produce before dinner.

"You won't believe what I found," Tera locks eyes with the faun before reaching in her basket for the single piece of fruit. Her fingers are met with wet slime, and she yanks them back.

Looking down into the basket, she sees the auradamia has popped, spilling out dozens of wriggling tespi worms.

"Eeeugh," she moans, wiping her hands on her patchwork pants.

Emmaline steps over, her two hooves clacking against the dusty kitchen tile. She motions for Tera to show her the contents of the basket, and upon seeing them, she frowns. A strand of her strawberry blonde hair falls into her face and she tucks it behind her ear as she looks up to meet Tera’s amber eyes.

"I suppose even the worms are desperate for food right now." She sighs, putting a hand on Tera's shoulder. "Don't worry. Nani told me about times just like this when she was a girl, and she got through it. We will, too."

Tera smiles unconvincingly. “I never thought I’d miss farm work,” she admits. “It’s been a nice distraction.”

"This is a waste of time," Zeyla whines, barging into the kitchen with a slam of the door. "Why are we bothering to check the stuff that's obviously already dead?"

"Just because something looks dead doesn't mean it is," Emmaline replies with more patience than Tera could ever muster up for her younger sister.

"You'd think a deathriser could resurrect some plants or something, too," Aston says, walking in right behind Zeyla.

"Literally makes no sense," Tera says with a scrunched face. "We use life from plants to resurrect. How would we put life into plants?"

"Maybe pull it from people? Like annoying little sisters?" Aston shoots a dramatic look at Zeyla, who drops her basket on the ground and storms over to an empty rocking chair to sit down with a huff, her messy bun of copper curls coming loose.

"I don't know why he even bothers joking about you resurrecting.” Zeyla says, adjusting her bun. “We all know how much you suck at that anyways." 

"Uncalled for," Tera says.

Don't let her get to you, Aeridonis reassures. She's just hungry. And stressed. You all are. 

Tera rolls her eyes at the old wizard’s voice in her head. "I wonder what'll happen to you if I starve to death while you're stuck up there," she says before walking over to help Emmaline wash and peel a stack of plumetines.

I'd rather not find out.

"Then we need to do something."

I've already told you; there's nothing you can do. The Council is investigating everything right now, I'm sure of it. I know they didn't believe you before, but even they can't deny something is amiss when the entirety of Darkwood was burned to the ground. They'll take care of it.

"They don't even know where the draxxi are, so how are they going to know the protection was broken? They won't. I've told you this over and over and you don't listen! You just keep secrets about this whole... situation. I guess at least, if you’re keeping secrets, you’re not lying to me again."

I didn’t lie to you.

She scoffs, slamming the basket on the counter. “Oh, that’s rich.”

Emmaline’s gaze flicks over to Tera, but she bites her lips and stays focused on the plumetines. When Tera and her siblings first arrived, they filled her in briefly on the mess with Aeridonis in Tera’s head. Tera told her how the marrow elves had been seeking out the draxxi. Aeridonis had been hiding away the large, black, scaly creatures with huge wings and mouths full of needle-teeth. For a long time, he was using them in some mysterious way to prevent an old marrow elf curse from harming the kingdom, only, he withheld the information about their use from Tera. When her half-elf best friend, Kiran, released the draxxi, the arboreal elf hometown of Darkwood burned to the ground—presumably at the hands of the marrow elves as some sort of punishment.

“The Council is useless,” Tera nearly spits in anger. “We can’t trust them and we can’t trust you. It’s up to us to figure this out. Somehow.”

Aston and Zeyla watch Tera, intrigued but altogether unsurprised by their sister's arguments with the voice in her head.

They'll sort it out.

"How?"

Well, if nothing else, I'm sure your friend's farm isn't the only one feeling the impacts of the curse. They know the signs. You don't give them enough credit.

"And you give them too much,” she says, snatching a plumetine up from beside Emmaline. She begins to peel it, nicking off little bits of the outer flesh with each stroke of the worn-out old peeler. 

I tell you what you need to know. At the time, there was no reason you needed to worry about the true use of the draxxi. If your friend hadn’t released them, Evalyra would still be protected from the curse, and there’d be no reason for you to ever worry about it.

“Yeah, but he did, and so now I am.”

I understand that.

“No, you don’t. Otherwise, you’d stop keeping information from me.” Her tone starts to get desperate, with a hint of a whine as her eyes begin to sting. “Because now there’s reason for me to worry. So, why would you keep hiding stuff from me?” The plumetine grows blurry through her bubbling tears. 

There's nothing you can do about this, Esotera.

A grumbling yell vibrates deep in Tera's chest and it boils over. She slams down the partially peeled plumetine and storms out the door. Hot tears cling to her lashes as she sits behind a stack of empty crates, burying her face in her arms.

The sound of flapping wings draws her attention and she looks up, wiping away the wetness beneath her eyes. 

Perched on one of the empty crates, a raggedy looking tawny owl stares her down, holding a folded up paper tight in its beak. 

“Again?” Tera asks, her voice cracking as she lets out a shaky sigh and collects herself. She leans forward, pinching the paper. The owl releases it and continues watching her as she unfolds it.

Tera,

I hope you’re safe. The last bird I sent told me it found you and delivered the letter, but since I haven’t heard back, I’m not so sure it understood. Guess that’s what I get for trusting a peota bird to the task! Haha! I told her to stop at a few other places on her way and act natural so she doesn’t draw attention to wherever you’re hiding out. Just in case. I hate that the letter must not have reached you. 

I think you’d really like peotas. They’re tiny and their feathers look a lot like leaves. You’d almost think they were a plant themselves, so I doubt you’ve ever noticed, but you’ve probably seen them before! If I ever see you again, remind me to tell you about the ways their feathers change to match seasons, different biomes, even the weather! I almost thought about using a flaenet since we have so many near the house nowadays, but I figured that was a bit excessive. They’re kind of like dogs, but with wings and feathers. I honestly don’t know where they all came from, because I’d only ever read about them in my World Creature Studies class!

Anyways! If this owl doesn’t find you, I’ll have to find a raven next. Can always count on them to find someone! 

Miss you,

Kiran

A lump forms in Tera’s throat and she tries to force it away with a swallow. 

You can’t send a letter back—

“I know, I know,” Tera whines. “I hope you know I’d never do that to Emmaline. Or her family.”

What does Emmaline have to do with it?

“If the marrow elves figure out I’m here because I start sending letters back, you don’t think they’d do to Emmaline’s home and farm what they did to Darkwood?”

That’s a—

Tera continues, ignoring him and growing more frazzled as she goes. “Sure, they’d find me, but that’d be a personal risk. Sending a letter back doesn’t just risk me though, it risks my siblings, my friend, and her whole family.” Her voice cracks on the word “family,” and a tear spills over onto her cheek. “So no, I’m not going to send a letter back. And no, I don’t need you reminding me.” She sits back in her hiding spot behind the crates and tilts her head against the wall with a thunk, looking up at the cloudless blue sky.

When the owl doesn’t leave, Tera makes a shooing motion with her hand and stares it down through teary, blurred eyes. Eventually, it gets the message and lifts off, flying farther and farther into the distance until Tera no longer sees it.

The door creaks open sharply, startling her in the silence. Aston peeks outside and calls her name. When she doesn't answer, he clears his throat.

"Well, I guess if you're not out there, I'll have to go chuck fireballs at the creepy scarecrows myself. Someone ought to teach them a lesson."

Tera lets out an amused huff and Aston tilts a long ear to the sound. He appears around the crates and gives Tera a comically mischievous grin, holding out a hand to help her up.

"You're stupid," Tera says, tucking the letter in her pocket and accepting his hand.

"Not as stupid as those scarecrows are about to look after they find out they messed with the wrong elves!"

Tera rolls her eyes, following her brother to the creek near the edge of Emmaline's family property. When they reach the slow-rolling water, they stop. Aston points at a lone scarecrow with a lopsided, stuffed burlap face and a frilly polka dot shirt.

"You first," he says, motioning to the scarecrow with a swoosh of his arms.

I still think they could repurpose these things instead of letting you two recklessly waste them like this.

Tera ignores his remarks, holding her hand out, focusing on any warmth around her—not hard to do on a summer evening like this. The heat begins to tingle at her fingertips. Looking down at the tan skin of her arms and hands, she braces herself to cast. Peering back up at her target, she throws her hand out toward the figure with a snap, and it instantly erupts in blazing scarlet and honey flames. Fire laps at the lacy trim of the shirt as Tera looks at her brother.

"Your turn," she says.

"To do what? There’s nothing left!" He chuckles. "Who needs Pipwerry when you have me as a teacher?"

"Um, me? I still want to be a deathriser, not an elementalist. Fire spells are fun, but I want to actually finish my studies one day. Not to mention... I still want to... you know... Dringely's note." Tera lets out a shaky sigh.

She thinks back to when she first heard Aeridonis’s voice in her head. It was almost exciting, in a way, until she realized he couldn’t leave. All because she cast a resurrection spell on his pile of ashes, rather than a body, outside Summercloud Fair. With no body for his consciousness to come back to, it hitched a ride in her head and has been there ever since.

"We're not going to focus on your professor right now. You'll get to her eventually.” He holds his hands out, focusing for a moment before water rains down on the small fire, extinguishing it with a hiss and leaving behind ashes. The blackened head of the scarecrow drops to the ground with a wet thump. He turns back to her and says confidently, “She'll separate you and Aeridonis like she said in that letter and things will be sunshine and crystal elves again. But for now, you've gotta keep playing farmgirl and pick plants and burn scarecrows with me."

She smiles weakly.

"I’m surprised they don’t shape these a bit more like themselves. They look more human or elf, rather than half-goat, half-human.”

Tera looks at the burnt pants of the scarecrow. “I don’t think they look like anything in particular, I guess.”

He puts his hands on his hips and turns to her. “Either way, your friend's family has way too many of these things. Do you have it in you to burn one more?" he asks.

"I think I've had enough for now." She sighs. “Just not as fun as it used to be. Or maybe I’m just not in the mood. I don’t know... I just want to go inside, I think.” 

“Is everything okay?” Aston asks, grabbing Tera’s wrist before she can disappear. He looks at her with fixed intensity, not letting his grip loosen.

She throws her head back and looks up at the sky. When she meets his eyes again, hers are full of tears. “I want to go home, but home doesn’t exist anymore. I want Mom and Dad, but who knows if they’re even alive. I feel stuck and freaked out and I don’t know what to do about any of this.” She taps her forehead. “And I’m tired of not having any privacy. I want to be able to talk to you guys without him butting in. And I want to see Kiran again. Did you know he’s been sending me letters?” She digs in her pocket and pulls out the paper, holding it out to him with a shaking hand.

Aston pauses before taking the letter and opening it. 

“I know he sounds hopeful and all in the letter, but that’s just how Kiran is. He has no reason to believe I’m even alive. He probably thinks I’m dead. And I can’t do anything to tell him otherwise.”

He skims over the letter and looks up at her. “Oh, Tera. I’m so sorry.” He takes a deep breath and straightens himself. “We’ll figure this out. Somehow or another. One step at a time. And right now, that step is just for us to stay safe and think about what to do next.”

“The farm is dying,” Tera says bluntly. “I’m not so sure anywhere is going to be safe for much longer.”

“I won’t let anything happen to you or Zey,” he says, pulling her close and smooshing her in a bear hug. She lets out a pained squeak and he loosens his grip with a “sorry!”

“Thanks,” she says softly, not making eye contact when he releases her. 

Without another word, Tera turns on her heel to head back to the house, leaving Aston by the side of the creek.

~
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LATER THAT EVENING, Emmaline sets a bowl of deep red sludge in front of each person at the table.

Zeyla's lip snarls up at the sight of the mush and she dips her spoon in and out of it, letting the food gloop back down into her bowl with a sad splatter.

"My favorite!" Emmaline's grandmother, Nani, beams at the bowl. "And you make it just as good as my mama did when I was little. You should be proud, Emmy."

Emmaline blushes and humbly bows her head before taking her seat at the corner of the long table.

"We lived off of nothing but plumetine porridge until I was old enough for my parents to marry me off to your Papi. It wasn't long after that when everything bloomed again. I remember it like it was yesterday! We thought it couldn't possibly get any worse after the daytime had practically disappeared."

"The... what?" Tera asks.

Emmaline's mother lets out a dainty cough. "Don't mind Nani's stories." She smiles and bats her thick eyelashes. "Nani has always had such a beautiful imagination and a natural gift for storytelling."

"It was the first time I had seen snow in the farmlands," Nani continued.

The faun mother clears her throat again. "Nani?" she says politely.

"At the time, I had never seen anything quite like it! The closest thing I had to compare to snow was the dry skin Papi always had sprinkled on his shoulders after he scratched his head thinking too hard." Nani chuckles and continues, ignoring the impatient stares of both of Emmaline's parents.

"Enough," Emmaline's father warns, his tone gentle but stern.

"You haven't even tasted the porridge," Emmaline changes the subject, pointing to the untouched bowl in front of her grandmother.

"Of course!" She pops a heaping spoonful into her mouth. As Tera’s focus shifts to her food, she can see the shoulders of the faun family soften.

She dunks her own spoon into the red gunk and eats. This isn't the only time she and her siblings have had to eat the spicy dish. The first time, Emmaline and her family seemed so unfazed by the heat from the plumetines that Tera and her siblings assumed it was mild. Tera had shoved a spoonful in her mouth, not knowing what to expect. It was only a matter of seconds before she started drooling from the unexpected spice. Nearly a month and a half later, the three arboreal elves now finally feel numb to it.

After dinner, Tera leaves with Aston for a walk around the property. She loves her friend dearly, but it’s impossible not to feel undeniably tense cooped up in the house with the fauns.

"I still don't understand why they won't at least let me try to use magic," Aston says, leaning down and pinching off a crispy leaf between his fingers, rubbing them together and letting the dead piece disintegrate and float away.

"You do understand, you're just being stubborn."

You can't really judge your brother too much. If you knew how to do it, you probably would've already tried it by now.

"Whatever," Tera grumbles.

"All I'm saying is, it's worth a shot. Would they really know? I can be subtle about it. They'd never know it came from me."

"Aston, they're not stupid."

"I know that!"

"They're going to know where the storm came from if they never get summer storms here."

He let out a whiny groan. "That's probably why nearly all the crops are dying. It's too hot out for them to be getting no rain. Let me fix that!"

"You know as well as I do that some rain isn't going to fix this."

"What are you talking about?" he asks.

Tera puts her hands on her waist and stares at him with a flat face.

"Okay, yes, I know you said Don said it's from the curse, but don't you think the dry weather is only making it worse? The curse probably would kill the crops a lot slower if they actually had everything they needed. Like water."

Tera shakes her head. "The fauns know what they're doing a lot more than we do. I've seen you kill basic bean plants in your bedroom before. Besides, they didn't ask much of us when we moved in. Literally one of the only rules was no magical interference with the crops. We don't have a home. I'm not about to get us kicked out of the only place we've got right now."

"Then go back to the house and they won't think you were involved. I'm doing this. A home isn't going to do us much good if we starve." Aston glares at Tera with a fierceness she's never seen from her brother. Her fingers find their way up to her scalp and through her copper curls as she anxiously picks at an old scab, trying to think of anything she can say to stop him.

You know I'm not in favor of using magic against people if it's not necessary, but I can try to quickly teach you a freezing spell if we need to stop him for a little bit.

"It wouldn't matter. He's got his mind set on it and he'd do it as soon as he thaws anyways. I'm just disappointed. Mom and Dad would be too. They raised us to respect other people’s cultures better than this."

"Survival above culture, Tera. I respect culture but look around you!" He motions to the fields of dying crops. "It’s gone downhill so fast. We can't just live off of plumetines. And who even knows how much longer those'll last. Until the Council figures out a way to stop the curse—if there even is a way—we need to take care of ourselves."

Before Tera has a chance to say another word, Aston holds his hands out at his sides with his palms up, his face focused.

Tera shakes her head and turns her back to her brother, receding to the house just before thunder rumbles through the farm. As she steps into the kitchen, Emmaline and her family race across the room and disappear out the door. She turns around and follows them back out, her heart racing.

"No, no, no! What are you doing?" Emmaline cries out to Aston, who stands soaked in the middle of the storm.

"Making sure my sisters don't go hungry," he calls over the drumming of raindrops against dirt and leaves.

Nani shoves past Tera and the cluster of fauns, walking with purpose straight toward Aston. Tera notices the old broom in the elderly faun’s hand seconds before she begins whacking Aston in the shoulder and arm with it.

"Agh! What are you doing?" he yelps, jumping away from her swings.

"Make it stop, you flesh-footed, pointy eared, wax-for-brains—" her insults fade out over the noise of the storm and her broom thumping every time it makes impact.

The storm begins to dissipate. Thick and warm moisture hangs in the air, and the smell of wet soil fills Tera’s nose. Lingering drops of water cling to the tips of withered leaves, tumbling to the dirt when gravity gets to be too much.

Nani keeps hitting Aston with the broom, never seeming to run out of energy and rage.

"Enough, enough!" he cries. "It's done! Stop!"

"It's done when I say it's done, elf!" Nani whacks him a couple more times before stopping and smoothing out the broom bristles as she retreats into the house, not saying a word to anyone.

Aston looks to Tera, his copper curls soaked and disheveled, and his oversized shirt from the fauns sitting lopsided on his thin frame as he nibbles at the inside of his cheek. She just shakes her head and follows the fauns back into the house.
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​Chapter 2: The Boars
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"Wake up."

Tera's eyes flutter open, burning with the bright sun from the open window beside her and Zeyla's shared bed.

"Wake up," Zeyla repeats, jabbing a finger in-between Tera's ribs.

"Ouch!" She sits up with a jolt. "Quit that! I'm up. What's the big deal?"

Zeyla tilts her nose up to motion to the window. Tera turns and looks, blinking rapidly to adjust to the light. When her vision clears from the blinding white, she sees it.

Outside is a sea of green. Many of the rows of crops that were clinging to life just the night before now stand tall and strong.

"Oh," Tera breathes.

"Right? Aston's ego is going to be an absolute monster to deal with today, and I just don't have the energy for that."

"Good morning, ladies!" Aston bursts into the room as if he had been waiting for mention of him. "Did you have a chance to look outside this morning?"

"Have you talked to Emmaline's family yet? What have they said about it all?" Tera asks.

"I'm sure they'll apologize for the... incident... last night. I don't expect a thank you. Just a good meal after the next harvest." He smirks.

There's a squawk from across the room. Tera turns to see her pet raven, Steve, frazzled inside his cage.

"I'm coming, I'm coming," Tera says, sliding out of bed and feeling her bare feet against the cold floor, sending a quick shudder up her back. Reaching into a small velvet pouch beside the cage, her fingers pinch out some seeds and nuts. She sprinkles the food into a little metal bowl in the cage, each seed and nut landing with a hollow clatter.

Steve croaks his thanks and shuffles over on his perch to check out breakfast with a cock of his head. He looks up at Tera with his beady eyes and lets out a crowing whine.

"Don't be picky. Just be grateful you have food. And I know the cage sucks, but it's just for now. Can't have you giving away our location. Again." Aeridonis managed to keep the draxxi hidden from the marrow elves in a valley for years, but all it took was the marrow elves using Tera’s bird to find her to blow their entire cover. She often tells Steve she doesn’t blame him.

Before heading downstairs, Tera and her siblings get ready for the day. During her shower, Tera uses up the last sliver of the bar of soap the fauns gave her when she first moved in. She sighs, and Zeyla, who stands outside the shower brushing her teeth, asks in a pout, “What now?”

“Out of soap,” Tera answers. 

“Ask for more,” Zeyla answers, her words muffled by her toothbrush. “Gah. And ask for some better toothpaste while you’re at it. This natural stuff the fauns use is so gross. There’s got to be something better at the market. I miss the stuff Mom would get us.”

Tera pauses her scrubbing, thinking before saying, “I feel weird asking for stuff. They’ve already given us so much and done so much for us.”

“Fine. But at least ask for soap. Otherwise you’ll stink like farm.”

“Everything here stinks like farm.”

“You almost done in there?” Aston calls, knocking on the door.

~
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A SHORT WHILE LATER, the three siblings make their way downstairs and into the living room, where they're met by Nani, who appears to have been waiting all morning for Aston to wake up. Her arms crossed, nostrils flared, and short, white hair more frizzy than normal.

"I bet you're real proud of yourself," she says, spit flinging on the ‘p.’

"No, ma'am. I just did the only thing I thought could help. The crops were dying, and I panicked. It wasn't right of me to go against your family's wishes, and I'm sorry."

Genuine apology? Or fear of the broom?

Tera covers the corner of her mouth to suppress a grin.

Nani looks him up and down, sucking her teeth.

"We'll put you on manure duty for a week. Then see if I'm ready to forgive you."

"Yes, ma'am." He bows his head.

There's a light tap on Tera's shoulder. She turns to see Emmaline looking back at her with a scrunched face. "Can I show you something?" she asks, her voice low.

Tera nods and follows her friend out to the fields. Being up close with all the plants that looked dead just hours before felt surreal. The farm was nearly all brown yesterday. The color today looks unnatural, like they woke up on some sort of alien planet, and she can't help but gawk.

When Emmaline doesn't stop at the edge of her family's property and they begin to leave all the green behind them, Tera speaks up.

"Where exactly are we going?"

"Our neighbors. They came to get Mama and Papa today. They thought they were whispering, but I overheard them, and I wanted to see for myself, but I didn't want to go alone."

"See what?"

"That." Emmaline points through some trees at a fenced-in field.

At first, it just appears to be a field of tall grass. Tera focuses, making out the brown and black lumps.

"Are those—"

"Boars." Emmaline nods. "Dead. All of them."

"What happened?"

You know what happened, Esotera.

Emmaline nibbles on her fingernail, her eyes welling up. She shakes her head. "Those poor things. I just hope whatever it was, it was quick. I can't imagine how scared they must have been."

Before Tera can respond, Emmaline throws her arms around Tera and starts sniffling into her curls. Tera's eyes widen in surprise, and she slowly puts her arms around her friend in return, giving her a gentle pat on the back.

"Were those boars farmed for meat?" Tera asks.

Esotera!

"Sorry!" Tera throws in. "I just meant... I'm sure this was faster and... less brutal... than slaughtering them. Maybe."

That's not any better!

Emmaline lets out a high-pitched wail and Tera can feel the tears soaking through her shirt.

"I'm sure it was quick." Tera clears her throat. "They're... uh... in a better place now."

Emmaline's crying softens after a minute and she pulls her head back, tucking her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear and dabbing at her eyes with the inside of her shirt. "I'm so sorry," she says softly. "I just feel so bad for them. And for the children. Coming outside and seeing all their little boars dead. How horrible!"

Her bottom lip begins quivering again and Tera quickly changes the subject.

"How about we make them a basket? See what kind of stuff we can harvest today and give them a little gift to show our condolences. Honestly, it would be nice for us to have something to do for once anyways."

Emmaline smiles, her eyes bloodshot and a little streak of shiny snot above her upper lip. "That's a brilliant idea. I love it! We might only find plumetines until some of the plants your brother saved start producing again."

"Saved?"

Emmaline holds a finger up to her lip. "Don't tell my family, but I'm kind of grateful for what he did. If a little magic is what it takes to save the farm, I'm all for it. I don't see what the big deal is anyways. I get that tradition is important and all, but at what cost? Tell him I say thank you, huh?"

Tera stares back at her in shock, not sure if she's impressed by Emmaline's progressive thinking or disappointed that someone is siding with her brother.

"Anyways, I'll go grab us a basket and meet you back in the fields if you wanna help me."

Tera flattens her lips and nods. "I'll head back in a sec. I just need a minute."

Emmaline’s face scrunches at her.

“Don’t worry about it,” Tera reassures. “I’m alright. Just need a minute.”

Her friend watches her with narrowed eyes before nodding and trotting back to the house, leaving Tera beside the boar farm.

She looks on at the limp bodies and reaches up for the scab on her head, starting to pick at it. 

The Council should be handling things by now, and it’s only a matter of time before the health of the kingdom is restored. Have faith.

Tera rolls her eyes and steps over toward the boars. “Have faith?” she asks, motioning to a smaller dead body. “Have faith that we aren’t all next? Don, we’ve got to do something. You have to have some kind of backup plan. I know the draxxi were meant to be plan A. You kept them hidden from the marrow elves so you could use their protective whatever to keep the curse at bay. We let them go—whoops—and we probably will never find them again. So this old curse started back up. It sucks. But it can’t just be the draxxi. What were you harvesting... siphoning... whatever... from the draxxi to hold back the curse? Can we find something similar somewhere else?”

It’s... complicated. If we could have done something else, don’t you think we would have? I didn’t want to keep the draxxi captive like that, but I didn’t have another choice.

“If you think there’s no other way, how can you have faith that the Council will just so happen to find a solution?”

I’m done talking about this.

“I’m not.”

Aeridonis goes quiet, and Tera walks farther along the fence, looking down at the unmoving lumps on the ground.

“Don’t give me the silent treatment, old man. I’m serious. Haven’t I already proven myself enough to you? I broke into the marrow elves’ tower, saved my brother, my sister, and even Kiran. Without your help, thank you very much. Why do you still not trust me?”

Tera can hear him scoff.

She growls and kicks the fence. “Then I’m going to leave the farm.”

You won’t.

“Watch me.”

Watch you get your brother and sister killed?

“My other option is to sit around and wait for them to die anyways, isn’t it? Starve to death or who knows what else. Better to die doing something at least. If I come out of hiding, maybe I can see Dringely and get you separated from me and you can speed the Council up. And I can look for my parents. The marrow elves could find me eventually, and I hope they will! At least they might tell me what’s going on.”

You don’t understand how complicated this all is. 

“What about Illidara?” Tera continues thinking. “If she’s your old friend, surely she knows some of the Council, right? What if I send her a letter and she reaches out to them for us?”

The Council doesn’t know about her, and I prefer to keep it that way.

“What?”

Personal matters are personal matters, and there’s no sense in me involving my dear friend in any of that. 

“Okay, fine. So, back to plan A. Getting you out of my head so you can speed them up. And that involves coming out of hiding.”

I just want to protect you.

“Protect me? Is that what you were doing when you lied to me about your motives for keeping the draxxi in the valley?”

It was information you didn’t need to know. Not everyone needs to be involved in Council business.

“Not everyone, but surely I deserve to know things. You’re living in my head, after all. If I don’t get privacy, you shouldn’t get secrets. It’s only fair.”

“Tera!” Emmaline interrupts, shouting in the distance from out in the field, waving a woven basket in the air.

“Coming,” Tera calls back half-heartedly, leaving the boars and the conversation behind.
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THE TWO FILL THE BASKET with washed plumetines and Emmaline tops it with a big floppy bow she ties with scraps from Nani’s fabric bin. Clearly pleased, she holds it up like a prize.

“I’m going to bring it by. Wanna come with?” she asks.

“Uh, no thanks. I think I’m going to hang back for now.”

Emmaline disappears, leaving Tera in Nani’s sitting room. Nani waddles in just after her granddaughter leaves, mumbling a song to herself as she starts picking through a barrel of yarn.

“Dear?” Nani calls without looking at Tera as she plucks a ball of pink yarn from the bunch. “Could I get your help with something?” She shuffles over to a small box and points at it.

Tera steps closer and peers over into the open top of the box, making out loads of colorful ribbons and a few dust-covered plaques.

“Emmy’s Papi saved every award the farm ever won. I’d like to hang them up, but my hands aren’t as steady as they used to be. Would you be a dear?” She reaches for a hammer and nails left on a crafting bench along the wall. “I tried a while back. It didn’t go well.” Her shaky finger points to a crooked row of holes at about shoulder-height.

“Of course,” Tera agrees, accepting the hammer and nails. 

She starts affixing the ribbons to the wall per Nani’s instruction, until the wall is flooded with a rainbow of color.

“This is really impressive,” Tera says, her voice soft as she admires the ribbons. “You and Papi must’ve been really proud. I wish I could’ve seen the farm in its prime. Hopefully soon we can see all the produce grow. I bet it’s even more beautiful than when I first arrived.” She glances with a hopeful face at the small, dirty window, looking out at the expanse of green.

When Nani doesn’t say anything for a minute, Tera turns to look for her, spotting her back at her bin of yarn. Almost imperceptibly, the elderly woman sings to herself.

“Sign one, farmland undone. Sign two, death of your coo.” Her voice cracks, unable to follow the pitch of the strange song. She clears her throat and continues, but it makes no difference. “Sign three, burning of trees. Sign four, light no more. Sign five—” She stops, freezing in place, statuesque. In an almost indecipherable whisper, she sings, “Kill them all, before the fall.”

“Nani?” Tera asks softly. “Nani? Are you alright?” She tiptoes closer, hand outstretched to tap on the old faun’s shoulder.

Just before she can touch her, Nani jolts back to life and Tera jumps back in shock. Without a word, Nani continues sorting through yarn like nothing had happened.

“Ma’am?” Tera asks, projecting her voice a bit louder.

“Oh, hello, dear!” Nani says, looking to her. Her gaze travels to the rainbow of ribbons. “How pretty!” she purrs, hugging a ball of yarn to her chest.

“Nani, what’s a coo?”

The old woman looks up from her yarn and smiles. “A coo? What kind of silly question is that, dear? You’ve never seen one?”

“I—I honestly don’t know if I have.”

“A coo goes moo!” She laughs and sets her fingers tenderly on Tera’s forearm. “Spend enough time on faun farms and you’ll hear it used for just about any livestock though. It’s just something we say.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” Tera says. “And what was that song you were singing?”

“Song?”

“I couldn’t quite make out all of the words. What’s it about?”

“I’m sorry, dear, but I don’t know what song you’re talking about.” She stares back at Tera, her eyes hollow and dark. Her gap-toothed smile contrasts sharply with the deadened look in her eyes.

A chill ripples over Tera’s neck and she shudders. “I must have misheard. Sorry.” She quickly leaves the room, throwing a glance over her shoulder and spotting Nani standing and staring where she once stood.

Tera turns back around and smacks into Zeyla.

“Watch where you’re going!” Her sister snarls her lip and brushes herself off.

“Sorry,” Tera says with a grunt.

“Why do you look sick?” Zeyla asks, scanning her up and down as she takes a couple steps back.

“I’m fine. Just... never mind. Have you seen Aston?”

“He’s out spreading manure,” she replies with a smirk.

Without another word, Tera pushes past her and hurries outside. She spots her brother in the distance, pulling an oversized wagon of manure behind him with one hand, a shovel in his other.

Before drawing his attention, she pauses.

“Don?” she calls quietly. “Was Nani alive during the original curse?”

Do I look like I know how old she is?

“Ugh. Fair. But that song she was singing. ‘Farmland undone’ and all that. Is it about the curse? What was that ‘light no more’ thing about?”

I don’t know what you’re talking about.

“I know you heard her too, don’t play dumb,” Tera says with a low growl.

I already told you, I’m done talking to you about the curse. You do a good enough job painting pictures of catastrophes in your head as-is.

Tera looks up to the blazing sun, squinting and shielding it with her hand.

“Burning of trees... Can the curse happen out of order? When Darkwood burned down... was it part of the curse?”

Silence.

“Oh my gods! It was!” She gasps, her mind racing. “That means the marrow elves aren’t looking for me. I could have left this whole time and you knew it! They had nothing to do with it. You just didn’t want me getting involved.” Her frown deepens. “You lied to me and tried to scare me into thinking they were coming for me, so I stayed here and out of the way.”

Before he can say a word, Tera starts running and shouting for her brother.

“Aston!” she calls. “Hey, Aston! Stop, stop, stop,” she holds her hands out in front of her, skidding to a halt only inches from her mud-covered brother.

He stares at her with sleepy eyes and hunched shoulders.

“We can get out of here,” Tera says with a wide smile.

He continues looking at her, his expression unchanging.

“The trees... burning... it’s the curse... they’re not looking for us!” She sputters and stumbles her way through her thoughts.

He shakes his head, wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his arm. “What’re you talking about?” He stabs the shovel into the earth and leans on it.

Esotera.

“We can leave. I can go to Dringely. We can look for Mom and Dad. We can probably stay at Kiran’s—”

Esotera.

“And after we’re separated, Don can go help the Council and—”

Tera!

“What?” she asks with a hiss.

Darkwood didn’t burn because of the curse. The signs will come in order.

“You’re lying. You just don’t want me leaving.”

Why would I want you to stay if not for your own safety?

“Because you’re worried I’ll try to stop the curse myself.”

I'm worried about a lot more than that. Just trust me, Esotera. Stay here. Just for now.

"It's been over a month! We don't know if our parents are even alive and I'm tired of sitting around waiting." Tera focuses back on Aston, who just looks at her with the same dazed and sleepy eyes. "Aston, we're leaving. Tomorrow morning. We'll thank Emmaline's family for everything and be on our merry way."

Esotera, stop.

“Either be helpful or shut up,” she snaps, her teeth letting out a squeak as she grits them tight.

"Wha–-" Aston sniffs and then scratches his head. "Slow down. We what? What about burning?"

Tera curls her lip and scrunches her brow at him. "What's wrong with you?"

He lets out a huffy sigh. "This manure work is harder than I thought and I'm tired. Before now, the most physical exercise I did was walking to class. Cut me some slack."

"Okay, fine. I'll explain again later if I need to. Just know we're leaving in the morning." Tera turns and marches back into the house. Just inside the doorway, Nani stands there, blocking her.

In the same tune as her song from before, she sings, "Find The Six, before darkness sticks." Her eyes are dark and staring out over Tera's shoulder.

Tera instinctively turns and checks behind her but sees nothing.

"Ma'am?" she asks.

Tera leans closer, and the old woman’s face starts to contort into a look of desperation.

“What do you mean?” Tera asks softly, not blinking as she focuses on Nani.

“Darkness sticks, find The Six,” Nani says, turning and staring with wide, glassy eyes at Tera. 

“I—” Tera shakes her head, wracking her brain for what Nani could mean. “I don’t understand. What six?”

Nani repeats the words "darkness sticks" over and over in the tune, growing louder and more frenzied until she begins yelling, “The Six!” 

Tera hears a scrambling of hooves from inside the house as Emmaline's mother comes running, wrapping her arms around Nani.

"What happened?" she asks Tera, eyes wide. "You're safe, Nani," she coos, turning her attention back to the old woman.

"I—I don't know," Tera says. "She was singing some song and then she got upset. She just..."

Emmaline's mother steels herself, taking a steadying breath before jumping into action. She puts her hands on Nani's shoulders and gently guides her into the house. Tera follows them only as far as the kitchen but then heads up toward the room she and Zeyla share.

“Six?” Tera whispers. “What six is she talking about? Err... singing about?”

Aeridonis ignores her.

“Don?”

You’re putting too much stock in a silly children’s song.

“Children’s song?” Tera scoffs. “Dark.”

I don’t know much about arboreal elf children’s songs, but I’d wager at least half are far more sinister than you realize.

She pauses for a moment, thinking and humming an old favorite to herself. “Oh. Lily and the Crackling Bark. It’s about a girl falling from a tree and breaking her neck, isn’t it?”

I’m not familiar with that one.

“Doesn’t matter anyways,” Tera says, shaking her head. “So, there are six things involved? How do we know what they are?”

The Six aren’t a what, they’re a who.

“A who? How do you find out who they are? And where they are?”

You don’t. It’s just a song from back in the day.

“Tera?” Zeyla calls from the bedroom. “That you?”

Her sister’s voice snaps her out of her conversation for a moment, and she takes a few more steps, opening the bedroom door.

"What’s going on down there?" Zeyla asks from their bed, peering over the top of a trashy romance novel she borrowed from Emmaline.

"We're leaving tomorrow morning," Tera gets straight to the point.

Zeyla shuffles and sits up, closing her book and setting it aside. "Leaving to go where, exactly?"

"I'm not sure yet. We can try Kiran's house. He doesn't even know we're not all dead, and it'd be nice to see him again. But even beyond that, we're so far removed from everything way out here. I want to sneak into Pipwerry so Dringely can separate me and Aeridonis. I want to look for Mom and Dad. We can figure everything else out from there."

"Alright." She picks her book up and shimmies back down into the bed. As she does, she makes a frustrated noise before tugging at the neck of her ill-fitted hand-me-down shirt from the fauns.

"That's it? No argument?"

"You think I want to stay on a farm?" She scoffs.

"Huh." Tera stands there for a moment, not sure what to say next. "Well, alright. I guess just be ready to leave right after breakfast."

The two of them look at their only belongings, a small pile of laundry—a mix of clothes the fauns found at the market and ones they sewed for the siblings from scraps around the house.

Zeyla scoffs. "What? Like I have a lot to pack?"
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TERA COULDN'T SLEEP that night, and by her sister's tossing and turning next to her, neither could Zeyla. The two made their way down to breakfast early enough to help Emmaline set the table and toast the plumetine bread. Everyone else eventually joined them in the kitchen, taking up their plates with groggy thank yous.

After everyone but Emmaline takes their places at the table, Tera pulls her friend aside. Voice low, she tells her about the plans to leave.

Emmaline's mouth turns down into a lip-pouting frown.

"Oh," she says with a sigh. Refusing to meet Tera's eyes, she asks, "Was it because of Nani hitting your brother with the broom? That was so embarrassing, and I can't believe she did that, and I'm so sorry, an—"

"No," Tera interrupts. "It wasn't about that. I just think we've overstayed our welcome and it's just time for us to move on."

Emmaline nods. "I understand. I hope you know you’re always welcome here though." She doesn't ask about the curse or the marrow elves, and Tera doesn't expect her to. Tera and her siblings have kept most talk of the curse to themselves.

When Tera turns to sit at the table for breakfast, Emmaline grabs her wrist. "You're not just going to disappear, are you?"

"I was going to tell them all and thank them, but I figured I should tell you first."

"No, I mean you're not going to basically disappear from my life again, are you? I don't know what happened after Summercloud Fair, but you just stopped coming around and hanging out with me. I was worried for a bit that I did or said something wrong, but Verity told me you'd been acting weird around her, too."

Verity’s periwinkle face and hot pink hair pop into Tera’s mind and she feels a twinge of guilt for never talking to her long-time friend from school. "I won't disappear again. Promise. It's complicated, and I'll explain someday, but it's just..."

Emmaline's lips flatten and she gives her friend a single nod of acceptance before releasing her wrist.

They join Emmaline’s family for breakfast, walking in on some sort of heated conversation between her parents. 

“It’s a joke, is what it is,” Emmaline’s father says, slamming a newspaper down.

“You’re putting too much stock in that stupid paper,” her mother says. “It isn’t like they wrote it just for you. Relax.”

Emmaline looks on with worried eyes and a soft frown. “What’s going on?” she asks timidly.

Her father slides the paper across the table to her, his thick brows furrowed. “Five Tips for Fixing Your Failed Farm,” he reads. “It’s the Kingdom Chronicles. They know we’re all having a hard time this season, and instead of the Council stepping in to actually help family farms, they just post this nonsense article with useless tips so they can act like they did something. As if anyone with a farm didn’t already know all this.”

“The Council writes this?” Tera asks, leaning over to peek at the article from over Emmaline’s shoulder.

They directly supply the writers with the approved content, yes.

“Sure do. Useless bunch, if you ask me. If you flip to the next page, there’s a piece about early warning signs of illness in livestock. Not like that’ll help the neighbors now, even if it was useful information.”

Emmaline shakes her head as she finishes the article and sets the paper down. 
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THE REST OF BREAKFAST goes by without much conversation. Emmaline's parents move on from the newspaper conversation, both craning over some blueprints for a new building on the property, making little notes and erasing them while they eat. Nani, as usual, gushes about Emmaline's food. Emmaline, meanwhile, keeps throwing glances between each of the elven siblings, waiting for someone to say something.

Eventually, Tera clears her throat. No one looks her way, so she does it louder.

Emmaline's father peers up at her with a raised brow.

"I'm just going to get straight to the point here," Tera says, her voice uneven. "We really appreciate everything you all have done for us after what happened to Darkwood. We don't know what we would have done without you. You've been so kind and generous and have treated us like your own. And the fact that you let us take so much time to rest when we got here, without making us feel bad for sleeping in way too much. And for cooking for us and feeding us, despite everything going on with the farm. Thank you so much."

"Oh, you're welcome, dear!" Emmaline's mother turns to her and smiles sweetly, looking much like her daughter.

"But," Tera continues, her expression serious, "it's time we move on. Aston, Zeyla, and I are leaving this morning."

A look of concern replaces Emmaline's mother's smile. "But where will you go?"

Tera avoids mentioning their plans, and instead makes something up about Pipwerry Academy of Elven Education having a program to help arboreal elves affected by the Darkwood fires. She tells them she hopes the program will help them find their parents and a new home. This seems to satisfy all of the faun family except Emmaline, who stares back at Tera.

They finish their breakfast with little else said. When it comes time to leave, Tera and her siblings hug each of the fauns and thank them again. Emmaline's mother insists they take a basket of plumetines and bread, as well as some of the clothes made for them.

"What are we going to do with them anyways?" she says with a light laugh, looking down at her hooved feet and goat-like legs. "Not like they'd really fit us."

Tera smiles and nods, accepting the basket of goodies and exchanging yet another hug.

As the siblings step out the front door, Nani taps Aston on the shoulder with her broom. "You behave yourself now, you hear?" she says with a toothy grin.

"Yes, ma'am." He flinches as she lifts the broom and returns it to her side.

The three leave, the house shrinking in the distance behind them as they trek through farmland. The farther out they go from Emmaline's family, the duller the fields become. Lush, green life gives way to crispy brown crops, withered and twisted under the summer sun.

"Where’re we going?" Zeyla asks, whacking at a bug zipping around her face.

"Yuledaria is the next closest town. We'll head there and get a portal gronnet to Caelespati to go see Kiran."

"Why are we only staying with your friends?" she whines.

"Do you really want any of yours knowing your big sister has a wizard in her head?" Tera smirks.

Zeyla tips her head to the side and nods. "Okay. Fair."

I'd like to think I'm a delight, not an embarrassment.

“Whatever,” Tera says, her smile immediately gone.

Zeyla looks at her with a raised eyebrow before she realizes the comment isn't meant for her.

The three continue until they reach the sparse woods encircling Yuledaria. Before they can take a step through the tree line and into the town, there's a crack. Tera flies back, smacking into a tree. The breath knocked from her lungs, she tries to yell but nothing comes out.

Garridan pins her to the tree with his forearm to her neck. "What do you think you're doing out here?"
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