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1

 Wyl Isle


Kackaroth cruised through the waters of the Radiant Sea along the shoreline of Wyl Isle. The exporter of much of Feradona’s seafood, the small island off the coast of Bellaneau reeked of fish, dried blood, body odor, and wet fur. The dirt roads winding away from the southernmost boat dock were well-worn and muddy from an early morning drizzle that still dripped off the fur on Twitch’s face. Wyls with a variety of coat patterns, each like pale shades of stripped autumn leaves, carried about their morning, most oblivious to the water dragon. Two wyl men haggled loudly over the price of a bushel of oysters clad in breezy taupe tunics and matching obsidian cotton pants, still dressed for summer despite the brisk fall temperatures. Another bought a stringer of perch, presumably for a hungry brood of youngsters at home. A jaunty tune could be heard on the humid breeze. It oozed from a plucky bard who played his scuffed lute for the fishmongers and shoppers. 
Quistix, Omen, Irenas, and Opid seemed nonplussed as Kackaroth eased closer to a stretch of beach a half a mile from the bustling pier. 
Twitch sucked in a deep lungful of air, a wide smile on his lips. He held his arms open wide and groaned in a deep stretch. “Ah, it’s good to be home.”
Kackaroth slowed to a stop in the shallow tide, beaching his massive body on the sand as his passengers cautiously dismounted. Quistix splashed down into calf-high surf and covered her nose, hoping for a brief reprieve from the stench of the island. 
Omen landed uneasily behind her. “This place always had a vile stench about it.” 
Offering Violet a hand of support, Twitch held out his hand. Leaping at him instead, she tackled him into the water with a giggle. 
Twitch jumped out of the water and wiped saltwater away from his brown eyes. He coughed and shook the water from his perky ears. He narrowed his eyes playfully at Violet. “Elegant.” 
Violet leaned in and kissed him on the nose. Omen rolled his eyes and helped Opid and Parnix down the last rungs of the rope ladder tied to one of Kackaroth’s spine spikes. 
“Come on.” Quistix playfully shoved her shoulder against Omen’s. “You gotta admit they’re kind of cute together.” 
“They’re kind of awful,” he mocked. 
Violet beamed, looking around at the tropical island. “By the Gods, I have missed this place.” 
“Yecch. The smell never bothered you?” Quistix asked incredulously. 
“Not at all. My sense of smell has been poor since birth. I can only smell certain scents. Like wet dirt or coconut,” Violet said, feeling strangely self-conscious.
“Allow me to be your nose, dear.” Twitch guided Violet by the shoulder, ushering her to the dry sand toward the dirt path leading to the city. “Imagine a fine fish dinner made by hard-working paws. Imagine mercifully dampened fur, like it's gotten a cool spritz on a hot summer day.”
Quistix chuckled. “Picture a mangy dog covered in mud in the arms of a barbarian who has never had a bath. That’s what it smells like.” 
Violet ignored the comment and took Twitch’s arm in the crook of hers. “Did you live here long?” 
“Ah, yes,” Twitch added. “I left in my twenties. None of my litter-mates made it, so it was just my parents and me. After they passed, I got tangled up with the Thieves Guild, which took me all over the isle. The rest is history.” 
Quistix cracked her neck and looked at the forking path ahead. One of the offshoots led down to the wharf. The other two weren’t labeled. “Do either of you know which way to go?”
“Of course. It’s hard to get lost here. The isle is small, and everything loops around. There’s very little at the summit. All of the shops are built around the base of these mountains in the middle. There are only four major roads. The rest are just small offshoots that lead to homes. Stick with me and keep an eye on your coin purses. Most people on this island have sticky fingers.” 
Looking like ominous guards, they followed Twitch and Violet up the middle path toward the ring around the mountain’s base. 
“Up ahead there, that’s The Lucky Copper. It’s a gambling hut. Don’t go in there. Some of the games are fixed. Plus, I cleaned them out the last time I was here. I’m sure they wouldn’t be pleased to see me.” Twitch’s pompous tone made Omen want to choke him more than usual. “To our left is the fish market.” 
“Smelled it before I saw it,” Quistix complained. 
“Next up is the groomer. They help trim and clean our coats.” Twitch looked back over his shoulder at Quistix’s messy braid. “They’re not skilled with your type of hair, though. Besides that, those are the baker's and the grocer's stalls. They should have all the provisions we need back at camp.”
“Mmm, bread,” Quistix purred.
Twitch smirked. “The bread is hard as a rock there. At least it was when I lived here. But since the owner’s son took over, I heard it improved.”
“It did,” Violet added.
“I’ll go there first,” Opid offered. Untying the coin sack from his side, he looped it around his neck like a necklace. “Irenas, would you accompany me? I will need help carrying everything.”
“Of course.” Irenas broke from the pack and shuffled toward the professor.
“Wait.” Twitch dug into his own coin purse and pulled out several gold coins. “Take this.” 
Opid eyed the four gold coins in Twitch’s fingers suspiciously. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but your purse looks much more full than it usually does. Might I ask how you came by such a fortuitous windfall?” 
“Do you really want to know?” Twitch asked, wagging the coins at the professor. 
Opid sighed and grabbed them. “Perhaps it is best that I don’t.” 
“Meet back at Kackaroth at dusk?” Quistix asked.
Opid nodded and then trodded off down the path toward the produce stall. Twitch and Violet continued to lead Quistix and Omen further down the path. 
“Alright. Next up is the clothier. Mostly for ladies.” Twitch patted Violet’s arm. “You’re more than welcome to go get yourself anything that your little heart desires with some of this coin, darling. Although you’d look ravishing even in a burlap sack.”
Violet shook her head. “It would be better spent at the armorer.”
“Right you are,” Twitch agreed. He pointed to another hut. “This is a lovely little eating house with the best chef on the island, or at least he was. His stew is sent straight from the Gods.”
“Maybe we can have a taste before we leave. Wouldn’t that be wonderful, Omen?” Violet asked. 
Omen let out an unintelligible grumble. They walked past a butcher shop in silence. Several braids of smoke-cured noubald strips dangled from hooks. Inside the window, two slabs of raw meat were stacked on a long piece of butcher’s paper. A cinnamon-colored wyl stared greedily at it as the butcher wrapped the package in twine. The wyl paid him, spun, looked Violet up and down, and gave her a flirtatious wink before walking away. Twitch bared his teeth and growled as the man hurried out of view. 
Down the path, wyl townsfolk were crowded together. Paper dragons on sticks were hoisted high overhead, their wings flexing up and down as each person manipulated strings from the ground level.
Twitch looked at the others, eyes wide with surprise. “What day is it?”
“Woragor. The Twenty-sixth of Autumn,” Omen answered, avoiding a drunken wyl who bumbled clumsily up the path from the horde. The blond wyl let out a garbled stream of obscenities. Then, he disappeared into the tall palms and tropical foliage in Kackaroth’s general direction. 
Twitch’s ears perked up straight, his tail wagging subconsciously. “It’s Draco Fest!”
“What’s that?” Quistix asked as two wyl children raced joyfully between them, each with a miniature paper dragon on a stick.
Twitch walked backward toward the gathering as he spoke. “It’s based on an old tale. The story goes that a dragon landed in the Radiant Sea outside of Wyl Isle for a rest. He became enamored with a constellation in the sky shaped like a dragon. He sat for years, waiting for the constellation to approach, which, of course, it never did. He paced and swished his tail so much that the mountain formed. One day, the dragon died of a broken heart. Legend has it that beyond the coastline, his bones are still there beneath the waves.”
“Ugh. Wyls are such hopeless romantics,” Omen muttered. “It’s honestly disgusting.”
Twitch laughed and pulled Violet into the crowd. He spun her, dancing to the music, tail wagging. Violet’s smile warmed Omen’s obstinate heart. He’d never once seen her so enamored and happy in all his years of knowing her. Her laughter made Quistix grin, too. She was glad to see Twitch with someone as playful as himself. It was something that had annoyed her about him over the years they had traveled together. The perkiness. His zany lightheartedness. Qualities Quistix used to have in what felt like another life, one where she had a husband and son. The one where she forged weapons, weeded gardens, and perfected soup recipes. Watching Violet’s awkward movements reminded her of when she tried to teach Danson to dance by placing his small feet atop hers. Step by step, they moved in tandem. The memory of his laughter still warmed her heart years after his passing. The memory both stung and soothed a part of her soul simultaneously.
Soon, the song stopped. Twitch bowed, and Violet curtsied before they rejoined the others. 
“Can we just get to the armorer?” Omen grumbled. “This music is giving me a headache.” 
“Absolutely!” Twitch howled cheerfully. “Follow the leader.” 
Quistix stifled a smile as Omen rolled his eyes. 
“Ah! Here we are,” Twitch finally chirped after a few minutes of carefree humming. 
Past a modest cobbler’s shop sat a larger building with a wood-plank patio. Straw, stick, and twine mannequins were formed in battle poses, each propped up against the storefront, each donning a set of tefly leather light armor. Near the front door, a similar doll wore a heavier metal set. Quistix lingered in front of the metal set for a moment, admiring the craftsmanship as the others entered the shop. Above the door, she noticed a sign with a wood-burned anvil symbol above the words: Azisofya - Armorer.
Inside, the powerful aroma of oiled leather and recently-quenched metal awakened her senses. Several large donik tables were piled high with armor. There were helmets, pauldrons, vambraces, and gauntlets on one side, and tassets, grieves, cuisses, and poleyns on the other. Toward the back were different styles of cuirass, each on its own straw standee. As Quistix scanned the items from one side of the room to the other, the quality of each piece seemed to improve further. They ranged from horse leather to tefly, to polished silver with flourished copper embellishments. On the far end stood a mannequin wearing a simple tefly set. Its cuirass glimmered hues of magenta and black, the colors constantly shifting over its surface as Quistix circled it. The imbued piece of armor was weighed down with shoulder straps and a metal waistband that bolted to the floor. 
Twitch noticed it, too, his fingers tingling with the need to touch it, to feel the hum of the magical current vibrating through its surface. The cost of it alone intrigued him. Two platinum. 
A bedraggled-looking wyl armorer at a desk coughed. Twitch whipped his head to find the man’s set of suspicious eyes locked on him. The shopkeeper’s sooty fur was matted down with sweat. The wyl blinked a foggy eye and scratched at a scar that ran from his left temple to his snout. His leather apron hung over breezy gray cotton pants and a forest green tunic. Both of his ears perked as he watched the shoppers, a nick taken out of one of the furry tips. 
“What can I do for you folks today? Here for the festival?” His deep timbre rumbled through the air. He had a voice like a Bramolt bear's growl. 
“Just browsing your selection,” Violet said with a chipper smile.
Quistix fingered a fine gold set of tassets. Though the metal was to be worn over the hips, she couldn’t help but feel like they deserved to be on display on a statue in a town square instead. She dinged a dirty fingernail against the metal, listening to reverberation with a discerning ear. She scratched at one of the ridges of the metal. The gold did not come off. The piece was a genuine marvel. A piece of art. Never had she had the opportunity to do any precious metal smithing. Too costly to make a mistake. Only highly skilled smithies even dared take on such pricey commissions. 
“How much?” Quistix asked, pointing to the tassets. 
“A hundred and eighty gold for the set.”
Twitch made a tisk sound with his tongue. “Azi. You wouldn’t be trying to overcharge this poor woman, would you? I happen to know you got this metal from a shipwreck, you old copper-pincher.”
Narrowing his eyes further, the armorer took a step forward. Then, they opened wide in surprise. “Twitch?”
“In the fur.” Twitch closed the gap between them and hugged the shopkeeper. 
“But, I heard the Assassin's Guild put you in the ground.”
“They did. I’m a ghost. Consider this an official haunting,” Twitch joked.
“We had a funeral for you, my friend.” Azi was nearly speechless, his jaw open so wide his tongue was nearly lolling out over his pointed teeth. “They made you a headstone at the cemetery and everything.”
“Sounds like a waste of good stone. As you can see, I am very much above ground.” Twitch motioned to his body.
“Aren’t you afraid they’ll come after you again when they realize you're not…?”
“What? Dead? Nah. I have my bodyguards with me this time.”
“Ha!” Omen hollered, returning his eyes to a set of tefly greaves.
“Lemme guess. You’re here because you got a mark, don’t you?”
“No.” Twitch chuckled. “We’re here to buy your armor!” 
“Well, allow me to show you around.” Azi looked around, as if trying to decide which piece he wanted to sell them. “Let’s see… over here we have—”
Violet spoke up. “No, I’m afraid he didn’t make that quite clear. When he said we’re here to buy your wares… he meant, we’re here to buy all of your armor.” 
Azi laughed. “I’m sure! Ha! Can you imagine?” He slapped his knee, tickled at the thought. “But seriously, is there something I can help you find in particular?”
“Name your price.” Twitch clearly wasn’t joking. He tapped the coin purse tied to his hip.
Azi chuckled and pointed a clawed finger at his old friend. “You always did have a sense of humor.”
Twitch looked around and motioned to the door with his head. As if she could read his mind, Violet waltzed over and shut the shop’s front door, taking up her post in front of it so no one could enter without being noticed.
Azi’s smiled fell. Twitch walked over to the satchel strapped over Quistix’s shoulder. He pulled out a large bundle wrapped in burlap. He untied the twine around it and folded down the rough fabric to reveal a box. Twitch opened it and pulled out the stuffing jammed inside, revealing a small fortune in gold and platinum pieces. 
Azi leaned over to get a better look and gasped. “That’s more money than I've seen in ten years. Where did you get that?”
“A friend,” Twitch lied. “What does it matter? I’m offering it to you.” He waved his hands around. “In exchange for all of it.”
“You’ve got to be kidding. That would wipe out my inventory.”
“Yes, that’s the point, Azi. Say yes. Take the money. Then take Marianne and the kids on that barge to Asera and see the sights like you both always talked about doing.”
Azi picked up a platinum coin and flipped it in his hand. “I’ve never actually held one of these before.”
“Say yes, and you can have several of them.”
“What would the lot of you ever need this much armor for?”
Quistix chimed in. “We have an army. The Harbingers of Hope. They need every bit of help they can get.”
“You have an army? For what?” Azi seemed startled by the revelation. “Is the isle…?”
“There is a quichyrd who ingrained herself like a splinter with the Tempest family. She’s been practicing dark magic. Black magic. She’s been bringing Destorians back from the dead.”
Azi’s foggy eye bolted open again. “By the Gods. Do you think she got the idea from that lunatic who was experimenting on all of our children a while back?”
Twitch took a deep breath. The smile had completely vanished from his face. “Azi, she is that lunatic.”
“Can’t be. They locked that old buzzard up for life.”
“Queen Exos pardoned her,” Omen volunteered. “She roams the isle a free woman now. She’s been trying with all her might to get dark magic legalized. If that happens, this all could get exponentially worse. We have to stop her before she can destroy the memories of all those we have lost.” 
“Are you that Quistix lady?” Azi asked her. She nodded slowly. “People have been talking about you all over the island.” 
Twitch spun his finger in a circle in the air. “So is this all that you’ve got?” 
Azi gave Twitch a sly smile and waved them all back toward a door behind his desk. He opened it. The others stood in the doorway, eyes wide with shock. The storage room was nearly double the size of the main showroom where he displayed his wares. Armor lined the walls. More were piled on tables in the center of the room. Much of it was flawed, the symmetry a touch off. Some cuirasses seemed longer than others. Different-sized gauntlets were paired together in stacks. Beneath the table sat a wide variety of boots made from various materials. In a lumped pile in the corner, more leather armor sat collecting dust.
“I get commissions from all over the isle, some even from Asera. Sometimes I make things, and the pieces just aren’t up to snuff, so it sits back here. The wife was always nagging me to toss these, but I just couldn’t. I knew it was only a matter of time before I’d figure out what to do with them.” 
“Well, today is your lucky day, Azi. What do you say to giving us a friendly discount for taking the whole lot?” Twitch said, cutting to the chase.
Azi glanced back at the box of coins still on the gauntlet table in the main room. It was a life-changing amount. “How much is in there?” 
“That’s not how this works. You name a price, and I will let you know if we are willing to pay it.”
Azi did a quick calculation to estimate a rough number. “I probably have about three of the silver-plated, twelve of the steel, probably fifteen or so of the tefly, and twenty of the noubald leather. And then there are all the horse hide light armor sets. So… it’s got to be close to seventy sets of armor.”
“So?” Twitch shrugged.
Azi thought for a long moment and did another spin around, looking at everything, his chocolate-brown eyes lingering on the coin box for a moment too long. “Fourteen platinum,” he finally answered. The fur on his arm rose. His ears flicked nervously. 
Twitch knew not every wyl was built for lying, and Azi was one of them. He laughed hard. “Fourteen platinum? You must be joking. The majority of that is lousy horse leather. Might as well arm ourselves with papyrus and prayer, and hope that keeps the arrows at bay.” He stood straighter. “Five platinum.”
“To the Nether with you,” Azi said, stone-faced. 
“Alright.” Twitch turned to Omen. “Alright. I guess we should try that place in Obsidia next.” 
“Evolt has a better armorer, actually,” Omen corrected, just to be a pain.
Twitch turned back to Azi, who looked crestfallen. “Pleasure to see you, old friend. I’d love to say you’ve aged well, but that would be a lie.” He walked back to the box of coins and started to re-wrap it in burlap when Azi folded.
“Seven platinum and twenty gold.”
“Stay well, Azi.” Twitch stuffed the coin box back in Quistix’s satchel and then grabbed Violet by the hand to escort her out.
“What are you doing?” Violet whispered beneath her breath. 
“Trust me,” he whispered back. 
“Six platinum,” Azi shouted, his voice cracking, desperate. 
“Five platinum,” Twitch said, barely budging. It was nearly all the platinum they had left after robbing Duke Grayson. The rest had been divided among Parnix and Opid for more of the supplies that the Harbingers were in dire need of. All that remained
“If you want to hoard your own wares, that’s your right. I simply wanted to offer you an opportunity first.” 
Closing the door behind them, Twitch and the others stepped out to the main thoroughfare. “And now we wait,” he muttered quietly, pretending to point at the wharf. “Any second, he will be opening that door.”
Omen crossed his arms. “I knew you were going to blow this. Now, what’s our backup plan?”
“Shhh!” Twitch held up a finger to silence them. He flexed his ears, focusing on the sounds of Azi’s pacing footsteps along the floorboards in his shop. 
“Why are your ears moving like that?” Quistix asked quietly. 
Twitch’s ears flattened. “For years, you barely utter more than a grunt, and now suddenly you want to be chatty?” 
The door to the armory squealed open, and Azi filled the frame. “Okay. Five.” 
Twitch smiled, extending his furry hand as he walked back toward the shop. 
Azi took it and pulled Twitch in for a hug. “You get more than a handshake, my friend. Thanks to this, I’m retiring.”
“It’ll take us a while to carry all this back to Kackaroth,” Quistix said, rubbing her neck. 
Azi barked out a laugh. “I have a cart you can use.”
“That’s so generous of you, Azi.” Twitch swatted his old friend on the back and waved to the others. “Come now, maybe while they load all of these fine pieces, you can tell me where we might be able to get our hands on some agate.”
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Wyl Isle


Rumbling along the road toward the beach, Violet and Twitch swayed with the motion of the cart. It was the gang’s third and final trip from the armorer. Azi’s armory was officially shuttered. Their arms drooped limply, shoulders tired from all the loading, hoisting, and tying. Every piece lost to Kackaroth’s movements in the water would be another limb or torso that could be protected when Ceosteol finally decided she wanted a fight. 
“I’m famished.” Twitch stared off into the distance at nothing in particular. “Think we can stop at the bakery and get something to tide us over?” 
“No. Opid and Parnix will be meeting us soon enough.” Quistix re-positioned herself in the front seat of the cart, accidentally bumping Omen’s thigh with her own as she adjusted the reins. “We need to get this all strapped to Kackaroth before we break a wheel.”
“Or before we lose the last of the daylight,” Omen said, peering up at the vibrant orange sky.
“Ugh. One of Herman’s sweet rolls would be sooooo good right about now,” Violet moaned. Then her stomach rumbled as if to accentuate her point. 
“Pull over here at this food stand, Q,” Twitch said firmly.
“No.”
“Pull over. It’ll take two minutes!”
Quistix growled. “No.” 
“Pull the cart over.” Twitch’s voice was louder, more assertive. “We just got you a boatload of armor free of charge. Let me get my girl a damned sweet roll!”
Quistix pursed her lips and angrily yanked back on the reins of the mare before her. It slowed to a halt and whinnied. “Fine. Go!”
“Thank you!” Twitch uttered with a growl as he hopped down and helped Violet out of the back of the cart. “By the Gods, when it’s something you want, we move the Ethereal Sanctum to get it for you. But getting anything I want is like pulling teeth!”
“Twitch…” Quistix started.
Omen put a gloved hand on hers as if to say, “Let it be.” Then, he hopped down and headed into a grouping of coconut trees, fidgeting with the toggle on his tefly leather pants as he disappeared behind the foliage.
“If you’re getting sweet rolls, bring me two,” Quistix growled at Twitch.
Violet hollered from the path to a nearby food stand. “The rolls here are as big as dinner plates. Are you sure you want two?”
“I said what I said,” Quistix spat. 
“Alright, then.” Violet nodded and turned back to the straw-and-banana-leaf hut, only to see a familiar, furry face at a fishmonger’s booth a few yards away. She froze the moment she saw the wyl. The ewanian monger gestured wildly to the wyl, handing over a bag of blue crabs and a stringer of silver fish just as the wyl noticed Violet. 
“Violet?” the wyl hollered. “Is that you?”
She froze. 
Twitch watched the interaction, completely confused.
“By the Gods, it is you!” the man exclaimed.
“Brutus!” Violet finally managed to say in a fake, upbeat tone. She plastered a smile on her face.
“Wow,” Brutus exclaimed, coming to a stop a few feet away from her. “It’s been a while!”
“It sure has.”
“How’s life? Full of as much wild adventure as you had hoped?” Something in his tone had an edge that put Twitch on high alert. He looked at her wyl companion, noticing their similar builds and fur coloration. “I see you’ve got a type.”
Twitch narrowed his eyes a little, studying the two and their strange interaction.
“I’m Brutus. Nice to meet you.”
Twitch reached out to Brutus, their paw pads slapping together, their hands gripping more firmly than usual in an effort to assert dominance. “Twitch.” 
“Brutus and I, we used to be good friends.” 
Brutus laughed at the word. “Friends? Alright. If that’s what you want to call it.” His hackles raised as his old feelings for her resurfaced. “Very… good friends,” Brutus said bitterly. “Do you still wear my ring?”
Violet’s face turned red with embarrassment.
Then, Brutus volunteered, “We were engaged. We were supposed to get married.”
“I don’t wear your ring because it wasn’t yours to give.”
“Of course it was.”
Violet flashed Brutus a furious look. “Don’t lie to me!” She whipped her arm around and pointed to the cart where Quistix sat, watching the interaction unfold. “It was hers. It was stolen from the corpse of her late husband. It
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