
  
  
      
        
          Dawn of the Obsidian Sun

          Bound by Moonfire

		      
          R.N. Barbosa

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 Dawn of the Obsidian Sun

Copyright © 2025 by R.N. Barbosa

All rights reserved.

V D2D

Cover and formatting done by: Bri Mooney, BM Publishing

ISBN:  9798231740017 

No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

For more information, address: rnbarbosa@barbosbooks.com.

BarbosBooks.com








  
  To those who find the strength to keep going, and those whose strength is spite.








  
  Reader Advisory


Dawn of the Obsidian Sun” may contain content that isn’t suitable for all readers. The following subjects are present and/or explored within this work, be aware of them and please read with caution: 
Strong Sexual Content – Blood – Graphic Depictions of Violence – Adult Situations – PTSD – Suicidal Ideation – Attempted Suicide (mentioned and on page) – Loss of a Loved One – Body Horror – Dead Bodies – Body Parts – Dismemberment – Character Death – Mutilation – Classism – Class Division – Emesis – Prejudice Against a Fantasy Race – Oppressive Government – Law Enforcement – Misuse of Political Power – Racial Segregation (Fantasy Race) – Religious Themes – Magical Plague – Grief – Panic/Anxiety Attacks – Death of a Grandparent (on page) – Depictions of Massacres– Fire






  
  Pantheon


Zura – Largest of the moons, Goddess of Moonfire, Trickery, and Shadows
Earae – Goddess of Fortune and The Hunt
Yris – Goddess of Death and Newborns, Wife to Duvien
Athys – The sun, Goddess of Healing, Creation, and the Arts, Queen of the Gods, Oraus’ Sister
Oraus – The Caged Oblivion, God of Destruction and Ruin, Athys’ brother
Gylais – God of Winter and Strength, Spouse of Rhoena
Duvien – God of Justice, Forgemaster, Warden of Damned Souls, Husband to Yris
Vyven – God of Storms and Lost Time
Daetrix – Goddess of War & Motherhood
Aaris – God of Guile, Rebellion, and Vengeance, Child of Daetrix
Rhoena – Satellite. Goddess of Hearth Fires, History, and Storytellers, Zura’s handmaiden
Thaerin – Satellite. Sea Goddess and Secret Keeper, Zura’s handmaiden
Xyris – The Fey Queen (xe/xym/xyr)
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Faerros – Winter/Spring
Kelypzo – Spring
Auric – Spring
Stormend – Summer
Ather – Summer
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Vyvtain – Autumn
Dragden – Autumn
Orauborus – Winter
Hearthlight – Winter

Days
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Marren
Salren
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  Elvish Words


Ada’ive –(Ah-dah-eve) Asylian term of endearment, “little fire”
Ama – (Ah-mah) Grandmother
Ame – (Ah-meh) Grandparent
Ata’myr tura – (Ah-ta-meer tour-ah) Asylian insult “offspring of a diseased badger”
Ma nave’ru – (Mah Nah-veh-roo) Asylian term of endearment, “my found piece”
Ma suvalen’ta – (Mah soo-val-ehn-tah) Asylian exclamation, “my lungs are empty” (breathtaking)
Myruo’cier – (Meer-oo see-er) “Mother Bear’s Courage” Asylian name for Bearmaw Run
Myrlue – (Meer-loo-eh) “Mother Moon” Asylian name for Zura
Ruvyen – (Roo-vee-en) Soul shard, a piece of a soul bond
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  Prologue

Borne by blood and moonfire


Smoke rose in tall, black pillars, nearly imperceptible against the night sky. Screams, pitched with pain and terror, chased her up the winding path. Even without Zura and the smaller moons to light her way, Cyra couldn’t see past her tears. She navigated the route by memory alone. 
Panic muddled her recollection of the well-traveled path. Gryphons shrieked high above the mountain village, their wings on fire, their bodies falling from the sky like boulders hurled from catapults. Their cries were joined by unnatural screeches. Winged creatures made of metal and shadow tackled them out of the air to meet a death that would take them both.
A gryphon fell heavily in front of her, and she captured her cry in her bloody hands, trapping it in her mouth as she tripped over a root while circling the still smoldering beast. As she stumbled over a half buried stone, Cyra knew it was cowardice that pushed her further along the uneven terrain. The desire to check for a rider was outstripped by the fear of who she might find. Or who she wouldn’t.
The earth dipped and her ankle rolled out from under her. Cyra fell hard onto the points of jagged rocks and a pained yelp was all she allowed herself. Without brushing off her abraded palms, she pushed to her feet with another muffled sound and limped to the slope’s peak. The sound that escaped her was more agonized than all that had come before.
On the other side of a bridge arching over the mountain stream, temple guards lay dead at the entrance of the stone carved building. The courtyard was stained with blood and soot, and the fountain ran red, a body half submerged over the side. Smoke rose from some of the corpses, the pieces of others scattered like bird-feed. Bloody footprints tracked a path in the opposite direction of her ascent.
Already blinded by tears, Cyra sealed a hand over her mouth and pinched her own nose to suffocate her sob. They were dead. They were all dead. The High Priestess! Though she didn’t think the High Priestess would have left her people to find sanctuary in the temple. Cyra threw herself forward anyway.
Incessant as her tears were, they were not why she stumbled in the dark. Whoever had sacked Zura’s temple had toppled the braziers and doused the torches. There were no lanterns, no candles, no burning incense, not a single flame to light the way. Cyra entered the pitch black temple and slipped in a slick puddle in her haste. Her tailbone ached, but it was the feeling of cold, wet blood that made her cry out.
The more she struggled to stand, the more the ground slipped out from under her. Scrambling to her knees, Cyra crawled blindly deeper into the temple. She didn’t know whose blood slickened her palms or soaked her dress. She couldn’t see whose limbs she crawled over as she dragged her aching and bloody body to the altar. A part of her was glad to be spared the added horror. Any further atrocities and her mind would fissure as sure as her heart.
Dismissed by a timely wind, clouds and smoke shifted in the sky. A beam of pale, silver light poured from a hole in the domed ceiling. It washed over the altar and Cyra wept incredulously at the sight of Zura’s Heart still affixed to the wall just behind it. Untouched. Though every guard, cleric, and acolyte had fallen in its defense, it remained, glowing dimly in the already fading light of the moons.
Cyra scrambled for the altar and settled onto her knees before it. She marked her brow with her thumb, drawing the sacred symbol before bowing her forehead to the stone floor. Voice grated by emotion and the night’s barbarity, Cyra pleaded into the darkness for the goddess to light the way.
“Zura, Mother of Moonfire and Shadow, Your Ascendant beseeches You. Your children fall and those who destroy us seek Your Heart, they seek Your power, they seek Your destruction. Mother, turn Your silver gaze upon me and know this will not end with the slaughter of Your people. Save us, goddess, I beg You. Save Your children who love You, and prevent the destruction that will follow our fall. Please. Mother, I beg—”
Pulled from the ground by her hair, Cyra cried as she was yanked back hard, her spine bowed, neck strained. Teeth gnashed, she dug her nails into the fist locked in her hair, unable to ease the sting of strands ripping at the root. A blade cut beside her bobbing throat, slicing along the side of her neck. The white slash of pain was secondary to her shock as her vision focused on her captor.
“Maddox,” she gasped.
A smirk kicked up the corner of Maddox’s mouth. Normally a luminescent, cinnamon color, her eyes were black in the lightless temple. Shadows cut the planes of her face at menacing angles, and blood spilled from a slash across her cheek. “Hello, Cyra,” she purred, her obsidian gaze glittering with pleasure. “I knew you’d find your way here eventually. So predictable in your piety, my love.”
Those two words struck like a backhand. It was a pain worse than the hair ripping from her scalp and the cut on the side of her neck. Cyra couldn’t breathe around the realization of what Maddox had done. The tightness around her chest squeezed so hard, her heart shattered under the pressure. Her will was soon to follow. How could she carry on after tonight? What would be the point?
Chin trembling, voice quavering, Cyra rasped, “What have you done?”
“What I had to, Cy. Just know I take no pleasure in this.” Her smirk unfurled into a grin, a mockery of the one Cyra had once loved. Maddox shrugged as she amended, “Well, perhaps I take some pleasure in this. You’re just impossible to love, and I’ve grown so weary of the charade.”
She dragged Cyra onto her feet then shoved her bodily into the altar. Hitting her head on the corner, Cyra saw stars. Before she could blink them away, Maddox backhanded her hard across the face and the impact twisted her around again. Cyra knelt before Zura’s Heart, panting past her tears, jaw clenched to trap her sob behind gritted teeth.
“Remove the Heart.”
To think Cyra had once adored the scratchy, dusky sound of her voice. Had loved it so much she’d hoped to hear it for the rest of her life. A deranged laugh crowed in her head. The ‘rest of her life’ was contained to this moment, and Maddox’s voice would be the last thing she ever heard. There was no way she could have known that the woman she loved would be her end, and still she should have known better.
Cyra stiffened with determination.
“No.”
She shoved fear aside. Everyone was dead. Everything was lost. If Maddox was going to kill her either way, she refused to die compliant to whatever wickedness would follow.
Maddox sighed. “Really, Cy, I wanted to be civil about this.”
Her laugh was overwrought. “Civil?” She used the glyph covered wall to pull herself up. “What about any of this is civil? Look around you, Maddie. Look at what you’ve done.”
When Cyra turned, she was shoved backwards into the wall by a point in her breastbone. It was only when she looked down that the pain registered, unable to fully make sense of Maddox’s blade running her through. Blood flowed down her back. It filled the runes carved into the wall behind her. Lifting her hands to the blade, Cyra gaped, gasped, knew she was dying with every heartbeat.
Peering up, her attention snagged on an obsidian pendant she’d never seen Maddox wear. It was the shape of a black sun, and seemed to absorb what little light was left in the darkened temple. Or perhaps it was the blood loss that had Cyra’s vision blackening at the edges. She met Maddox’s gaze and would have gasped if she were able.
For a moment, Maddox’s eyes were wholly black, twin pools of unbroken void that would swallow the world. But then she blinked and her eyes were unchanged, if they’d ever been.
“I kept you alive because it was easier. But I was wrong to think you’d use your fucking head for once. You are going to give me what I want either way. You chose for it to be over your dead body.”
Cyra blinked heavily, sending fresh tears to carve paths through the blood splatter and grime staining her cheeks. She coughed and blood dribbled down her chin. Shock shook her around the steel pinning her to the wall. More damage was done as the trembling worsened, and nausea amassed in her throat, blocking more of her airway with every drop of blood spilled. The pain burning her sternum was muted by a cold that started at her fingertips.
“I’m sorry,” she mouthed to the temple’s darkness.
She had failed, and now Zura’s Heart would die with her own.
Death’s creeping cold halted. Receded. It was pushed back by a comforting chill, the cleansing briskness of a running stream, refreshing, life-giving. It bled into Cyra’s back. It filled her chest. She blinked again and saw Maddox staring at her, wide eyed and mouth agape.
Not at her, Cyra realized. Behind her, at the wall of runes and glyphs surrounding Zura’s Heart. Runes aglow with silver light reflected in Maddie’s dark eyes. It shone brighter and brighter until the temple was wholly illuminated.
Maddox’s sword clattered to the ground as she backed away. No longer pinned by the blade, Cyra slid weightlessly up the wall. She stopped with her back on top of Zura’s Heart and screamed when a beam of silver light pushed through the puncture wound. Agony branded her soul, reforged it with brilliant, blinding anguish, and Cyra was thrown from the wall to hover at the temple’s center. She could hear nothing but the ringing in her ears as light poured from her eyes and mouth, from under her skin, until all that existed was pain and light and her screams.
As suddenly as it had started, the world fell to darkness and Cyra was no more.






  
  one
All patients and no patience


“Two droplets under the tongue twice a day until it runs out,” she advised the young halfling and her mother, passing the potion bottle into the girl’s hands. A small smile came to the corners of Cyra’s mouth unbidden when the girl hugged the potion to her chest with a happy wiggle. “It tastes like the inside of an old boot, but it’ll do the trick.” 
Stroking her daughter’s still-short hair, the woman turned her fond smile onto Cyra and said, “Thank you, Healer. We are all excited for my daughter to start feeling like herself. Some of the village women have donated skirts and dresses, and I spent nearly a month’s savings at the seamstress, buying fabric.”
When her brown eyes lingered, Cyra was unsurprised by the inquisitiveness of her stare. Cyra could all but read the questions as they formed and were dismissed, again and again, her curiosity never finding voice for fear of offense. Better to keep it to herself than to leave empty-handed. It was more restraint than others had shown, Cyra would give her that.
Even if her hair wasn’t as white as Zura’s moonfire, and her eyes weren’t gray like a spring storm at dawn, it was obvious Cyra was not native to the Eskerian Brake. Her nose was small and round, her eyes were almond-shaped and upturned, monolided behind her long lashes. Bow-shaped lips were set to a hard line when not forced into a more pleasant shape. Complexion brown like a sunbaked cliff face, a star map of freckles dusted her cheeks and shoulders.
With her humble, overgrown shack tucked so tidily between Briarfall Village and the Asylian Wilds, her appearance was more reminiscent of the southern wild-folk. So close to the Fey Queen’s domain, the Asylian elves were changed by xyr magic, and silvery hair was said to be more common closer to the Somarlyn Veil.
Like many others before her, the halfling woman thought Cyra might be part Asylian elf, but the points of Cyra’s ears were too short to peek through her thick, white hair. The shape of her pupils weren’t slightly oval. Her canines were blunt, and her height was amusing to most adolescent humans. An elf she might be, but one less storied than those guarding the Veil.
Clenching her jaw, she forced her mouth into the shape of a kind smile. They hadn’t traveled all this way to sate the woman’s curiosity. When memories of similar Name Day celebrations drifted to the fore, she drowned them before the performance of cordiality cracked beyond repair.
Cyra passed the woman a recipe card with the instructions, “Once the potion is done, take this to the village’s apothecary. They will supply you with the necessary tinctures without the journey all the way out here.”
Ignoring the woman’s continued gratitude, Cyra turned her attention to her beaming daughter. “Have you settled on a name?”
Her smile grew and Cyra worried she’d break the potion bottle if she hugged it any tighter. “Leah,” she said. “It was my grandmother’s name.”
“That’s beautiful.” Cyra placed her hand on Leah’s shoulder and gently steered both halfling women toward the door. “You should be on your way. The sun will set soon, and you don’t want to be in the Brake after dark. It was a delight to meet you, Leah.”
They stepped into the forest filtered daylight and had only enough time to turn and offer the last of their gratitude before the door shut in their faces. Cyra slid the bolt into place and turned the lock before pressing her back to the wood with an exhale. She was already exhausted after only a few hours of pretending to be personable.
The performance had been for Leah’s benefit. Discovering, accepting, and declaring one’s womanhood was always something to be celebrated. Even if she didn’t know how the people of Briarfall kept finding their way to her doorstep. With every season, more were willing to brave the leagues of wilderness between her home and theirs, not nearly wary enough of her proximity to the Asylian Wilds.
Wiping her hands on her skirt, Cyra pushed off the door. A nonsensical collection of square and circular windows let in a wash of golden light, brightening the dust motes that swirled out of her way as she passed. Dried herbs hung curtain-like in front of optimal windows, and the walls not lined with bookshelves were crowded with miscellaneous jars. An orrery ticked from the ceiling, and an array of animal skulls cluttered the mantel above the hearth.
None of the furniture matched, the floorboards were old and uneven, and creaked underfoot. The roof leaked, the walls were cracked, and she constantly had to scare sprites out of the rafters with the busheled end of a broom. She’d called worse places home over the years, and this one served her well enough.
Before she lost herself to bitter thoughts of impermanence—and the loathsome truth of enduring despite it all—Cyra collected the wicker basket from the table and headed for the back door. Dealing with Leah and her mother had cut into her foraging time, but there was enough light left in the day for her to replenish at least some of her stores.
Hopefully, this time she’d make it past the gate without a villager materializing with some ill-timed emergency. The thought chased Cyra from her garden.
Once within the woods, she shut her eyes and breathed in deeply. A breeze carried over the chatter of bird songs, and foliage rustled with rodents in the underbrush. Cyra’s next sigh was contented. This was the solitude she craved, surrounded by life and still alone with her thoughts. She strolled deeper into the forest.
Nearly half an hour into her unhurried meander, Cyra had collected an assortment of roots, fungi, and moss, her basket not yet full but closer with each added mushroom. An overturned log presented a prize of chicken of the woods that would integrate perfectly with a soup recipe she was toying with.
The wind chime jingle of mischievous fairies was a tune that often accompanied her foraging. Sprites shone behind leaves like tiny beacons to shrubs she would scour next. Fairies liked to be amused more than they liked to be helpful, which was why she disregarded the silver bell song of an excitable pixie as it danced around her head.
“Ow,” hissed Cyra, her delicately pointed ear stinging where the pixie had pulled it. “Xyris reclaim you, you jangling pest.”
Undeterred by Cyra’s swearing, the pixie continued to dart frantically back and forth, its voice clinking in lovely, discordant tunes.
When the pixie dove for her face, she dodged out of the way with a curse, but the little creature grabbed a lock of Cyra’s white hair and pulled. Not maliciously, she realized, but like reins. By the panicked tinkling of her silver bell voice, Cyra didn’t think it was a game.
“All right, all right. Lead the way, you oversized firefly.” She ducked out of the way of another annoyed dive. When the pixie shot off in a glittering trail, Cyra resigned herself to following her zig-zagging path.
The little tyrant didn’t allow for distractions. Wicker basket still in hand, each time she paused to inspect the foliage, the pixie pinched her freckled brown skin and pulled her hair. She kept Cyra moving with the command of a general leading an army, and Cyra was half tempted to catch her in a jar and give it a good shake.
If she had a jar, she would have.
When the trees thinned to a clearing, Cyra understood the pixie’s urgency. “Can the Forgemaster reshape me into a chamber pot before the gods shit on my life?” she muttered indignantly.
As big as a draft horse, a massive brown wolf had collapsed in the clearing’s center. Its pelt was matted with blood, and every heaving breath was more labored than the last. Saddled atop its back was a masculine figure, slouched into the wolf’s furry neck, equally injured and clearly unconscious.
Unable to make out more details from the clearing’s edge, she had two paths laid clearly before her. Forward, to offer aid. Backward, to return to her life. Her heart whispered with an answer to the dilemma, and she sneered at the intrusion.
Just as Cyra swiveled around on her heel, she was met with a face full of furious pixie. The little beast pinched her nose and kicked her cheeks. She wove around her swatting hand, undeterred from her assault.
Cyra groaned, “Enough! You win. I’ll help,” and grumbled obscenities all the way to the wolf.
A growl slowed her irritable march, and she held up placating hands. “Easy,” she murmured, not meeting its pained and protective leer. Keeping her gaze downcast, she assured the beast, “I’m not going to hurt you or your rider. I want to help.”
When she glanced up, intelligent yellow eyes shone with understanding. Though it bared its teeth at her approach, it made no attempt to attack her. Confident that the wolf would let her inspect both its condition and that of its rider, Cyra closed the distance. The pixie glided near her shoulder, her singing voice anxiously chiming as Cyra felt along the wolf’s side and haunches. There were several slashes on its chest, and arrows stuck like porcupine quills from its hindquarters.
The wolf’s willingness to fight in its declining condition was a testament to its devotion to its rider; who the pixie was bobbing around, singing a worried tune.
Injuries cataloged, Cyra moved her attention from the wolf to its rider. The masculine form was imposing. Thighs meaty with muscle strained linen breeches, and the filthy gambeson was thick around the rider’s wide frame. Blood flowed from unseen injuries to soak the wolf’s fur.
Tugging back fabric revealed an abdominal injury, and two arrows stuck from a shoulder. At the faint feeling of a pulse beating weakly under her fingertips, Cyra cursed as she dropped her hand from the rider’s neck.
She stepped back and considered her next move. Though supple with all its curves, Cyra’s figure was best suited for harsh winters atop tall mountains. Not hoisting hulking, unconscious strangers off the backs of enormous, half-dead wolves. Another grumbled curse left her as she decided.
To the wolf, she explained, “I’ll need your help bringing your rider to my home. I’m going to heal you enough to get you on your feet.”
It chuffed an understanding sound, and Cyra returned to its side. With a hand atop a gaping wound, she shut her eyes and called upon the seed of moonfire. A glow emanated from her palm, dull in the daylight, and her limbs grew heavy as energy left her in a trickle of healing magic. She cut off the flow before becoming lightheaded and blinked the bleariness from her eyes.
Without any prompting from her, the wolf pushed up on shaky legs. It looked down at itself then back at its rider with a whine. When it turned back to Cyra, it dipped its head, making another pleading sound that needed no translation.
“Right,” Cyra sighed before motioning in a northward direction. “Follow me and I’ll see what can be done for your rider.”
They left the clearing with the pixie singing worriedly behind them.






  
  two
Pixies make poor healing assistants


Cyra cursed her unreliable strength as she dragged the unconscious rider across the room by the ankles. The wolf was too large to fit through the door, leaving her to unseat and move his rider unaided. Though she could only rely on her own strength to complete household chores and upkeep, there was a remarkable difference between shoving an armoire out of the way to sweep behind, and carrying an unconscious, abnormally large person into her home. Especially since the moment she released the rider from their saddle, they toppled from the wolf’s back. While her strength wasn’t enough to catch their weight, her body certainly broke their fall. 
Still annoyed about having to climb out from under the rider, Cyra felt little pity as they cracked their head on the step descending into the small living space beside the kitchen. A cot was already set up near the low-burning fire. A few weeks had passed since she’d last needed it to treat a young woman with a fever that wouldn’t break by traditional means. The memory of her and the partner who had begged on his knees for Cyra to save her only served to annoy her further.
She would have to move on soon. The villagers were becoming much too comfortable requesting her aid, and the forest itself conspired to make her hermitage a hub of unwelcome activity.
It was always, ‘Healer Cyra, I need your help,’ and never, ‘I see you’re busy. If it’s most convenient for you that I perish, I will accept that it’s my time.’
Cot cleared of books, blankets, and half finished knitting projects, Cyra struggled to pry the rider from the floor and heft them onto the flat surface. Little help that she was, the pixie chimed an anxious song as she tugged at their nostrils, trying to pull them onto the cot by their nose. By the time she’d yanked all their heavy limbs onto the cot, Cyra was panting and sweaty.
The pixie did a victory lap around her head before hovering over the rider, singing a question.
“You better not be dead,” grumbled Cyra as she shifted to the cot’s side. She hadn’t gone through all the trouble of lugging around their deadweight just for them to actually die in her home.
Placing her cheek to their chest, Cyra held her breath and listened. When all she heard was the pixie’s worried tinkle, she waved her off with an irritable, “Shhh. I can’t hear over your yammering.”
The pixie jangled irritably and pulled Cyra’s hair before floating an unobtrusive distance away. Without her bell-like chatter, Cyra could feel the too dull thump of a heartbeat. She shot up from their chest and immediately set to undressing the rider while issuing orders to the still chattering pixie.
“Bring me the jar of moon moss from the bottom cupboard. I also need dried yarrow leaves and silverweed; top shelf, beside the pan rack.”
Once the rider’s gambeson was open, she left their side and ran into the kitchen. Cyra filled the tea kettle with water and set it to boil on top of the den’s fire. Another trip to the kitchen produced a pile of clean rags, a deep bowl, and her mortar and pestle. As the pixie set jars of herbs beside her, she ground the ingredients in preparation of a poultice. By the kettle’s first shriek, Cyra carefully but quickly removed it from the hearth’s hook and filled the bowl before pouring water into the blend of ground herbs.
She made quick work of soaking and wringing a rag, then cleaned the injuries. Cyra marveled at the rider’s luck. Had they been stabbed an inch further in any direction they would have died in the clearing, or before even reaching it. There was no way for her to know for certain without also knowing how far their wolf had run before collapsing.
Too focused on cleaning and packing their wounds, Cyra barely registered their musculature. She only noted the bulging cords of muscle to assess the damage. Theirs was a warrior’s build, but she could have guessed that without undressing them. There weren’t many farmers with wolves for mounts. Even with the hulking, masculine shape, there was something delicate in their repose.
By the time the rider’s injuries were cleaned, treated, and bandaged, the afternoon light had dimmed with the retreating sun. Daylight was fading, and Cyra had planned to use what remained attending the wolf. Yet she found herself reluctant to leave the rider’s side. Curiosity drew her fingers from her lap and she pushed the golden blonde hair from their brow to better see their face.
Dark blonde eyebrows sat heavily over long, swooping lashes. Between them was a strong, blunt nose with a slight bump of an old break near the bridge. Pain tugged wide lips down at the corners, and the sharp angles of their jaw met at a square chin. Cyra swept the hair at their temple aside and tucked it behind a long, pointed ear.
She tested the corner of her own pointed ear. Tracing the short tip, she marked the difference in size and shape. Theirs resembled a short dagger, the surrounding muscles aiding in movement to track sound. Using her thumb to pull their top lip away from their teeth revealed an elongated canine, confirming her suspicion that they were what the halfling mother presumed her to be. An Asylian elf, as voracious as the wilderness they called home.
Comparatively, her blunted canines and more delicately pointed ears were typical of the mountain tribes that resided along the Western Serrabak. Though the natural stockade was a boundary line, it also married the Cozoron Caldera’s elves to the humans belonging to the Kingdom of Rales. The union resulted in elves like her. Stout, sturdy, and even those hard with muscle had a layer of insulation to keep warm against the harsh climate.
Even though years had passed since … Cyra had been in the Eskerian Brake for a while now, and still hadn’t shed the heat retaining padding around her thighs, ass, belly, and breasts. Nor did she want to. She loved her form and how she filled her dresses. Her body kept her warm and served her well, though the same could be said for the rider’s rippling musculature.
The unexpected bell chime beside her ear made her jump with a yelp. Cyra glared at the giggling pixie, her little laugh a soft, pleased tinkling as she bobbed like a glowing mote above the rider. Her voice rang with teasing inquiry.
Cyra huffed as she stood, turning away from the unconscious stranger and the pixie as she gathered more bandages and fresh supplies. Not looking back to the den as she filled a basket, she said, “Come on. I have to treat the wolf and I’m not leaving you unsupervised. Watched pots do not boil. Out you go.”
After an annoyed jangle, the pixie darted out the door. As Cyra shut it behind her, the troublesome pest circled back to give the bridge of her nose a swift kick. Cursing, Cyra swatted the vexatious pixie away from her face. Before she could throttle her out of the air with the swinging momentum of her basket, the pixie shouted a final melodious clang then wove a glittering path into the forest.
Fixing her hair and smoothing her skirt, Cyra looked up to find the wolf already watching her. There was a shine of what could only be amusement in his intelligent yellow eyes as he lifted his chin. ‘Well met,’ he seemed to say, before shifting his focus to the door.
“Your rider lives,” Cyra assured him, her approach cautious and gaze respectfully lowered. She moved her hair away from her neck and bowed before the beast. “I have tended to their injuries, but won’t be able to heal them with magic until Zura is at its zenith. Will you allow me to clean and bandage your remaining injuries in the meantime?”
Exhaling a consenting huff, the wolf sniffed her hair then licked her cheek before lowering regally onto the ground. He gave her basket a curious sniff but simply watched her out of the corner of his eye when she moved to his side.
“Let’s get this thing off you,” she mumbled, dropping the basket beside her feet so she could unbuckle the saddle and set it aside.
Cyra strode a careful circuit around the wolf, running a hand along his side as she went. Marking every wound and laceration, when she’d walked a full circle around the wolf, she warned, “If you bite me, I will bite you back.”
The wolf grumbled an acknowledgement, and she got to work.






  
  three
Good, you’re awake. When can you leave?


Cyra started supper later than she typically would have. After her eventful day, all she had energy for was a simple tuber and mushroom soup, spiced how she liked, and muscle-meltingly warm. A few added logs to the fire kept the cottage comfortable, and she settled on the sofa with a book after checking on her patient one last time. She hadn’t turned a single page before she succumbed to sleep. 
A groan woke her and Cyra sat up with a start. Heart in her throat, a cold sweat dusted her brow and slid down her spine. She looked around the room expecting to find it painted in blood splatter and littered with bodies. Instead, she was met by the dark shadows cast by the dim hearth fire. Her chest heaved as the room came into focus and her gaze settled on the cot before the fireplace.
Clutching their side, another groan grated from the wolf rider as they lifted themself onto an elbow. Their chest was bare in the firelight, wrapped and bandaged, stained with blood. Those burgundy splotches threw Cyra into action.
“Don’t sit up,” she said.
The forgotten book tumbled from her lap when she stood. Both she and the rider cursed in unison as she bent to collect it. Tossing it onto the vacated cushion, she strode to their cot and grabbed their face.  She peered into upturned, hazel eyes, checking for pinned or dilated pupils. The oval shape and reflective night shine made it difficult to discern right away. A twirl of her fingers summoned a small orb of moonfire. The seed of power hovered above her fingertips, which she moved closer to the wolf rider’s face, watching how their pupils retracted.
“You lost quite a bit of blood, and your injuries were rather severe. I’ve mended what I could, but you are certainly in no condition to be moving unnecessarily.”
Dispelling the light, she dropped her hand from their face and collected the canteen she’d left beside the cot. Cyra tucked a hand under their nape and held their head up as she brought the rim to their mouth.
“Drink.”
Still not looking away from her face, their ears twitched as they did as instructed. The long points turned, searching the space for sounds before pinning to the sides of their head. They took two long pulls before sputtering, and she drew the canteen back so they could clear their throat and catch their breath. When they were quiet again, she served them more water before they could protest.
When she was satisfied that the canteen was mostly drained, she capped it again and set it aside as she said, “My name is Cyra. You’re in my home and you’re safe. I have to change your bandages, so try to hold still.”
Nodding their permission, the rider’s voice was rough from disuse as they started, “My wolf—”
“Is alive,” she assured them, peeling the cloth away from their chest to check the injury near their shoulder. “I healed the worst of his wounds and treated the rest. He should be good to travel in a day or two.”
“That’s good.” Relief melted the tension from their body so fully they sank further into the cot. Their ears relaxed as their lashes fluttered shut. Sounding as tired as they looked, the rider muttered, “His mate would have killed me if I had let him die. Hinterwolves.” The word was said as if it were expected behavior from one of the massive beasts.
Hmm, murmured Cyra, not wanting to invite conversation. She removed their bandages and rolled her shoulders as she reached for the shimmering, moonlit place where her magic slumbered. It was too close to dawn, the largest of the sister moons had taken the potency of her magic with its retreat toward the horizon. If she hadn’t fallen asleep, she would have been able to heal them fully. Now she could just heal them enough to get them moving again.
The sooner they and their mount were gone, the better.
Stacking her hands atop the wound by their abdomen, Cyra ignored their pained hiss and shut her eyes. A deep breath expanded her chest as she pulled it in through her nose. Cyra sought out the mote of incandescent power, the delicate heart of a newborn star, and imagined packing it into the wound under her stacked hands.
Energy poured from her in a current she shaped into healing light almost as an afterthought. The magic was nearly untenable, unwieldy in its primordial brilliance, but Cyra focused her intentions on the elf’s wounds and imagined their flesh stitching back together. Sweat broke across her brow, concentration and control warming her better than the fire. By the time the silvery light faded from her fingers, she was panting.
Cyra fell back and blinked the haziness from her eyes. She felt around for the canteen and drank what remained. Emerging with a gasp, she wiped her mouth on the back of her forearm as she caught her breath.
Balanced on an elbow, the rider gaped at themself, inspecting the bruised and scabbed skin where life-threatening injuries had just been. They looked back at Cyra with wide hazel eyes. “You’re a Healer,” they breathed, gaping at her in wonder.
An eyebrow hooked toward her hairline. “Did the healing give me away?” She set the flacon aside to re-examine their injuries.
“Yes,” they answered, either oblivious to or ignoring her blunt tone. “There aren’t many magic Healers this far south of the Serrabak. In all the Asylian clans, there are perhaps three. And none of them look like you.”
Satisfied with the shade of their bruises and the look of the scabbed over wounds, Cyra pushed away from the cot and strode for the kitchen. As she walked, she said, “I’m not from the southern tribes.”
They made an agreeing sound. “If your ability didn’t give you notoriety among the clans, your appearance certainly would have.”
Cyra didn’t bother informing them that she hadn’t always looked like this. Her hair had once been chestnut brown, bronzy in the daylight. Her eyes had been a similar, unremarkable shade of honey. Thankfully, her magic hadn’t drained her of all color, but all the power in all of Bravarys wasn’t worth the cost she’d paid for hers.
As she retrieved a clean bowl and walked it back to the hearth, she said, “I have no use for or interest in notoriety. All I desire is to be left alone.” She scooped soup into the bowl and walked it back to them. Extending it in offering, Cyra held their hazel gaze prisoner. “Which is why you’ll stay only as long as it takes for you and your mount to recover.”
They took the bowl without protest. “Kymil,” they said, still holding her gaze. “My mount’s name is Kymil, and I’m Ezren. Thank you for saving us, Healer. If there’s any way to repay you—”
“Leave as expeditiously as your injuries will allow, and I’ll consider your debt repaid.” She gave them a quick once over. “Tomorrow should be sufficient time.”
Ezren lifted the broth filled spoon and wiped the excess off on the side of the bowl. “If that’s what you wish,” they said before taking a sip.
“It is,” Cyra assured them, looking away from the way their throat bobbed with their swallow. She turned toward her bedroom and left with a parting, “Eat your fill, then rest. If you try to do me or my home harm, I’ll kill you.”
Cyra shut the door on their replying, “Thank you for your hospitality, Cyra.” Their tone was too kind to be anything but sincere.
Behind the closed bedroom door, Cyra rubbed the tiredness into her eyes instead of away from them. She collapsed onto the bed, not bothering to either strip or get under the covers. Cyra simply shut her eyes and let herself be absconded by sleep.
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In the mountain’s shadow


Thirteen years ago...

Pressure sat heavily on the center of her chest. It was Cyra’s first caravan as Ascendent, heir apparent to Ono Traz’coron’s High Priestess. Her mother. 
As Ascendent, the caravan itself was her responsibility, as well as trade negotiations, and the care of Heartfront’s ill and suffering. If she were to someday wax into her mother’s mantel as Zura’s High Priestess, it was essential she establish a relationship with their lowland outpost. The rapport would last until she herself was ready to wane into the next new moon, and the expectation was one she hoped to bear gracefully.
By her cousin’s reassuring look, she didn’t think she was succeeding on that front.
“I’m fine, Emrys,” she promised tightly, smoothing her skirts rather than pinching his arm for the lingering looks. Merope was likely to snap her beak at Cyra if she tried.
The gryphon in question was seated on her haunches, cleaning her front talons as Emrys groomed where her chest feathers blended into her fur. She had the color and build of an imperial eagle, brown feathers deepening from a golden honey to a rich, oaky shade. Black secondary and covert feathers blended in beautifully with her black fur, her feline body nearly as large as a titan goat and rippling with muscle in her panther-shaped backend.
Even relaxed, she was deadly to behold, and especially protective of her rider when he was grooming her. Cyra didn’t make a habit of assaulting her cousin in Merope’s presence.
“You don’t look fine,” Emrys challenged, refocusing on his gryphon. “You haven’t looked fine all day. Something is bothering you. I can tell.”
Something was bothering her, but Cyra couldn’t name what. Ever since night fell, the hairs on the back of her neck had been standing on end. She had checked the caravan’s supplies twice, had counted heads, checked on the titan goats, and had prayed every few minutes since the moons, Zura, Rhoena, and Thaerin, broke the tree line. And still the tension between her shoulders had only grown.
Sighing, she resisted the impulse to keep her concerns to herself. Emrys was an initiate to Ono Traz’coron’s aerial cadre. His assignment was to protect their voyage to and from Heartfront Village. Their safety was as much his concern as it was hers. Cyra would not deny her cousin the opportunity to prove himself. It was a goal they shared.
“The deeper we’ve ventured into the Hemlock Weald, the more I’ve been plagued by a feeling that something is going to happen.”
Still brushing Merope, Emrys peered at her from the corner of his eye. “Good or bad?”
“I don’t know,” she confessed, wringing her hands. “I can’t tell.”
“Does the goddess offer no clarity?”
Tone too near to derisive for her liking, Cyra’s attention snapped to her cousin.
The gods and their existence were not subjects of debate. Though the Empyral Shroud hindered their tangibility, the gods hadn’t abandoned Bravarys. Zura still looked upon her people, still guided them, loved them as only a goddess could. The Fey Queen had inherited the world, but xe was no god, and the Somarlyn Veil was no paradise.
To her relief, it wasn’t sacrilege that Cyra found in her cousin’s face, his appearance so close to her own they might have been siblings. Emrys had a similar small, round nose and the same blunt eyebrows. Though his mouth was wider, the shape was comparable, as was the upturn of his almond-shaped eyes. His chin was longer and his cheekbones were higher, but where her hair was light brown, his was so dark it was nearly black. When it wasn’t braided away from his face, it fell straight past his shoulders, not a wave to be found no matter how long he kept it tightly plaited.
For whatever reason, his mother had never named Emrys’ begetter, but they were easy to find in the features he and Cyra didn’t share. Noting those features, Cyra knew his mother was the cause of Emrys’ coarseness. If things were different, his mother would’ve been the High Priestess. If their grandmother was different, but their ama was as stubbornly unchanging as the Serrabak’s ridge. Unfortunately, it was his relationship to their goddess that suffered.
“No,” she finally replied, deciding against a needless reminder that even gods had their limits. “I feel her urging me, but I do not know toward what or why.”
Lowering the brush from Merope’s fur, Emrys asked, “Should I go on patrol?”
Still wringing her hands, she chewed on the inside of her lip as she thought. Emrys was the only gryphon rider accompanying the caravan. He and Merope spent most of the day circling the skies, scouting ahead to ensure their path to Heartfront was unimpeded. It was unfair to ask them to take wing when all she had was a feeling. Not even a bad feeling. Just a sense of expectation, a neutral foreboding that made her hold her breath for as long as she could.
Cyra shook her head. “I think I’ll go for a walk. Perhaps a moons-lit stroll will enlighten me to the Mother’s will.”
Leveling her with a mildly exasperated look, Emrys advised, “Don’t stray from the caravan’s light, cousin. The Hemlock Weald may be thinning, but the forest is still no place for meandering Ascendants.”
“I do not meander.”
“Traipsing, then.”
“I don’t do that either.”
Scoffing, he returned to his gryphon. “However you walk, don’t go far. There are beasts in the forest that hunt at night.”
Already halfway to the tree line, Cyra muttered, “Yeah, yeah,” and waved off her cousin’s grumbling as it followed her into the dark.
The caravan’s various sounds—laughter, singing, and bleating titan goats—faded along with the firelight. Breathing deeply, she welcomed the forest’s crisp, cycling breaths, and meditated on its rustling underbrush, hooting owls, its creaking boughs. Soon she was isolated in the dark, free from any distractions beyond what the forest offered her. Zura’s silvery glow pushed through the trees to illuminate a path.
Not a treaded path, the forest carpet stamped under trudging boots or cart wheels. There was no change in the foliage, no taming of the brush, the path was Zura’s light illuminating the way. It was a whisper she couldn’t hear but felt against her pointed ear. This way, it said. Her heart skipped a beat.
Cyra followed the moons-brightened trail, forgetting the caravan and the forest, forgetting whatever dangers lurked within the night’s shadow. A tug led her forward, the unintelligible whisper persistent as it guided her. She had felt the pull of fate too few times in her young life, but she knew what it was as it settled in her chest. Zura was steering her toward something, and Cyra would make a poor High Priestess indeed if she ignored the Mother of Shadows and Moonfire now.
Dry leaves crunched and twigs snapped quietly underfoot. Though she measured her breathing, Cyra was impatient with anticipation. She squinted into the darkness beyond her vision, hoping to unveil whatever mystery the Mother was leading her towards.
Of all the possibilities her mind conjured, a cliff face was far from what she expected to find. Cyra stepped out from the trees and was met by a steep incline that shot toward the starlit sky, pointing to Thaerin, the blue-faced moon. Confused and disappointed, she sighed through her nose and looked around the cliff’s base. Surely Zura had been guiding her toward something.
An outcropping of large rocks punctured the ground like fingers from water at the bluff’s base, but nothing was hidden behind them. With another disheartened breath, Cyra turned back in the direction of camp. Just as she neared the clearing’s edge, a noise tickled her ear. A soft, wheezing breath. Whipping around, she scanned the cliff’s base again, holding her breath as she listened for the sound.
There. It came from behind a boulder closer to the bluff, the rattling wheeze of something injured or dying. When she peered around the jutting stone, there was nothing to be found. Struck by her confusion, she frowned as she looked to the other outcropping, only to hear it again and discover a well hidden cave that blended almost perfectly into the cliff face.
Feeling the wall carefully, she found the cave’s entrance and peered into the darkened hole. It was small, barely wide or tall enough for her to fit through while crouching, but the sound echoed in the narrow space and she felt the tug on her ribs again. Cyra lowered herself and ambled inside.
The cave wall was cold and rough against her hand. It was just large enough for a medium sized creature to make a den. A thought that should have concerned her, but Zura wouldn’t have guided her to be eaten by an adolescent bear. Although, she was also the goddess of mischief, Cyra reminded herself.
As far as pranks went, being eaten by a small bear with no one to witness it seemed particularly lowbrow for her goddess.
Crouched low enough to feel the ground with her other hand while she kept contact with the wall, a gasp cut from her when she brushed the hard sole of a boot. Disregarding any possible danger, she launched herself at the stranger and felt up their legs, their torso, all the way to their face, where she traced the shape of a smooth, angular jaw. Their skin was damp with sweat and scalding to the touch.
Just as she placed her finger under their nose, another wheeze echoed off the cave’s walls. Cyra moved her hands to the back of their neck. Sliding her fingers along their spine, she searched for a possible break or swelling. Satisfied that their spine was undamaged, she carefully felt over the rest of their body. If any of their injuries were too severe, she wouldn’t risk moving them without help. Distantly, she noted the swell of breasts and an athletic build, firm muscles under too few layers of clothing, and some damp spots near their chest, as well as a broken arm. Without light, it was all she could discern by touch alone.
Confident as she could be that the person’s legs were unbroken, she grabbed them by the ankles and dragged them from the cave. Unconscious and burning up with fever, they were too far gone to even groan as they were moved into the moons-light. Cyra fell to their side again. She pushed open their cloak and discovered the slash of claws, which had ripped their shirt apart and the skin beneath. Their broken arm was also torn, most likely ripped apart by teeth. Something had attacked them, and they’d survived the encounter only to succumb to their injuries and the elements.
There was no time to get help. Cyra hooked her arms under the larger woman’s armpits and hoisted her up as much as she could. She walked backwards into the forest, peering over her shoulder as she went, following the trail alit for her by Zura’s watchful gaze.
It was a longer trek back to the camp than it had been from, and Cyra was sweating by the time she heard the dull noise of the still riotous caravan. Grunting through clenched teeth, she pulled the woman further along, ignoring her wobbly legs and the ache in her arms. Before the campfires were visible over her shoulder, Cyra was discovered by one of the night watch.
“Priestess?” asked a lilting feminine voice
“I found someone!” she called in answer, grateful to find a cloven hoofed faun skipping her way. “She’s hurt!”
Long, spade-shaped ears twitched, listening to the forest as Galv closed the gap and eyed Cyra’s haul. Her wide, deer-like nose quivered as she scented the air, her stare unblinking as she evaluated any possible threat. Before Cyra could shout the faun into action, Galv lifted her fingers to her mouth and whistled sharply, alerting the other warriors on first watch.
“I’ve got her,” Galv assured her, nudging Cyra aside so she could carry the woman’s weight.
Reluctantly, Cyra allowed Galv to carry the unconscious woman. Though willowy and lithe, Galv was strong. Her limbs were cut with muscle, her arms and shoulders toned from years of drawing a longbow’s string, and her legs were powerful like a red deer’s. She lifted the bleeding and feverish stranger with a grunt, and Cyra refocused on getting her new patient somewhere she could be treated.
“What part of ‘don’t go far’ was unintelligible to you?” Emrys asked, catching up to them as Cyra led the way to the healer’s wagon.
“Zura’s will takes precedence over your protectiveness, cousin,” she said as she opened the wagon’s back door and waved Galv inside. Stepping in after the faun, Cyra explained, “She is who the Mother has been urging me toward. She wanted me to find and save her, and that’s what I intend to do. You may aid me or you may leave, but if you wish to berate me further, it’ll have to wait until I’m done.”
“You are the Ascendant—”
“And as such, I will listen when our goddess speaks to me. Please ensure my supply of clean water does not diminish.” Turning her glare from Emrys to the other warrior, she gestured at the pallet of clean linen over fresh straw secured against the wall. “Thank you, Galv.”
Once Galv had settled the woman on the cot, the lanterns were lit, and the wagon was cleared out. Emrys didn’t bother with further admonishment, and Cyra dismissed all thoughts of her cousin as she disrobed her patient.
She needed to clean and treat her injuries, and reset the break in her arm. Then would come the matter of her clear dehydration and borderline hypothermia. Whoever this woman was, she had not come to the mountains prepared for the climate or the dangers.
Emrys had appointed someone to keep running her hot water and replace the bloody rags as needed. After time uncounted, the last bandage was tightened over the woman’s chest and her reset arm was set into a brace. Cyra sighed and scrubbed the backs of her hands into her tired eyes.
Once the woman’s injuries were treated, whether she’d be able to fight off her fever was up to her own strength and will to live. Though, it didn’t mean she should have to fight uncomfortably. With a fresh basin of hot water delivered to her wagon, Cyra soaked a cloth and wrung it out. She wiped the dirt and blood from her face.
Each pass revealed another inch of deep, russet skin. Even melanated as it was, it was clear her complexion was meant to be darker, but had been drained of life by blood loss. The woman’s face was blunt with hard angles, a square jawline, sharp cheekbones, a strong, pointed nose, and heavy eyebrows that were bent with the same pain thinning her full lips.
She tucked black, sweat dampened hair behind a round ear. Human. Not an unusual sight, but an unexpected one. Humans resided atop the Serrabak along with elves, satyrs, and fauns, mixing in blood and culture, and had for centuries. But the humans who resided both in the valley and on the mountain didn’t look like her. Tall and athletic, she was built like a statue carved from mahogany by a sculptor blessed by Rhoena Herself. Her beauty belonged to another land, and Cyra couldn’t imagine what would bring her to the mountain.
Wiping a smudge of dirt from her brow, Cyra was so focused on the sharp line of her nose she didn’t notice the human stirring. Not until her mouth pulled toward a frown, and her thick brows furrowed. She looked up and watched cinnamon brown eyes roll with pain behind fluttering lashes.
“Shhh,” she whispered when the woman grunted a quiet complaint, limbs twitching as consciousness fought for a foothold. Carefully tucking a hand under the human’s nape, she held her head still as she brought a waterskin to her lips. “You’re safe. Drink this, it will help with the pain.”
When Cyra tipped the waterskin just enough to pour a few droplets into the human’s mouth, she sputtered, immediately choking on the cool, sedating tea. After several gasping coughs, Cyra tried again, and she managed a few gulps. Cyra pulled the waterskin away, stoppering it and setting it aside to ladle fresh water into a cup.
“My name is Cyra of Ono Traz’coron. I found you dying in a cave. Fortunately for you, I’m a healer and you will not be dying under my care.” As she made the promise, she brought the cup to the human’s mouth and smiled gently as reddish brown eyes glowed a pained copper color in the lantern light.
The human took a slow, cautious sip and still coughed when trying to swallow. Another attempt and she drank her fill before falling into the pallet in a rustle of tightly packed straw. A scratchy exhale gusted past chapped lips, and her eyes fluttered as she said, “Maddox,” so quietly that Cyra barely heard her. “My name … is Maddox.”
Her eyes shut then, her consciousness slipping under the tea’s persuasion, and Cyra smoothed her hair away from her brow.
To the now sleeping woman, she promised, “You’re safe, Maddox. You will survive this. I will make sure of it.”






  
  five
Dogged by a wolf rider


A rhythmic knock stirred Cyra from sleep. Ever-increasing winces roused her until the last crack pulled her up with a lurch of her heart. It raced as her eyes shot open to a bright, sunny day, and pounded in her ears as she threw herself from the bed.
Cyra ran for the crossbow she always left propped by the armoire and cursed herself for falling asleep without arming it first. The quiver was nearby, brimming with bolts, and she fumbled with one in her urgency to slam it into the groove. Teeth gritted as she armed the crossbow, she unlatched her door and raced outside.
She burst out the front door with a furious, “You cowards finally—” but the words sputtered into silence. Instead of a mob of villagers, she faced a shirtless elf brandishing an ax. A pile of chopped wood was neatly stacked nearby.
Their brows were bent with the same concern slanting their mouth. The enormous hinterwolf watched her with cautious amber eyes as he moved to shield Ezren. Abandoning her vigil atop a plant marker, the pixie zoomed to buzz around Cyra’s head with a chastising jangle.
“I’m armed, you glittering horsefly.” Cyra ducked away from the sparkling assault.
The pixie left with a final melodious clamor then bobbed back to Ezren. They held out a finger for her to land on, and she chimed in delight as she pirouetted on their fingertip. Ezren smiled warmly at the pixie, their canines hidden behind the affable grin. Cyra frowned at the way it brightened their face.
“What are you doing?” she demanded, marching over to them. Cyra snatched the ax from their loose grip, eyeing the angry bruised and scabbed skin by their shoulder and abdomen. Turning the ax over in her hand, she poked them with the handle. “You’re still recovering, you thick stump. Not to mention the amount of blood you lost. You can’t be straining yourself like this.”
Looking appropriately apologetic, Ezren replied, “I saw you were low on firewood and I wanted to show my appreciation for saving me and Kymil.”
Eyes narrow, Cyra scrutinized their open expression and leered at their sincerity. “You can show your appreciation by not reopening your wounds or overexerting yourself. I can hardly move you when you’re unconscious. If you faint again, I’ll leave you for the flies.”
The pixie left the perch of their finger to jingle a complaint. She twisted the tip of Cyra’s nose and zig-zagged out of the way of her swatting hand.
“It’s okay, Siggy,” Ezren said, catching the pixie in their palm and gently pulling her away from Cyra. Holding the ball of glittering light, the warm, affable smile returned to their lips as they regarded the pixie. “She’s right. I should have been more mindful of my injuries.”
Ignoring the ease of their concession, Cyra demanded, “Siggy?”
“That’s her name,” Ezren answered, lifting the pixie in his palm in emphasis.
If her hands weren’t full she would have rubbed them down her face. “Please don’t tell me you gave her your name.”
Ezren smiled at Siggy while assuring her, “Asylian elves are no strangers to fey mischief. My name is still my own.”
Sighing through her nose, Cyra half turned and gestured at the still open cottage door with the ax. “In. I need to look you over.”
Ezren gently tossed Siggy back into the air, and the pixie chimed her delight as she twirled in an elegant arc. They then looked at their wolf and said, “Go hunt.” After a sideways glance at Cyra, they added, “I’m in capable hands.”
The wolf gave her a dubious once over then shook himself out. Striding to Ezren, he jammed his head into the elf’s chest, who buried their fingers into the thick fur of Kymil’s neck and scratched thoroughly. A chuckle left Ezren when Kymil licked the side of their face before bounding over the perimeter fence.
Before the wolf could disappear into the woods, Cyra called, “Don’t stray too far. I would like to examine you as well.” Kymil snapped his jaw with a breathy sound, and she couldn’t tell if it was in agreement or dismissal.
Ezren assured her, “I can call him back when you’re ready for him.”
“Come on,” Cyra grumbled, leading them inside.
Setting the crossbow by the door, Cyra walked the ax over to the counter while instructing Ezren to sit at the table. She washed her hands in the basin, slapped a rag over her shoulder, and pulled a tin from the tall shelf of herbs. Grabbing another chair by its back, she dragged it nearer to the other elf and sat in front of them, her gaze on their sculpted body, inspecting their injuries.
“So how long have you been a Healer?” Ezren asked, interrupting the silence. Their hazel gaze was heavy as they focused all of their attention on her.
Cyra didn’t look up as she prodded their bruised shoulder and felt along the mostly healed puncture wounds. Her thoughts were momentarily darkened by a scream-filled night and a temple soaked in blood. Blinking the shadows from her vision, she clenched her jaw.
“I was trained in the healing arts from a young age,” she said in a brusque tone meant to discourage follow up questions.
Yet Ezren asked, “And the magic?”
“A more recent development.”
“How—”
“Is this an interrogation?” Cyra interrupted. “Why do you care? You’re not staying.”
Siggy launched into the air with a protesting jangle.
To the pixie, she repeated, “They’re not staying. Once they’re well enough, they will ride away on their beast, and you are going to buzz off so I can live in peace. Alone.”
The pixie flew around her head and kicked her ear before zipping back to Ezren. She landed on their shoulder and chimed a mournful song. They offered the pixie their fingertip and Siggy embraced the digit, wailing balefully.
To Cyra, Ezren said, “I care because healing is the most coveted of all magics. That three mages with an affinity exist outside of the Crystal Teeth is unheard of. A fourth is … well, you have to understand my curiosity.”
Satisfied that they hadn’t done any damage with their misguided ax swinging, Cyra unscrewed the cap from the tin of salve. She dipped her fingers into the cool, aromatic blend and spread it along Ezren’s cuts. Tersely, she replied, “I care little for your curiosity. I kept you and your mount from dying and that’s the extent of what I need or want to know.”
Sitting back in her seat, Cyra capped the salve and added, “From this point forward, the only question I’m interested in answering is ‘what is the quickest route to the nearest village?’” She wiped her hands on the rag on her shoulder and stood from the table with the answer. “And it’s the northwest trail. Just follow the markers.”
As she returned her gathered items to their homes, Ezren observed, “You were ready for a fight just now,” and her spine went rigid as she remembered the fear that had thrown her from bed. To her tense back, they asked, “Are you often harassed by the villagers?”
Forcing her shoulders to relax, Cyra scowled back at them. “You don’t follow instructions very well, do you?”
Their shoulder lifted unapologetically. “Why would the villagers want to harm you?”
A disgruntled huff escaped her and Cyra marched to the shelf to return the tin to its rightful place. As she organized the surrounding jars and containers, she supplied, “Because it is easier to blame misfortune on a tangible unknown than it is to accept that tragedy is often unreasonable and inexplicable.”
“What sort of misfortune?”
Cyra shook her head, both at the question and her own impulse to answer it. “Drought, illness, the sudden death of a loved one or child.” She glared at Ezren again and turned away from their searching gaze to focus on the shelves in front of her. “Think of a tragedy. I’m certain someone has thought of a way to blame me for it.”
“But why?” Concern was genuine in their gentle tenor.
Her shoulders tensed further. “Are you asking if I invite their hostility?” Cyra turned to face them and let the fury warming her blood burn in her features. “All I’ve ever done is help. I have delivered their babies, treated their ailments, saved them from death. They seek me out. But the same villagers who beg on their knees are the quickest to turn against me. I don’t invite their fear or their adoration. I just want to be left alone.”
It wasn’t worth mentioning the source of that fear was seated before her now, broad shouldered and imposing even in repose, despite the gentle aura coaxing her jaw
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