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In the heartland of Lahkia, chorus howls signaled the start of the first hunt, the breaking of dawn on the Nikiran Plains. The first of two suns spilled over the West Mountains. Sunlight cascaded into the fringes of the Kiru Forest and licked the spear-tipped gates of the Nikiran Village. An overweight guard squinted as sunlight fell between the metallic spindles and into his eyes.

He stretched his paws in front of him, cracking the knuckles more out of habit than need. His tail relaxed as he stood and stretched out his cold muscles. Yawning, he rolled his shoulders and hip bones backwards as he stood on his back legs to reach the centerpiece of the gate. Removing the unlatched lock, he swung the doors open with a swift kick. Droves of eager Nikiran hunters charged into the Kiru Forest on all fours.

Non-Hunting adults strolled through the Walking Trails, bags of bartering supplies slung over their shoulders. The air was crisp, and their breath was visible as it shot through their muzzles. Friends greeted one another, some of them bringing baskets of breakfast to share.

Nikiran younglings and children would soon be romping around the Nikiran Plains. Their play would be cut short when the first sun had risen fully, and an older sibling came to tell them it was time for their education lessons. Inevitably, there would be groans among the children, but secretly some of them looked forward to learning. They couldn’t wait to discover more about their world, their place in it, and what trades they might someday fill.

However, not all of the children in Lahkia were so content.

In the eastern lands of Lahkia, Guiyan children huddled in the protective care of watchful parents. The previous night, three Guiyan archers had disappeared, but only two shredded bodies had been found. Although their village was surrounded by their watchful archers, the Guiyan parents couldn’t hide their own fear from their children. They had tried, in vain, to drown the sound of archers’ screams with lullabies. Yet their voices were so shaken that it only frightened their children more.

As the sun slipped into view, the Guiyan howled to Juji, the god of Lahkia. They thanked Him for their survival and pleaded with Him to watch over the Ro’kah.

The Ro’kah, the gathering of the four leaders of all of Lahkia, was to take place in the Nikiran Village at sunrise. The Ro’kah was all that stood in the way of what hunted them: creatures who called themselves Saghki.

As the sunrise continued in Nikiran, the children lay curled in their bedding. Their back legs jostled as they dreamed of splashing in the nearby river. Many of them dreamed of dusk. They dreamed they were running in the moonlight, their paws leaping forward over the cool stones of the Kiru Forest. In their dreams, the trees were whistling and the wind brushed across their muzzles. They knew this dream would never have to end as long as Lahkia continued to flourish, and yet they fought to stay asleep for just a little longer.

But there was one Nikiran child who wasn’t asleep.

Azura’s eyes snapped open at the chorus howl in the distance. Untucking her nose from her tail, she yawned and looked around. Gusts of wind rattled the sideboards of the crawl space. Her attention focused on the loosest board, which she had entered when she stowed herself away last night. The shelter from the wind had been inviting, but now, sunrays were peeking through the cracks and beckoning her to come enjoy the warmth.

As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t, she thought as she sat up. She had stowed herself away in this dark, dusty space for a reason. If she tried to steal some sun, someone would notice her, and Azura wasn’t about to have slept in a crawlspace all night for nothing.

Doing illegal things wasn’t in line with who Azura was, but she was tired of no one telling her anything. Why the secrecy? Azura didn’t know, but after years of it, she wasn’t going to take it sitting down.

Well, sort of, Azura thought as she crouched down.

Eavesdropping on a Ro’kah meeting would be worth temporary discomfort and guilt. Who knew what she might overhear? Shoulders hunched, she moved forward, dodging broken scraps of pottery and shattered rock. What could the four leaders of Lahkia talk about every year? Azura wondered. Why had this Ro’kah meeting been called earlier in the year than usual?

Azura settled herself below the center of the room. Ears erect, she listened for the sound of paws swishing through the grass. Birds chirped and villagers were starting to arrive in the central part of the village. The Ro’kah members should be here any moment, Azura realized.

Someone mumbled nearby, and she flattened herself against the soil. Scooting, she drew herself to a board along the crawl space and peered outside. She noticed the ruler of Nikiran immediately: Queen Zainah, direct heiress of Kalia, the first Queen of Lahkia.

Zainah glanced her direction, as if she sensed Azura watching. Her eyes narrowed, but she broke her stare to answer a question from one of the Ro’kah guards. They were glancing to the east, where Azura now saw several Lahkian shadows approaching.

Azura didn’t know much about the Ro’kah, but she knew a lot about being a Lahkian. Zainah was in charge and she could have established further dominance by entering the Ro’kah tent without them. Azura suspected that Zainah was waiting as a sign of respect for the other leaders.

Queen Zainah could overrule any request by the other three territories: the Akinyik Mountains, the Valesh Forest, and the Vast North. However, she was known for her respect of their positions and her willingness to compromise. Azura watched as the leaders neared and offered their greetings to one another.

A nearby step squeaked. Azura’s shoulder hackles flared, more out of surprise than outright fear. Shadows blanketed her from above as the adults settled into their designated places.

“After you,” one of the adults said.

Ashen air dusted over Azura’s nose, falling into her slackened mouth. Gross, Azura thought. She scraped her tongue against the bottom of her upper teeth and brushed her muzzle with the side of her paw.

Digits were snapped. Drapes along the sides of the Ro’kah tent were drawn shut, and the room succumbed to darkness. Click. Strike, click. Gnarled candles and torches were lit inside metallic pegs. Cascading below the rickety floor, firelight brushed Azura’s ivory fur. Orange and yellow hues ebbed from her ankles to her claws.

Ears erect, she sat still, her heartbeat louder than mere moments ago. Her anxiety couldn’t be helped; the tension in the Ro’kah meeting was palpable.

As the leaders of Lahkia took their assigned chairs, Azura’s sapphire eyes hovered beneath them. Nisha, ruler of the Veiean in the Valesh Forest, sat poised on a raised platform.

Azura remembered someone saying that Veiean, unlike other Lahkians, preferred to be on all fours as much as possible. Beside her, Nisha’s attendants stood so stiffly that Azura wondered which one would pass out first.

She took her attention from them, bored by their stone expressions. Maybe they were trying to look intense, Azura thought. Their bodies, she had been told, were suited for climbing. Lanky. Thin. Quick. She couldn’t help but be sympathetic. Even as a child, Azura was considered small. No one took her seriously either.

Azura looked for the other leaders.

The Queen of Lahkia and ruler of Nikiran, Zainah, sat facing North beside her mate, Raemus. His charcoal fur contrasted against his mate’s white, age-stained pelt, and based on his expression, he was either quite grumpy or hungry. Azura couldn’t be sure which it was. They weren’t entirely visible; she could tell who was who only by glimpses of their fur color.

She had a feeling someone was missing.

Azura tallied everyone: Nisha and two Veiean representatives at her side, Queen Zainah, and Raemus. A Lahkian donning a hooded cloak stood in front of the seat for the Guiyan leader with two Guiyan representatives standing nearby.

Her eyes fell on an empty chair. Jax, leader of the Aguitan— the Lahkians of the Vast North was missing. Maybe Jax was late, Azura guessed. He was old enough that his elbow fur was thinning and his voice had become raspy.

His thick, Aguitan fur would have been a burden for him— considering the long journey from the Vast North. However, his paws were toughened from ice, snow, and age. Azura didn’t know Jax personally, but to think of a leader succumbing to their age was sad.

Her muzzle had barely touched the soil when a voice startled her.

“We can’t wait for Jax. We have to form a plan for the Saghki.”

Saghki? Skipping educational lessons may not have been a good idea after all. Maybe it was a sort of plant. She sat up and peered through a crack.

The voice belonged to the hooded figure who was striding into the middle of the room. The Guiyan leader— Jurroh, overseer of the Akinyik Mountains, spun on his heels to face Queen Zainah.

A dark cloak was pulled close to his muzzle, revealing the tip of his black nose. The cloak bore a golden ‘J’ on the left shoulder, surrounded by the crest of the Guiyan leadership: two mountains and an arrow.

“Remove your head covering.” Zainah hummed.

“My Queen,” Jurroh began.

“It was not a request,” Zainah’s voice sharpened, “Please do as I ask.”

As the hood fell away, Azura’s ears twitched in curiosity as she studied him. His eyes were wild against his untamed fur. It was brown, splashed with a golden underside. Jurroh, from what Azura had heard, was much older than this Lahkian was.

“Who’re you?” someone challenged, “and where’s Jurroh?”

His chest swelled, “I’m Horo,” He said, “Jurroh’s eldest nephew.”

No one answered. Horo looked to Queen Zainah, but her eyes were narrowed, as if considering him. Fidgeting, he grabbed the clasp of his uncle’s cloak.

“He hasn’t mentioned me before?” He asked. Azura felt awkward for Horo’s sake; he was just standing there in the middle of the Ro’kah tent with everyone watching.

Horo cleared his throat, his tail lowered as he looked around, “Hasn’t he?”

“Once,” a curt voice said, “Queen Zainah, please, throw this imposter out.”

“No! He sent me!” Horo turned back to Zainah, “Please, your majesty, I come in his place!”

Zainah raised her paw, “For now, he stays.”

Azura maneuvered over the broken pieces of old rubble. Cobwebs tangled around her tail as her ears grazed the underside of the floor. Above her, Horo’s shadow paced.

“Don’t any of you have thoughts about the letter?” Azura heard him ask.

Firelight bled from a crescent shaped hole just ahead. Azura pulled herself a few inches forward and stole a glance through it.

Horo was thicker boned than the Nikiran. Unlike the adults in her village, his stubby ears and a wide muzzle poked out from his frothy head. Azura wondered how he could see anything past his fur. His shoulders were boulders. When she considered his fat tail, and thick legs, Azura wondered if all Guiyan were as big as Horo.

Still, Azura didn’t think his broad body made him immune to Zainah’s anger.

According to Azura’s mother, there were rules for a Ro’kah meeting. First, she had learned, the Queen of Lahkia was to speak and welcome the other leaders. Speaking out of turn wasn’t going to help him, Azura thought; she hoped for his own sake he’d just stop talking.

“Why won’t anyone say anything?” Horo growled.

The Nikiran chair toppled with a loud bang!

“Out of respect,” Zainah replied.

Azura watched the tails of the Ro’kah members fall. Their eyes dropped below the gaze of the Queen of Lahkia: Zainah the Magnificent. She righted her own chair in a swift, solid motion, as if the weight of it was nothing to her.

Zainah’s eyes fell on Horo.

“Y-your majesty?” He sputtered.

White fur draped in layers over her chiseled body as she strode towards him. Air slipped past the tips of her fangs, jostling the fur around her jaw. She was a sight for any Lahkian to behold when calm. The magnetism that drew Lahkians to her was undeniable, and her natural beauty made her all the more alluring.

Yet, with Zainah’s muscles flexing and her jowls tightening, Horo had every reason to be terrified, Azura thought.

He tried to cower, but she drew her muzzle towards his and caught his eyes.

“I am the first voice of the Ro’kah," Zainah growled, "I lead discussions unless otherwise specified. Is that understood?”

Zainah’s billowing snarl hovered near Horo’s neck.

Horo averted his eyes, “O-of course, your majesty.” He stuttered, “Please forgive me.”

Zainah drew back, her face torn between disappointment and irritation. Azura caught sight of Horo’s tail shyly lifting from between his legs.

“W-why didn’t you stop me?” He asked, “Why let me embarrass myself?”

“I was hoping you might realize your own error first.” Zainah replied matter-of-factly. She was fair, Azura reassured herself, she probably just wanted to make sure that Horo understood the seriousness of his rudeness.

“Please forgive my ignorance.”

Zainah clasped her paws behind her back. Her ears stood erect on her head, her tail casually swinging behind her, “I commend your enthusiasm, Horo, your passion for the Guiyan safety is clear. We will return to rumors of Saghki sightings, I assure you.” Zainah turned to position herself between the Veiean and the Guiyan.

“However, since the Ro’kah was called early, we will discuss preparations for the Cold Months and the gathering of bordacai reserves. I assume, you all have read our reports from Nikiran that the herds are thinner than last year. This will need to be remedied.”

Saghki? Azura yawned and lay down on her belly, what a weird word. Azura was about to consider what a Saghki was, but Horo was still standing. Was he still scared? Azura sniffed. She checked the floor under Horo to make sure it wasn’t ‘leaking’.

“Did you have something else to say, Horo?” Zainah questioned.

Horo said nothing. Instead, his ears were pulling back and eyes were widening.

“You didn’t receive the last message.” Horo whispered. His voice was so low only Azura, who lay nearby, could hear him.

“Are you suddenly mute, Horo?”

Azura recognized Nisha’s voice.

It was silky, like the fur that flowed over her delicate looking body. Nisha’s claws clicked against the platform, “Queen Zainah has asked you to speak.”

Horo glanced at the fringes of the tent. What was he looking for? Azura wondered. A sweat drop fell from his paw pads.

Zainah motioned for silence from Nisha.

“Horo.” Zainah said, her voice warm as she placed her paw on his shoulder, "You are afraid, but it is no longer of me."

This was the Zainah that Azura knew, the one she loved and respected most. Horo, however, seemed startled by the sudden change in her behavior.

“Go on,” Zainah encouraged, “What bothers you?”

“Y-you didn’t receive our last message?”

“The one of the Saghki rumors?” Zainah encouraged, “Yes. Three moon cycles ago.”

“Not that one,” Horo murmured, “M-my closest friend was to deliver another. Last moon phase, and...” Horo looked at Zainah, at her mate Raemus, “You didn’t receive it?”

“No,” Zainah replied, “But tell me of your friend and this letter.”

“His name was Quen,” Horo continued, “H-he was sent last moonphase. I-I thought he was safe in Nikiran.” Horo stepped back from Zainah’s soft touch, his paws gripping his head as if he was realizing something horrible,

“I should have gone with him, your majesty, but he insisted I stay.” Horo whined, “What will I tell his mate?”

Azura moved a few steps back in case he threw up, and it looked like he was on the verge of doing just that. His breaths were short and quick. Worse, he was starting to smell.

“I will send word to check for your friend,” Zainah promised. “Come now, Horo, gather your courage. You must tell us what was in that message.”
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Zainah sat beside Raemus, gesturing to Horo to stand in the middle of the room. Horo approached the center, his tail slinking between his ankles.

Azura caught sight of his nervous glance to Zainah before speaking.

“My uncle told you of a rumored sighting of a Saghki in the last message.”

Everyone nodded.

“It isn’t a rumor anymore.” Horo said, “They are real, and there is a Lahkian leading them.”

What are ‘Saghki’? Azura wondered, now exasperated. Whatever a Saghki was, Horo’s information disturbed the Ro’kah members. Zainah’s brow furrowed.

“Twenty-nine Guiyan younglings are missing.” Horo stammered, “Our archers are being found dead. First the fish were behaving strangely, then the bordacai herds moved away, and now Guiyan are vanishing!”

Queen Zainah and King Raemus stood. Panicked voices whispered among themselves. Zainah motioned for everyone else to quiet down.

“One of them came to us and offered a negotiation.” Horo said.

“What do they want?” A Veiean attendant asked.

Azura watched Horo’s muzzle tighten. Looking up from the floor, Horo said, “They told us: ‘Provide five hundred children of each land by the upcoming Festival of Juji. Do this and we will not take Lahkia.” Horo said, “The Heir of Darkness orders it.’”

Voices shouted through the Ro’kah tent. Opinions, criticisms, warnings, and fears overlapped to the point that no one could be heard. Heir of Darkness, surely Horo had heard wrong, the Veiean said. That was just an old legend, not history. No, this was a real threat. No, it had to be someone just claiming to be the Heir of Darkness.

Five hundred children per territory? That was about one third of Lahkia’s entire youth population! Was it worth it? No, it wasn’t. Yes, it was, some argued. No, it was cowardly to give in to the Heir of Darkness, even if he really was who he said he was.

Heir of Darkness, Azura’s muzzle formed over the words. She sat on her haunches and thought about it. First ‘Saghki’, now ‘Heir of Darkness’. Who was that? What were Saghki? Most importantly— the leaders seemed to consider it to be a real threat. Even Queen Zainah and King Raemus looked worried.

Nisha spoke, “We can’t possibly do what you are suggesting, Horo.”

“It’s better for a small number to die than for everyone to.” He snapped, “We have no other choice.”

“Now Horo, I must insist,” Nisha began.

A Guiyan attendant spoke up, “Excuse me, Miss Nisha; you haven’t seen what they can do.”

“Your point?” A Veiean responded.

“Cowards.” Raemus grunted. He looked at them like he was bored, “All of you.”

“Respectfully, King Raemus, I disagree.” The other Veiean said, “It’s very logical. As Horo said, it is better for Lahkians as a whole to survive. If this is what we’re really up against, that is.”

Zainah cleared her throat. Muzzles and ears swiveled towards her.

“Which of you,” Zainah gestured to each of them, “Would sacrifice your child?”

There was silence.

“Which of you would rather your children give their lives,” Zainah continued, “By mere chance that more will not be taken? Stand now and be counted!” She narrowed her eyes.

King Raemus nodded to his mate as he took the floor.

“What if they are not executed?” Raemus added, his eyes steady with Zainah’s, “Rather, what if they suffer things, things so unimaginable...” His voice trailed.

“I will not speak of such things.” He shook his head and took his seat.

The Ro’kah members murmured among themselves. Would they really agree to give up Lahkian children to whatever these Saghki were? Azura wondered. She knew that at least the Nikiran would be safe under Zainah’s protective care. What if the other villages became scared and desperate?

Zainah crossed her forearms, her voice stern, “I would give my own blood; I would allow my-own-blood to be shed before I would sacrifice my children for some sort of blind hope. Yet, that is exactly what you would be asking of your villagers.”

Azura’s ears caught the sound of children’s’ laughter as it echoed in the distance.

The sound of Nikiran children playing in the fields seemed to catch the attention of the Ro’kah members too. Several sets of ears turned to the tent opening, their faces darkening with a grim realization of what they were suggesting: giving up the lives of these children so that they might live.

Azura couldn’t be sure, but she wondered if Zainah was pausing for this very reason.

“As your Queen,” Zainah lowered her arms, “I have the authority to force you and yours to take up tooth and claw, sword and arrow, against these Saghki.”

“As leaders of Lahkia, you have read Lahkia’s private history scrolls. You know, therefore, that a fight against Saghki would be bloody and costly.” She walked to each chair and paused upon the words.

“If they are as horrid as described in the Veiean’s history scrolls, I find it quite unnecessary to emphasize that many will die.” Zainah said. “Our homes will be destroyed. Our ways of life will no longer continue as they are if we battle them.” The queen stated as she stood in front of her chair.

“And these are the things you know; the things you fear. This is why you consider making a deal with the Saghki, is it not?”

Battle? Azura breathed.

The only battles Azura ever knew about took place long before Lahkia had its first queen. Her muzzle scrunched as she thought hard for details, for something she had missed when reading Lahkia’s history. The only battles Azura knew about had been called the Wars of Beginning.

Each of the four Lahkian territories warred against one another in a fight for resources and land. It was only when the first Queen of Lahkia, Kalia, united the four races that they were able to put a stop to the fighting. With the establishment of the Ro’kah, Lahkians felt that their needs could be heard.

Instead of fighting among themselves, now they worked together to settle disputes before they escalated. From what Azura’s brothers told her, the Ro’kah was also in charge of scheduling trades, but Azura didn’t really care enough to listen to the details. What mattered was that no one was fighting anymore.

Azura recalled what she could about the final battle. Kalia had had an enemy. His name was Zorgroth. He was a Guiyan who was also trying to unite the Lahkians, but unlike Kalia, he wanted a large amount of territory for himself.

Was there more to the history of Lahkia’s origins than that? Azura had never heard anything in history or in legends about Saghki or a Lahkian who called himself the Heir of Darkness. What was this about ‘private history scrolls’?

Zainah’s voice startled her from her thoughts.

“For now I will toss aside the sheer malevolence of asking your villages to give up their young,” Zainah said, “Do you believe this evil will stop at claiming the innocent?”

“If such an enemy has the audacity to ask for children, what stops him from using these children against us?” She questioned, “What would you do, say five years from now, when you finally entered into battle with a Saghki army? What if you were faced with your cousin’s child? What about your own?”

“I’d be helpless, “Someone mumbled, “I couldn’t do it.”

Zainah nodded to someone Azura couldn’t see.

“Knowing that, discuss here and now if we should engage in a deal with the Saghki or if we should choose battle. I want to know your thoughts.” Zainah sat, “The village of Nikiran will make the sacrifice of war.”

Horo and Nisha turned to talk with their attendants from their homelands. Azura eyed each group’s shadows, and it seemed like even Raemus was speaking to Zainah about his own thoughts. Zainah shook her head at something he said.

“The Veiean would also make the sacrifice of war.”

“We’re already trying to fend off these monsters,” Horo added, “We’ll fight.”

“Queen Zainah, what do we do now?” Nisha asked, “Who will tell Jax of this?”

Everyone’s attention snapped to Zainah, who took a moment to think.

“I will personally see to it that Jax is informed,” Zainah said. “As for the Saghki: I want to know where they are migrating to and how dense such populations are becoming. I want maps made of their activity. I want the bordacai herds’ migrations and pok supplies monitored, and I want this information by the next moon phase.”

“Return to your homeland following the concession of this Ro’kah meeting. I will send word of security preparations tomorrow. I do not intend to disclose this meeting to the Nikiran, so I ask you to not speak a word of this to any of my villagers.”

Zainah’s voice was resigned, “We will then meet in council again in two moon-phases in Valesh to discuss the findings and a plan of action. And Horo,”

He glanced at her, “Your majesty?”

“You, my mate and I will discuss an evacuation of the Akinyik Mountains if you so wish.”

“Most of us do your majesty.”

“But speak with my mate first and I will discuss details with you later today,” Zainah said, “I hereby declare this Ro’kah closed.”

The Queen motioned for guards to lift the inner room’s drapes. Floorboards squeaked as Ro’kah members walked out of the tent. Their conversations were too muffled for Azura to hear what they were whispering about as they descended the steps.

Azura’s ears drew back in amazement and fear. She had come to the Ro’kah just for a chance to sit in on a boring meeting. At most, she thought she would hear about how the preparations for the Cold Months were coming.

Her tongue stuck against the top of her dry mouth. Her mind hung on one word: Battle. Battle would once again happen on the lands of Lahkia. Some sort of creature called Saghki wanted to kill them, and they were being led by a Lahkian who called himself, of all creepy things, the ‘Heir of Darkness’.

Azura pressed her left ear against the boards as Zainah spoke to Nisha. At first she thought they were alone, but she also heard the voices of some of Nisha’s attendants, and a Guiyan.

“What is that anyway?” Azura heard a Guiyan asked, “This ‘Heir of Darkness’?”

“There’s only one person it could be,” Zainah said, “When our first Queen sealed the Saghki away, she used a magic called Kalia’s Fire. First, she killed their leader, Zorgroth, because only Zorgroth would be able to free them.” Zainah began.

“If the magic was broken, it could only be broken by a Lahkian who has a lineage that leads back to Zorgroth. When I learn more, we’ll discuss the heir specifically at the next Ro’kah.”

Azura’s ears popped upright. Zorgroth?

The same Guiyan who fought against Kalia in the Wars of Beginning? Azura didn’t understand. How come she had never heard of this? What in Juji’s name was Kalia’s Fire? They had called it magic.

Magic wasn’t real, Azura’s nose wrinkled as she blinked, was it?

Nisha scowled, “Zorgroth didn’t have any heirs, Za—" She paused, “Queen Zainah.” She corrected herself. “If he had, the Veiean would have known about it and recorded it.”

“We are all capable of error,” Zainah said, “Even the Veiean scholars and scroll-keepers.”

Nisha said nothing.

Azura listened to the paw falls of Nisha’s and Horo’s attendants and as they were dismissed. Azura crawled around until she found a crack located near the stone steps of the Ro’kah tent.

Azura watched Nisha’s muzzle as it leaned on Zainah’s hip. After dismissing the Ro’kah tent guards, Zainah spoke,

“What have you discovered?” Zainah murmured, “Concerning Kalia’s Fire.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper.

“Not much, I’m afraid.” Nisha sat.

“The only documentation of Kalia’s Fire ever being used was with Queen Kalia herself during the Great War between Kalia and Zorgroth and his Saghki army,” Nisha said.

Zainah sighed, “At least, with the appearance of the Saghki, it makes sense that I gained this ability. Was there nothing else?” Zainah pressed, “Anything on how to control it?”

Nisha sighed, “Only that it was a gift from Juji Himself. Juji gave her the ability to manifest it because the times were dark and He wanted her to maintain the balance.”

Azura watched as Zainah lifted her paw, flexing it as if in awe, “All my life, I had assumed Kalia’s Fire was an embellishment of our history. I never considered...”

“That it could have been true?” Nisha finished.

“Indeed.”

“Zainah,” Nisha’s voice was hopeful, “Don’t you see? This is quite a good thing that it isn’t mere legend.”

“How so?”

“It means that you can stop the Saghki, just as Kalia did.”

Zainah seemed to consider that, “It is quite the burden.” Her voice seemed to drift away, “Quite the responsibility.”

Nisha answered, “A burden you can bear. Rest, my friend, and do not worry— you are not alone in this struggle. Lahkia is behind you. Juji guides you. I will personally search every scroll I can find to help you.”

Azura smiled at the warmth in Nisha’s voice. She started to wonder if she had missed the Queen’s reply, when an icy voice breathed,

“If it was only my safety I was worried about.”
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Azura couldn’t crawl into the open until everyone left. As much as she wanted to run, to go somewhere and digest what she had learned, she couldn’t risk being seen. Her parents would kill her. Azura’s eyes widened as she imagined how angry they would be with her if they knew where she had been all morning.

Queen Zainah and King Raemus stood at the fringes of the entrance, staring off into the bustling village. Azura leaned closer. At first she thought they hadn’t been speaking, but the wind had been swallowing their voices. Inching closer to them, she strained to listen.

“You would be able to stay home more,” She heard Raemus suggest. He was quiet for several moments longer, waiting for Zainah to reply. When she said nothing, he added,

“We could have a male heir instead,” He began. “Calzor would be a strong king.”

Azura couldn’t help but roll her eyes. Calzor was a good hunter, the eldest of Raemus and Zainah’s children, and he followed rules well, but a king? They might as well sentence Lahkia to mandatory pristine grooming laws and worship of the King.

Raemus continued, “We have one daughter, Zainah. It’s been six years and Juji has still not approved her for adulthood.”

“It took me four,” Zainah reminded him, “Four is considered late. It won’t be long.”

Raemus’s nose crinkled, his ears pulling back in surprise, “It’s been six years,” Raemus repeated, his eyes wide, “It’s never taken anyone this long to transform.”

“She will.” Zainah said.

“When?” Raemus pressed, “How long do we wait before we have one of her brothers take her place?”

Zainah said nothing. Azura figured she was asking herself the same thing.

“Perhaps Juji isn’t waiting for her to be willing and ready, but He is waiting for Lahkia to need her.” Zainah pondered. “Perhaps she doesn’t yet need to obtain her adult body.”

“Or,” Raemus’s voice was cautious, “He’s saying Azura is not meant to lead.”

Azura agreed with that, which was fine because she didn’t want to rule Lahkia anyway. She didn’t think Juji liked her very much either.

His moonlight transformed children into adults during the Festival of Juji, but only when their soul was ready for adulthood. Typically that took just a few years, but Azura remained small— a child. As far as society was concerned, she was a Lahkian with a weak soul. He probably didn’t approve of Azura meddling in ‘adult matters’ either.

“As long as Azura—”

“This is ridiculous.” Raemus interrupted. His ears flattened, he shook his head as if he was contemplating something heavy.

“Absolutely ridiculous.” He repeated, “You stand faced with war against Saghki, with an heiress that will not pass the coming-of-age ceremony, and you will not let me help you?”

“Please do not ask again,” Zainah said, “It dishonors me.”

“You’ll kill yourself if you continue like this!”

Azura heard his paw steps as he paced. It was hard to keep track of him from below, but she could see his crossed forearms. His tail seemed torn between bristling and sinking in submission.

“It’s been this way for years— you’re running yourself to death.” He complained, “You are never home for our sons. For your mate. How many moons has it been since...”

Azura could tell Raemus was worried about Zainah, that he wished she would stay home and be with him. It made sense, Azura thought. A Lahkian without their mate felt...incomplete. Adults had described it to her as a soul-bond between two Lahkians that forms when they become mates. It must have been painful for both Zainah and Raemus to be apart, but it was impossible for Azura to understand just how painful it was for them.

Zainah’s tail softened. She turned, opening her paw towards his, “Raemus, you know that I love you and I do not want to fight. I know I cannot be here as often as we would like, but this is my duty. You knew this when you became my mate.”

Raemus looked at her incredulously, “And my duty is to protect you as my mate, to co-rule with you as King of Lahkia, but you will let me do neither.”

“I don’t understand Raemus,” Zainah said, “Am I doing so terribly at ruling Lahkia? The lands are filled with plenty to eat, the villagers across Lahkia are contented, and no Lahkian suffers too greatly. What terrible crime have I committed that makes you doubt me so much?”

Raemus paused.

“You are not listening.” Raemus finally said.

Zainah looked at him.

“The Heir of Darkness has surfaced in your reign.” He said, “And although you have no idea who he is, Horo entrusted this to me.”

“This is a Nikiran hunter’s cloak fastener,” Zainah muttered. “Why did he have this?

“It was found at the death-site of a Guiyan archer. It cannot be from our last trade; that was a moon cycle and a half ago.”

Azura’s eyes widened.

“The Heir of Darkness must be Nikiran. Don’t you see, Zainah? Why else would it be out there near a death-site?” His voice trailed, “Zainah, I ask you to see reason. This is not to dishonor you. It is to save Lahkia, to save our family. It is time that you trust me, for all of our sakes.”

Azura couldn’t believe it. Her mother may not have been around as often as she wanted, but Azura didn’t understand how Zainah could miss something like this.

Azura inhaled.

Unfortunately, she inhaled an entire glob of dust-specks. Her body revolted and she sneezed; her spine bucked against a floorboard.

Raemus’s paws thundered closer and closer. A hefty paw smashed through the floorboards, spewing wood pieces in Azura’s face. She lurched to run. He snatched her by her dusty hips and tail. Azura looked, upside down, into the pair of disappointed blue irises and hardened emerald eyes. Oops...

“I...” She began.

Raemus snarled. Azura had embarrassed him by disobeying. Further, she had been listening in on a very personal conversation, and she knew she wasn’t supposed to do that either.

She dangled in his grasp, “Father, I-I’m sorry!” Azura’s muzzle rippled as his claw tips pierced through the soft skin on her back legs.

Zainah growled, “Raemus, you’re hurting her!”

“You have disobeyed us.” He stared at Azura.

“I’m sorry! I was just curious father, I—”

“Raemus!” Zainah shouted.

Raemus lifted Azura higher, his tail bristling.

“RAEMUS!”

Zainah tore Azura out of his grasp, turning on him and snarling. Cradling Azura, she flattened her ears at her mate.

“Foolish child.” He muttered, lowering his paws.

“She is our child,” Zainah seethed, “What of this do you not understand?”

Raemus said nothing.

“Azura,” Zainah said, her eyes not leaving Raemus. “Go home. We will discuss your attendance of the Ro’kah later.” She said with locked jaws.

Scrambling from her mother’s arms, she barreled through the crowds of onlookers. She avoided their judgmental, curious gazes as she slunk past them.

“Wasn’t that Azura?” she heard someone ask.

“Knowing that kid? Probably.”

“Seems like a bunch of trouble if you ask me.” They kept their voices low, but Azura thought they meant for her to hear them.

With her tail sinking, she wandered out the East Gate. Patchy grass was littered with muddy paw prints from the morning’s dew. Grains brushed against her shoulders as she walked towards the tall trees in the distance.

Was the Heir of Darkness’s surfacing really her fault? Was it because she had failed the coming of age ceremony— so the Heir of Darkness thought her family was weak? Azura’s tail pulled beneath her.

Was her father just saying that to be mean? Sometimes she felt like her father hated her more than Juji did. She knew it couldn’t be true— there were memories of him rolling her over with his nose when she was a youngling, patting her head when she pounced on a Xi bug and showed it to him. She wished she could make him proud again, the way Calzor did.

Groups of pok-fishers walked towards her, their spears slung over their shoulders. Azura shirked past them. Water dripped from their bulging nets, forming a dark splatter on the dirt pathway. Some of the pok-fishers smiled at her; others bowed.

Azura preferred those who ignored her.

The warmth of the soil told her that second sunrise was close. Azura disliked it when Zhar, guardian of the second son and brother to Juji, made his presence known. He always forced the Nikiran to take shelter from the heat, or risk burning their paws in the fields.

Azura entered the Kiru Forest.

She remembered her father fiercely protecting her from everything; nothing was good enough for his daughter. That had all changed after her third year of failing to obtain her adult body during the Festival of Juji. Now, nothing Azura did was ever good enough for him. She probably embarrassed him.

Breathing became easier as the village sounds were replaced with birdsong and the crunching of leaves. Here, she was away from expectant eyes. Evading the poorly hidden glances of curiosity and disapproval was hard. Village members didn’t dare talk about Azura, fearful of what her mother might say, but she had heard their whispers.

They had been the same as her brothers’ and parents: what kept Azura’s soul from maturing? Maybe it was weakness, some had replied. Why didn’t she have her adult body yet? Perhaps she was too afraid, some had said. Would Lahkia have to take a male heir by default if Zainah died before Azura obtained her adult body from Juji?

Azura hadn’t realized how tense her tail and ears had been until she found herself alone. Her heart was steadied by the rustling of the trees, the singing of birds, and the gurgle of water rushing over rocks from the Ki River. Azura swallowed her tears and felt her tail lift, just a little bit.

She strolled on all fours. Nikiran adults only used this stance for running, but Azura didn’t care. Her parents and brothers weren’t here to encourage her to walk like them, and she wasn’t an adult anyways.

Here, alone in the forest, she could walk how she wanted.

She didn’t have to worry about what a Saghki exactly was, or consider how it might change her life. She could refuse to accept her fate: future Queen of Lahkia.
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The Hunters’ Trail was abandoned. Norks squawked at Azura from the treetops, beating their wings against their yellow bellies. Somewhere, deep in the forest, the heavy grunt of a bordacai male called out to his herd. Azura figured if prey could talk, he was probably telling his comrades the coast was clear. Nothing threatening was around for miles.

She imagined him shaking his mighty tri-prong horns, his roundish, long snout huffing out the morning mist. She could visualize his serpentine tail thrashing— daring any lone male to try to claim his herd.

Azura listened as the herd moved, their hooves rumbling against the ground. She paused to check for their direction. The last thing she needed was to be poisoned by a bordacai’s long, tail-spear. She had seen too many hunters made sick to not be careful.

Against her brothers’ advice, Azura had gotten so close to a herd once that she could see their ears. She found them strange. The ears didn’t stick out above the head. It was like they were part of the side of the head instead, blending right in next to their skulls. They were ribbed, angled, and large enough to detect a range of sound. Part of the ear wrapped towards the spine on either side of the head.

Azura didn’t often see the carcass of the bordacai she and her family ate. The cleaning, separating, and shearing of bordacai was partially done by the hunters, but most of it was done by village experts.

Azura walked over cold stones on the muddy pathway. It gave way to the grass, shrubbery, and crisp fallen leaves. In the distance, over the hillside to the west and down a ravine, the Ki River rumbled.

“Alone.” Azura said to the trees. “It would be better this way.”

Wind breathed through the trees, pulling leaves from their branches. Azura descended around the corner of the pathway until it leveled out in front of her.

She paused and stared up at a giant Mourning-Howler that stood alone in the middle of the pathway. The swirled reddish bark was contrasted by bright, orange and blue fruit. Her father could have snatched one if he were to really try, but usually the fruit was harvested by time. They’d have to wait until the cold months settled in before the fruit would fall.

“Mother told me that Juji speaks to us through the trees in times of need,” Azura said as she stepped into the presence of the Mourning-Howler.

Its hanging branches rolled over her shoulders, the leaves tickling her nose. Azura sneezed.

“I wish I could hear you talking to me.”

Frowning, she placed her front paws against the gnarled trunk, “I’d rather be here.”

Azura pressed her nose against the rich bark, inhaling the scents of other Lahkians who had passed by. Yet, there was a scent that ran deeper than the surface. It was inside the bark, at the core of the tree itself. Her ears folded; something about it called to her.

She knew that a long time ago, Lahkians didn’t have villages. They had lived deep in the forests, and sometimes Azura swore that the forest still beckoned them.

“If we lived in the Kiru Forest, like in ancient times, I could run and catch Xi bugs in the field.” Azura smiled at the Mourning-Howler, her tail swaying behind her, “And then the twins could teach me how to hunt! My family could stay together, and maybe mother would help me learn how to howl better. There’d be no stupid talk of me being a queen.”

Azura pushed herself off of the bark and sat, her ears folding against her head. Thoughts of the Ro’kah meeting, of fearful leaders’ expressions consumed her.

“There wouldn’t be Saghki.” Azura whispered as her back leaned against the bark, “I don’t know what they are, but they sound really bad.”

“And there wouldn’t be an ‘Heir of Darkness'.” She added.

She knew that the trees couldn’t respond in a way that she could hear. Despite having feelings, Lahkians and trees didn’t speak the same language.

“You’re tall and big— maybe you’re not afraid.” She looked up, “And strong too. I wish I was strong.”

A large piece of fruit thumped Azura between the ears. She growled and picked up the fuzzy thing from the forest floor. Juices seeped from the bruises it had sustained, and a chunk of skin was missing. Whatever the tree was trying to say, Azura presumed it was either calling her stupid or it was saying, “Here, child, have some food.”

She was about to say something else, but laughter and voices echoed from somewhere down the trail. Azura looked up at the Mourning-Howler. Before leaving, she thanked it. It was the polite thing to do when you talk to a tree about personal things. (It wasn’t like they could excuse themselves if they got bored). Still, Azura wondered what the tree might say if it could speak Lahkian.

Azura’s ears swiveled in search of the sound. She followed the laughter off of the Hunters’ Trails and into a clearing.

Three children were playing a game of Scramble-Bone in the fields. She watched them tumble over one another, each of them trying to take the bone away from the leader. Maybe she could join, she thought as her tail swayed behind her. It wasn’t the sort of game she would like to play, but maybe she could make some friends.

The rules of Scramble-Bone were simple: Get the bone, keep it away, and no biting. Azura was small, she was sure that could provide an advantage. Approaching the group, she kept her tail casual and her ears poised.

"I want to be the leader next!” A female whined.

“But you’ve started already. It’s Zirek’s turn.”

“I don’t care,” Zirek said, “Let Asha start.”

Azura spoke up, “Can I play too?” she asked

They glanced at one another. Zirek walked towards her, with a smirking glance at his two friends.

“Uh, no?” He laughed. “We don’t have room for a weakling.” He crinkled his nose at her and gestured to the east with his muzzle, “Why don’t you go play with the newborn younglings in their game of Tumble-Bop.”

Asha sneered, “Yeah,” She said, “How many years has it been and you still haven’t transformed?”

Azura’s tail fell between her legs, but her ears pinned against her head.

“I heard six,” said Jana, Asha’s sister. They bumped one another on the shoulder, laughing at Azura.

“Six?” Zirek laughed. “That’s possible?”

“It’s not supposed to be,” Asha said. “She’s weird. Don’t let her play, Zirek.”

“I don’t want to play with children like you anyway!” Azura growled.

“I think you made her angry,” Jana said, “Ooooh, don’t go tell your momma on us.”

Azura puffed out her chest and bristled her tail, “Shut up.” She barked.

“Look! She’s already telling us what to do!” Asha growled.

“Maybe we should stop her.” Jana suggested, taking a step towards Azura.

Zirek’s hackles raised, his tail bristled, “Maybe we should!”

Azura lowered her muzzle, her upper lip lifting to show her fangs, “I don’t want to fight.” She stepped back, turning her body to the side, “But I will.”

She kept her eyes level with Zirek’s.

“GET HER!” He snarled.

Shoulders hunched, Azura braced for their bites. She snarled as they leapt towards her. She’d scratch them if she could, but she was no match for three of them.

Zirek leaped first, his jaws open. Behind him, Asha and Jana tore forward, their sharp claws stretched out towards her.

A flash of auburn fur rushed over her. A tail brushed over her ears as a Lahkian landed in front of her, taking the impact of the children as they collided with his legs.

He was smaller than her father, about the size of her brother Dako, and his inner coat was brown. Small cuts and nicks lined his ankles as he intercepted children’s bites and scratches.

“You three are out of line.” He growled.

Zirek’s tail thrust under him, with Asha and Jana cowering behind him.

“S-she cheated in Scramble-Bone!” Asha stammered.

“Try again.” His voice was dry.

They said nothing. What were they so afraid of?

The stranger turned his muzzle towards her, “My name is Koja. Are you hurt? I tried to not hit you as I jumped.”

Suddenly, Azura could understand their shock. This Lahkian had yellow eyes— yellow! She had never seen anyone with that color before. Yellow eyes belonged to the cursed! That’s what her brothers always told her.

Koja frowned at her silence, but his eyes slid to the left as the other children sat there. He faced them.

“Now go already!”

They bolted. Tails beneath them, they fell over each other in a mad scramble to get away. Azura stood, watching them until Koja faced her.

“Thank you,” She managed to say.

Koja smiled, “You’re welcome.” He lowered himself to all fours, bending his muzzle towards hers. His golden eyes churned.

“You’re Azura” His ears lifted.

Azura nodded. She paused.

“Why do you have yellow eyes?” Azura asked, cocking her head to the side.

Now that she could see them up close, she wasn’t sure why they frightened her at all. In fact, Azura thought the color suited him. There was something about the golden color that almost entranced her.

Koja laughed, “You’re blunt.” He smiled, “Well, my mother was a harlot and my father didn’t know that when he took her as his mate. Juji gives the offspring of harlots golden eyes; I think it’s to discourage betrayal.”

“Is it true that you’re cursed?” Azura breathed, wide-eyed. She knew that was rude, but she was too curious to not ask.

Koja frowned, “Is it true that you’re weak?”

“I don’t think so,” Azura whispered, “Everyone just says that, although sometimes I believe it.”

“It’s the same with me.” Koja said, “No curse, just golden eyes.”

Azura tilted her head again, “Oh.” She said. She felt dumb just saying that, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“You’re a hunter?” She lifted a paw and motioned towards the binding around his hips, which was made from braided vines instead of the usual leather. He sat on his haunches and adjusted the old, breaking vines.

Koja laughed, “There’s no way anyone would let me be a hunter.” He grinned at her, “I like to call myself a trapper.”

“I didn’t know Nikiran had trappers,” Azura said.

Koja set down his paws on the dirt in front of him, “Not officially. I can’t find a trade where anyone will accept me, so I do this instead. I have to get enough meat to feed myself, my sick father, and to purchase his medicine from Xeyola.”

Xeyola. Azura tried to not express recognition. Azura had been secretly mentoring under Xeyola the healer for the past year. How come she hadn’t seen him before, she wondered aloud.

“I try to enter the village only at night,” He said, “but my father ran out of medicine. I generally travel off trail, but it sounded like you could use some help. I hope that was okay.” He smiled at her and inclined his muzzle towards hers.

“It was nice to meet you, Azura,” Koja said, “But I have to go, my father—”

“Needs his medicine,” Azura finished.

Koja nodded, and before Azura could say another word, Koja darted through the fields, up the embankment, and disappeared onto the trails. She placed her nose to the ground where he sat and inhaled his scent so she could remember it. Koja, she smiled. It seemed she had a friend after all.

Just as her tail began to sway behind her, a raindrop plopped itself between her ears. Azura looked up as a strong wind kicked up loose bits of grain. A Nikiran storm was rapidly approaching, and if she didn’t hurry, she’d be caught in the middle.
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“Look what the water spirits dragged in!” Dako joked as Azura stumbled into view.

Normally, she would have run to greet him. Instead, she panted and tried to glare at him. Of course he could joke about it, Azura thought, he was dry. Not for long, though, because the storm she had run through was now approaching home.

She hobbled over to the stone steps and onto the platform. Closing her eyes, she shook water from her fur, though the sky had started to spew excess water back onto her fur. She glanced at Dako and flicked water from her tail in his direction.

He didn’t notice. Actually, Azura thought, he probably did and chose to not to say anything; instead he was watching the rain as it steadily increased. He hadn’t changed, she thought to herself. He had moved out years ago, but he was still the same. She was grateful for that, and for his frequent visits home.

She wished that her father had asked Dako to be the head of the household instead of Calzor. Living with Calzor in charge was boring at best, irritating at worst. Though she couldn’t blame Dako for being eager to have his own place, it was customary for an adult male to build his own home before taking a mate. Dako didn’t have a mate yet, none of her brothers did, but that didn't mean they didn't want to be ready to accept a mate.

Dako smiled, looking skyward as lightning flashed against his gray irises in the distant horizon. He turned his attention back to the knife in his left paw. He pressed it against the wood in his right paw and carefully etched markings into it.

Azura went inside and sat in the center room. She shivered as the wetness sunk past her thick fur and burrowed next to her callus free skin. She blinked around for a few moments, forgetting what she was looking for, but then grabbed the ragged cloth which hung by a peg.

She stroked the mud from her paws. It was easy to clean the mud from soft paw-pads; their plump squishy nature made it easy to move them aside to clean the fur. To remove the dirt which had fallen into the cracks, her brothers first soaked their paws.

She sneezed again.

"Are you sick?” Dako called after her.

It was stress, not sickness, but Azura wouldn’t admit it. Besides, she had too many things on her mind to sooth Dako’s worry: The coming-of-age festival, Zirek’s insults, Koja, her parents fighting, the Saghki and the Heir of Darkness. She slumped to her stomach in front of the fire pit.

“What’s wrong with Azura?” She heard Xoran ask. Azura peeked from the corner of her right eye as he walked onto the platform outside. A small, ratty pelt was draped over his skinny arm. Rain dribbled from his muzzle and into the pelt’s holes.

The pelt, which matched Xoran’s fur, was like a burned hide— a mixture of browns, blacks, and auburn. Azura wondered what sort of sad, mauled animal it had come from. It looked almost as unkempt as Xoran’s fur.

“I don’t know,” Dako said, “Where’s the rest of the product you bartered with?” He asked. Azura heard the distinct click as Dako flipped his carving blade into his hunter’s belt.

“This cost the whole lot.”

“This?” Dako shook the pathetic piece, which ripped with his violent shake, “Cost you two buckets of Cario berries and three dried bundles of Mairu root? That’s impossible.”

She looked around for something else to do while they bickered. Her brothers always seemed to be on the edge of a scuffle over something. All six of them, Azura thought with a sigh.

Calzor was the eldest, and that might have been half the reason he was Raemus’s prized son. He even looked slightly like him; his black fur was only differentiated by the splashes of white along his forearms and legs. He had transformed into his adult body only two years after he finished physically growing from a youngling into a child. He was obsessively clean and seemed intent on keeping everything in order, just like her father. He even had her father’s crystalline green eyes.

Dako had come next, the year before Calzor had transformed. Gray eyed and honey coated, Dako’s build was thicker than Calzor’s. Also unlike his brother, Dako made friends quickly. Azura figured this was because he was social and didn’t mind getting dirt on his fur.

The twins, Jahka and Jehri, were born two years later. They told her that they had been born in Valesh, because that’s where mother was visiting at the time and she wasn’t able to make it home. Jahka had explained that, after younglings are born, they’re too fragile for travel.

She wondered how her father had reacted when the twins were born— two younglings, neither of them female. Not only that, he wouldn’t have been able to go see them. Someone had to stay and rule Nikiran in Zainah’s absence.

After the twins, Leui— the most studious and educated of them all was born. Azura wasn’t sure where Leui got his wiry fur from. Neither her mother or father had wiry fur, but Azura never teased him about it. It seemed to hurt his feelings. At least his fur was a very common color for the Nikiran— a dark gray. He didn’t inherit his mother or father’s eyes though. His eyes were brown.

Born only two years after him, Xoran was Azura’s youngest brother; the only one whom she knew when he had been a child. They used to play in the Ki River together; he was the only one who seemed to understand what play was. Her other brothers would play with her, but Xoran was her size. It was different.

Now that he was an adult, Azura wasn’t really sure what Xoran liked to do for fun. All she knew was that he was indecisive and he liked to complain about things. Even at birth, his body couldn’t seem to decide on a fur color. Calzor said that it started out as black, then splashes of auburn came through, and finally a hint of amber.

He’d complain about his fur being too thin and that it was tri-colored. No one needed to keep track of the stars, because Xoran always complained about how long it was until the Cold Months, and then how long it would be until the Warm Months returned. He didn’t like doing his share of chores. Bordacai tasted funny to him. Xoran was an odd Nikiran.

Having so many brothers was confusing, but it wasn’t as if her parents had a choice. They had to keep trying until they bore a female child, someone who could inherit Zainah’s position.

Kalia’s firstborn had been a female, and the tradition had been kept. After several generations, it was made into law. Others had attempted to obtain the position as King or Queen, but none had found the approval of Lahkia.

Xoran’s nasally whine brought Azura back to the present.

Dako gave Xoran the wood carving he had been working on. Shaping the image of a Lahkian out of tree scraps was no easy task. Once, Azura had offered to sit and learn, but after hours of silence and slicing of intricate spaces of wood, she grew bored of it. Somehow, though, Dako’s nature gave him the patience for the task. More than that, Azura thought as he looked at the carving with pride, he seemed to enjoy it.

Azura listened as he made Xoran swear to get something better, just as soon as the rain stopped. How long had that wood carving taken Dako to make? Azura couldn't help but wonder; sometimes he would work on the same task for days on end. Xoran seemed to consider this too, but Dako was insistent that he take it.

He placed a paw between Xoran’s ears, gave him a dry rag, and sent him inside. She watched Dako work to secure loose items outside, the rain soaking his fur. Wind rattled the wooden and stone structure of their home. Pieces of grain flew past Dako’s ears. Xoran asked if he wanted any help, but Dako was almost finished.

“Just check on Azura for me,” she heard Dako say, “She looked upset.”

Azura hadn’t thought she looked upset. Glancing down into a bucket of clean water, she checked to make sure the fur around her eyes wasn’t matted. It wasn’t. Dako was just observant

Before Xoran said a word to her, an older Nikiran walked into the hut’s main room from the backdoor. The tanned bordacai flap swayed as Calzor entered. Emerald eyes, a pair just like her father’s, were focused on her. Turning around to see who it was wasn’t necessary; she could feel the weight of his judgmental stare.

Azura could also tell because Xoran willingly went back out into the rain, muttering some excuse about forgetting something. A shadow formed behind Azura.

“Hi Calzor,” She turned her muzzled toward him.

“You’re muddy,” he said, his head tilting sideways.

“And you’re soaked.” Azura smiled, “Did you fall in the Ki River?”

He frowned. Calzor wasn’t very good at taking jokes anymore.

Ever since their father had declared that Calzor was to take charge of their household in his place, Calzor had changed. He used to laugh with her, but something about having the position changed him. Azura wasn’t sure of when Calzor went back to his own home, or if he had ever really built one at all. Sometimes she wondered if Calzor intended to keep their home once she and her brothers had all grown.

“Doesn’t anyone think to store extra grains?” He said to himself, “What a mess.”

He slung excess water from his body onto the floor. It landed in soft splashes on the stash of grains he had set at his paws. Cupping both paws around his head, he tousled his fur until it was almost dry. He used his claws to straighten his facial fur before gathering the grains and tossing them into a large basket. His eyes stayed on her as if he was trying to figure something out.

“Where were you this morning?”

Reaching into his hunter’s pouch along his waistline, Calzor handed her a crisply folded cloth. Darkened from the water, it had remained spotless in Calzor’s care. Thanking him, she took it and wiped her muzzle clean.

“You’re supposed to tell me if you go for a run; you’re not to go alone when we’re clearly about to have bad weather.”

She glanced at the floor. Did she want to trust him with what she had learned? How long would he yell at her?

“Azura,” He swore, “I won’t tell father. Or anyone else. Did you go for a run by yourself?”

A glare escaped her eyes, “You said that last time, and the time before.” Her ears pinned. Not that it mattered, Azura thought, because her father already knew.

“Last time?” Calzor pressed, “So you did do something you shouldn’t have.”

She paused, “You’ll be angry.”

“I’m only angry when important rules are broken.” Calzor corrected.

“Calzor, you think all rules are important.”

He seemed to consider this, but his expectant stare still drilled into her. Before courage slipped away, she confessed.

“I was at the Ro’kah meeting.”

Calzor’s eyes and ears lifted, “Why would you after I specifically told you not to!” He grabbed her shoulders roughly.

“Let go, Calzor!” Azura growled.

“Attendance of a Ro’kah uninvited is—”

“Against the law, I know,” Azura said, her voice drowning in guilt, “But no one likes to tell me anything about what’s going on!”

“That doesn’t excuse it!” Calzor snapped, “Did you think about how hard that would be for mother and father to explain themselves if the Ro’kah members caught you?” He softened his grip on her.

Staring down at her paws, her ears sunk against her head. She wanted to find a good reason to protest. But the truth was, was that Azura hadn’t thought about what could happen. It made her feel stupid, and Azura didn’t like that either.

“How long will it take you to run to father, Calzor?” Dako said.

From the front entranceway, he leaned against the wall, his forearms resting below his ribcage. Dako’s expression was somewhere between a smirk and a disapproving glare as he eyed his brother. Calzor lowered his arms from Azura, standing upright to meet Dako’s gaze.

Behind Dako, Xoran poked his head through the bordacai-skin door, water dripping steadily down his nose. He scurried to his room to avoid the coming confrontation.

Calzor glared after Xoran, “Listening to others’ private conversations isn’t polite.” He chastised.

“Whatever Calzor.” Dako rolled his eyes.

Ears erect, he tilted his head and winked at Azura before Calzor could see him do it. Azura’s tail relaxed as she received his silent message. Dako was only baiting Calzor into anger so that he would leave her alone.

“Excuse me?” Calzor growled, “Did you forget I’m the eldest?”

“Yep.” Dako quipped, “Forgot it entirely.”

Calzor took long strides towards Dako, his muzzle meeting his. Teeth clenched, Azura saw his hackles rise along his shoulders. Dako looked at him like he was bored, which seemed to further infuriate Calzor.

“No wonder Azura looks up to you!” Calzor snarled, “You’re both insubordinate, nosy little—”

Dako’s eyes flashed across Calzor’s face. Muscling his way around him, Dako plopped himself beside Azura on the floor. His eyes watched her in a way that was both gentle and yet authoritative.

“Did you go to the Ro’kah because you wanted to break rules?”

Azura shook her head.

“How did you feel while you were breaking the law? Excited?” Dako pressed, “I’m told breaking rules can be exciting.”

“No,” Azura murmured, “I felt guilty.”

He nodded, placing a paw on her shoulder, “And did you go to the Ro’kah because you wanted to undermine someone, anyone, in power?”

She tilted her head at him, “Huh?” That was an odd question, Azura thought.

“See?” Dako said as he turned to Calzor, “Azura isn’t insubordinate, probably just too curious for her own good, but not a natural law-breaker.” He patted her shoulder. Eyes beaming like a youngling, he purposely bumped his shoulder against hers.

Calzor blinked.

Muttering, as if they were talking about a secret, Dako said, “Going to a Ro’kah wasn’t the best idea, but I can’t pretend I’m not curious. So if you want to talk, I’ll listen.”

“Stop encouraging her.” Calzor’s ears pinned, “And stop ignoring that I’m the el—”

“Calzor,” Dako said in exasperation, “She’s obviously had a rough morning,” Dako said. Turning to face him, he added, “Couldn’t you tell she was upset before you even talked to her? Leave her be. She knows it was wrong.”

Had it been that obvious? Dako tousled her fur into a spiky mess, laughing as Azura pretended to scowl. For just a moment, she forgot about being in trouble. She remembered the time she accidentally caught her parents’ bedding on fire. Dako had helped her gather fresh grains while Calzor ran off and told their father. From then on, their family had kept wall-torches off of the walls.

“If she had just trusted and told me,” Calzor began, “It’s not my faul—”

“No.” Dako interrupted.

“You always promise you won’t tell father and then you just run to him.” Dako scowled, “I don’t blame her for not trusting you.”

Calzor’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

Turning to Azura, Dako smiled, “I won’t make you tell me what you heard at the Ro’kah, but if you want to you can.” He said.

He watched her nervous glance to Calzor and added, “I’ll beat his tail to the ground if he so much as mutters a word to father,” Dako swore.

“Is that so?” Calzor challenged, hackles climbing along his shoulders and neck, “Perhaps it’s time I teach you little about respect.”

“Maybe it’s time someone humbles you,” Dako growled, “I don’t care that you’re our eldest brother, it doesn’t give you permission to bully my sister.”

Azura’s ears lifted at the change in Dako’s tone. Claws etching into the floor, Dako rose. He wasn’t baiting anymore, Azura realized with panic.

“Bully her?” Calzor scoffed, “Discipline isn’t bullying her.”

Dako’s eyes never left him, his head tilting forward, “No,” He agreed, “But manipulating a child into trusting you and then repeatedly breaking that child’s trust, is bullying, if not abusive.”

“Just wait until—”

“Father gets home?” Dako finished, “How about you stop being a coward and stand up for your own words for once.”

Their eyes locked. Calzor’s tail bristled, the veins in his throat pulsating. Dako’s jaw slackened, his fangs in view.

“Wait!” Azura shouted, “Dako, it’s okay.” Azura promised, “He wasn’t being mean.” She said, not sure if that was the truth, “Please don’t hurt each other.”

But they weren’t listening. Instead, they had begun to circle one another, teeth snapping and snarling. In her panic, Azura blurted the only thing that might distract them,

“Saghki are taking Guiyan children and killing Guiyan archers!” She yelled, “And they want the Lahkian territories to give up five hundred children each!”
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Silence hung between the three of them for a few moments. Uprooted grain flung against the outside walls. Drafts of wind pushed through the bottoms of the entryways, although bordacai pelts had closed off most of the chill.

“What?” Dako breathed.

Calzor gaped at her, “How is that possible?”

They hadn’t asked what a Saghki was, she noted.

“You know about them,” Azura said, “How do you know about them?”

Calzor stuttered, “Well, y-yes, but, it was supposed to just be a legend.”

Dako sat. The fur on his shoulders and arms lowered. He stared at the doorway, “Mother gave Leui a copy of the legend once.” He explained.

“An alternative history of the Wars of Beginning,” Calzor added, “She wasn’t supposed to, but Leui loves to study, and mother couldn’t bring herself to deny him of knowledge. You know how she is.”

“How come you two know about Saghki?” She pressed.

Calzor looked at Dako, as if remembering, “The legend scared Leui.” He said, “He didn’t want mother to know it had, but he wanted to talk about it.”

Dako continued to stare at the doorway. Azura’s ears swiveled at the sound of creaking wood, the shuffling of paws along the floor. Two sets of paws, she realized.

Leui could be heard saying,

“Fighting among brothers was once very common— I read it in a scroll. Don’t worry, Dako won’t really hurt him.”

“You’re sure?” Xoran whispered.

"I’m smaller than Dako,” Calzor admitted through clenched jaws, “But I’m not deaf.” He rounded as they walked into the entry room.

Leui shrunk.

Splattered ink had stained the outer coat of Leui’s forearms, fresh ink dashed across the left side of his muzzle. His wired fur seemed out of place as Xoran padded up beside him.

“Me either,” Xoran said, “What’s a Saghki?”

Dako, Calzor, and Leui looked at one another. To Leui, Dako only said,

“They’re real.”

“What’s real?” Xoran asked.

“Not now,” Calzor waved him off, “Later.”

Four sets of eyes rested on her.

“Why not me?” Azura sighed, “I want to know too.”

“I’m sorry, Azura.” Calzor said, arrogance gone from his voice.

She turned to Dako, her eyes pleading. She expected him to smirk and tell her everything, but instead he looked away, as if filled with shame.

“We don’t want to scare you,” He seemed to be looking for the right words.

Dako? Azura thought with shock. She was closest to him; he believed in her the most, so why did he doubt her now?

As if feeling her disappointment, Dako added,

“We know that fear can stunt growth, and your soul needs to be strong for the coming-of-age ceremony.”

“I’m not scared,” Azura said, her tail high, “I’m not afraid.”

Azura felt her ears bend to the sound of squeaking wood. She turned. The trapdoor flew open with a sudden bang. Dirt and dust spewed. Azura scrambled to Dako’s side. Calzor’s smug reaction sickened her.

“What’s all the fuss?” Jehri asked, climbing out from the wood storage. Behind him, his twin followed. Jahka, covered in far more dirt, seemed at least three shades of brown darker.

“Calzor and Dako.” Xoran piped up.

“Yeah?” Jahka dusted himself off, “Well it can’t be because we’re short on firewood. Took us all morning!” He stopped himself from laughing when he saw everyone else’s expressions.

Jehri’s eyes watched them, “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” Calzor lied. To Azura he said, “The issue we were talking about will be resolved quickly. Keep your nose out and it’ll be fine.”

“Calzor,” Jehri spoke, “You can’t expect us to believe that can you?”

“Tell me the truth,” Azura agreed.

“Absolute truth is for adults.” Calzor said, “You’ll know what you need to, when we say you’re ready.”

“So children can lie?” Azura growled, “Fine.” She said, puffing up her chest, “You’re the nicest Lahkian I’ve ever met!” She steamed.

Calzor suppressed a laugh, even though she was serious. He would never take her seriously, Azura glowered.

“You wouldn’t even know they were real if I hadn’t told you!” Azura protested, “If Lahkians are dying, I want to know why.”

“Well, you can’t know right now!” Dako and Calzor chimed. They stared at one another, stunned they had actually agreed on something.

“No really,” Jahka said, “Someone mind telling us what’s going on?”

Their musing was interrupted by the sounds of a large body sloshing through the muddy area just outside the front entrance. Paws thudded up the creaking steps. A wet, obsidian paw shot through the pocket opening and unlatched the pelt from the door.

Raemus entered.

They stared at him, water dripping from his spiked tail. Behind him, the bordacai-pelt door thrashed.

Shoulders rolling back, Raemus lifted his head as it cleared the door. His fur dripped in heavy puddles below him. Calzor rushed to his side, to help him secure the door, but Raemus had latched it before he could reach him. His claws clicked on the doorframe. No one spoke. Muzzle inclined downward, he met Calzor’s awkward glances. Raemus turned to the rest of his children, his eyes falling on a bucket of clean cloth. Azura hurried to give him one, hoping that by helping him, that maybe he would understand that she wasn’t trying to dishonor him after all.

“Thank you,” said Raemus, his voice a low rumble. His black claws snagged the rag from her grasp.

“True leaders,” He began, smearing the rag over his face, “Always anticipate other’s needs, Azura.”

Grime and mucous smothered the rag as Raemus wiped it over his muzzle and nose. It landed with a gross splat in front of her, remnants of dirt scattering across the floor.

Normally smooth, the sight of Raemus’ water-spiked and ruffled fur would have normally made Azura laugh. The weight of his eyes felt heavier than usual.

“True leaders,” Raemus said, his paws searching for the clasp of his hunter’s belt, “also follow society’s rules.”

One ear folded, Raemus furrowed his brow and stretched out his paw to receive another clean cloth. Turning his attention to her brothers, he said,

“Our future leader,” he paused to keep his voice steady, “Seems to think she is above the rules.” His emerald eyes met the gaze of each one of his young, one by one, holding a particularly long stare with Azura.

“It’s time we have a refresher about the importance of rules,” Raemus concluded.

Drying his paws, he strode to the fire pit where he snatched up two stones. His muscles bulged as he smacked the rocks together. Cshh! Cshh! Sparks flew, dry tinder caught fire. Azura watched as he rose, his back still turned as the fire crackled.

“Rules are established to protect Lahkians and their honor.” He applied the clean rag to the backs of his legs, his risen tail and ears. He tossed the cloth towards a corner.

“Isn’t that right, Azura?” He turned.

She had been listening, but her nose was busy tracking the smell of food. It was fresh food, in a bag just outside. Her eyes had followed the scent, unaware that her father was staring at her. Raemus strode past her, reached outside the door, and drug the sopping, wet bag inside.

“Extra chores before you eat,” Raemus said, throwing the bag over his left shoulder, “Azura must accept the accountability of her actions. When a leader falters,” He lowered his voice to a hiss, “everyone suffers.”

“Chores!” Xoran gestured outside, “It’s flooding!

Emerald eyes narrowed.

Xoran froze. Tail curled, he lowered himself to his belly and avoided his father’s gaze. Azura, Calzor, Dako, Jehri, Jahka, and Leui also averted their eyes.

Tension in their home had risen higher as each of Azura’s brothers obtained their adult bodies. Multiple males in a home tempted them to challenge each other for authority, no matter how much they otherwise loved each other.

“My patience for you grows thinner by the day, Xoran.” Raemus’s stared him down despite Xoran’s cowered posture, “It would be foolish to argue with me, especially today.”

By tradition, they were each scouting land and gathering resources so that they could build their own homes. The process took many years— adult males’ first duty was to their trade, then family, and then personal matters. Hunting and bartering for supplies for eight, sometimes nine Lahkians, was a large chore.

All of her brothers, however, had been storing their supplies beneath the trapdoor. The twins and Leui were ready to build at the beginning of next year’s Warm Months. Xoran, however, was still making excuses about not being able to find good enough land.

“You are lucky to even have a home.” She heard Raemus whisper to Xoran, his voice teetering in attempts to control his anger, “You are my son, my blood, my flesh, but I will not be patient with you forever.”

Thunder rolled in from the Kiru forest and shook the hut. The fire lights, which hung on pegs around each bedroom, dimmed as a gust of wind ripped through the bordacai-skin door. Dako and the twins hurried to tie the wooden latches on the inside. They were too late to secure the windows, however, and the next burst of wind left them in darkness

“Calzor!” Raemus commanded, his eyes still on Xoran.

“Yes, father?”

“I want you to assign half of your chores to Xoran.”

Raemus ordered, “None of you are to assist him.” Raemus gestured to the bag slung over his shoulder. A quiet understanding passed between them all. No one would eat until the chores were done.

Unable to hide his surprise, Calzor breathed, “Yes sir.”

Raemus stood, glancing around at them all as if waiting to see if anyone else would object.

Rain was one thing, flooding another, but doing chores in near total darkness? She made her way to the fire pit and began to tend to the remnants of the coals. It was something to do besides stand there and hope that her father didn’t say anything else to her. Darkness didn’t make her invisible to a hunter’s nose.

“And Azura too,” Raemus said in Calzor’s direction, “No one may help her. Anyone who does will not eat for the rest of the day.”

They flinched as Raemus drew back the pelt-door of his room. His paw punched the door frame, and a nearby woodpile fell catawampus at Dako’s lower paws.
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They worked in silence. Azura straightened the woodpile, and then wrapped it in cloth to soak up any moisture. Xoran was charged with picking up the rags and wet grains from the floor and taking them outside while Dako worked to clean mud clumps from the floor. The twins separated, cut, and cleaned the meat inside the bag, Calzor watching them carefully to make sure neither snuck a bite of food. Leui sorted which parts would be useful for medicines, cloth, food, and tools.

Raemus’s grunt made them flinch.

Azura and her brothers glanced towards his room. A snore ripped through the silence and everyone sighed at once. Even Calzor seemed relieved.

“Azura,” Calzor said, “Stir the fire again. We need to talk.” He said, “All of us.”

Azura lifted a bordacai hide in the middle of the room and wrapped a claw around the trapdoor latch. Dryer wood was kept below ground, and with the insistent rain, she would need the driest she could find.

The wood-dust and dirt floated up to greet her. Nose poking into the darkness, she reached for a chunk of Aviena wood and an air-pulser.

Leui helped her with the air-pulser, explaining why pushing air into a fire was good for it and how the tool worked. He started to talk about the origins of the air-pulser. Azura was happy for the help, but she wished she could have avoided Leui’s history lesson.

“Good,” said Calzor, once the fire lit across their faces, “Now, I must make something very clear.”

“Thank you,” Jehri said, “I was hoping you would say that.”

“You probably won’t like it later.” Leui looked at him.

Calzor waved his paw, “I can tell you all about the Saghki legend later, but for now I’ll just repeat what Azura knows.”

“Okay.” Jahka said, “So a Saghki is...”

“All I can tell you,” Calzor said firmly, “Is that there are Saghki in the Akinyik Mountains. They have killed Guiyan archers, and they’re asking for the territories to willingly give over five hundred children.”

“What th—” Jahka began.

“I can’t say more.” Calzor’s voice hardened, “Everything will be fine, but Azura doesn’t need to know details. No one is to talk to her about it.”

“Talk to her...” Xoran began, “Ever?”

Calzor rolled his eyes, “Until she passes the coming of age ceremony at the Festival of Juji, idiot. We don’t need to keep information from an adult, you know that.”

“That’s not an entire moon cycle away, Calzor.” Dako pointed out, “She’s bound to transform this year.”

“This is my 6th year of life past youngling-hood.” Azura’s voice was void, “I don’t know anymore.”

Her brothers tended to the tea in their flasks, each searching for a reply. She wished she hadn’t said anything— Dako had been trying to argue for her to be told. Memories from her failure-years, as she heard someone call them, flooded her.

She used to be normal.

Azura’s growth had been slow and consistent for the first five years, and then, like everyone else, she stopped physically growing.

After their souls were ready for adulthood, Juji approved them to obtain adult bodies. The festival was the official ceremony for the process, when children were shuffled under the Great Red Moon and judged.

“I don’t see why we don’t train her in a trade or two,” Jahka offered, “New skills are great for growth.” He pointed out.

“That is forbidden,” Calzor growled, “It’s true that our trades teach our souls to develop further, but labor is forbidden to children.”

Azura watched the log on the fire shift. It rolled around and sparked embers as it crashed into the bottom of the fire-pit. The flames dampened, even though the fire was still just as hot. Azura moved her tail further away from it. She watched as one of the wood pieces cracked, and she grimaced.

Jahka’s shadow shrugged, “Yeah, but maybe we’re trying too hard to keep her safe.”

Xoran seemed offended, “Kindness helps the spirit grow, not danger.”

Normally, someone would have protested, but like Azura, everyone was busy being impressed that Xoran voiced an opinion.

“She can be taught through knowledge,” Jehri said, gesturing towards her.

“I could teach her!” Leui beamed.

“No.” Calzor growled, “We cannot do anything to try to influence her spirit!” Calzor’s chest rose, “It’s not just a rule, it’s a law.”

Dako groaned, “I wish I didn’t agree with Calzor, but I think I have to.” He frowned, “It’s nothing against you, Azura. It’s like poking at a fish’s egg before it has been born. You may stir it into life early, but it is not ready.”

“Oh come on.” Jahka pleaded, “Just think about it for a second,” Jahka said, “Shouldn’t our Queen be skilled in lots of things and knowledgeable about everything in our history?”

“Yes,” Calzor said warily.

“She is struggling on her own.” Jahka pointed out, “As brothers, we are also her guides and protectors until she grows. We are to help her— why should it be limited when it comes to spiritual growth?”

Her gratitude for their efforts left her face, “I’m managing,” She said, “I’m doing okay by myself.”

“If you were ‘managing’” Calzor said, his voice mocking, “Juji would accept you.” He took a long hard drink of his tea and collapsed the empty flask onto the floor. He inclined his head to the right, his eyes jumping down the hallway toward Raemus’s room.

“And father would approve of you as our next Queen.” He whispered. “Don’t be so arrogant.” He added, “You have your position by birth and luck, it wasn’t earned.”

“Calzor,” Xoran growled. “That was too much.”

The sounds of rainfall outside broke the silence as her mouth dried out. Azura stared inaudibly. Dako’s eyes locked onto Calzor, a snarl billowing in his throat. Calzor glanced at Dako, but he didn’t move. Azura stood on two wobbly legs and snarled.

“Well guess what?” She said, her voice shaking, “Tradition or not, I don’t want it!”

To their shocked expressions she said, “That’s right. I don’t want to be a ruler; I don’t want to be Queen of Lahkia. If I’m so incapable, and you’re so special, then maybe you should be king!”

“Don’t you dare say anything more,” Dako warned him, “Don’t you dare, Calzor.” Dako stared at him, the muscles in his forearms flexing. His tongue slid over his fangs. Jahka, Jehri, and even Leui hardened their eyes against Calzor.

Calzor blinked at them dully. She wished he’d either accept her words or walk away. Accepting them would mean that Azura had resigned her right to leadership. Walking away meant he denied the offer.

“Just go, Calzor,” Jahka said.

Calzor rolled his eyes and stood to go make himself a second flask of tea. Xoran’s audible sigh didn’t even seem to faze him. Azura watched. His gait was smooth, his muscles loose as he prepared leaves for his tea.

“Azura,” Leui mumbled, rising to his paws, “You’re thinking with your emotions too much. Calm down. Words have power.” He stood and reached for her, but she turned from him.

Crossing her forearms, she looked into the fire pit. Her eyes swam in the flames. Leui was right, as much as she didn’t like it. Although she knew in her head that thinking with emotions was bad, she couldn’t seem to get her heart to follow through. It was like her heart was ruled by emotion. She wasn’t like Leui; her mind wasn’t ruled by logic.

She frowned, her tail lowering behind her.

He was right though, Azura was thinking with her emotions too much. Emotions were good, and she found no shame in them, but sometimes...

“Azura, I could train you.” Jehri offered, his voice even and steady. “I think your words come from your uncertainty in yourself.” He said, “I’ll train you to clean a bordacai kill, it’ll build your confidence.”

Calzor squared his shoulders, his tail lifted.

“You cannot.” He snapped, “As the eldest I forbid it. And if you go against me, I’ll report you.” Calzor locked eyes with Jahka; Azura watched.

Jehri threw up his paws and sighed.

“It doesn’t matter what we think,” Calzor said “She can’t be trained until she passes her coming-of-age ceremony and is thereby granted her adult body from Juji.” Calzor insisted. “It is abnormal.”

“I don’t like it much, but do you have any other suggestions to help her, Calzor?” Dako asked.

“Helping her is going against Juji Himself,” Calzor growled, “We can’t fix what’s broken.”

Azura stormed out the door.
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Rain splattered into her eyes as Azura pressed through the fields. Heartbeat inside her throat, she soothed herself by the rhythm of her paws striking the ground.

“Azura!” Someone called, “Wait!”

Blood pulsing in her ears, Azura ran until the voices were a distant, obscured roar. Roots and barbs sprayed her belly and torso. Above her, blackened skies thundered, and the clouds were churning with the storm’s fury. Howling winds wrapped around her. Blinded both in sight and sound, she was led forward only by the instinct to run.

Water gushed through the stream that crossed in front of the Hunters’ Trail. She leapt, her legs collapsing beneath her as mud gave way. Claws diving into the soil, she crawled forward on her belly. Plants gave way under her, slipping into the growing stream. Frightened, upset, and alone— she cried.

Azura opened her left, muck covered eye, her blue iris staring up at the falling rain. Her jaw was cracked open as she inhaled sharply. Rain dribbled and dripped from the side of her muzzle into the gums of her teeth.

“H-he’s right...” Azura said to no one, “Something is wrong with me.”

Her body grew colder as rain sank past her fur and brushed against her skin. She shivered. Digging her claws into the mud again, Azura stood on four legs. She turned her muzzle to the left, her eyes on the ground.

Water gathered in puddles, reflecting bits of the sky and trees. Azura looked down. Ears folded, covered in mud, matted and crying— she looked as pathetic as she felt.

Brown smeared across her stomach, spraying her chest with clumps of dirt. She sat on her haunches and looked at her stupid reflection. Some heir of Kalia she was, Azura thought.

She scowled. Even if something was wrong with her, Calzor shouldn’t be able to keep serious things from her. Why did adults think children shouldn’t know the truth? She wondered. Wasn’t worrying about the unknown scarier? Dreaming up nightmares about what Saghki could be wouldn’t be hard.

Azura looked down at her reflection again. She wanted to be more, to be better, than this scared child looking back at her. Self-hatred was unwise, Jehri had said, but always being too happy with how you are wasn’t good either. Remembering what her mother said, Azura spoke aloud.

“Souls are designed to be challenged and to grow.” Her voice trembled, “Each at their own pace, each in their own way.”

Each in their own way. Azura’s heart focused on those words as she had for the past few years. Each in their own way, she repeated to herself, each at their own pace.

More than anything, Azura wished Juji would speak to her. Maybe He knew why she couldn’t transform yet. Souls’ journeys into adulthood was a very personal thing, Azura acknowledged that and hadn’t asked her brothers about their transformations. Leui told her that each Lahkian has a different struggle to overcome before they obtained adulthood.

“Do I have to know what it is?” She had asked.

“I don’t think so,” Leui replied, “I never acknowledged my own struggle and hadn’t realized I had the problem until I was faced with it.”

“How did you realize it?”

Leui had shrugged, “You just...know”

He had tried to help, but Azura found the conversation only more confusing. Tossing it in her mind, she wandered deeper into slippery trails. Bordacai herds would be resting in the taller bushes, the birds would be burrowed inside the trees, and any Nikiran with good sense wouldn’t be outside.

So when her nose caught a weird scent, Azura hadn’t thought anything of it. Rain mixed scents and churned up old ones in the soil. Yet, the hackles along her shoulder blades rose, and she found herself looking around. Azura bent her front left paw, her muzzle lifted to scent the air again. It was like rotten food, bordacai blood, sweat, and soil.

Curiosity overtook her and she searched until her mind grew bored and her paws were tired. She thought of her warm bedding, the crackling fire, and the flasks of roximijira tea. Thunder rolled across the plains again. Rain pulsated through the trees, ripping and pulling the loose limbs and leaves as the wind howled.

Perhaps that was why she didn’t smell or hear him.

“Azura!”

A bumbling shape fell from the shadows. Brown fur with a cream underbelly, the Nikiran hunter adjusted his hunter’s belt and slipped a knife back into a slot. She stepped closer to get a better look. Around his wrist was tied a bordacai skinned drinking vessel, which hung loosely by his side.

“Who are you?”

“Roan.” He said, “Head-Hunter. Here at the services of...” He coughed. “Queen Zainah herself.” He said, “I know she’s yer mother.”

An acidic and herbal smell wafted from him. Hoxxia, Azura realized with disgust. This Lahkian was drunk, but was he truthful or just crazy?

“Erm,” Azura muttered.

“What’re ya doing? No one else ‘round for howling distance. Not in this weather.” Roan belched without opening his muzzle, air leaked from the sides of his mouth.

“I’m going home,” Azura said. Maybe home was a good idea.

Roan’s eyes searched her, “Best hurry.”

“The rain is pretty sudden,” Azura agreed. “Nice meeting you,” She added for politeness.

Fixated on something that was beyond her, Roan’s eyes seemed glossy. He didn’t say anything. She turned to look behind her, but no one was there.

“Goodbye,” she said, in the absence of his reply.

“It’s getting dark fas’” He slopped his jaws together and looked skyward. It was as if he hadn’t heard a word she said. She tried to pretend as if she didn’t hear him and continued to walk towards him to pass.

“All things ar’ gettin’ dark fast ‘nd all...” He groaned, a long drop of spit dangled from his lower jaw, his eyes seemed to be staring at something that wasn’t there.

She felt the hackles along her neck rise; she retreated half a step.

“I’m going now,” She took a few steps back, her eyes watching him for sudden movements.

“Tha’s good” His attention snapped to her, as if he was conscious again. “Wouldn’t want ya snatched up.”

“Snatched up?” She knew she should be running; something about him wasn’t right at all, but curiosity held her there.

“Snatched up,” Roan said, “kidnapped, abducted, tak’n way.”

“No Nikiran would kidnap another’s child. They’d face death if they did, and I know my mother wouldn’t stop the parents from killing the abductor.”

“Who says the kidnapper is somethin’ you can kill? Who says it’s...” His eyes wandered away from her, and just past her again. She turned, but there was still nothing there.

“Alive.” Roan finished.

Azura’s eyes widened, her mouth dry, “Saghki?”

“Best not tell ya about it.” He whispered.

Azura searched the wind-torn woods, but still didn’t see anything. A twig breaking under Roan’s paws snapped her attention back to him. He wrung his calloused paws like he was about to go mad

She flexed her nose as the wind rushed past.

“You smell weird.” She said, her breathing becomming shallow. The smell was like a combination of cobwebs, rotting bordacai, and old water. Something about the scent didn’t smell natural; it made her upper lip curl in disgust.

“What is that scent?”

In the darkness, Roan’s face looked more like a set of teeth than an actual Lahkian.

“Huntin’ special game.” He paused. “Could use yer help, matter of fact.” He added.

Azura’s heart pounded. Instinct demanded her to run, but she was paralyzed by fear.

“N-no,” Azura said, “I’m expected home. Father will be wondering where I’ve been.” She added.

Grin sliding off his face, he lowered his bloody muzzle next to her, “Best. Git. Then.”

He stumbled forward; Azura jolted out of the way and took off running.

She tore away, scrambling over the broken branches and tumbling over scattered rocks. Lightning cracked against distant trees as she ran, the glow flickered against her irises. It flashed onto the trail, providing glimpses of sight. Azura burst through the thorny patches of Roximijira— the golden leaves clinging to her fur.

Roan knew something.

What if he was the Heir of Darkness? Hadn’t her father said he was a probably a Nikiran? Azura’s mind raced as she ran. It couldn’t be possible, could it? There was the strange scent, the glossy eyes, the way he looked at her. None of it was evidence to take to her parents; they could say she imagined it. Instinct, although as real as the wind, was just as difficult to prove its existence.

Azura repeated these questions to herself so often that she wasn’t certain when exactly it started to rain harder. The mud sprayed up from her claws from puddles she didn’t bother avoiding. Roan was involved with the Saghki; Azura was certain.

She weaved left, scaling up a slippery hill and then tearing down the slanted bend. She fell, bumping into a tree, but quickly recovered and ran downhill. All she could think about was putting distance between her and Roan.

She ran, despite her lungs’ protests, towards the thinning trees. More and more light began to spill into view as she neared the edge of the Kiru Forest. Various hunting trails, which were spread like veins throughout the Kiru, were now converging into a larger dirt path that had been walked over for hundreds of years.

The path sloped downward in an uneven fashion, rounded a large boulder and opened. Azura slipped on the stone, sending her shoulder to the ground. She shoved herself upright and leapt forward, her paws finding the mixture of grains and grasses that told her she was close to exiting the Kiru Forest. She could even smell the scent of an old wooden sign that was driven into the soil.

Azura only wanted to be inside and to curl by the fire, she thought as she ran. She wanted to drift to sleep, to forget about Roan. She was so distracted with these thoughts, that Azura pummeled into Dako at the edge of the Hunting Trails’ exit.
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Dako tripped as Azura fell against him.

"Azura!”

Throwing a giant paw over her shoulder, he drew her close to him. Her nose and muzzle squished against his soaked torso. Rainwater had cleaned his usually dirty coat and flushed the morning’s hunt away. Thinking of Roan, Azura hugged him.

“Thank Juji, Azura,” Dako swore. He lowered his muzzle over her shoulders. “Thank Juji you’re all right. I swear I would have killed Calzor if something happened to you.”

Something about his tone told Azura that he wasn’t exaggerating about hurting Calzor. Azura’s ears remained folded as Dako howled. She could feel it reverberating out from his chest. His short bay rolled out of the forest and was answered by the echoing cries of her brothers’ howls across the plains.

“Please don’t ever do that again,” Dako’s voice slipped into a growl as he looked at her, “Please, promise me Azura.”

Thunder rumbled as she gathered her thoughts. Azura had forgotten that Dako lost a good friend to the floods when he was a child, and her running out into it must have really scared him.

Dako had tried to rescue his friend, Leui had told her, but he wasn’t strong enough. Calzor had rescued Dako in time before the swollen Ki River took Dako’s life too. He had watched his friend die, and there was nothing he could do about it.

Looking into his eyes, Azura could see the anguish. Behind him, lightning cracked against the darkened skies and thunder rolled from the hills of the Kiru Forest.

“I promise,” Azura said. Thinking of the friend he lost, she gave him an extra hug.

“Father doesn’t know does he?” she asked.

“He thinks we’re working on digging holes to help with the rainwater.”

Shifting his hip bones and rotating his shoulder blades, Dako lowered himself to all fours. Azura felt his teeth grab her scruff. Her vision swirled as he swung her around and began to walk towards a familiar dot in the distance— home. She felt her body relax against her will as she swung beneath his teeth.

She could see the moving shadows of her brothers at the forest’s edge. Her eyes were heavy as she swayed in Dako’s grasp, her tail dipping into the water. Azura must have weighed nothing to him, she thought.

Rain fell into the crevices of her nose as she looked at the sky.

She didn’t understand why he wanted to carry her until they reached the Nikiran Plains. Water swirled and rushed past his knees as he waded on all fours.

She watched as Dako’s paw-steps sunk into the muddy water. Had Azura been walking, the water would have reached her chest. It could have easily swept her away.

He lowered her to the ground when they reached higher elevation. Squinting, he fixed the ruffled fur on her neck with the back of his paw.

“Dako,” She said, “I’m sorry.”

He frowned at her, “You’re my little sister, Azura. I can’t lose you, and especially not like that.”

“Dako?” Azura muttered, a newfound lump in her throat, “I’m afraid.” She didn’t like telling anyone when she was afraid, but she hoped Dako wouldn’t think less of her for it.

He stared at her, his eyes reassuring, “Oh little sister, there’s nothing to fear.” He nuzzled her. “I know Calzor is rude, but he’s wrong.” He lowered his muzzle further until their eyes met, “You’re not broken, Azura, and the water cannot hurt you now. You’re safe.”

She wanted to tell him she was afraid of so much more. She was afraid of the Saghki, she was afraid because her parents had argued because of her, because she didn’t want to be Queen of Lahkia and she wasn’t going to have a choice. Azura was afraid because she was weaker than her brothers, and there was no way she could do what everyone would expect of her— to be as strong or stronger than her own mother.

She was afraid that something was wrong with her because she wasn’t changing into an adult like everyone else. She was afraid she might be cursed. But Azura didn’t tell Dako about any of these fears. She couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

Dako shifted his hip bone's position and stood on two paws. Already large, he seemed huge when he walked on two legs. Usually, he would stay on fours, for her sake, but she imagined he was scanning the Nikiran Plains for higher water. Azura frowned; he wouldn’t have to put himself in danger if it wasn’t for her.

“Everything that has happened was because father was angry at me,” Azura said as they walked. “He’s mad at you all because of me. That isn’t fair.”

“Father was angry long before this morning. It wasn’t your fault. Although, going to the Ro’kah didn’t help.” Dako grabbed her wrist and led her.

“Why?”

“Father has more to worry about than usual.” Dako offered

“Like the Saghki?”

Dako hesitated, “Yes, if he knew about them before today, then I suppose that’s true. On top of that he has more immediate concerns.”

“Oh.” Azura said, “Like what?’

Dako smiled at her, “Can you keep secrets?” He let go of her wrist and ruffled the soaked fur between her ears. Droplets splattered over her face and nose, only to be replaced by heaps of rain.

She grinned. She loved that he trusted her with secrets. She would tell him about her encounter with Roan, but even Dako was practical and would want proof that Roan was involved with the Saghki.

“Remember when father told us he had to take care of something in Akinyik recently?”

She nodded. He had been gone for several days and hadn’t offered to explain. Azura figured he had gone to help mother with something.

“Last moon,” Dako said, “When the Nikiran took a shipment of mashka and grain to the Akinyik Mountains, the Head-Hunter, Kirok, broke his leg after he fell down a ravine.”

Azura’s eyes widened, “Is he alive?”

Dako frowned, “No, he didn’t survive coming back.”

“Didn’t they take a healer with them?” Azura asked.

“No. Kirok swore it would slow them down. Anyway, the wound became infected. When a messenger came back home, father rushed with a healer towards them, but they were too late.”

Azura’s ears folded. Father blamed himself, Azura realized.

“Father needed to appoint a new Head-Hunter from among those who went on the trip. The only one who wanted to take the position was Roan.”

Roan had been in the Akinyik Mountains? Azura swallowed her whine. That’s where the Saghki first started appearing, wasn’t it?

Dako climbed over a fallen Aviena tree. Reaching over the trunk, he lifted her with his massive paws and set her on the mushy ground again. They walked for a moment longer before he spoke.

“Anyway,” Dako said, “Father has to find a Nikiran to replace Roan’s old position. We won’t have any new adults until the Festival of Juji, and even then, some of them may not be suitable for being a hunter. We’re lacking one individual.”

“Just one?” Azura asked.

Dako nodded.

“What difference does one make?”

Dako tilted his head, almost as if he didn’t understand the question.

“Azura,” Dako said, stopping to turn to her, “One Lahkian can make the difference between a dead bordacai and a vengeful one. Without Roan, we have one less hunting party that can be used. Normally, this wouldn’t be an issue, but it’s so close to the Festival of Juji— and we need to prepare. Father will need to find someone from the village to take Roan’s old place.” He said, “And fast. He’ll need to train someone, and you know how he hates training others.”

Azura mulled over everything he had told her.

“Wait,” Azura said. “I thought you didn’t go on the trading trips.”

“I don’t.” He admitted.

“Then how did you know about all this? Father wouldn’t tell you that much.”

Dako’s paw fell over his face. He turned away from her and pretended to be looking for their brothers.

“How?” She pressed.

“I went to the Storytellers’ Cavern.” He confessed.

“Once. Just once.” He threw both paws up. “But I’d ask that you not tell anyone. It would look very bad if it was known I had been to that pit of gossip and hoxxia.” He pleaded.

“I won’t tell,” Azura said, “I promise.” she added.

He reached down and patted her on the head as they walked. She could see her brothers’ outlines now and the dim light inside their home. Wind continued to rage as Dako and Azura’s paws slung water around. He pointed to the edge of the stone steps, where Leui was waving at them.

“Go and help Leui,” Dako said, “I need to have a stern talk with our eldest brother now that I know you’re alive.”

He turned from her, his tail lifted and bristled. His shoulders tensed as he began to stride towards Calzor’s shadow. Azura smiled after him. He was always ready to jump to her aid, and she loved him for it. If only there was a way she could solve her father’s problem of finding a hunter. If solved, maybe he wouldn’t take out his frustrations on her brothers.

Wait a minute, her ears lifted; why didn’t she think about this earlier?

“Dako!” Azura leapt in his direction.

He turned, his head cocked.

“I know who the new hunter could be,” Azura said, “He already hunts and won’t need training.” Azura sat up, “His trade isn’t even spoken for.”

“Really?” Dako asked. “That’s unusual. Who is this Nikiran?”

“His name is Koja.” Azura said, “Koja, son of Okaein.”

Rain continued for the next two days, and hunts had been called off because the trails were flooded. Years ago, when Zainah’s mother reigned, fifteen hunters had died in a mudslide in the Kiru Forest. Since then, it was ordered that when the trails were flooded, hunts would be canceled.

The only ones who could travel on the trails were Zainah, Raemus, the Head-Hunter, healers (if needed at a home), and messengers. Everyone else was forbidden to travel on them.

Two days in her room was enough time for Azura to form a plan about Roan: she would sneak into the Storytellers’ Cavern when the suns broke the sky. Most of the talk would be about the rain. Yet, with all of the damage, Lahkians would look for someone to blame that they were hungry. Roan would be a prime target for gossip at the Storytellers Cavern.

As for the floods, Azura was sure that this one would be recorded in the Veiean scroll-keepers logs of history. Things like this weren’t natural. Maybe Juji had done it, Azura thought.

Maybe He was giving her an opportunity to prove herself and a chance to take down Roan. He had believed in Kalia once, maybe He believed in her too. Azura searched the skies for the red moon. Her pupils swelled at the sight of it. Captivated, she stared. He lingered behind a billowing storm cloud, moonbeams piercing through clouds and through the darkness below. Crimson light lay over her muzzle, cascading onto her cheeks and ears.

Maybe, Azura smiled, Juji didn’t think she was broken either.
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Morning broke.

Sometime during the night, the rain stopped and the water subsided to a pitter patter. In the distance, bellows of hunters’ howls signaled the day’s first hunt. She wondered if Koja was among them, being tested for his role as Roan’s replacement.

As she was washing mud from the steps, a messenger came just before second sunrise with a letter for her. The quality parchment was solid beige and sealed with hardened Aviena sap. She thanked him and struck the sap with her claws; the letter rippled open. She gave the messenger a bit of bread and walked inside the flap of the soaked door. Slumping beside the fire, she read:

My Azura,

I know my time here has been short, but it has proven unavoidable that I must leave to the northern lands. Something has happened and I must leave at once to investigate the matter. I will, of course, be back a few days before the Festival of Juji for the Ro’kah meeting. As for your attendance of the Ro’kah, I commend your curiosity, but we cannot forget what you did was wrong. You still have my affection, but we must address this when I return. Keep practicing your howls to Juji and keep your brothers safe.

Run with the gods,
Mother

She glanced at the fire and scowled. Of course mother had to leave, Azura thought as she crumpled the letter. She always had to. It was always something ‘unavoidable’, something more important than being with her family. Azura tossed the letter into the fire; the flames ate the edges and then consumed the entire thing from the inside out. Why didn’t the other leaders just do their jobs so that mother didn’t have to come fix their messes?

At least it solved her problem: How to evade her mother while she went to the Storytellers’ Cavern. She doused the fire with a bucket of rainwater and reached for Xoran’s evening cloak.

She threw it over her shoulders, but there was just one issue. Even though Xoran was short for an adult, he wasn’t as short as Azura.

Maybe no one would notice, she thought as she held some of the extra fabric in her arms. Azura wobbled on her two legs as she turned left on the Walking Trails, heading somewhere to the West.

She didn’t know much about the Storytellers’ Cavern. She only knew it was somewhere off of the Western Trails outside the main village. She was giddy as she passed other Lahkians. No one knew it was her! No one knew, and so no one stared. In fact, they avoided trying to look at her. Azura wished she could wear a cloak like this all the time. But she couldn’t. Not without it being assumed that she was a ‘Teller’: a Lahkian who drank and shared gossip at the Storytellers’ Cavern.

According to Leui and some of Azura’s education lessons, it hadn’t always been a bad place. It had once been a place for, well, storytelling. The darkness of the caves and off-trail location made it the perfect location for adults to tell stories to children. It had captivated the interest of their youth, and by Juji they would use that interest to teach them something.

Azura had heard older Nikiran talk of how, when they were children, their parents would take them to the cavern so that they could hear the legends and histories of Lahkia.

If Azura understood it right, scrolls were good for recording facts, numbers, dates, and lists of things. Legends were good for recording the heart of history (since there’s really no such thing as true history). But storytelling had another purpose entirely: to entertain while teaching. Storytelling was like a mix of legends and record-scrolls.

She used to wish that she could listen to someone tell her about the legends— the legends of Kalia’s rise to power, of the Great War, of the leaders of the past and of survival during the harshest winters. Sometimes, during festivals, respectable storytellers would present oral histories, but for the most part no one seemed interested.

Azura once asked Leui why the Storytellers Cavern had become such a bad place.

“The adults got bored.” Leui had said, “They wanted more than the stories they had heard growing up.”

“But wasn’t the Storytellers Cavern supposed to be about honoring our history?”

Leui had shrugged and said, “I think so. From what I’ve read, it became a den of gossip because no one wanted to hear the legends. They just wanted to hear about who had done what in the village. Better just stay away from it. Nothing good comes from that place anymore.”

Azura’s heart beat with forbidden excitement as she walked. She had always wondered what lay in the caves, and now she had a reason to go there. She couldn’t justify going to it just for curiosity’s sake— although she had really, really thought about it.

Azura lowered her head and moved slowly as she neared a pair of Nikiran females along the pathway. She felt their eyes on her; their disapproval was heavy in their voices as they neared.

“Don’t associate with them myself,” the healer muttered to her friend.

“Juji forbid it. My father would kill me if I came a Teller. He was livid when my brother became a pok-fisher instead of a hunter, I can’t imagine how he would have reacted if either of us had become Tellers.”

Azura moved by without a word. It was only because she saw someone stumbling down a hillside that she saw it; the entrance. The drunken Nikiran fumbled with his cloak.

“E-yuh...teller! Village? Wheresit?” He slurred.

Azura pointed. He thanked her but went stumbling in the opposite direction.

She stared up at the hillside, towards a bordacai-fur covered hole nestled between two carnik bushes. After slipping her way uphill with the help of old branches and vines, Azura stood at the entrance.

Pulling aside the bordacai-fur, Azura peered inside. Laughter and the smell of hoxxia reverberated from the stone walls. Nothing was visible. She took a step forward into the darkness, her left paw squishing in the dirt. Her nose gathered the soil’s scents. It smelled like minerals, rainwater, and hoxxia.

Sunlight traced down her cloak as the cave swallowed her. Inhaling, Azura could taste the musky smell of old water. Her paw pads wondered if the cold stones had ever received sunlight, or if they had always been cold, dark, and wet. She listened to the steady drip-drip coming from the top of the ceiling. Did the water ever find escape, or did it only gather in puddles?

The sound was broken by the howling of adults echoing from the cave’s depths. She walked forward, careful not to trip over stray roots and stones. Azura scented the air again.

Nothing. Not a single new smell, which meant that either she had smelled everything that had passed through the caves or the wind was dead.

Dead wind. It was one thing to be in darkness, but to not have her nose either was different. Azura’s tail lowered, her ears pulling back against her head.

Despite being dry, Azura shivered. The stone wall was cold and wet to the touch. She could feel the intricate patterns of roots from above ground that had come to the caves in search of water. Her paw pads slid over squishy moss.

Feeling her way along the cave, she turned and found that the path sloped downward. She slipped once or twice. She continued downhill until the darkness was so thick and cold that she began to wonder if it would ever end.

Her ears pricked upright as she heard someone take a breath. Azura hurried forward, running until she ran straight into a wall at the end of the curved slope. She grabbed her nose as water leaked from her eyes. Ow.... She stumbled over an unused torch on the ground.

“What’re you doing here?” someone growled.

Azura jolted and spun around on her paws. She heard the sound of rock meeting rock, and then fire. A Nikiran stood with a torch in hand, his face still obscured by a lowered hood. She lowered her muzzle, but behind him she could see stone that had been crudely marked by carnik juices:

––––––––
Vak Dein ba vake Nais-Akur
Neagi Jinu ak Jinea Kainu
The Den of the Tale-Tellers. 
No Younglings or Children Permitted.
Proceed Left
“I need information,” Azura said, using her best “adult voice.”

Azura searched the darkness for a way out. The adult stood between her and the entrance from the forest, the wall was to Azura’s back. The sign had said that if she went around the stone corner to the left, she would be on her way to the Storytellers Cavern. Azura glanced in that direction. In the distance, she could see the faint flicker of a torch along a wall.

“You must leave,” the adult said.

She breathed in the stink of the pok. Though she liked fresh fish from the Ki River, the smell of it on an un-bathed Lahkian made her nose twinge. She glanced at his shadow and spotted the torch in his left paw, and an empty net over his right shoulder.

“I can tell by your voice you’re a child.”

“I just want to learn about someone.” She insisted.

“No.” He said, “Get out.”

Azura stepped back, the edge of her paw brushing against the old torch lying on the stone. She really didn’t have another option. How did Jahka tell her to hold a weapon? She leaned down to the unlit torch on the ground.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The pok-fisher said.

“Lowering for four paws,” she said. “Sir,” Azura added, “I’m very sorry.”

“You should be.” He growled, “No child should ever be in a place like this. Your parents would be ashamed.”

Azura grabbed the torch, “No, I’m sorry for this!”

She stepped on the torch, sending one side vertical and snatching the middle of the rod with both front paws. Azura swept the torch across the floor until it collided with his ankles with a thud. He fell backward. As he fell, she knocked the lit torch out of his grip, sending it into a puddle with a sizzling pssshhh.

Azura dropped the torch and ran.

“You get back here!”

Azura ran down the dark cave, blindly following the sounds of howling and laughter to what must be the heart of the Storytellers’ Cavern. Her eyes locked on the torch in the distance along the stone wall.

“Get back here you filthy little—!” She heard his paw steps splashing in the water as they ran. He knew the cave better than she did, never pausing as he ran. She tripped over roots and slipped on the stone. At last, Azura smelled hope in the form of a Nikiran hunter. She knew it by the smell of bordacai blood. He also reeked of hoxxia, but she didn’t mind if it obscured her scent.

Azura stopped running as he neared and pressed herself against the wall. Only moments later the pok-fisher collided with the hunter in a resounding clomp. The hunter was furious at being run into, but he was much too drunk to fight between slurs and empty threats.

She didn’t linger while the pok-fisher stammered his apology. Instead, she hurried down the narrow path. The air grew colder, and colder, and soon she realized that the tunnels were leading her even deeper below the surface. Azura was so relieved when she reached the torch along the wall that she almost whined.

She followed the torches around the downward spiral of the caves. The stones eventually leveled out, and the torches lit a pathway in front of her. Azura kept her hood raised and walked forward. She walked past a collection of water buckets. Nikiran stumbled past her, burping and laughing with strangers they had just met. Azura kept out of their way.

She found herself at a natural, underground stone archway. The ceiling of the caves was uneven and dripping here and there with water, which was being collected by water buckets.

“Outta the way!” someone snarled.

“Watch it!”

Azura darted out of the way as two burly males rolled hoxxia barrels past her. The room was lit by torches around the edge, stone fire pits in the middle, and crude, crooked candles at each ‘table.’ The tables, Azura soon discovered, were empty hoxxia barrels.

Between the fire pits were pockets of darkness. Some of the torches along the wall had been intentionally put out, Azura realized. She figured that was the case because she heard a collection of voices coming from that corner.

Empty flasks cluttered the stone floor. Here and there, Nikiran sat on chopped pieces of wood. Their shadows, six total, flickered against the grim walls. Another group of Nikiran were huddled around a shy little fire in the corner, which only lit enough to show the color of their noses. The fire popped and crackled against the booming voice of a Storyteller, or ‘Teller’ for short.

“I heard Queen Zainah sent scouts to find a Guiyan who was supposed to be on his way here!” Someone added, “They only found his shredded cloak!”

A female’s voice added, “I heard his name was Wren.”

“I think it was Quen.” Someone argued.

“No. No definitely Wren.”

“Whatever,” someone belched, “Just a tale to scare the kids if you ask me.”

Just then, a Lahkian stood. His cloak covered his face, but he stood on a hoxxia barrel and declared he had a story. Aside from a few belches and crude jokes, everyone’s attention seemed to be on him.

“On my way back from Akinyik last moon,” He began, his voice lowering, “I saw eyes there, in the furthest edge of the Kiru Forest and next to the Mountains’ Edges, a somethin lurkin that’s unnatural. It saw me and I saw it. It looked at me, and I heard it screech. It wasn’t a Lahkian. It was a terrible dark thing.” The Teller gasped as he took a desperate gulp of hoxxia.

Saghki? Azura’s eyes widened. She couldn’t help but wonder.

Azura hid herself against the wall, too drawn in by the gruesome story to find out about Roan right away. It could wait, she thought, and besides—everyone was too busy listening to engage in gossip. She stood on a piece of Aviena tall enough to make her look like a normal-sized adult. Xoran’s cloak brushed against the floor instead of spilling behind her.

“Yer a coward!” someone accused, “And a delirious fool. What’d you have before you went, kopa-nik? Dap-Fei? It’s all gott’n to your head, Farvik. Yer head is all wrong.”

Azura recognized the names of those herbs. Farvik, the Lahkian standing on the hoxxia barrel, growled.

“No names here!” Someone else shouted.

“Fine,” said the accusatory voice.

It was obvious, Azura thought, who that voice belonged to. She could tell from his faded shadow outline that he was broad boned and thick. She could tell by the feigned authority. In the shadows of firelight, a sloppy belly hung over his loincloth: Roan.

Roan sat beside two comrades, a taller and a shorter one. Azura’s stomach tightened, she felt her ears pin back against her skull, and the edge of her muzzle twitched. He had abandoned his hunting group! She scowled.

She crossed her arms and huffed a little too noisily. Someone chanted out a demand for a song, and somehow as if they had all been trained, voices began to boom off of the walls:

Hunters cry and howl,

Ahhhooooohh —

Mashka makers, too!

Ev’n the tellers, an’ the mes-sen-gers

There’s hoxxia for you!

Oh the hoxxia goes round

And the howls go high!

Ahhhoo!

Nearer! Farther

Into the sky

And my mum she said and scolds,

“Where have you been?”

Just a spendin’ time tellin’ tales 

At the Storytellers’ ‘gain!

Oh the tellers tales are tall

But we like them, after all!

And we howl and fight

All the night!

Just drink and tell a tale to me

And ‘nough hoxxia for three!

As if on cue, two of the Nikiran shadows barreled into each other and wrestled on the cold stone. Angry snarls and breaking wood ripped through the air. One of them made a comment about the other’s younger sister, which was met with a swear about the instigator’s mother.

Cheers and jeers filled the room.

After a little while, Roan’s voice called out for another song. The tone changed to some sort of old hunter’s song about fighting and surviving. Azura couldn’t help but growl. Roan was getting drunk while his hunters were out trying to find food.

“If you are curious as to why he’s Head-Hunter,” A raspy voice muttered, “It’s a combination of his ambition and dumb luck.”

She was so caught off guard that she nearly yipped right in his muzzle. The old Nikiran quickly snatched hers and held it shut.

“Do you want them to hear you?” He muttered and coughed. “Gossiping about the hunters is bad luck.”

Azura shook her head. “Sorry,” she said.

The Nikiran leaned on the wall beside her. They listened to the drunkards sing another song about hoxxia and scandal. Some of the words in the songs were appalling. She had never heard such cursing and language.

“I wondered when you would come.” The stranger said in between songs.

“Excuse me?” Azura whispered, “Who are you?”

“Consider me a friend, Azura, and believe me when I tell you that you should stay away from Roan. Don’t meddle, child. Your mother will take this burden.”

“But how did you know who I am?” Azura asked.

The Nikiran coughed as he laughed, “All other children have educational lessons until first sundown. What other child do you know who is not accounted for, other than the sick?” He asked.

He had a point.

“Please do not tell anyone.”

“I won’t.” He promised, “But you must tell me something. Do you insist on meddling?”

“Yes,” she admitted.

She wondered if he had heard her. He didn’t respond for a long time until he finally said,

“They keep things from you, don’t they?” He breathed. “And if I am right, this is exactly why you came here.” He said.

“Yes.”

Around them, howls of drunken songs soared through the air. Azura watched the shadows as some of them fell off of their seats. There was an ugly clatter as drinking pots cracked amid a few curses.

“Follow me.” He said, his voice in resignation, “I will tell you what I know.”

Azura stepped down from the Aviena wood and followed the scent of the stranger. They walked deeper and deeper into the Storytellers Cavern. Eventually, the sounds of laughter faded and they stood in the shadows of an exit. Azura sat across from him on a stone and after checking her surroundings, lowered her hood.

She stared at the old Nikiran, at the single green gemstone that hung around his neck.

“Please tell me,” She said. “First, who are you and how do you know so much?”

Old, graying paws grasped the fringes of a brown hood with holes. He pulled it down to his shoulders, revealing his ruddy fur. “My name is Okaein. I was once one of the greatest hunters in all of Lahkia.”
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Just beyond the mouth of the exit, clouds drifted in the skies above the treetops. Morning dew and leftover rainwater dripped from branches and fell on the grass below. Sunlight licked the edges of the cavern exit, falling into the stony cracks of the slanted exit, where Azura stood and stared at her companion, eyes as wide as carnik berries.

“You’re Koja’s father!” Azura stammered.

She leaned forward, her jaw slack. Despite his brown eyes, they looked so much alike; ruddy fur with a soft colored underbelly. Judging by the well-kept shape of his muscles, she imagined Okaein used to be as strong as her father.

“I am,” Okaein said, leaning back onto the stone wall, “Before I forget— thank you for helping my son get into the hunting trade,” said Okaein. “He wants to thank you himself sometime soon.”

Azura smiled, “I didn’t do much.” She said, “Dako told me that a hunting party needed another hunter. All I did was give Dako Koja’s name. I thought Koja seemed very kind, and everyone deserves a chance.”

“I agree. The same should be said of you, Azura.” His shoulders and torso shook as he coughed.

“Which is exactly,” He took a labored breath, “Why I am going to tell you what I know.”

Azura’s mind raced. What should she ask first? She had always been dismissed and told it wasn’t her concern.

Choking down a cough, Okaein sat beside her. She wanted to ask if he was okay, but as if sensing her worry, he waved her off and insisted he was fine. He took a gulp from a medicine bottle.

“Do you remember,” He began, “The third year you failed the coming of age ceremony?” He tilted his head.

Azura looked at him, “I remember it.” she said.

Her mother, father, Nisha, Jurroh, Jax, and a few of her brothers had stood around a bordacai hide. When she had walked over to be included, they dispersed. Her mother and the other leaders walked away together. Her father, brothers, and a few older hunters grouped together too. Leui was sent to distract her and take her back to the dancing circle.

“Do you know what they were talking about?” He asked.

“Me?”

“You.” He confirmed, “It was about why you hadn’t matured yet. Many suspected that it is because you’re afraid of being Queen. So we vowed to create a safe world for your soul to coax it into growth.”

Keeping her ignorant of everything was supposed to coax her soul into growth? Azura’s tail bristled.

“They believed they were protecting you, Azura,” Okaein said, his eyes falling on her tail, “And I was part of that promise: protect you from intellectual and physical danger.”

Azura didn’t want anyone swearing oaths to protect her! She didn’t want anyone to risk their life for her if there was an actual danger. This was stupid. Why hadn’t anyone asked her what she thought about being protected?

“Why now?” Azura said, unable to mask the anger in her voice “Why do you tell me all of this now? Aren’t you breaking your oath?”

“No,” Okaein said, “I don’t believe I am.”

He reached into his belt pouch and removed a piece of parchment that looked as if it had been folded and refolded so many times that there was a four square quadrant on the paper.

“You have continued to not mature yet, and I’ve come to believe we made a grave error.” He said. “Telling you what I can is protecting you from harm. I’m keeping my oath.”

He unfolded the parchment. Azura couldn’t read it from where he sat, but his eyes labored over it. He seemed to be having a moment, so she decided it would be best to not interrupt. She was too grateful that he was sharing what he knew to be angry that he had been part of ‘keeping her safe’.

“I realized your soul needs to be challenged,” Okaein said, “Great leaders are not hidden from the pain of the world. Instead, they are faced with it.” He poked her in the arm with his paw.

“And they choose to battle darkness despite all odds. And how can you, Azura, choose to battle against a darkness you are ignorant of? You cannot be queen until you consciously accept the price of being Queen of Lahkia.”

Azura took a deep breath, “Then tell me, sir. Tell me what the Saghki are.”

Okaein leaned back and gave her a weary glance. He nodded, his eyes dancing between the parchment and Azura’s muzzle. Bypassing her question, he said,

“Remember this, Azura: Adulthood is not painless and without fear.” He pressed the parchment against her, his eyes steady.

“Life will scar the surface of your heart, and ask you to keep loving, keep hoping and dreaming of a better life," Okaein said, "Despite agony, fear, and vanity, you must somehow prevail. This parchment is your first step: Knowledge.”

Azura watched as Okaein struggled to stand. He rocked forward on four paws and grasped at the wall to steady himself on his back legs. He coughed, violently, water leaking from the corners of his eyes. He growled and beat his fist across his ribcage.

She wanted to ask if he was okay, but he had already waved off her concern once. No wonder Koja seemed so concerned about him.

“What is this?” Azura asked when he had caught his breath.

Okaein turned his muzzle toward her, “That parchment is an unedited copy of our history— Kalia’s history. The Veiean scroll-keepers would have it that no one knows of the Heir of Darkness or the Saghki. All that I know is on that parchment.” He said.

“I don’t know what to say,” Azura said after moments of silence. Her paw pads grazed the edges of the soft paper. It was so delicate her claw-tips would damage it if she wasn’t careful.

Azura placed it in the pouch of her bordacai belt. She couldn’t bring herself to open the parchment right there in the cavern.

“How did you get this?” Azura wondered.

Okaein’s ears fell back as he stared upward, “It was a gift from Koja’s mother.” His tail swayed behind him.

Azura felt her head tilt sideways, “Who?” She began, her voice a whisper, “Who was she that she could get this?”

“Ah,” Okaein faced her, “That one is personal I’m afraid.”

Azura tucked her tail inward. She sat there, embarrassed for asking such a personal question. The edges of Okaein’s muzzle lifted, his eyes were gentle and reassuring.

“I have one last question,” Azura said.

Okaein nodded, “Yes?”

Azura looked at the exit, “How do I get to the Nikiran Plains from here?”
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The second sun reached the middle of the sky by the time she arrived home, and not a moment later, her brothers filed in with stories about their hunt. They hung their belts by the pegs over the fire pit. The twins lifted the hatch on the floor and gave chunks of bordacai to Calzor, while Xoran set a stone over the fire to warm their lunches. Smoke ate away the water nestled in the fibers of the meat.

Jahka patted Azura’s shoulder, “Your friend Koja was great. He helped Roan and I bring down a male bordacai.” He stretched his upper paws, “I’ve never seen a hunter with more natural skill.” He beamed. “The horns on that thing were enormous!”

“He’s really fast too.” Jehri added, “It was—”

“It was luck.” Calzor quipped.

“—quite a sight.” Jehri scowled.

Leui leaned in close to Azura, “I’m never impressed by hunting, but I heard about it. Koja has as much natural skill as Kirok used to. I’d wager my history scrolls that Calzor’s jealous.”

“That harlot’s heir won’t last long.” Calzor continued, “He’s just a temporary solution.” He said, poking the meat with his claws.

Azura turned, “What do you mean ‘temporary’?” She turned, “Jahka? What’s he talking about?”

Jahka frowned, “Well, he’s very skilled,” he started, “Greater than any of us expected he’d be. But he’s still a harlot’s heir and there’s no getting around that with his eye color.”

“Roan thinks it’d be a distraction.” said Jehri.

Azura muttered a word she heard in the Storytellers’ Cavern, “That’s not fair,” she said, “Even if he’s really good?”

“It’s life,” Calzor said, “He’s not fit for your company. Leave the harlot’s heir alone.” He faced her, his eyes narrowing, “I mean it.”

He picked the lunch from the stone and placed it on fat opiok leaves. Azura stared at her portion.

“No.” She finally said.

“Not hungry?” He offered.

“No.” Azura said. “I won’t stay away and if I want to talk to him, I will. He is a good Lahkian and a good hunter; he could be great if you’d let him be. He can’t help his heritage any more than we can.”

Calzor stood from where he had sat. He walked over to her, lowering his muzzle.

“Azura.” He began, “That was an order, not an option.”

Azura lifted her gaze, “I know,” she said, “And I’m telling you I’m not going to listen.”

Calzor growled, “I’m giving you one last chance,” He eyed her food.

Azura glared and gave it to him.

“Here,” she said. “Take it. That’s what you were going to do, right?”

He snatched it from her and added it to his opiok leaf. “Go study, Azura. I’ll need to talk to father to figure out what your appropriate punishment should be.”

Azura’s eyes never left his. The tension in the room was enough to make Dako and the twins’ tails tuck under them.

“What’s gotten into you?” Calzor said, his voice in disgust, “You’ve never been so obstinate.”

Azura waited for Calzor to blink before breaking her gaze and turning towards her room.

“Maybe I’m tired of my brothers protecting me from things I don’t need protection from!”

She strode to her room, her tail held high and fire burning inside her stomach. As she slumped on her bedding, she heard Jahka whisper, “Do you think she found out?”

“Eat your lunch,” Calzor grumbled, “Second hunt is coming soon.”

Azura tied the rope shut against the door frame as soon as she entered. She snarled at her bedding, turning around and kicking spare pieces of parchment on the floor. After all that he had done, Koja would just be thrown back to being alone? Azura glared into the bucket of washing-water by her paws.

She jumped onto the bedding; the grains gave way under her and formed a cushion. Her nose twitched. Something smelled. Really badly. Azura stretched her lower legs out to look for the smell, but in the process of getting up, she found it: Those dirty mud-rags she had hidden in her bed gave her the stink-eye. She picked them out of her bed and chucked them against the wall.

Azura huffed.

Parchment crinkled inside her belt-pouch as she rolled to her side. Startled, she sat up and reached for it. Turning onto her side again, she lifted The Legend of Jurai into view. She thought of savoring the moment. Within a blink, however, she slipped her claw next to the wax edge. Eyes fixated, she scratched until it popped loose. The document uncurled unwillingly as she pulled the edges.

Azura skipped the creation myth, Kalia’s legendary ascension during the Wars of Beginning, and many details of the Great War. She already knew Maraku was one of the first rulers of the Guiyan.

Azura already knew Maraku had a son, Zorgroth, and that Zorgroth was the one who started the Great War. She knew Kalia was the one who had saved them all. Her eyes flew over the parchment and she began reading in the middle of the second page:

And then the Great War came.

Kalia and Zorgroth were preparing for battle, but as the war drew nearer, the Nikiran, Veiean, Aguitan, and even some of the Guiyan tribe began to see that Zorgroth was lying and they hated him for it. He was caught in his promises when the Aguitan and the Veiean realized that they had both been promised the Nikiran land.

As skirmishes were won, Zorgroth made more promises but continued to break them. When his army started to desert him, Zorgroth began to worship the second sun, the dreaded brother of Juji: Zhar.

Zhar bound Zorgroth in a vow that he would obey whatever Zhar asked of him in exchange for victory. Hungry for power and desperate, Zorgroth promised to do whatever Zhar asked.

Under Zhar’s power, Zorgroth committed the Unspeakable Crime: the creation of the first Saghki. He took his own son and sacrificed him before the sun-god with a bordacai’s horn pierced through his heart. Unable to defy Zhar’s desires, Zorgroth then fed roasted pieces of his son’s corpse to his unsuspecting mate. When she realized what he had done it was already too late.

Bursting forth from her stomach, the first Saghki emerged. Zhar told him that from this point forward, all he had to do was feed a tortured child to the Saghki and another one would come from this one.

These creatures could change shape, and they had no greater desire than to kill Zorgroth’s enemies. Instead of howling they screeched, and instead of eating bordacai, fish, or of the forest, they ate the bodies of tortured children.

Where one would expect two eyes to be, there may be a dark mass of nothing in its place. A crimson eye may be where one might expect a stomach, while the other, yellowish eye, may float about near the arm. Their eyes, one crimson and one yellow, moved about around the ‘body’ while they glided.

With these eyes, they could capture the spirit inside a Lahkian and force it to do its will. There is no documentation to prove this. Some betrayers insisted instead they had been given a plant mixture that, at times, made them forget who they were. This cannot be proven.

History of this claim can be found in story-scroll 0083.xGW, Yevik.

––––––––

Azura’s paws collided with the dirt as she leapt from her window, barreling towards Kalia’s Mountain.

*~*~*

The Kiru forest was no match for the threshold of Kalia’s Mountain. Enormous Mourning-Howlers stood like an army. Thousands upon thousands of carnik bushes forbade entrance to the mountain-path Azura had once created. Thoughts invaded her mind— thoughts of Saghki torturing five hundred younglings and children of each land. Five hundred each, she thought again, one third of their youth population.

Moss squished between her paw pads as she leapt. Grass gave way to crumbled stone as Azura climbed. She could be tortured. Eaten. She could be Saghki-prey. No matter the amount of effort she put in to running, she couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Nausea climbed from her stomach to her muzzle. Tail swinging to keep balance, Azura dared to glance below. Nikiran were playing in a field somewhere past the Kiru Forest. They looked like dots, she thought. She gulped. Sweat gathered under her paw pads.

Her claws grappled the stones as she threw herself over the boulders. Hot breath steamed from her muzzle. Sunlight beat against her paws, muzzle, and chest. She squinted. Inhaling hurt, it was like someone was pushing heavy weights on her chest.

Azura heaved once more until her paws found moist soil. She pulled herself over the edge and was met with the sound of water, lots of it, hurtling down a waterfall in front of her. Pulsating ripples rolled towards her, only to be stopped by the stone ledge. Mist dashed across her muzzle. To the far left, excess water trickled down the mountainside where it would later contribute to the Ki River.

Azura walked around the ledge until she found a rocky bed with gentler waters. She sat there, watching the ebb and flow as it came back and forth over her paws and tail tip.

“They could eat me.” Was all she could say, “They’re planning to eat us.”

She slumped to her stomach, her nose just above water. She opened her jaws, allowing the water to slide between her tongue and teeth. It felt cold against her gums, crisp as she tasted it. The coolness felt nice against her hot paw pads, whisking away the sweat from between her digits. Muscles aching, she decided to lay there until her heartbeat slowed.

Azura huffed, sending bubbles everywhere. She was no closer to figuring out how to stop the Heir of Darkness, nor knowing who he could be. Now, she also knew it was possible that the Heir could control other Lahkians.

Had anyone, other than Roan, seemed odd to her? If the Heir was in Nikiran, surely he had been recruiting already. She had been too preoccupied with Roan to consider other Lahkians too.

Would she have to question who she could trust?

Sitting up, Azura stared down at the water. It rolled over her paws and touched her ankles as sunlight sparkled over it. How could something so pretty, something that gave life to all of Lahkia, exist in the same world where something as bad as Saghki existed too?

Azura whined. It wasn’t the Saghki’s fault they were bad. None of this seemed fair to anyone. None of it felt right. Her mother and father always told her life wasn’t fair, but wasn’t it still...mostly good?

As for the Saghki, she wanted to hate them, to desire to destroy them with the same passion her mother had had during the Ro’kah meeting. But it wasn’t the Saghki’s fault. Azura’s ears pinned, her eyes narrowed at the water. It was Zorgroth’s fault.

Zorgroth was the one who did this to them. They were mindless, bodiless, restless creatures and there was nothing anyone could do for them anymore. They had been ruined, robbed of resting with Juji at the end of their life. Not only that, but they became creatures that destroyed the very Lahkians and places they loved.

Then there was Zhar.

If Zhar really did exist beyond legends, did that mean he was just as powerful as Juji? Azura admitted she hadn’t considered that there was another god other than Juji and his deceased mate.

Azura waded into the lake, her paws stroking against the water as she swam.

Her mother had brought her here long ago— it was a sacred place for the lineage of Kalia’s line. It was said, according to her mother, that the spirits of those before her lived in the lake. That by swimming in it, she may gain their wisdom. She was brought here as a youngling and it was where she learned to pounce lizards. It was where she had her first chorus howl with her mother.

Sky-lights had filled the horizon above them. Blues and greens swam where the stars should have been. Juji’s moon was swallowing the sunset, and the pale moon was close by His side. Her mother had smiled at her, tilted her head, and asked her to listen.

Azura had felt something then, when her mother howled at the skies. She felt pulled, compelled, to howl alongside her. Together their voices cried out to Juji. There was something magical, something beautiful about it that Azura couldn’t place.

She thought about that moment as she lay by the water.

Practice your howls to Juji, her mother had said.

Azura climbed onto the warm stone.

A lump formed in her chest as she drew breath to howl. Would He accept her song? Would He reject it? Azura turned her muzzle down to the side. No, He had to. He had to for Lahkia’s sake.

Azura stood, her tail thrown high behind her, and she poured out her soul to the skies.

Help me... She thought as she howled. I’m so lost. They don’t believe in me, and most of the time— I don’t either. But everyone is in great danger, and they don’t know it. I don’t know what to do next. Her howl pulsed against the trees, the wind brushed against her ears as water dripped from her body.

Please... She thought, her tone dropping in her howl. Please...I don’t want to be eaten! Aren’t you real? She sat. Don’t you care?

Wind rustled against the grass. Behind her, the waterfall roared. Nothing. She closed her eyes and listened hard. Still nothing. Azura opened her eyes and scowled at the horizon. Turning her back to the sky, she waded into the water, picked up a stone and hurled it toward the waterfall.

Crumbling rocks slid from under her paw pads as she stomped back and forth across the water’s edge. Her bristled tail grew softer until it lay smooth between her ankles. She slumped to her stomach and draped her muzzle over her crossed front paws. Her eyelids closed briefly and opened to watch the water bubble as it bumped against the boundaries of the lake.

The waterfall rushed over her thoughts, and Azura drifted to sleep.

A great bordacai stood in front of her. His mighty hooves, black and shining with the light of the first sunrise, stomped against the ground. He shook his head, showing off his mighty horns— one above each ear, and shaped like tree branches. As he breathed, his sharp tail whipped behind him like a blade, casting poison to the ground. Air shot from his black, fleshy nose, and his eyes were fire on her skin. He huffed and stepped forward. Azura stepped back.

“You!”

It spoke?! Azura’s eyes widened, “Me?”

“You are part of my herd now,” said the bordacai, “Come to my herd.” He turned his neck toward the Kiru forest.

Azura tilted her head, “But I can’t go with you,” she said, “I’m a Lahkian.”

“You are not a Lahkian.”

“Yes I am,” Azura protested.

“You act like prey,” the bordacai said, “I will teach you how to be better at being prey.”

“But I don’t want to be prey!” Azura said, “I’m a Lahkian!” she repeated.

The bordacai strode towards her, lowering his nose to meet her eyes. She stared into the brown irises as he spoke, “Prey run. Prey hide. Prey cower in danger.”

“But I don’t do those things,” Azura said.

A smile played at the edges of the bordacai’s mouth, his flat teeth showing as he laughed.

“Then why do you look like a bordacai?”

Azura stared down at her body. Her soft fur had been replaced by short, coarse, brown fur. Her paws were hooves. Her tail was like a sharp rope. No. No!

“I don’t want to be prey!” Azura shouted, “I don’t want to be prey!”

He rolled her over with his giant hoof, “Then do not betray your heritage.”

Azura’s head shot up. She glanced down at her paws. She brought her tail forward. Silky white fur draped over her paws and her pinkish paw pads. Azura sighed and pushed herself upright.

The second sun had set and the stars were grazing over the horizon. Had she really slept that long? She thought about the strange dream. It had been terrifying—the bordacai, and the idea that Azura might be prey.

But maybe the dream-bordacai was right. Wasn’t Azura cowering by staying here? Wasn’t she running? Azura’s eyes fell over the village below. Torches were being lit, the closing-hunt howls of the hunters sang through the distant air, and Juji was gleaming over the Nikiran Plains.

It was beautiful, Azura admitted, but the only thing she could think of was the sound of Calzor’s roar when he discovered she was gone.
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Azura squinted as the first sunrise rounded the corner of their home and plowed into her eyes. She turned over in her bedding, opening a single eye. It fell on the scroll Okaein had given her, which rested on an Aviena stump. She turned from it and glanced at the window ledge.

Azura sat up, digging at the corner of her bedding until she found a rock. She leaned back and stretched towards her window, scuffing out her claw marks where she had climbed in the night before.

Calzor and the others (her father included— thank Juji) never found out she was gone. She made it back before they had finished their hunting business. But the run had left her breathless, and she didn’t have the energy to leap inside with much grace. She would bet it looked funny, her butt and tail hanging outside as she squirmed and struggled to pull herself in.

Someone bumped their paw against her door.

Azura scrambled forward, falling off of her bed and onto the floor. Lifting the delicate scroll, she carefully placed it in the corner of her room. Azura snatched some cloth, unfolded it, and laid it over the top of the parchment.

“Azura,” Calzor’s paws were visible underneath the door.

“What?” Azura said, a little harsher than she meant to.

“Let me in,” He said, “I need to talk to you.”

“About what?” Azura said.

“You already know what.” He said.

She sighed and unlatched the door.

“I don’t know what happened last night,” He stretched his paw along the back of his neck, scratching at an invisible itch. “I may have been harder on you than I needed to be.”

Azura’s eyes narrowed. She tried to keep glaring, but she couldn’t. Calzor apologizing for anything was as rare as...well, she didn’t know, but it was really rare, and she didn’t want to discourage it.

“What did father say my punishment should be?” She asked.

Calzor’s eyes shifted from hers, “I never told him.”

Azura’s shock must have been apparent, because he quickly added, “And I don’t do it often— not tell him things. So,” Calzor’s voice drifted. “Look, please just take my apology. I haven’t felt like myself lately.” He turned on his paws so fast that his tail nearly hit Azura’s stomach.

Azura stuck her head out of her doorway. 

“Calzor,” she called.

He turned.

“I forgive you.” Azura smiled.

Calzor smiled too, but he dropped his expression into a formal nod as soon as Raemus walked by. Her brothers were busy eating breakfast as she went for the door.

“Isn’t it a little early for child studies?” Leui asked as Azura clawed through the tangled knots in her fur, “I thought child-studies didn’t begin until the first sun broke over the top of the Kiru Forest.”

She didn’t fumble with the rehearsed lie, “I like to get there early.” Azura said, “The village gets too busy to walk in.”

Azura had no intention of going to her studies. In fact, she hadn’t gone to a single lesson for six full moons. She had told the adult in charge that her mother requested that Leui privately instruct her. He had looked at her quizzically as if to question her, but Azura insisted her mother wanted Leui to help her.

She felt bad for lying to them, but she knew that they would never let Xeyola be her mentor. Not because healing wasn’t a commendable trade. It was, in fact, almost as prestigious as hunting. However, children were forbidden from being trained.

She knew if she didn’t do something else she would burst into bits from boredom. Most Lahkians had obtained their adult body their second or third year. When Azura failed her third year ceremony, she had been told to repeat her child-lessons. After a year of that, no one seemed to figure out what they could do for her. Since she couldn’t just wander aimlessly all day, she had been given private education lessons from experts of village trades, with specific instructions to never let her practice.

But Xeyola seemed to understand that Azura needed more than lectures.

Raemus watched her, “Stay off the hunters’ path, Azura.” His voice was steady, but firm. Azura watched him with interest.

His voice almost sounded bored, “You have been on it too often.”

She knew that. She also knew it was a much shorter path to the village than the other trails.

“There’s a reason they are called the Hunters’ Trail,” Calzor added. Azura stared at him. Was he trying to make up for not telling father about last night? She couldn’t help but wonder.

“I will stay off the Hunters’ Trail,” Azura snatched her bordacai-skinned bag.

Calzor called after her, “Get a new bag while you’re at it. No pride in having a rotting thing like that.”

She rolled her eyes and pretended like she hadn’t heard him.

*~*~*

Azura’s paw pads were slick with morning dew by the time she reached the village. Her mouth hung open as she inhaled a crisp breeze. Villagers were just beginning to stir; some of them were starting fires to cook food while others were preparing to go work their trade.

The homes were wood and stone, most of them had roofs which were patched with grains, mud, and topped with bordacai hide. Others, those whose families had little to trade with, had homes made of clumsy stones, vines, and leaf-covered branches.

As she passed one of these homes, she paused to watch a mother interact with her youngling. Azura’s ears folded at the mother’s gentle woofing sounds. She seemed to be encouraging it to something, Azura decided.

Whimpering, the mother nudged her youngling’s muzzle. Much to Azura’s surprise, the youngling whined back. And the whine grew longer, and louder, until finally— it threw back a very impassioned, albeit frustrated, high pitched howl.

Azura’s eyes locked onto the youngling. It was as if nothing else existed at that moment, and everything inside of her called her to howl back to the young one, but she didn’t dare. The family, and only the family, should be the little one’s first chorus howl.

Azura recalled an old legend; it was said that howling was the language of the soul itself. It was said that when a Lahkian howled for the first time, his soul had been blessed by Juji.

Tonight the family would be together, and they would sell enough for a feast of the very best cuts of bordacai. They would dine, Azura presumed, on the best breads and jams, and would drink the very best teas they could afford.

Azura wanted to stay there and watch a little longer, but Xeyola would be waiting for her. She stepped forward and walked along until she reached Xeyola’s tent.

“Hello?” Azura called, “Xeyola?”

She grabbed a rag and dried the dew from her paws before entering. Her paws gently grazed the grass as she pulled back the curtain. She took off the bag she had been carrying and dropped it beside a wood stump.

Azura removed a pair of metal armbands from her upper arms. They were silver, etched with spiral intertwining knots. Her mother had worn them once, Leui said, and they were part of her lineage. He had asked her if she thought Kalia herself had worn them. Azura wasn’t sure.

She stuffed them into her rotting skinned bag, which reeked of spoiled fruit, dirt, and old grass shreddings. The bag jingled as she shoved it under a table and threw some cloth over it.

Azura peered around the second flap to the inner room.

“Zeehhhh-yoohh-luuhhhh,” She said, “Have you lost your hearing?”

Xeyola stood upright and turned to face her.

She was an old thing, her eyes sunken against her dusty fur, her tail seemed limp. But around her ears she had donned luxurious bright feathers. Some were blue, others were red or orange.

Xeyola once told her she had bartered for them during a visit to the southern-lands, just north of Murroh. Her cream belly was contrasted by her outer gray coat. Despite her age, she moved as if her paw pads were as soft as a child’s.

“Where have you been?” She maneuvered past her, “We have lots to prepare for; the bordacai herds are active. I’m sure some reckless young hunter is going to fancy a chase and nearly get himself killed.”

Before Azura could tell her about the youngling’s howl, Xeyola added,

“Never mind,” She snatched a clay jar and presented it to Azura, “I’ve been touching up the black oils. But you know, Azura, I’m a healer. One day, someone will find out I’ve been your mentor, despite how well I can disguise you.”

Taking the jar, Azura stared down into the black goo which would cover her whole body. “I don’t mind, Xeyola. I’ll defend you.”

“Oh,” Xeyola shook her head, “I know you will dear, but your father—”

“Must still answer to mother,” Azura interrupted.

Xeyola’s muzzle wrinkled.

“Please don’t get worried on me now,” Azura said, “I’m just starting to learn the really good stuff. I know you’re not supposed to mentor anyone who isn’t an adult.”

Xeyola’s paw found her shoulder, “My dear, I will teach you as long as you want to learn.” She said, “Who else would I tell my stories to?” Xeyola grinned.

“Ready?” Azura dug her paw into the jar and slathered the stuff onto her chest and stomach. Xeyola followed after her, brushing the fur with a bundle of dulled thorns. Azura tried to not sneeze as she rubbed the stuff near her nose.

“Anyway, as I was saying about the bordacai herds today,” Xeyola began.

Azura gave a few “uhuh’s” and “yes’s” as Xeyola rambled.

Azura stood and waited as Xeyola put the finishing touches on her to make the black fur look real.

Her eyes caught the parchment on the wooden table to her left. The corners flickered as wind licked the edges. Lifting a paw, she traced the edges of her claws where Xeyola had pressed a feathered ink pen against the previous page. Just below a list of medicinal herbs Xeyola needed to gather, was a list for the Festival of Juji preparations.

“Don’t you agree?” Xeyola asked.

Azura’s right ear twitched backward towards her, “Yes, sorry.” She turned, but her eyes lingered on the notes to her left:

Festival Of Juji: [3] Harlapsis root, mash until smooth, mix seed of Aviena trees with Ki river water and sit in first sunlight until red.

It was muzzle paint recipe, Azura recalled after recognizing the instructions. Parents would mark their children with the paint once they obtained their adult bodies. Lines were smeared from the tips of their noses, over their cheekbones and around their eyes— a single red smudge was splattered between their ears. Supposedly it allowed them to ‘breathe in’ the spirit of Juji through their noses.

She jolted as Xeyola snagged a knot in her fur, pulling harder than she needed to.

“And I was telling them ‘no! Don’t ever add carnik to Aviena bark and Mairu root, not if you don’t want to be poisoned!’”

Azura flicked an ear her direction again, her eyes holding onto the parchment.

Azura felt Xeyola’s paw on her shoulder, snapping her out of her thoughts, “Is something troubling you?” Xeyola pressed. “I promise the parchment won’t spring legs and a tail and run away into the forest.” Xeyola picked up the list, her eyes scanning the pages as if trying to understand what Azura was so focused on.

Azura didn’t say anything.

“Tell me what it is, dear” Xeyola stood between her and the parchment.

Azura felt her claws etch into the soil below her, her pulse throbbing inside her neck. There were so many things on her mind: the Saghki, the coming of age festival (and the deadline for the Saghki’s demands), and finding the Heir of Darkness. She was so sure it was Roan, but she didn’t have a way to prove it.

“Xeyola,” Azura said, “Have you ever been sure that someone is guilty even though you don’t have any proof?” She asked.

“Well of course, Azura.” Xeyola said. She watched Azura in a way that made her feel compelled to say something else, to explain herself.

“What do you do?”

“Well, that would depend, my dear,” Xeyola said, “If they’re guilty of wronging someone else, it may not be my business.”

“But...”

Xeyola smiled, “If Xoran is out bartering for sweets again, I would certainly tell your brother Dako instead of Calzor.” Xeyola suggested

Azura had almost completely forgotten about that. However, she decided to use the example Xeyola provided, “What if I don’t have any proof that Xoran is doing that?”

“Is he doing something worse than bartering for sweets?”

“No, no nothing like that.”

Xeyola blinked as if she didn’t understand the problem.

“But, if he was and I had no proof.” Azura said, “I couldn’t go to Dako about it.” She said, “I can’t say anything to anyone without proof.”

“Wrongdoing will always leave a trail, dear,” Xeyola said, “You must simply find the trail and follow it.”

Find the trail. Azura mentally repeated. The only thing she had to go on was that a cloak fastener was found near the Guiyan’s death site. She could see if Roan had lost his. But there was no way she could get close to Roan in the evening, even if she wanted to.

But you are assuming he hasn’t already replaced it. Her mind said. Could he really be so stupid? No, Azura decided. If someone wanted to lead a Saghki army, they had to be smart enough to not get caught. She was still left with nothing.

“-And see if that works.” Xeyola’s voice said, as if in mid-sentence.

“What?” Azura said, “I’m sorry, I was thinking.” She confessed.

Xeyola frowned, “I was saying— you could send someone else, like Jahka to talk to him about it and see what impression he gets.”

She could send someone else. But who?

Xeyola interrupted her thoughts,

“I think it’s time we train you on how to make a balm for hikaru rash,” said Xeyola,” You know it’s caused by accidentally eating hikaru. They look a lot like carnik berries, but do you know how to tell them apart?”

Too easy, Azura thought with a smile, “Hikaru bushes don’t have thorns.”

Xeyola’s eyes brightened, “Good! Now, to fix the rash—”

“Oh barganash, I’ve forgotten the ingredients. Just a moment,” She went behind the second curtain again.

Azura listened as Xeyola rummaged for various pots and vials.

She stared at a dusty box on the floor in the corner. Through the darkness, she could see a charcoal yellow vial with red speckles around the rim, a papery white label which read: Byoix-Nygaroh. Such a strange, ancient name, Azura thought as she read it. She was forbidden to even ask about its origins or purpose.

Forbidden to know, Azura thought, just like the Saghki, just like knowing about what’s being said in the Ro’kah meetings. Until now, Azura didn’t even know that the adults in her life had conspired to keep her ignorant to “protect her”.

“Ah-ah, your tail quivered,” Xeyola said as she walked behind her. “What’s that young mind of yours up to?” She pressed.

Dumping the ingredients on the table in front of them, Xeyola snatched a dulled bordacai horn to grind some roots.

“Saghki,” Azura confessed as she watched Xeyola work, “And the fact that everyone I know is trying to hide things from me.”

Xeyola hesitated. She drew breath to answer, but a bell at the front of the tent directed her attention to the entrance:

One of Roan’s hunters strode inside.
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He smelled of sweat, blood, and the hunt. He was marked as one of Roan’s hunter’s by the blade stocked in his belt. Each hunting party’s leader would craft a special blade when a new hunter was accepted into the ranks.

His fur lay in a tangled mess over his head and shoulders, his tail seemed relaxed. Azura scanned his body for injuries, but she found none, and he didn’t seem to be in any pain.

“Sir?”

“Our new one is wounded. Bordacai trap snapped on his leg. Just a harlot’s heir, so don’t waste the stuff you’ll use on the rest of us later.”

“Koja!” Azura raced to the back of the tented area and sorted through various vials.

She heard him grunt, “Surprised the brute knows a healer,” He said, “Do us all a favor and cut those golden eyes out of him.”

Xeyola growled audibly. Azura glanced and saw her stand muzzle to muzzle with the hunter.

“I know of three hundred combinations of poisons that can make death seem like an accident, dear.” Xeyola said.

Azura stuffed a few balms, a bandage or two, and a bottle of hoxxia to clean the wound.

“Are you threatening me?”

“Of course not,” Xeyola’s tail swayed behind her, “I am reciting facts to assure you of my expertise.”

Azura would have laughed if she wasn’t so worried. Racing from the tent, she accidentally bumped into the hunter, who turned his rage from Xeyola,

“Why you—”

She didn’t stick around to hear what he said. Azura clenched the woven basket of medicines inside her jaws and popped her lower spine forward. She ran, wincing as her hips popped into place. Her front paws cracked, and the pads drew closer to each other; her digits lost their length.

Azura flew through the village, scraping the dust with her claws. Clouds of it burst into the air. Her shoulders flung against the wooden walls of various villagers’ homes.

“Watch where you’re going!”

“Sorry!”

Knocking over barrels of abbak fruit, she ducked under the arms of the Nikiran who transported mashka loaves. Azura slid on the muddy uphill slope which led to the fishers’ trading tent.

The salty smell of pok and evvok filtered through her nose. Which way, she wondered. Which, she panicked.

“Healer?” said a voice above her, “Are you lost?”

He blinked down at her, his spear resting on his left shoulder. He picked up a strand of grain from the pocket inside his belt and began to chew on it.

“Where is the gate?” She gasped, her tongue dangling from her muzzle.

“Oh.” He said, lowering the grain from his teeth. He looked at her a moment, but her small size seemed to confuse him. There was some sort of recognition swimming in his eyes.

“That wa—”

“Thanks!”

She bolted before he finished lifting his arm. As she drew nearer to the gate, she picked apart the various scents: Her father’s, Roan’s, many of her brothers, many she didn’t recognize, and then finally: Koja’s. She knew the scent because it was a warm aroma, mixed with the smell of tree sap, hunters’ leather, his father’s medicine and pin-pon needles.

She smashed her nose against the forest floor, the way she read that their ancestors had. How did they do it without getting dirt up their noses? Azura sneezed. Medicines clanged around inside the basket as it bumped against the ground. Her ears flattened. All she could smell was paw pads, sweat, and naku fruit.

Koja’s scent was being masked by something new. Pulling back, she tilted her head. It was kind of musky smelling, she decided. It reminded her of ashes and mold. Pressing her nose back into the soil, she followed the winding trail.

Someone laughed as she smacked her face against a rock, her tail bristled.

“You’re the worst tracker I’ve ever seen.” He scoffed.

She looked at the hillside and traced the voice to someone who stood above a ravine. She wondered how long he had been watching her; how much time she had wasted. He pointed to a rocky trail which led up to where he was.

“If you’re looking for the wounded harlot’s heir, he’s this way.”

He led her down a steep, twisted incline until they reached the other side of the ravine. Twigs snapped as she walked behind the hunter, roots busted as she grabbed hold.

Thick shrubbery, tall enough to meet her stomach, covered the area. Azura wasn’t surprised that this was where the traps were set. Tall greens, the rushing sound of the nearby Ki River, and the distance from the well-worn trails made this a good habitat for bordacai.

Her nose wrinkled. Would she accidentally step on bordacai scat? Her nostrils flared to catch the scents. Something, though, surprised her— it was an absence of fresh scents.

“Where is everyone?”

"On a break.” He shrugged, “Go that way.” He pointed.

Azura turned to leave, but he grabbed her shoulder, “You should know.” He began, “He has the eyes of a harlot’s kid— golden eyes.” He muttered.

“So?”

The hunter glanced at her, “You do understand, right? There is something not-Lahkian about being able to betray your mate. Betrayal isn’t natural. It isn’t natural.”

“He is a Lahkian,” Azura growled. “Just like us.”

"Like us?” The hunter laughed. His voice turned cold, “Look, I don’t care if he lives or dies.” Said the hunter, “But don’t fool yourself; he isn’t like us.”

Azura felt her claws etch into the ground, “You think you’re better than everyone else?” She rumbled.

“Everyone else?” He growled, “No. But a damn harlot’s heir isn’t worth me missing my break.”

Azura held his stare for as long as she could before his hackles lifted and stepped towards her. She found herself wishing she had an adult body, just so she could challenge him.

“Something to say, healer?” He popped excess air between his paws.

Azura’s head tilted as a thought crossed her mind, “Did you choose your heritage?”

“No,” He sneered.

“Neither did Koja,” Azura said, “So stop blaming him for something he can’t help.”

He seemed befuddled. In the absence of having a reply, he growled and glared at her. Tempted as she was to raise her tail in defiance, she knew that making him angrier was a bad idea.

“He’s a curse to us,” He rumbled.

“How?” Azura said, losing her temper, “How is he cursing you? Did he make you an idiot? Because your thinking doesn’t make any sense.”

His jaw dangled, “You...dirty little—

Azura bolted. Oops, oops, oops!

“Come back here and face me!” He roared.

His breath was at her heels as she ran through the forest. He was gaining, and quickly, but after a few moments, he wasn’t behind her anymore. Panting, she slowed and looked around.

In the distance, Azura could faintly hear her father’s howl signaling for the hunters to gather for the second hunt. She was thankful that the hunter was so obedient, but she wasn’t surprised. Her father didn’t tolerate his hunters being late.

Running back the way she came, she tilted her nose in the air in hopes of catching Koja’s scent. She found herself stuck in the middle of a cluster of trees and bushes. His scent was everywhere, but she couldn’t pinpoint it.

“H-hello?” said Koja’s distance voice. “Oh, thank Juji you’re here.” He whined. “This is humiliating.”

Azura ran to him and found him covered partially by a hikaru shrub. Azura’s stomach dropped at the sight of his left leg. The toothy, wooden trap had snapped shut around it, and bore itself deep into Koja’s muscle. Darkened and fresh blood oozed from the open gash. His stomach trembled as he tried to steady his breathing.

“I’m not stupid.” He started. “I didn’t put it here earlier.”

She wanted to say of course not, but she didn’t dare speak because he would recognize her voice. She wanted to tell him who she was, but Xeyola wouldn’t like it very much if someone else knew since Xeyola could get in trouble for mentoring a child.

“This trap design is mine,” said Koja, “But I didn’t put it here.” He sat up and tried to pull his leg closer to his body. “I walked over here because I smelled something weird.”

Azura growled at what she was about to have to do. She grabbed onto either side of the trap and took a breath...

“What?” He glared, “I’m not crazy—”

Azura yanked the trap open.

Koja roared as blood squirted from the wound. Grimacing, he pounded the ground with a fist while covering his eyes with another paw.

“You could have warned me!” he snarled.

There wasn’t time for her to feel bad. Azura dumped the hoxxia on the wound and firmly pushed a dry cloth against his leg. She held the cloth there with her back left paw as she tied binding around the upper portion of his leg using her front paws. She didn’t know why it worked, but Xeyola taught her to do this once before—when another hunter nearly lost his leg to a bordacai buck’s horns.

Azura whimpered as she tightened the rope; it was a primitive gesture, but she didn’t have any other way to communicate her empathy. Koja’s auburn ears lifted slightly; his face wrought with confusion and pain.

“You can’t talk?” He panted.

She shook her head.

“Oh.” He fumbled, “I’m sorry.”

It wasn’t really lying, was it? She wondered. Technically, she couldn’t talk because it would reveal who she was. Azura decided his question was just more literal, that was all. She listened to the pace of his breathing.

He would need to sit there for a few moments, Azura thought as she watched the muscles in his legs tremble. The next part would be even more painful. She stood and gathered some of the spare herbs and organized the basket.

“Are you finished with me?” Koja asked, exasperated.

Azura shook her head.

“I’m a harlot’s son,” Koja muttered, pointing towards his golden eyes. She looked at his eyes from a profile viewpoint. They weren’t just gold, she realized as he looked at the trails behind her. There was a twinge of orange around the pupils, black surrounding his irises. His eyes swung towards hers. Azura dropped her gaze at once.

“Is that why you won’t look at me?” His voice became a whisper. From the corner of her eye, she saw his tail move closer to his body.

Azura shook her head.

“Oh.” Koja breathed, his fangs in view as he winced. He growled, his eyelids fluttering shut. He tried to move himself to stand, causing the binding around his leg to snap.

Azura growled. She picked up a ripe gausha fruit from the forest-floor and began to debate if she should chuck it at his thick skull. Instead she smacked him on the nose with it.

“Fine, fine!” Koja lifted his paws as if to protect his face from the spongy fruit, “Fine” He breathed, his eyes watering. “Just please hurry.” He glanced at his leg.

Azura set to work to fix the binding. She grabbed a thicker vine from the forest floor and wrapped it around his leg again, tighter this time.

“You seem familiar.”

Azura shook her head.

“Have we met before?” He asked, “I feel like we have.”

Time to knock him out.

“I’m sure we’ve met...” He leaned closer, trying to catch her scent, “Your scent is masked by something.”

Instead of answering him, Azura went back to work; occasionally she paused to read the instructions on the vials. After debating if Nuuk was more numbing than Fieu, she tossed them both aside and decided to use Baxah— a dark milky paste which was the combination of the two medicines, but a weaker version of each.

The paste smelled like rotten pok and old water. It stung like no other medicine she had ever witnessed, but the numbing was quite effective on all of the sickly she had ever worked on. She took a moment to hesitate. She hated to use it on Koja who was clearly already about to writhe from pain.

She pointed at the paste and whimpered. It seemed to distract him from questioning her.

“Are you telling me it’s going to hurt?”

She nodded.

“Oh.” He said, “...Hurt a lot?” Azura looked at him, her eyes meeting his for the first time. Leaning close to place the Baxah on his wound, she heard him inhale in anticipation.

“Wait,” He said, “Look at me again.”

Azura fumbled with the Baxah paste. Hurry Hurry. She tried angling herself away from him.

Koja reached towards her, his paw touching her muzzle. “Are you,” He began, his neck craning to see her.

She put the paste on a cloth, and braced her ears. Koja pulled her muzzle towards his, “Azura?!”

She dropped the paste on his wound.
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The weight of a full grown male on her back was painful, but it was the only way to carry Koja without hurting him. Her ankles buckled under her several times as she carried him, but after a while of struggling, someone saw her and offered to help.

The stranger, whose name she had already forgotten, carried Koja to Xeyola’s tent for her. Azura had tried to give him free medicine as a thanks, but he smiled and insisted that doing the right thing was good enough for him.

Xeyola placed Koja, who was still unconscious, on some spare bedding in the inner room and started tending to his wound. Azura wanted to help, but Xeyola had dismissed her when Azura confessed that Koja found out her identity.

With the rest of her afternoon dismantled, Azura wandered along the path home and stopped by a pond of water.

She sat with her lower paws in the water, watching the evvok swim in schools. They glanced at her, their green bulbous eyes filled with anxiety as Azura plopped her ankles into their territory. Reaching into her old bordacai-skin bag, she found the pink soap Xeyola made. It was made of flowers, acidic gousha, water, and some other ingredient that she couldn’t remember. The note read:

Apply before you enter the water. Let it sink in before you scrub.
-Xeyola

She stood, dropping herself into the water, and glanced around the forest. She turned her head to the side, rotating her ears left and right. Wind whistled as the trees breathed; birdsong and rustling of rodents assured Azura she was alone.

Bubbles sputtered against the surface as she huffed out of her nose. Evvok nibbled at the edges of her paws, testing to see what she was. Black goo slid from her arms and torso. Although she knew it wasn’t going to hurt the water, the sight of the darkness was eerie. Azura scrubbed harder, trying to distract herself from thinking about Koja being hurt.

She didn’t want to think about the Heir of Darkness either. The idea of being tortured and eaten was too much. It made her feel sick.

Between the treetops, Azura spotted the smaller, pale moon. She found it weird that the little moon was sometimes visible before dark. Today, it felt as if Dahji’s spirit was mocking her.

It made her think of the Festival of Juji, her coming of age, and the fact that she was supposed to be queen of all of Lahkia someday. Who wanted all of that attention? Azura snorted.

Azura waded into deeper water. She couldn’t bear the thought of letting everyone down, of being the Lahkian responsible for the destruction of society. Azura scrubbed with her paws. She rubbed up and down along her muzzle, to the top of her head, and worked the edges of her ears.

Water splashed onto a sun soaked rock as Azura climbed out. She moved to an undisturbed portion of the rock and lay in the warm sunlight. Sunrays floated over her muzzle. She squinted and lifted her arm to shield her eyes.

Azura thought about Koja again. Would he tell anyone she was practicing to be a healer? She rolled onto her side. No, she realized, Koja wasn’t that kind of Lahkian. Instinct told her so.

Just like her instinct told her that Roan was involved with the Saghki.

Azura sighed and watched the water dry on the rock. Wind darted past her ears. How was she going to find out if Roan still had his fastener if she couldn’t get close to him? Azura rolled onto her back. Wait, she realized, her ears standing erect. She could ask Koja! Koja was in Roan’s hunting party; he would see him at dusk and had reason to be close to him.

The thought made her want to barge right into Xeyola’s tent and ask him for the favor, but she knew he needed rest. It would take time for him to heal and return to hunting too, much to Roan’s chagrin. Roan’s hunting party would be split and stuffed into other hunting-groups until Koja either recovered or they found a quick replacement.

Azura hoped he would heal before the latter happened. She decided she better check on him. Maybe Xeyola could at least tell her how bad it was if Koja happened to still be asleep.

“Hey there!” called a voice, “Aren’t you Azura?” His tone told her he already knew who she was.

Azura jumped so abruptly she slid right off of the rock. She planted her face into the dirt and sat up, sliding down to hide her lower torso with the rock slab.

“Go away!” She fumbled for the branch where she had hung the clean, silver loincloth.

He chuckled, “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare ya.”

Branches broke as he approached.

She fought with the fastener for her loincloth; no matter how she maneuvered her digits she couldn’t form a proper slip-knot. She tied it in a nasty clump instead.

“W-who are you?” She demanded, attempting a Zainah-like tone, “How long were you standing there?!”

“Long enough,” A paw reached over a branch in near her face and pulled it back. A brawny, thick shouldered Nikiran hunter stood there, looking quite pleased with himself. His smile twitched at the corners of his off-white muzzle.

It was long, slender, and a bit crooked. His paws were calloused and stained with bordacai blood from the morning hunt. The underside of his jawline was marked with a deep scar, probably from a hunt that had gone wrong. It was fleshy colored; the fur around the line was sparse. Bits of dirt were stuffed into his claws and he smelled like he could use a long soak in the river.

“I startled you, didn’t I?” He laughed and puffed out his chest, “I’m Dondra, son of Roan, assistant Overseer of Hunting for your father, King Raemus.”

“I want to be left alone,” Azura repeated. “Please.”

When he didn’t seem like he was interested in leaving, Azura picked up the soap, placed it in the bordacai skinned bag, and started toward home.

Dondra ran to catch her and blocked her path. “You should be escorted.”

“No. I want to go home by myself.” Azura said matter of factly, “Dako will be looking for me soon.” She lied.

Dako may not have been the eldest brother, but his stature was more intimidating than Calzor’s. Dondra seemed to consider whether or not he wanted to run into Dako.

“You’re not worried about Saghki?” He asked.

Saghki? Azura spun on her paws.

“You know about the Saghki?”

“Uhuh.” He blinked, “You don’t?”

He withdrew the bordacai-skin bag from his left shoulder and allowed it to fall to the ground with a thud. “I’m surprised. My father trusts me enough to tell me. I would have thought your parents would feel the same about you.”

Azura shook her head, trying to hide her irritation. She shuffled the bag over her shoulder and glanced over at him as he drank from the pond.

“What did he tell you about the Saghki?”

“I know they’re comin’ here,” Dondra said as he brushed away drops of water from his muzzle. He rose, shuffled his hunter’s belt, and shifted his stance until he faced her.

“That isn’t funny.”

Dondra didn’t laugh. “I’m not joking.” He said, “Come on, I’ll keep you safe.”

He took a half step towards her and stretched out his paw. She stared at it tentatively. He was Roan’s son, she couldn’t trust him and the way he watched her made her uncomfortable. She couldn’t place why though.

“Come with me.” He repeated, a hardened edge in his voice.

Azura watched Dondra’s tail bristle as he moved to secure his arm around hers. She dodged his grip, “I’m meeting Koja, son of Okaein.”

She watched his grin fall off of his face.

“I thought you said Dako would be looking for you,” He growled.

“He will be.” It was true, she told herself. She was going to check on Koja after she had finished bathing. Dako would be wondering where she was at after a while. He often visited at home after the day’s hunt to eat with everyone.

“Dako will be looking for me after I meet Koja.”

“Wait.” Dondra’s nose wrinkled, "That’s the harlot’s son, isn’t it?” His muzzle rippled in disgust, "Watch the trashy company you keep."

“He isn’t trashy company!” Azura growled. “He’s my friend.”

“Is he more?”

“More what?”

“Are you more than friends?” Dondra took another half step towards her, but Azura stepped back. “Is he a suitor?”

Where did this come from, Azura wondered. And why did he care? She wasn’t of age; she wasn’t old enough to look for suitors. She didn’t think of Koja that way.

“What’s it to you?” She challenged. Didn’t this Lahkian know that children couldn’t have suitors? Suitors? Mating? The thought was gross, but if Azura was an adult it still wouldn’t be okay for Dondra to ask.

“That dirty harlot’s heir doesn’t deserve you.” He spat, “Just come here.” He reached towards her.

“And you think you do?” She ripped herself away from him. “Get away from me!” She snarled.

He clenched his jaw, “I’m just saying...” He began, lowering his arm from her, “You deserve better. You deserve a real hunter, not some freak like him.”

“Koja isn’t a freak, and you don’t know anything about him!” Azura shouted, “He’s a clever hunter. Just because he’s different, just because he goes about hunting differen—”

“Do you think he’d be able to fend off Saghki for you?” Dondra interrupted. Ears flat against his head, he lifted his upper lip to show her his fangs.

“Tell me that the harlot’s heir can be a Death-Dealer like me,” Dondra stepped forward as Azura stepped backward.

“Tell me that Koja can rip the horns from the head of a bordacai while its heart still beats. Because I can, Azura.”

“So tell me,” Dondra growled, “How he’s supposed to defend you when all he can do is set traps? You will need a fighter by your side when the Saghki come. Koja will be a coward like his harlot mot—”

“Shut up! You shut up about Koja; you don’t know what he’s been through. You don’t know what it’s like to feel alone!”

“I’m trying to protect you, you ungrateful—”

“I don’t want protection!” Azura snapped, “Not from you, not from him, not from my mother or anyone. Just go away. I’m tired of everyone trying to protect me.”

“You’re gonna regret it when the Saghki come.”

“You’re a liar.” She roared back, “I bet they’re not even coming.” Her claws ripped the soil out of the ground as she walked; her hot breath beat against the shrubbery around her.

“Whatever.” He roared, “You think you’re going to find a better mate than me someday? I know why Juji hasn’t even given you an adult body and I’d still accept you.” He growled, “Go look up the Legend of Jurai and read for yourself. It’ll tell you that I’m not lying about the Saghki coming here either.”

Azura stormed through the carnik bushes, dragging the thorns with her. How dare he talk about Koja like that?

Just who did Dondra think he was? What a bordacai butt, Azura cursed.

Her bag bounced around her shoulders as she stomped downhill, bracing herself against the Mourning-Howlers and Avienas.

Azura stood at the fringe of the Kiru forest and the Nikiran Plains, wondering which direction to go. Insects were buzzing, norks were pecking at the wood with their long red beaks, and she could see a few sparkling Xi bugs dancing through the fields. The purples, pinks, and green fuzzy dots nearly made her dizzy as they danced. It was pretty, but Azura was too distracted to appreciate it. Dondra had wormed his way into her mind. Now she was too cranky to be good company for anyone, so she had to rule out visiting Koja or Xeyola.

Dondra had said the Legend of Jurai explained why Juji hadn’t given Azura an adult body. Azura found that puzzling. Why would an old legend reference her at all? Also, Azura was curious what Dondra meant by ‘it will tell you that I’m not lying about the Saghki’.

Was there something in the Legend of Jurai that would explain what was happening right now? Azura couldn’t help but wonder. Tomorrow she would talk to Koja about it, and she could keep him company and read the legends while he healed. Azura started towards her home in the distant fields, for once feeling like she was making progress on the whole Heir of Darkness thing.
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Azura left earlier than usual the next morning, telling her brothers she wanted to arrive early to child-studies because she was making friends. Jahka had smiled at her, made a play-grab for her tail and told her to hurry up. Calzor had told her to focus on her studies, not on friends.

Picking at a chipped part of a jar, Azura waited for Koja to wake up. In the background, Xeyola’s rhythmic thudding of roots against a rock kept her from dwelling on much. She was glad Xeyola wasn’t mad at her anymore for Koja finding out. Apparently Koja had made a good impression on Xeyola for her to trust him so soon.

Zhar’s shadow told her she had been here a very long time. She didn’t have much longer; her brothers would expect Azura to be on her way home from child-studies.

She decided she would tell Koja everything she knew about the Saghki— if Okaein hadn’t already told him. But now Azura had other questions too. Would he be mad at her for knocking him out? Why did she care so much for a Lahkian she had only met once?

Azura lay on her back, smashing her tail. She lay on her side. She sat up and watched Koja for a few more minutes, before deciding that he wouldn’t be awake for a while.

“Xeyola,” Azura muttered.

“Dear?”

“I’ll come back later,” Azura stood and stretched. Her paws extended in front of her, her shoulders scrunched on either side of her neck. A yawn escaped her jowls.

“I told you he would be out for a while,” Xeyola said, “Don’t worry my dear, he’ll be fine. I will take good care of your friend.”

Friend. Yes, she had shouted at Dondra that Koja was her friend, but did Koja think the same way? Azura hadn’t had many friends in the last year. A few years ago, she had given up because her friends would change into adults— and then forget about her. Some tried to keep the friendship, but their lives were so different that it made it hard to relate.

One of them even had a youngling of her own now.

“Azura,”

Tools clanged against the table, and the curtains were swept upward by a breeze. She flinched. Xeyola pulled the curtain back into place and fastened it. Azura watched. A wiry gray muzzle met hers, and the intensity of Xeyola’s stare felt like it was cutting too deep. Turning from her, Azura glanced back at Koja.

“I’m so sorry dear,” Xeyola held out her paw, “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Xeyola brought Azura close and hugged her. She gave Azura a moment before she leaned back to wipe the water from Azura’s eyes.

Face downcast, Azura said, “Do you remember the last friend I had?”

Liara had been her name. Azura and Liara used to play together every day, and then Liara got her adult body. And like Bariku, Juae, Zirux, and Caroh before her, she slowly drifted away. She got busier. Like the others, she took a mate, and then she or he, never had time for Azura.

Azura had thought Liara would be different. Liara promised she wouldn’t change. Liara said that Azura would always be welcome at her home, but the day Azura went to visit, Liara scolded her for trying to play.

“Liara,” Xeyola nodded, “Oh, my dear, adults don’t enjoy play the way children do.” She pressed her paw against Azura’s head, stroking it along her ears.

“We used to run together,” Azura remembered, the whites of her eyes visible as she looked at Xeyola, “We used to catch Xi bugs, and wrestle, and chase. I should have known she wouldn’t be different.” Azura said, “I thought friends lasted always. I think I understand why, but I miss her, I miss all of them.”

“Azura,” Xeyola said, her voice firm. She lifted Azura’s muzzle with both of her paws, “Look at me dear.” She whispered.

Azura didn’t want to, but Xeyola wasn’t giving her much of a choice. Her muzzle squished in Xeyola’s paws as she tried to hang her head again, to avoid looking at Xeyola.

“Not all friends are forever.” Xeyola frowned as if remembering her own experiences. “Many will appear, some will grow close, and some will drift. I am afraid this is one of life’s facts.”

Azura looked at her, listening. How was it that she came here happy, only to discover hidden sadness she was carrying in her heart? Her ribcage shuddered as she breathed. Xeyola again wiped her palm across Azura’s left and right eye.

“But, my dear, I will give you this wonderful promise. Are you ready for it?” Xeyola asked, her ears erect as she smiled.

Azura nodded.

“There are yet friends for you who will stay with you through life. They are worth more than anything all of Lahkia could produce.” Xeyola said, “Your soul will tell you when you have met such a friend.”

Azura found herself looking at Koja. Xeyola turned too, resting her paw on Azura’s shoulder.

“Yes Azura,” Xeyola nodded, “This Lahkian may be one of yours. It will be impossible to tell unless you begin the friendship presented before you.”

“But we’ve only met once,” Azura said, “Twice, sort of, but not really.” Did it count when she was trying to heal him? He didn’t recognize her until the very end.

“Is that all?” Xeyola smiled, “Well he asked for you when he woke earlier.”

Azura blinked, “He did?” Was Xeyola just trying to cheer her up?

Xeyola nodded, “He’s a harlot’s heir Azura; he may be just as alone as the future queen of Lahkia— one of a kind. One that most people cannot relate to.”

Azura’s ears lifted. She hadn’t thought of them being alike.

“He may need a friend too,” Xeyola encouraged. She stood and patted Azura between the ears, “Run along now, the poor thing needs his sleep and I fear talking will wake him.”

*~*~*

Barterers of all sorts busied themselves in the streets as Azura strolled through the village. The sight of village life, the warmth of the sun and Xeyola’s encouragement made her feel much better. She could almost pretend nothing was wrong at all. But something was wrong, and Azura was on her way to figuring it out.

Disembodied voices surrounded her as she walked.

“Mashka loaf! Trading for Mairu root!”

“Looking to barter bordacai for bedding!”

“Twwwooooooo pok! Two pok, for one new jar!”

Azura reached for the pouch strung around her hips. Her claws clanked around two vials of healing herbs Xeyola had given her. Azura wandered southward, weaving in and out of the pok-fishers and their bulging nets. Her nose wrinkled. Someone nearby smelled like they hadn’t bathed for days. Either that or the fish had been laying out too long in the sunlight.

Azura peered into one of the tents as she passed by.

Pok-fishers were cleaning their kills, scooping out the insides into jars which would be sorted and bartered as ingredients for medicines, oils, and food. A burly looking Nikiran with brown fur grunted as he picked up a pok. It flopped in his grasp, its mouth a wide ‘O’ shape as it gasped.

Azura shuddered as he chopped the head clean off.

He glanced up, “Oh, hello there!” He smiled, “Lovely day!”

Fish blood dribbled down his wrists.

Wide eyed, Azura quickened her pace.

Further down the path, the soil was soft from rainwater, but the grass had all but disappeared. Dry and fresh paw prints littered the trail. The smell of fish became faint as she rounded a corner and found herself among the scroll-keepers.

They were nothing like the Veiean scroll-keepers, or so she had been told.

In fact, there were only a handful of Nikiran who bothered or wanted anything to do with legends and history. Most of the Lahkians in her village considered it silly to study something that had been covered in child-studies. Others thought it was just a waste of time. Azura wondered if many of them had ever read a made-up story; she liked those.

Sometimes Azura could find a fun legend. It made her dream of flying! Flying, how odd it would be for a Lahkian to have wings. Her tail pulsed behind her, waving back and forth at the thought of soaring through the sky. She often bartered for modern legends, but today— she was looking for something much, much older.

The Legend of Jurai.

His legend had to be here somewhere, didn’t it? Unless Dondra was making that part up. Trying to not think about that possibility, Azura approached a cramped tent that rested between two Aviena trees. Crinkled, stained, and poorly pitched, the tent looked like a Nikiran storm would blow it over. Somewhere inside was a plump old Lahkian with too much time and too many resources at his disposal.

She passed the crooked, wooden sign:

align="center">Legend-Keeper Garak
Tales of Old, Tales of New, and Tales of Modern Tails.
Now accepting payments of: mashka, hikaru jam, and healing stones 

Azura went into Garak’s tent nose first. Parchment and dust scents punched her and made her eyes water. Old Garak sat on his bedding, playing a chipped flute with a half-hearted tune. Azura’s tail moved behind her as he played with his eyes closed.

“That’s beautiful,” Azura said after a moment.

“Who’s there?” Garak said. He grabbed a stick and heaved himself upward.

“It’s just me,” she said.

“Ohhh, Azura!” Garak coughed and laughed. “Now now, why didn’t you say so?”

He scratched his chest and stretched, releasing a smell that had gathered under his arms. Azura gagged. Hobbling, he made his way towards a wooden table where piles and piles of scrolls lay in a catawampus heap.

“What can I barter you for today?” He said, “A local has just scribed this new story— I think you’ll like it.” His paws fluttered over the clumsy stacks, “I’m accepting mashka now, and I know mashka is a favorite of yours, but you’ll have to part with it today if you’d like to barter...”

“I’m not here for new legends today, sir,” Azura said.

“Oh? Branching out a bit I see! It’s good for you.” Garak said, “I have just the thing. These are old songs.” He started into a different pile.

“I—”

“It’s really something.” He continued.

“I’m here for—”

“Did you know, that songs were once just grunts and whines?” Garak stared at her, “How primitive!” He threw the parchment in his paws upward and behind him, “I have just the thing for you Azura, just-the-thing.”

The parchment he had thrown landed in a messily stacked pile. It caused an avalanche of scrolls, parchment, and capped ink vials.

“It’s in here sooommmmmeeewhere.” Garak grumbled, “Where’s my—” He paused, “Ah, here we are! No, that isn’t it.”

“I’m here for the Legend of Jurai,” Azura said as fast as she could.

“You’re what?” He stood straight. Azura looked into his eyes. They were brown, cataracts and his thin muzzle fur told of his age, but he was looking at her as if she told him the moon was white.

“I’m here for legends about Jurai.” She repeated.

“Now where did you hear about that?” Garak asked. He sat on a large chunk of Aviena and bent down to the ground to grab some scrolls that had fallen from the tops of the stacks.

“I need it,” Azura said.

When he didn’t say anything, Azura added, “Do you have it?”

“Not anymore.”

Azura sighed. Now what would she do? Garak was the only scroll-keeper who would have had something like that. Had, her mind keyed in on the word.

“Who did you sell it to?” Azura asked.

Garak shrugged.

“Please Garak?” Azura said, “I’m one of your most frequent barterers.”

“Hrm. True.” He said. He didn’t look at her, “Paid to not say.” He murmured, “My apologies.”

Now what, she asked herself. Azura sighed and was just about to give up when the sound of clinking vials in her side-pouch stopped her. Azura’s eyes scanned Garak.

“I have medicine.” Azura hummed.

“I’m not interested.” He said, “But when you’d like to learn about old songs, I’ve got a lot to show you.” He added.

“It’s costly medicine.”

His ear twitched, “How costly?”

“It’s Ravik-root and Quixar.” Azura said. “They help you sleep.” Azura stopped herself.

Azura tossed the medicines his direction. He caught them and twisted them open to smell them.

“You have to combine them with a certain tea.” Azura added. “If you choose the wrong one, it could be poisonous,” Azura added.

Garak stared at her, “Which tea do you use?”

“I’ll tell you in exchange for any scroll in this tent,” Azura said.

Garak laughed, “That’s a silly barter, Azura; nothing in here is worth that much.”

“Do we have a trade?” Azura asked.

“Trade,” Garak confirmed. He set the vials on a crowded shelf. Feather-quills, ink bottles, and a gnawed on bordacai bone spilled from the shelf and onto the floor.

Garak cursed.

Walking past him, Azura scanned the groups of scrolls on the ground and wooden tables. A fat, poorly rolled scroll tied with a thick red vine caught her attention. A tipped over ink bottle and quill lay beside it.

Azura smirked and scooped it into her arms. Garak spotted her from the corner of his eye, “Ah, you’ve found on—”

He stopped, his jaw slackened, “That’s my record-keeping scroll!”

“Mourning-Howler leaves,” Azura said as she walked out the front, “Thank you for the trade, Garak!”
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Toting a scroll as big as she was wasn’t an easy task. Jostling it under her left arm, Azura had given up trying to keep the back end from dragging on the dirt. Muzzles turned and muttered curious praises as she walked back toward Xeyola’s.

“What a studious young thing!” she heard someone say.

“Poor child,” his friend said as Azura passed them, “They must not be teaching them properly in their child-lessons anymore.”

Azura snorted. She couldn’t help but think about how silly that was. Azura never studied. If only they realized what she was up to...

“I’m back,” Azura breathed. Her paw pads welcomed the cool soil as she stepped inside.

“And with a very fat scroll?” Koja called, “I can hardly make out the shadow from the other side.”

“You’re awake!” Azura rushed into the inner room, dropping the scroll along the way, “Where has Xeyola gone?”

Koja laughed and winced at the same time, “Off to gather more—” He hesitated, “I can’t remember what she called it. It’s supposed to help my leg heal.”

“Marjaraukes.” Azura nodded.

“Majarakwha—?” Koja sputtered, his tongue lolling out of his muzzle,"Mouthful of a word."

“Marj-ahra-oo-ks.”She offered.

Koja crossed his eyes, “Majakarukess” He teased, “Never mind. If it makes my leg feel better, I could care less what it’s called.”

Grinning, Azura went back to the entrance to grab the scroll. Koja was an interesting Lahkian, Azura thought as she carried the scroll inside. Behind her, her tail was wagging this way and that. He was funny too, and his jokes stayed on her level without insulting her intelligence.

She was amused by his eyes widening when he saw the size of the scroll in her arms. She sat on the floor and let the scroll roll out in front of her. Koja’s ears twitched in interest, but he closed his eyes to rest.

They sat in silence.

Azura mulled through the names and Koja relaxed on the bedding. She rested her muzzle and ears against a support beam inside the tent and sighed. This scroll was impossibly fat and Garak's writing was impossibly crude.

She looked over at Koja, whose eyes were intent on a purple Xi that had made itself at home in the dark corners of the healing tent. His tail swatted against the bedding, his nose twitched once or twice, as if he was trying to smell it.

“I met your father,” Azura said.

“He did mention that,” Koja said, his eyes not leaving the Xi, “And, speaking of that— I owe you a confession.” His tail drew closer to his legs. He turned his eyes to her.

Azura’s ears lifted, “A confession?” She pressed. She lifted her paws away from the scroll.

“When I met you that day, I didn’t treat you the way others treat your mother.”

“How is that a confession?” Azura asked, “I don’t understand.”

Koja’s paw found the back of his head, “I should have been more polite, I guess. Father didn’t raise me around the locals, so I’m not very good with social rules.”

“I still don’t understand,” Azura frowned, “I thought you were very nice.”

“I just,” Koja fumbled, “I’m not in the village, but I do see what happens in the Kiru Forest,” Koja said.

Azura tilted her head.

“I noticed that other hunters will bow to your brother Calzor and will grovel to your father,” Koja explained, “If they do that do them, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do when I’m around you, or how to address you.”

Azura couldn’t believe he was saying this.

“I’m oblivious to my own culture. I’m sorry.” He concluded, his voice formal.

Azura hated hearing when people used a formal tone with her. Miss Azura, your majesty, your highness— Azura didn’t like any of it. Walking to his side, she said,

“This is how you ‘address me,’” She cleared her throat, scrunched her muzzle, and with her best ‘deep voice’ said,

“Hi Azura, are you well?”

Koja stared at her and then burst out laughing.

“Is that all?” He said, “No groveling or swearing my life to you?” He teased, but the relief in his voice was obvious.

Azura nodded, “I don’t want to be treated differently than any other Lahkian.”

She picked up the scroll again, her claws lightly grazing the names on the list.

“Please just call me by name, and whatever you do, Koja, please do not ‘grovel’.”

Koja nodded, “I can understand...” His voice drifted, “Is that why you don’t care about my eyes being golden?” He asked.

“All Lahkians should be treated the same, regardless of heritage.” Azura nodded, her voice even. “Your eyes could be purple, and I would find no shame in it.”

Koja laughed, “Purple eyes?” He said, “Strange.”

Azura smiled, “Purple,” She repeated, “Maybe Orange.” She added. Her mind drifted through the possible ‘strange’ colors, “Or even re—” Azura stopped herself.

“Red?” Koja finished.

“Red,” Azura repeated, laughter gone from her voice.

He looked at her for a long moment, “Red, and yellow?” He leaned forward, his forearms supporting his weight.

Azura sat on the edge of his bedding. “Red and yellow.” She repeated, “You know about the Saghki?” She guessed.

Koja frowned, “Father mentioned them. There’s been a small bit of gossip about it at the Storytellers’ Cavern. He said you were at the Ro’kah, and they were mentioned,” He added, “So is it true? Do they really exist?”

“Yes,” Azura said, “But it isn’t only the Saghki we have to be afraid of.” Azura said, “There’s someone leading them. The person is Zorgroth’s heir; he’s called the Heir of Darkness, and apparently he can control the Saghki.” Azura finished.

“You’re yanking my tail, right?” Koja squinted.

“No,” Azura said, “I promise.”

She told him everything she knew— about the missing cloak fastener, about the Saghki’s demands by the festival of Juji, about Roan and her suspicion of him, about Dondra’s declaration about Jurai, and how that’s why she was reading the scroll— to find out who bought the legend.

He listened, his ears erect, not for one moment dismissing her concerns or fears as childish. A whine escaped her muzzle when she told him that the Saghki were created by child sacrifice. By the end of her story, her heartbeat was banging on the inside of her ribcage and her paw pads were sweaty. She half expected him to call her insane and tell her that he needed to sleep. His eyes were watching her.

“You’re a very brave Lahkian.” He said.

“What?” Azura blurted. No one had ever called her brave before.

“You’re taking this head on, aren’t you?” He said, “And by yourself too. If everyone keeps things from you, finding all of this out must have been hard.”

“Annoying,” Azura corrected, “I never knew so much was kept from me.”

“I wish I could help you,” Koja said, “But I’ve told you everything I know.”

Azura remembered what she had been meaning to ask him, “Actually,” She felt the edges of her muzzle slide towards her ears, “I need you to see about that cloak fastener.”

Moments later, Xeyola returned with Marjaraukes bundled in her arms. The sweet smell drifted over their noses; Azura’s muscled relaxed involuntarily.

“Oh, hello dear!” Xeyola beamed “See? Didn’t I tell you I would take good care of him?” Her tail moved behind her, “It’s always such a joy to see a healthy smile in the eyes of those that were once ill.” Xeyola added.

Dusting loose barbs from her paws, she said, “Azura, will you stir a fire for me?”

“Okay,” Azura said. Charred stones lay in a neat pile just inside the doorway, as if waiting for her to come and get them. Gathering what she could in her arms, she carried them to the fire pit.

“Fire?” she heard Koja ask, “You’re not going to close my wound with fire, are you?”

“Only if you cause me trouble!” Xeyola called.

Azura laughed.

Koja’s voice wavered, “Azura?”

“The Marjaraukes have to be burned to work.” She called, “The aroma is released best by fire.”

Azura grasped hold of the strings around the base of the tent. She pulled, the flapping edges became crisply flat in one strong yank. Azura tied the rope around a wooden peg. Using fire inside a tent took a few extra cautions. Azura reached for a chunk of Aviena wood and jumped toward the top of the tent.

“Let me, dear,” Xeyola said. She stood on the Aviena and untied a square cut piece of the tent. The flap hung down, providing a smoke outlet.

“I must start now,” Xeyola said, “I’m afraid you must wait until you visit next.” She turned to Azura.

Azura turned to Koja.

“Go ahead,” He said, “You’ll have to tell me later how I can help with the cloak fastener.

Azura nodded and gave him one last reassuring smile before heading out the tent and into the Kiru forest. She obeyed her father’s most recent order (to not use the hunting trails as a pathway to the village), and exited through the West Gate.

The smile seemed to stay there as she walked, ignoring the curious gazes of her fellow Nikiran as the scroll dragged behind her.

Azura’s tail wagged, almost as much as a youngling.

Her heart felt warm inside her ribcage, and the smile seemed to take up her entire muzzle. Whatever feeling it was, it was stronger than when she acquired the scroll, one more lasting than all of the times she chased Xi bugs with Liara, and even more filling than the fattest bordacai meat.
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For eight days, Azura met with Koja after the morning hunts started and stayed until child-studies were supposed to be over. Together, they scoured the pages of Garak’s record-scroll, searching for the buyer of the Legend of Jurai.

Laughing at some of the weird legend names made the task less boring. Sometimes it was the name of the legend itself; other times, they wondered how some Lahkian parents chose their children’s names.

Koja burst out laughing, “Listen to this one!”

Azura looked up, stealing a drink of tea from a flask. Today Koja was to have the thread-vines removed, and she was relieved to hear him laughing. Laughter meant health, and if Koja was laughing it meant his leg was still healing.

Xeyola had gone out to gather more herbs for the process and was supposed to be back soon. Azura hoped it would take her a while to find the right roots; taking out the thread-vines would mean her visiting time with Koja was over for the day and most of the next morning.

Koja took an exaggerated, deep breath, “Ready?” He grinned.

Azura nodded.

“Bob.”

“What? That isn’t a name.” She protested, “Let me see!” She scurried to her paws and peered over his shoulder.

“Bob: The Legend of the Fire-Nork.” He read, “Isn’t that a sound a pok makes when it surfaces?” Koja tilted his head and poked the name with his claw, “I don’t even know why it’s so funny to me...”

“What an unusual name,” Azura agreed, “It must be new, look at the date of that scroll. It was written in mother’s lifetime.”

“It will never catch on.” Koja shook his head.

“And I thought father’s name was weird.”

“I’m stuck with my father’s, father’s name.” He said. He picked up part of the scroll, which they had torn into smaller chunks to read, and focused on the names in front of him.

“Really?” Azura wondered if anyone in her family ever had her name. She didn’t know where it came from, or why her mother had chosen it.

Koja nodded, “My full name is much more traditional.” He confessed. “It’s very old.”

Azura stared at him, both ears fully erect. She liked odd, old things, she told him. He pulled his gaze away from hers and watched the parchment.

She leaned over the scroll until she was nearly nose to nose with him.

“Well,” She said, “What is it?”

He raised an eyebrow.

Expectantly, she beamed at him and promised she wouldn’t make fun of him for it. After a little convincing, he said,

“My full name is Kojamarikun.”

Azura had to admit she wasn’t expecting that, but she tried to pronounce it anyway. After asking him to repeat it, she said,

“Ko-ja-mery-coon...Ko-jameri-kan”

He laughed and shook his head, telling her to try again. This was probably how Koja felt when he tried to pronounce majarukes, she decided.

“Ko-jha-mar-e-kon.” He offered helpfully, “Not ‘merry-coon’ or ‘merry-can’.”

After a few more failed attempts, Azura sighed.

“I like Koja better.”

“So do I,” He smirked, “And it’s better than ‘Bob’.”

They laughed.

Yawning, she glanced at the parchment again. Names swam around the page and made it hard to focus. Garak’s writing skills were awful, and the lines on the page weren’t even. Her eyes grazed down a column, careful to not overlook anything.

Paw falls increased outside.

Azura looked behind Koja as the shadows of Nikiran grew thicker. She could hear audible complaints, and the voices were becoming louder.

“What’s going on?” Koja craned his neck to look.

“I don’t know,” Azura set the parchment down, “Wait here, I’ll find out.”

That was a dumb thing to say, Azura thought as she left, it wasn’t as if Koja could run off.

Weaving in and out of the crowds, Azura followed adults to the center of the village. As she arrived, she was eclipsed by the shadow of a tall, ancient platform.

Kalia’s Chair rose higher than most village homes, and even many Lahkian trees. According to legend, it was where her ancestor gave orders before the final battle with Zorgroth in the Wars of Beginning. Today it seemed gloomy; the cobwebs around the base had tangled with crumbling leaves and grain. Thick cornerstones had been smoothed by rain and time. The location of Kalia’s Chair had been determined to be the center of the village, a place of announcements and for the busiest barterers.

Fifty Lahkian-lengths away from the chair base, wooden notice boards were cluttered with fraying parchment. Haphazardly crafted knives had been used to stake the parchment into the boards, and generally the pieces of parchment were spread out in a neat fashion.

But now, a new parchment was covering all of the other notices. Dense crowds were growing restless near the front; even from where she was, Azura could hear the sounds of arguing.

Azura peered, but she couldn’t see what it said.

A sharp voice startled her, “What’s it say now?”

“Can’t tell, not from here.” A young Nikiran male craned his neck to answer the stranger.

“Let me closer!” someone snarled, “I need to see what it says!”

Azura heard the sound of knives striking wood, the rhythmic thump-thump of a rock being struck against the handle as the point was driven in.

“It’s the pok-fishers.” Someone called back into the crowd, “They’re making excuses as to why they can’t do their jobs!”

Azura stood on two legs to see what was going on, but it wasn’t any use. She was too short to see above the adults’ ears. She squeezed past the crowds, which were now squishing themselves closer and closer, and found a cracked hoxxia barrel to climb on.

She hooked her front paws along the top and heaved herself onto the wood. It groaned and wobbled as she tried to go from four paws to two. Azura decided to remain crouched on the barrel instead, her eyes barely clearing the ears of the adults in front of her.

Fishers were standing in front, arms outstretched and teeth bared to keep the crowds at bay.

“We’ve done our best!” One of the fishers shouted. “They can’t be found!”

“Not well enough!” said a mother of three.

“I catch pok still! Wager and barter with me!” one of the pok-fishers boasted from inside the crowd.

“They’re not actin’ right! Can’t be helped!” His friend chimed.

Azura squinted:

Due to the recent loss of pok-population, fish will be valued at two
mashka loaves or one leg of bordacai.

“It’s a scam!” Someone shrieked, “They’re driving up the value on purpose!”

Azura’s tail spiked behind her.

“Miss Azura, we’re doing our very best,” said a voice beside her.

Azura’s hackles lowered, she looked at him as he watched her with sunken blue eyes and matted black fur.His ruddy nose sniffled as he drug his arm across his face. He wasn’t carrying his net or spear, but the smell of his fur told her without any doubts what his trade was.

Scars along his paws told his story; he was a very old pok-fisher. His was a time shortly before they used nets and spears— when they used their digits as bait and would pierce their claws around the head of the fish when it bit them.

“I believe you,” Azura said, “What’s going on?”

He leaned against a pole, offering an outstretched paw.

“They’re not acting right.” He shook his head. He tossed the paw skyward,

“The moon phase, the winds, and the season tell us the pok should be gathering in calm waters. Instead, they’re swimming upstream. It’s as if they think it is their mating season.” He began, “I’ve never witnessed anything like it before.” He confessed.

‘The pok began behaving erratically...’ Horo’s voice whispered in her mind.

It had been one of the first signs that the Saghki were nearby. Could it be? Azura wondered. They still had one fourth of the moon phase before the Festival of Juji. Could the Saghki be nearby?

Her eyes caught sight of her father racing towards the crowd, Dako running behind him. Flanking Raemus’s left was Roan, and to his right was Calzor. Trailing not far behind, Raemus and Roan’s hunters followed.

“King Raemus,” several whispered.

Raemus tore through the crowd, his presence like a blade cutting through soft meat. He leapt over a few Nikiran in the first few rows, and immediately shifted onto two legs.

“Lahkians of Nikiran!” Raemus roared, “Listen to your king.”

His paws stretched in front of him, “The fishers are not at fault.”

Would he tell them about the Saghki? She hoped he would. It would be good for everyone to know the truth. The crowd’s ears were pricked Raemus’s direction.

Azura found herself watching Roan. It looked like he was dismissing his hunters; they scattered as he snarled at them. Where were they going? She tried to watch their path, but the crowds were too heavy for her to see.

“Remove the notices,” Raemus said, “All that are related to food supply.” He declared, “I order that the Festival of Juji storage be opened early. We may eat of the bordacai and pok reserve until I find out what has happened, and I will-find-out!

“Hail, King Raemus!” a pok-fisher cried.

“Hail, Hail!” voices chanted.

Something wasn’t right. Instinct wouldn’t tell her exactly what was wrong, but something was wrong here, something more than the pok’s behavior. She looked at her father. Tail high, he nodded without a word and raised his paw towards the crowd.

He was hiding it well, Azura thought, but her father wouldn’t have allowed the storage supply to be touched if he wasn’t truly worried. Had the Saghki already arrived? Were they lurking in the Kiru forest, right now, waiting to take their prey?

Her eyes fell on her brothers as they talked among themselves. Dako seemed unhappy with something Calzor said. Or at least, Dako had punched him in the shoulder. Jahka and Jehri were talking to Leui, nodding once or twice.

Xoran stood still, for once, and seemed to be listening to Leui.

Although she couldn’t explain it, her stomach twisted in a way that seemed to be screaming one thing: danger. She turned to look for Roan. Ears lifting, she searched the crowd, but he was nowhere to be found.

“I have to go,” Azura said to the pok-fisher, “Please forgive me, but I must go.”

Azura’s legs led her back to Xeyola’s tent. She had to tell Koja they were running out of time, and the Jurai legend was their only clue.

Her front claws tore through the dirt path as she streamed past other villagers. The sound of their voices was drowned by her heartbeat. It was throbbing so loudly she could hear it between gasps for breath. Her back legs flew behind her as she dodged groups of gossiping Nikiran. She leapt over baskets of naku and ducked beneath a table of sliced bordacai. Not even the sight of the clustered healers’ tents slowed her pace.

Above her, the clouds gathered over Kalia’s Mountain. A shadow cast itself over her from behind, her silhouette becoming clearer on the path ahead of her. The darkness was coming close, and it was coming much faster than Azura or anyone would anticipate. Where was the Queen of Lahkia when Nikiran needed her most? Where was her own mother when Azura needed her most?

Azura turned the corner to the healers’ tents. As she turned, she noticed a familiar smell: soil, bordacai-blood, sweat...the scent of the hunt. Eyes wide, she forced an extra push from her back legs.

The shape of their hunting-blades gave them away at once: Roan’s hunters.
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They were covered in carnik thorns and drenched in their own sweat. She recognized Dondra but was too breathless to growl at the sight of him.

“Azura,” One of them said. He gave her a curt nod and the other hunters inclined their heads and pulled their tails inward too. She noticed, just then, how they seemed to be trying to form a wall to keep her from going inside.

“Let me in.”

“Can’t,” Dondra quipped, “Been ordered to guard it.” He tilted his head with a smirk on his muzzle. He bumped shoulders with one of his friends, but the other hunter didn’t reciprocate.

“The tent?” Azura asked them incredulously.

“The harlot’s heir,” said one of the hunters.

She glowered, “Koja is not an 'it'.”

Inside, a jar crashed. Koja and Xeyola growled. Azura could hear the sound of tent material ripping, more items falling, and the crack of a collapsing table.

Arms crossed, hackles raised Azura growled, “Let me in, now!”

“Nope,” Dondra grinned. “You were specifically ordered not to enter this tent.”

“On whose authority?” Azura’s eyes narrowed.

“Wow,” said one of the hunters, “She’s feisty, Dondra. She’ll be a good mate someday, if you can handle her.”

“Out of my way! Out, of my way, you fools!” Xeyola shrilled, “You let my Azura in. You there, watch the—”

“Be quiet!” Someone growled. A yelp shot through the air. Azura lunged, but several paws grabbed hold of her.

“Leave Xeyola alone!” Azura snarled. “How can you do this?” She looked into the eyes of one of the hunters, but he didn’t care. He shoved her when she refused to look away. She shoved back.

“Who told you that you can do this?!”

“That’d be me,” A shadow behind her said, “I ‘pologize for the rudeness.”

“Roan!” She growled and spun around to face him, “What is all of this?”

“Now now, child, settle yer ears, settle down,” He laughed, “Don’t get your tail in a kink.”

Licking her fangs, she wondered how much trouble she would be in if she bit him. She bet his arm would taste like spoiled bordacai fat.

“Word’s gone ‘round that you’ve been spendin’ time here with it— the harlot’s heir,” Roan grunted, “Word ‘bout other things too. Like that you think I’m up to no good.”

Anger kept the blood from draining from her face, “Are you up to no good, Roan?” Azura asked. Thinking quickly she added, “The storytellers cavern isn’t a good place for you.”

“Mind your own business, brat.” He snapped.

“No,” Azura said, but before she could protest he knocked her out of the way. A hunter held her back by her arms.

“Stop,” He muttered, “He’s not going to hurt him.”

“Let me go.” Azura pleaded. His fur was soft brown, his eyes a gentle shade of green. A set of scars on his face told her that he wasn’t as young as Calzor, but he was still younger than her father.

“I can’t,” He closed his eyes and whispered, “I’m sorry— I can’t disobey direct orders.” His grip on her arms tightened as she pulled.

“Stop!” He growled, “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.”

“Please,” Azura said. She hated the sound of begging in her voice, “He’s going to hurt Koja! Why else would he be here?”

“He’s checking to see if Koja can hunt.” He murmured in her ear, “That’s it.” He said as Roan disappeared into the tent.

But he can’t hunt, Azura thought to herself, Xeyola said he needed at least two full moon cycles to be healed completely. Not even a single moon phase had passed since he was hurt. Sweat trickled beneath her fur.

If Koja couldn’t hunt, Azura thought, he lost any chance of being part of the Nikiran village. For him, there was no line of family honor, no chance that another trade would take him as a ‘declared cripple’. Her heart sunk. Not even Zainah could force a trade to accept Koja into their ranks.

Azura watched Roan’s shadow approach Koja.

Someone, Azura decided, had set Koja up for this. Koja, who was always careful about setting his traps, had somehow walked into one. Koja, who hadn’t been given even a moon cycle to heal, was now being tested formally by Roan. Someone wanted Koja to fail. Growling, she decided she hated whoever that someone was.

“Shush.” The hunter said, and Azura glowered at him.

Azura watched the shadows on the tent walls.

Two paws wrapped themselves around Koja’s leg. From where she stood, she could see Roan’s muzzle, his attentive ears, watching Koja. He was waiting, Azura realized, for any sign of weakness.

“Fair ‘nough,” She heard Roan say, “You’ll meet us at the West Gate at first dawn. If yer late, yer done.”

Exiting the tent, Roan nodded to the hunter who was holding Azura. He released her. Rubbing her sore arms, Azura’s low growl reached Roan’s erect ears.

“You’ll have to forgive me, Azura.” Roan’s voice was dry, “Wasn’t like you were being calm n’d all...” He shrugged.

His hunters followed after him. Muzzle rippling, Azura opened her mouth to say something, but something inside the tent fell and cracked. Azura’s ears swiveled to the sound, where Xeyola’s shadow stirred.

“Xeyola!” Azura rushed inside.

Xeyola stumbled but waved off Azura’s attempt to help. “Go check on Koja.”

Azura paused.

“Oh for Juji’s sake Azura, I’m all right.”

Drapes which hung between the inner and outer room were claw-slashed. Water buckets had been turned over. Bottles of medicine were scattered on the dirt floor.

“Koja?” Azura passed through the drapes.

She looked around. The table had been broken, and its legs had been gnawed on. Bordacai bones and scraps littered the floor, and in the middle of them: Koja’s hunting belt and blade. Stuffed into the soil, the hilt of the blade stuck out diagonally in her direction. Koja was sprawled on the floor, facing away from her. His bedding, which had been shredded, lay feet from him.

Azura rushed to him.

His breathing was strained, his tail pulled in close to his body. Azura saw the problem; fresh claw marks where his wound had been healing. “Koja!”

She examined him, “How were you able to keep from—”

Koja rolled to his side and spat a dark black ball from his muzzle. It gathered dirt as it rolled. Slimy film drenched the ribbed core. It was a qix pit, soaked in bordacai poison.

“Xeyola shoved this into my muzzle when she smelled them coming.” He groaned.

Koja stuck his tongue out, scraping it across his front teeth. “Worst thing I’ve ever tasted.” He said, “What is it?”

“It’s a qix pit,” Azura explained, “It’s an ingredient in the antidote for bordacai poison.”

Azura picked it up with her claw tips and carried it to the fire pit. It plopped in the soot, “Covering a qix pit with bordacai poison lessens the effect of the poison itself.” Azura said.

“So I can feel numb,” Koja guessed, “Without being immobilized?”

Azura nodded.

Koja sat up and looked at his wound, where Roan’s claw tips had pierced the inflamed skin, “It still hurts.” Koja said, “A lot, and it’s getting worse.”

“It’s wearing off.” she told him.

Reaching for a wooden box beside his bedding, Azura snatched a slice of torn tent fabric. She rummaged through the box. Azura grabbed crushed qix pit, diluted Baxah paste, and used the tent fabric to take hold of a cracked vial of bordacai poison.

Azura clutched a stone bowl and tool in her left paw. Clink. Clink. Azura knocked the side of the poison vial against the bowl. The liquid fell in greedy globs into the bowl. Next, she added the powdered qix pit. Stirring, she added the Baxah paste.

“What’s that going to do?” He asked. By now, the stress on Koja’s muzzle was visible. Veins in his paws twitched as he struggled to contain the pain.

“This will stop the pain,” Azura promised, “Almost immediately.”

She poured the contents onto his wound. His leg jerked in reaction to the sting. Before the paste slid too far, Azura wrapped his leg with more tent cloth and held it shut.

She instructed him to hold it for a moment while she scrounged the tent floor for some stronger vines. Usually, the stronger vines were reserved for the hunters, but Azura hoped Xeyola would overlook the expense.

“I know Roan thinks you can hunt,” she said as she wrapped the bandage shut, “But you must not put weight on this leg when you run. No matter what.” She frowned. She looked up, expecting him to be frowning too. Behind him, his tail was relaxing; his eyes were gentle on her.

“The medicine helps,” Koja smiled, “It helps a lot, thank you.” He said, placing a paw on his bandage. He examined the bandage as if admiring her work.

She watched him, “You’re not mad?”

He shrugged, “I can run with three good legs.” He said, “Besides, aren’t you going to ask?” He said.

“Ask?” Azura said, “About what?”

He smirked like he had a secret. She looked at him quizzically, which seemed to further amuse him, “If I found out who bought the Legend of Jurai scroll.”

Reaching behind his torso, he showed her a chunk of old parchment, “Idiot gave me the answer.” His golden eyes were smirking.

“Huh?”

“Roan,” Koja said, “When he tore the scroll out of my grasp, the only thing left in my paw was this.”

He gave it to her. Pulling it open by the corners, Azura smoothed out the small piece of parchment inside her paw. Squinting, she read:

12987. Legend of Fariok

Bartered: 2 maiur, 1 bottle of xi juice

Barterer: Karro, son of Dorgu, mate of Loka

Traded in Reign: Zainah, 9th heir.

12988. Legend of Baru

Bartered: 1 bundle of mairu-root

Barterer: Lipku, daughter of Okka, mate of Caek

Traded in Reign: Zainah, 9th heir.

12989. Legend of Jurai

Bartered: 5 bordacai hide, 3 horns, 3 mashka, various vials

Barterer: Raemus, son of Zarach, mate of Zainah.

Traded in Reign: Zainah, 9th heir.

“Father?!” Azura’s jowls dropped.

Koja sat up further, “Looks that way,” He said. Koja reached for an overturned water bucket. Lifting it to his muzzle, he drank the remaining water. Setting it down, he said,

“You’ll need a few tips if you want to get into his room without him knowing. I bet that’s the only place he’d keep it.”

Azura looked up from the scrap of parchment. Her father had the legend? Just how far would her parents and brothers go to keep her from knowing things?

“Why would father have it?” She asked anyway.

Koja shrugged, “If it’s going to help him find the Heir of Darkness— why not?”

That was true, Azura admitted.

Azura faced the scroll again, where Raemus’s name was scribbled onto the parchment. If father found out that she took something from him, he would be beyond angry. Azura had never taken anything that wasn’t hers before. She didn’t like it.

“Azura?”

“I don’t like it.”

“Don’t like what?” Koja asked, “That your father has it?”

“No, I don’t like that I’m taking what isn’t mine.”

“Then don’t take it,” Koja said, “Borrow it from him, read it, and put it right back.”

She didn’t like the sound of that either. It sounded much too close to stealing. Even when she had tricked old Garak into trading for his record-scroll, she had still given him something in exchange. Father wouldn’t know about this. This was different.

She couldn’t even ask him to show her.

“Azura,” Koja frowned, “We don’t really have a choice. If you think the Heir of Darkness is—” He stopped talking as a few shadows passed by Xeyola’s tent.

“If you feel that it is Roan,” He whispered, “We need to know as much as we can before we formally accuse him. “Leave the cloak clasp to me. Now,” Koja said. A glimmer of amusement found his face.

Azura looked at him, unable to keep her tail from swaying at his mischievous expression.

“About sneaking up on a hunter,” Koja said, “Let me tell you what I know about scent-tracking.”
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Candlelight buoyed against the walls of a narrow hallway. It crept from the fringes of the bordacai hide that served as the door to Zainah and Raemus’s room. Azura stood in front of it, pondering what she was about to do. She had slept on Koja’s advice last night, but it had still taken her most of today to get around to the task: getting the Jurai scroll from her father’s room.

Attending the Ro’kah was pretty bad, she admitted, but that was just a rule someone made. This was entering territory that was blatantly private, and between two mates. No one had told her this; it was part of Lahkian instinct: respect claimed territory—or else.

Ears erect, she looked for signs of her brothers or father. The second sun had come and was now falling in the sky. Consciously, she knew they were out on the second hunt of the day. But even as the sunlight bled into the windows, shadows still clung to the walls. Azura had a feeling she was being watched.

“Father?” Azura called through the doorway, “Are you there?”

Azura sat on her haunches, waiting, but there was only silence. Closing her eyes, she scented the air. Nothing.

Azura tightened the cloth wrapped around her paws. Without Koja’s advice, Azura would have never known that a Lahkian’s scent escaped through their paw pads.

Soon, early afternoon winds would help brush any remnants of her scent from the room. Nothing could be done about her fur shedding, so she still had to be careful.

“Father?” She called again, just to be sure.

Firelight bounced off her muzzle as she entered. Pale wax dripped from a crooked candle which rested on an Aviena stump. It looked as if it was once broken, but someone had forced the pieces together and tried to reseal them.

Beside it, a squat-looking candle was drowning in its own, melted wax. The wick tip produced only a small orange dot inside a blue, oblong ring. Drops from both candles hardened along the sides before wax could drip to the floor.

Between the candles, a stone seal was fastened to a wooden handle. Engraved in the belly of the stone was the seal of Kalia: a sword with a single mountain as the backdrop, the Juji moon on the top left.

Stacks of neatly folded parchment rested in a basket beside the Aviena stump. Azura walked forward to take a look. Still on the table, a tri folded letter looked up at her. Red wax sealed the edges, but it hadn’t been there long. The thick parts of the seal were still a brighter red, which told her it hadn’t completely dried.

Raemus’s illegible scrawls covered most of the outside, but she was able to make out the word: Aguitan.

Glancing down, Azura noticed a small stack in the basket that had her mother’s writing on them. She didn’t dare look. Being in her parents’ room was risky enough without touching anything.

A marrik cawed just outside the window.

Azura flinched. She didn’t like it when the scavenging birds watched her. Their beady eyes and silky black wings were entrancing, but only in a way that haunted her. The marrik landed and stood on the window ledge. Azura growled. The marrik didn’t budge at all. Instead, it cocked its head and began to bob its neck up and down. Scooting to the left, it cawed again.

It was like it was laughing at her! Azura’s eyes narrowed, “Shh!” she pleaded.

Azura looked at the table again, and then the basket. She considered the basket, but if the Jurai Legend was so important, it probably wouldn’t be in there anyway. Most of the letters looked like things Raemus wanted to be delivered, not things he had personally collected.

Instead, she checked the shelf. Thankful that it wasn’t too high, Azura stood on her back legs to peek inside. An ink bottle, rusted knife, and— a scroll! Azura pinched it with her claws and pulled it down.

Opening it, she took it to the candlelight. A crudely drawn map of Lahkia stared back at her. Ears down, she rolled it up and put it back where it belonged.

She walked around her parents’ bedding. Grains had been smashed down considerably on one side, leaving the other side unused. Frowning, Azura stood by the fluffed side of the bedding. Dry grains, dirt, and remnants of her father’s scent—that was all Azura’s nose got from her mother’s bedding.

Calzor told Azura a long time ago that she needed to just accept that mother wouldn’t be around. Being Queen of Lahkia meant taking care of important things. Her chest muscles tightened—wasn’t her family important? Azura’s ears pulled against her head. Unsettled, she continued her search for the scroll.

Hunting belts, which hung against the wall in order of length, caught her attention. She fumbled through the side pouches. Nothing. Her father’s evening cloak didn’t have any pockets.

Sighing, she looked around the room with a sense of defeat. There wasn’t anywhere in here left to check, so maybe he kept it with him. She’d have to check his favorite hunting belt somehow. If she was lucky, it would rain today and he would hang it by the fire to dry.

Azura turned to leave.

Pang! Water rolled across the wooden floor. The empty bucket spun and clanged against the table.

“No!” She gasped, “No, no, no!” She raced forward and lifted the handle of the bucket, but it was too late. Hurrying outside the room, down the hallway, and into the entry space— she snatched hoards of dry cloth. Azura rushed back into the room, dropped the mass onto the puddle and tried to soak everything up. The marrik, still perched on the window, cawed again.

It was useless.

The water darkened the wood, some had drained and was now pooling in the center of the room. She returned to the bucket now and then, squeezing out the contents of her labor.

“And then, BAM!” Jahka’s voice came from outside, “Didn’t know what was coming. I don’t think, anyway. Can’t be sure.”

“Hmph,” Raemus’s grunted.

No! Azura’s stomach dropped. Most of the water was still sinking into the wood, but Azura didn’t have time to care. She rushed to put the bucket back in its place. Her paws fell on the plank parallel to where the full bucket had been resting.

Raemus’s claws scraped the stone steps outside. Azura’s ears and heart were pounding. Quickly, Azura snatched the used cloth from the floor, but as she bent down, something caught her eye.

The floorboard, where the bucket had been resting, was poking up a few inches higher than it was supposed to. Azura lifted her paw. The space disappeared. She pressed it down again but with more weight.

Beneath the board and snuggly rolled between two nails, a piece of parchment peeked up at her. Azura ran over, lifted the board and snatched it. Her eyes danced across the title: Legend of Jurai.

“I think I’m almost as strong as Dako now!” Jehri’s voice rang out. The sound of Raemus’s paw steps neared. His silhouette engulfed the floor.

Closer.

Azura was frozen. Her ears shot up. There was no time to run, no time to put the scroll back.

“Father?” Calzor called, “You told me you had a trick to carving bordacai horn.”

Raemus’s paws, mere inches from the doorway, turned, “Was a trick my father taught me. Sit there and give me your blade.”

The hunter’s paw steps drew further away. Azura realized she had stopped breathing.

Paralysis faded into anxiety. Stuffing the scroll under one arm and keeping the used cloth in one paw, she hurried to the window. Throwing the parchment below, Azura followed it and landed face first on a loose dirt pile. Puffs of soot floated into the air.

She snatched the parchment with her jaws and buried the cloth in the dirt. Scrambling, she darted into the nearest cover on all fours, weaving her way off the usual paths to avoid being seen from a window. Honey colored grain reached her ankles, her legs, and then her chest. Azura stared at the parchment as she stopped to catch her breath. The paper crinkled as she held it close to her and rested, belly down, in the safety of the fields.

She really needed to start using doors more often, Azura thought as she panted. She turned on her side and looked upward. It wasn’t smart to move around if her father might be tracking the “intruder” who went into his room. Maybe he hadn’t noticed yet, but maybe he had. Maybe he was looking out the window.

Flocks of birds passed overhead, their loose V shape facing south. She watched their large, glossy wings as they beat against the air. Their voices called out to each other. Azura tilted her head. If birds could talk, what would they say? She supposed it didn’t really matter. Maybe it was a silly thing to think about, Azura frowned.

Muzzle facing the grain stalks, Azura noticed dark patches of seedlings among the healthy grain. Grain gatherers wouldn’t be happy about this. Extra measures always had to be taken to avoid poisonous, sickly grain.

After a while of lying there and then deciding her father wasn’t going to hunt her down after all, Azura sat up. The first sun was setting behind Kalia’s Mountain. The peak pierced the vortex of purples and reds that waved across the horizon and licking the treetops. Clouds were illuminated by a sharp crimson, which faded to orange as the second sun began to set.

She took a moment to breathe. Warmth. It felt so nice on her fur, and after the second sun disappeared past the horizon, it would be several long hours before she could feel the kindness of the sunlight again. Now, the ground was beginning to cool, and she was far less appreciative of the breeze.

Her ears folded as she wrapped her digits around the scroll. Azura didn’t feel good about taking something from her own father, but she had to. What if there was something in here that could prove Roan was guilty?

As Juji’s moon rose, Azura ran with the scroll in her jaws towards the Kiru forest. Moonlight blanketed her spine as she dashed across the plains. Leaf blades gave way around her shoulders and muzzle; the only thing she could see was the uncarved path ahead.

There were so many secrets, she thought as she ran, the sound of her paws striking the soil filled her ears in the quiet of night. There was so much darkness being kept from her, and somewhere— deep inside her own soul— Azura knew she was only unearthing the beginning.
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Azura woke with drool dribbled over her wrist. She yawned, her eyes still closed and moved her muzzle to a dry patch of fur on her foreleg. She took a quick breath in through her nose. She smelled fresh bordacai, she realized. Calzor must be preparing to cook it. The first sun must be coming through her window, Azura thought. It felt so nice on her back. She stretched, feeling a little disoriented.

“Azuuuuuuuuurraaa?” Jahka’s voice called. Her ears rotated. Azura rolled over.

She landed with a thwump and a yelp on crinkled leaves and dirt. Her head shot up. Wide eyed, Azura looked around. Where was she? There were trees everywhere, shrubs, and the large rock she had fallen off of.

A nork fluttered by and landed in the treetops above her. The flying fluff ball chirped at her, hopping along his branch. Her mind raced as the previous night came back to her.

Azura had fallen asleep in the Kiru Forest while reading the scroll! Her father was going to kill her. First for taking the scroll, then for not coming home.

“Azura!” Leui called. “Azura! Where are you?! Answer us!” He pleaded.

“I told you to stay home and watch her!” Calzor growled. “You had one job!”

“I thought she was sleeping in her room!”

“Shut it,” Dako growled, “Both of you.”

Azura could almost hear Calzor’s hackles rising to meet the challenge. “Just what do y—”

An inevitable ooff and growl told her Dako had hit him.

“I’ve got her trail. She’s this way!” Jehri said.

What should she do? Pretend like she was lost? Azura’s eyes fell on the scroll. Azura threw dirt between her hind legs. It was tough at first, the topsoil didn’t want to give way, but as she dug, her claws found the moist gooey ground underneath. She dug past that point until she reached dry soil again.

She kicked the scroll into the hole just before Dako broke into the clearing.

“Azura!” He roared towards her. He dropped to all fours and her brothers took leaping bounds towards her.

Azura used her back left leg to return dirt to the hole. She turned around a few times as if excited to see them. She was terrified of the trouble she was going to be in. Turning around in circles was just her way of pushing the dirt together.

“Azura!” Jahka was followed closely by Jehri, who didn’t know how to slow down, and the three of them were pummeled to the ground by Calzor.

Leui slid to the right, but Dako landed on the Lahkian-pile, and Azura was fairly certain her back left paw was sticking in Calzor’s ear.

“Get off, you’re squishing me!” Jahka said.

“Ah, yes,” His twin teased, “Wouldn’t want to disturb your perfectly groomed fur.”

Dako ruffled the fur between Jahka’s ears.

“Hey!” He scowled.

“Would you get off me!” Calzor bellowed.

“Lighten up,” Dako laughed. “We’ve found her now, so a little fun wouldn’t kill you.” Azura could feel Dako smooshing his weight into Calzor.

“I can’t breathe.” She muttered, her voice dry.

Leui walked up and offered his paw. Azura took it and they all heaved Dako off of the top.

“Irresponsible!” Calzor huffed, smoothing his fur with his claw tips. He fixed his armbands and lifted his tail. “Extra chores tonight.”

Everyone groaned.

Dako’s eyes said he wanted to tell Calzor where to shove his order, but Azura could tell something else was on his mind. Turning to her he said,

“Is this where you’ve been all night?” Dako frowned.

Azura’s tail curled in behind her, “I...” she began. What would she tell them? Eyes darting away from their stares, she focused on her paws.

“We already know, Azura,” Jahka said. He sat beside her, but instead of finding disappointment in his eyes, Azura found concern instead.

“Y-you do?” She said, “How?”

“Gossip travels quickly,” Jehri said, “When we couldn’t find you last night, we went to the village to search for you.”

“And you found out there?” Azura said. It didn’t make sense. Azura hadn’t told anyone that she was going to take the scroll from her father. Did old Garak remember who he had sold it to after all? Had he told her brothers Azura tricked him?

They nodded.

Dako seemed like he was realizing something, “Azura, your honor was never tarnished.” He said, “We were never ashamed of you or for you.”

“And...” Azura’s ears lifted, “You’re not mad?”

Even Calzor looked at her like she had grown a second tail, “Why would we be mad?” He said.

Now she was really lost. Calzor wouldn’t have said that if he knew she had taken something from their father. Even Dako, as understanding as he was, wouldn’t have passed it off so quickly. What was this about honor? Somehow, they were talking about different things. Azura played along.

“It wasn’t?”

“Juji no, Azura,” Jehri swore, “It’s Dondra and some of Roan’s hunters who have been dishonored.”

Now it was making sense. Her brothers had heard about her interaction with Roan, Dondra, and his hunters at Xeyola’s tent.

Leui touched her shoulder, “It’s okay, Azura. You don’t have to be embarrassed. You didn’t ask for them to beat up on you both.”

“Let us help next time,” Dako sounded wounded, “Did you think we wouldn’t be there for you?”

Azura didn’t know what to say, but at least things were making sense now. They thought she had ‘run away’ because she was embarrassed about how she was treated by Dondra and Roan’s hunters. They had no idea about the Legend of Jurai scroll that was buried mere inches from their paws. Guilt swelled inside her.

Dako thought she didn’t trust him, and the thought seemed to really hurt his feelings. Not just Dako, but all her brothers had been really worried about her. Dako was just showing it more.

“Those cowards,” Calzor growled.

Even Calzor, Azura thought to herself as he growled. He spewed a series of insults about Dondra.

It surprised her that he cared so much— all of those times where he complained about her to father made her think that he hated her. When it came down to it, though, whether by instinct or love— Calzor would protect her. And he wouldn’t have spent all night searching for her if he didn’t care too.

“We took care of it,” Dako said, “It’s all over, but it could have been over more quickly if you had told us instead of running.”

Jehri, his usual smirk returning, said, “Those worthless pieces of prey scraps didn’t know what hit them!”

“Right!” Leui said.

Azura met Leui’s eyes, and to her horror realized he was wearing a new, long cut below his eye socket, “Should have seen the look on their faces!” He beamed.

Azura grabbed hold of Leui’s face, turning it so that she got a better look at his cut. He seemed alarmed but stayed still. Azura squinted. It was scabbing, and the skin was a healthy pink, but there wasn’t enough blood flow to the area.

“Maybe it’ll scar.” He said hopefully.

Azura shot him a look. Fighting, hoping for scars— this wasn’t like Leui, Azura sighed. She would bet he was only doing it to sound and look tougher.

“Where’s Xoran?” Azura asked.

Jahka glanced at his brothers and winced, “Xoran helped too.” He said, “But that’s why he’s not here right now. Can’t walk much for being so sore.”

Dako laughed, “Should have seen scrawny Xoran try to take out a hunter!”

Calzor rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t hide his own amusement. They started to retell the fight among themselves. She pretended to listen, but she didn’t like hearing about fights— especially not when Lahkians she cared for were involved.

“Does father know?” she began, “Does Roan? You won’t be punished, will you?”

Calzor smiled darkly, “They found out after we taught them a lesson.” His tail rose, “Father said that Roan and his hunters brought it on themselves.”

“Technically,” Leui chimed, sounding more like his normal self, “It’s a sacred law for adults to protect the village’s children. Since they broke that law, we were entitled to whatever justice we wanted as your next of kin.”

Heads turned his direction. Azura wasn’t sure where he held all of that knowledge, and sometimes she swore he was half Veiean. Around them, the trees swayed and bushes rattled as the wind whipped through the Kiru Forest. Her brothers’ muscles tensed. Azura noticed their noses were searching for something. She thought she heard Calzor mutter ‘smell that?’ to Dako.

“Let’s get out of here,” Jahka draped an arm around her.

“I’m hungry anyway.” Dako said, flanking Azura’s left.

“When aren’t you hungry Dako?” Jehri teased him.

“Oh, Jehri— did you find out the name of the healer you fancy?” Jahka asked.

“Not yet,” Jehri said.

“If she’s as pretty as you say,” Dako ruffled his fur, “You better hurry up.”

“I heard she might already be involved in courting.” Jehri scowled.

“Get hurt on purpose,” Jahka smirked, “She might take good care of you.”

“Quiet,” Dako growled, averting an eye towards Azura.

Something about the way they spoke didn’t feel real, Azura thought to herself. The jokes sounded forced. She caught Calzor checking over his shoulder as they walked through the Kiru.

“Why aren’t you out hunting?” She thought to ask. Leui tugged her along. She resented being pulled along like a child— even if she was one, “And why are we in such a hurry?” Azura huffed.

“Someone was killed while hunting yesterday evening.” Jahka blurted.

Calzor and Dako growled at him.

“What?” He said, “She would have found out anyway.”

“Who?” she asked.

“One of father’s hunters,” Jahka said.

“You knew him,” Azura said looking at her brothers. Only Leui met her gaze and nodded.

“Yeah.” Leui’s voice was grim, “He kept to himself, but he was friendly.”

“Did he have anyone who didn’t like him?” Azura asked.

Jahka shook his head, "No, but everyone in each hunting party will be questioned by father and Roan today anyway.”

“Less talking, more walking,” Calzor grumbled.

Her nose wrinkled at him.

“It wasn’t a Saghki, was it?” Azura asked.

Calzor gave her a wary glance, “Saghki?” He sighed. “Are you still obsessed with that? We received a letter from mother last week that it was all taken care of. That Saghki stuff is over, Azura. This death was caused by a murderer, not Saghki.”

“Oh,” Azura said. Dako met Azura’s eyes and held them for a moment. His steady gaze confirmed her suspicion: Calzor was lying, but now wasn’t the time to call him out on it. Calzor held his siblings at an arm’s length before they exited the Kiru forest and entered the fields.

Azura thought of the scroll’s contents as she walked alongside her brothers. Leui smiled down at her. Behind her, the twins were talking among themselves. Azura knew that she was going to need more help than what Koja could give her. If there were any Lahkians she could trust, Azura knew she could trust her brothers to be there for her. As for the scroll and its contents, Azura knew exactly who she was going to tell first.
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Later that afternoon, Azura stood at the entrance to Dako’s territory. The grains were already tended to, freshly gathered and bundled into piles. An attempted garden lay unused beside a wood-cutting station, and an ashen fire-pit smoked.

Before she had even crossed the threshold, he drew back the door.

“Azura,” Dako descended the steps. He threw a cloth over his shoulder and dropped to all fours to say hello. His size was intimidating to most, he had told her, and he’d never want to make anyone uncomfortable because of it.

“Are you well? Is there news of the murderer?” He asked.

“No, I’ve just brought lunch.” She said, “And Leui made fresh tea.”

Azura had also stopped in the Kiru forest along the way to dig up the Legend of Jurai scroll, but she wouldn’t tell him that right away.

He smiled and invited her to join him beside the smoldered fire. Azura sniffed as she approached the smoldered pit. She liked the smell of fire smoke on her fur. It made her think of evenings where she and her family gathered together to eat and sometimes howl. They sat on the grass together and watched the smoke swirl.

Dako glanced down at the fat bordacai leg as he ate, his tongue flicking across his fangs. Azura felt his eyes rest on her as he took a large swig of tea.

“I’m thankful you brought me lunch,” He gulped down the rest of the flask, “But I get the feeling you’re here for another reason, too.”

A sheepish grin formed on her muzzle, “I need your help.” She admitted.

“Calzor giving you trouble again?” He set down the flask and drug his forearm over his mouth, “I don’t mind whipping his tail into shape.” Picking up the remnants of the bordacai leg, he cracked the bone in his jaws. His lower fangs scraped the marrow as he watched her, waiting for an answer.

“No, it’s nothing like that,” Azura said quickly.

“Is it about him lying earlier?” Dako guessed, “About pretending that we received a letter from mother?”

She shook her head.

“Really?” He tilted his head, “What is it then?”

Azura reached into her bag and gave him the Legend of Jurai, “I need help understanding this.”

Azura waited as Dako read the Legend of Jurai scroll title, peering occasionally over his shoulder to see where his eyes were falling. He had hardly passed the first two sentences on the outside edge.

“Can I?”

“Yeah,” He gave it back to her, “I can read, but sometimes words get jumbled.” He went back to eating, but his glances toward her told her he was listening.

Azura peeled back the edges of the scroll:

“The Aguitan leader used this prophecy, below, as warning against my keeping Zorgroth’s Heir alive. However, I should like to believe that we are not intended to our fates. As such, I have kept the male-child safe in my care, but soon I must find a home for him. I do not plan to tell him who his father is, nor that he had a twin brother who was killed to create the first Saghki. He looks most like a Nikiran; it was suspected his mother was one. I will raise him to his adulthood and blend him into the outskirts of the Nikiran village.”

Azura drew a deep breath and read on:

“The child asks many questions, but I do not believe he knows who his father is. At times I am disturbed by his behaviors; he seems to hear things I cannot. He seems calm, but he is also tortured by dark dreams— he will not tell me what they are. He has no ill will toward the good of greater Lahkia. However, should the prophecy come to fruition, I would be no son of Juji if I did not do my damnedest to record it in part. The following is a word for word transcription of the prophecy.”

Azura glanced at Dako. He had stopped eating and his paws were closed together. His muzzle hung towards the dirt, like the crumbled leaves held some puzzle he couldn’t solve. He was rattled, Azura realized, but not wanting to show her. She continued to read:

Promised Silence

Lahkia obtained

Redeemed by crimson,

Yet Nikiran disgraced

“Lahkia obtained, promised silence.” Azura said. “I decided it’s referring to the aftermath of the Great War.”

“That seems logical,” He agreed, “But silence can have a lot of meanings, can’t it?” He tilted his head at her.

“Silence is capitalized.” She poked the parchment, “See? Like a name. Lahkia means silence, and Kalia named our lands Lahkia after the Great War.”

Dako shrugged and nodded.

“So, ‘crimson’ must mean blood,” Azura said, “Blood from the Great War.”

“And yet Nikiran disgraced?” Dako asked, “That doesn’t make sense.” Azura shrugged. She wasn’t sure about that one, she told him.

“Read the next set of lines,” Azura asked. She handed the parchment to him.

Dako cleared his throat:

Betrayal, Benevolent

Fire of the land

Burn the flesh of Innocence

Revealing era ten

Creases formed on his muzzle, “No idea.” He gave it back to her.

She searched him, but he was looking away from her. His tail lay steady behind his lower back. Dako was smarter than that; the prophecy wasn’t that elusive, just a little bit.

“How many queens have come before me?” Azura prompted.

“Nine.”

“So I am....” Her voice trailed, waiting for him to put the pieces together.

“The tenth.” He said through gritted teeth. He looked up at her as if seeing her for the first time in their conversation.

“This is just a silly scroll, Azura, it’s nothing to actually worry about.”

He got up from where they were sitting and threw the gristle into the fire pit. His back was to her as he reached for tools to stir the smoking coals. He jostled the metallic stake in his paw, looking at the embers as if trying to figure out where he should poke it.

“What do you need my help with?” He asked, his voice too stiff, “It sounds like you already understand it.”

He was avoiding it. Azura didn’t know why, but Dako didn’t like this scroll in particular.

“This is why,” Azura said. Pulling the edges of the scroll, she read:

Heir of Darkness, Heir of Truth

Shall wage that ancient debt

And in the cage of Kalia’s bones

Will the hunter slaughter the prey.

Hereby documented,

Jurai

Dako turned to her.

“How did you get this legend again?” He asked.

Azura glanced away, “I’d rather not say.”

“You stole this scroll, didn’t you?” He growled.

She gaped at him. He stared back at her with unforgiving eyes. Did she want to lie to him?

He stuffed a pointed stake into the ground, “You did, didn’t you? I thought you knew better than that Azura.”

Azura growled back, “I...I borrowed it.”

“Without permission.” He chastised, “You should return it to its owner and hope he didn’t discover it was missing.” He heaved the stake out of the ground with an aggressive tug and poked at the fire pit. Adding fistfuls of tinder, he reached into his hunter’s pouch and snatched a black stone. He struck it with the knife. It sparked. He scuffed it against the stone, again and again.

He. Ignoring her guilt, Azura fixated on the detail Dako had just given her. Dako knew she had stolen it from father. Eyes darkening, she looked at him, her forearms crossed.

“Dako,” Azura said, “How do you know about the scroll? Did father tell you? Did mother? Who knows about the prophecy?”

His ears folded against his head. The stone fell between his kneecaps Dako growled to himself, “I hate keeping things secret.”

“Then please don’t,” she said, “Dako, I tell you everything,”

He sat on a slab of rock, his eyes fixated on the fire pit. Without looking at her he said, “Calzor and I knew about it.” His voice was dry, distant.

“The third year you didn’t transform, mother and father told us to protect you. The Aguitan had obtained this prophecy, but someone stole it. They were afraid someone had read it and would want to hurt you— thinking it would prevent whatever bad things are coming. Father later found it and bartered for it from Garak.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Azura frowned, “Why did I have to find out about this prophecy and legend from Dondra.”

“Dondra?” Dako wrinkled his nose, “That stupid brute knew about it?” He sounded offended.

She nodded, “And he said it was proof that the Saghki were coming here. But that still doesn’t tell me why you never said anything.”

“I couldn’t, Azura.”

He ran his paws over his ears and grunted, “Didn’t have a clue what was written inside. All I knew was that it was about you, the year you transformed, and that bad things would happen when you did.” He confessed.

Azura sat. She was quiet, “Does any of it make sense to you? Any of the parts that I don’t understand yet?” She tilted her head. Maybe Leui would have been a better choice as far as understanding the prophecy. But Dako knew how to keep his muzzle shut when asked.

“You have to be careful with prophecies,” Dako warned, “Not everything in them has one meaning.”

“Huh?”

Gesturing to the fire pit, Dako said, “Fire can bring life.” He kicked a gray, crusting log back into the pit to keep the heat in, “But it can also kill. So it depends on how you read it.”

“Oh,” Azura nodded.

“Prophecies are never good for the details,” He said, “But they can give you a big picture of things-to-come, so much so that you can take steps to avoid it happening.” Dako stirred the soil in front of his paws with the edges of a stick, “But sometimes, I’m told, trying to stop the event is exactly what causes it.”

Azura wasn’t quite sure she understood, but his voice seemed melancholy. His eyes were swimming with a memory, she realized, and she started to wonder if he had had some sort of first-paw experience with prophecies.

“I wish you hadn’t stolen it.” Dako huffed, “I’m not a fan of prophecies, but much less a fan of stealing things.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, “I’ll return it soon.”

He only nodded and asked her to help him with the fire. Within minutes, they had another spark. This time, it caught in the grains and crackled. Azura tended the flame while Dako adjusted the kindling.

“So,” He began, “Dondra knew about it.”

Azura nodded, “Didn’t you hear how it reads that a hunter will slaughter the ‘prey’?”

He considered her for a moment.

“His father is Roan.” She said, “Who happens to be a hunter— just like the Heir of Darkness. How else could Dondra have known about it?” she tilted her head.

“You have a point.” He admitted.

He took the scroll and fastened it into a tight circle, holding it in a closed fist with both paws for a few minutes. In silence, he draped a lazy arm around her shoulder and stretched his paw between her ears to ruffle her fur. Her ears crinkled under the weight. Behind them, and in front of them, the Nikiran Plains swayed back and forth. She looked at his eyes and tail, trying to figure out what he was thinking.

“How do I help?”

“I need your trust.” Azura said, “I can’t stop Roan by myself. Not before the Festival of Juji.”

“Someone that crazy can’t be stopped by one Lahkian.” Dako told her, “Not even an adult would confront Roan without solid proof. So what can I do?”

“I need you to come with me,” Azura began. “Tonight. I have a plan and I need your help. You’re good at reading emotions and I need you to help me when father asks Roan about ‘rumors he’s heard’.” Azura began.

“We need to know if there’s more that he’s hiding," She said, "Maybe something he says or doesn’t say can help us get more proof.”

“We can’t tell father that we think it’s Roan,” Dako frowned, “I would risk losing my hunting-rights by accusing him without proof, and you can’t because you’re still a child,” Dako said, “Why do you think father will listen to us?”

“He won’t,” Azura said, “But he may listen to an old hunter.”

“Who?” Dako asked.

Azura met his eyes, “Okaein,” she said, “Koja’s father.”
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Dako threw a cloak over Azura’s shoulders and adjusted the length to fit. Night had set in, and the shivers along her spine made her shudder. Leui had told her lots of stories about the Ancient Lahkians surviving in cold weather. He said they had thicker fur and would have welcomed the brisk cold.

“I don’t think I would like hunting during the Cold Months,” Azura said as Dako tied the cloak shut around her shoulder blades, “How come you don’t get cold? I have thick fur and I get cold.”

“Because I’m fat.” He smirked.

Azura laughed and pretended to hit him, “You have lots of fur,” Her tail waved behind her.

“That too,” He joked.

A trio of Xi bugs fluttered past her nose to join a swarm in the fields. Purple dots, hovering over the grains, flickered like firelight. Somewhere in the bushes to her left, a bug was chirping. Offshoots of the Ki River were trickling down the hillside. Their brothers were asleep for the night, and ‘guards’ had been posted at various points along the trails. Thankfully, Dako knew where everyone would be stationed, so he and Azura could travel unnoticed.

As they walked through the Nikiran Plains, Azura told Dako that she had sent a messenger to mother with a letter. Borrok, a fit young male with tough paw pads, had sworn he would deliver it as fast as possible.

All Azura knew, as far as her mother’s whereabouts, was that she was somewhere in the Aguitan territory. Azura had tried to barter with Borrok for carrying the message, but all he asked was that she give him a bit of food for his journey. After she finished telling Dako about it, he said,

“I don’t know if that was a good idea or not,” Dako paused to step over a carnik bush, “What if it’s intercepted?”

Her ears folded for a moment, “It won’t be,” Azura said, but she wasn’t so sure. Azura hadn’t considered that Borrok would have been in danger.

“Mother had to know about Roan, and it couldn’t wait until after tonight.” She hoped that she hadn’t endangered Borrok.

“I’ve known Roan since I was a youngling,” Dako pulled the strings on the sides of the cloak tighter, “To think that we’re going to accuse him—”

“He’s the Heir of Darkness.” Azura cut him off, “The Jurai legend said he would be called to be a hunter, that he would naturally lead others, and that the Saghki would ‘call to him’.”

Azura strode towards the forest’s edge with Dako.

“Being a hunter could be a lot of Lahkians,” Dako noted, “And being a leader means more than having a title.” 

“You’ll see,” Azura whispered as they walked, “After tonight, we’ll get to see Roan’s reaction when father directly questions him.”

Moonlight was scarce as they entered the Kiru Forest. Their paws maneuvered around clusters of twigs. Dako led her off the path as the wind changed so that their scent wouldn’t travel towards any of the guards. She followed him, fully aware of his risen tail and ruffled hackles. Azura looked at the whites of his eyes as they darted around the forest, his nose flexing to catch fresh scents.

Dako had chosen to abandon his own post in order to help her tonight, and he would be in a lot more trouble than she would be if they were caught.

They rounded a steep bend and descended into taller, wilder pathways. Shadows of a sleeping bordacai herd were scattered in the safety of broad, thorny bushes. A branch rattled and shook as the herd’s male’s horns caught on vines that dangled from trees above. He gnashed his teeth and grunted at them. He stomped. His eyes, black as shining stone, watched her. Mist huffed from his nostrils.

Azura found herself wanting to walk a little closer to Dako, but at the same time, the sight of sleeping prey was alluring. It was like she couldn’t look away. Despite the angry stomping of the herd’s protective male, Azura watched the sleeping bordacai.

She didn’t want to chase, she didn’t want to kill and eat them. Those were adult-instincts, Leui had explained. However, as a child, sometimes Azura’s body still knew and recognized bordacai for what it was: food.

When she transformed, this ‘allure’ of prey would call to her differently. They didn’t know that she already knew about it, but Azura had heard Jahka call it ‘bloodlust’. Jahka had been upset by it, and Azura overheard Dako comforting him. Would she want to take life from another creature? It seemed impossible.

“Azura?” She heard Dako whisper, “Hurry up”

He disappeared among the shadows. Looking out at the darkness ahead, moonlight was spilling through the trees, the winding path, and the foliage along the ground. Nearby, the trickling of the Ki River offshoots tickled her ears.

Her legs were itching to run. She was suddenly aware of the crumbling soil beneath her paw pads as she walked. Her claws stirred the soil. It was rich with minerals and fallen leaves, and it smelled like the brink of the Cold Months.

“I like the freedom of being in the forest at night,” she said as she caught up to Dako.

“Do you feel like you’re not free?” Dako asked. He held a branch for her.

“Mostly,” Azura ducked under the limbs, “It’s that I don’t get to choose what my trade will be.”

He said nothing.

“I want to do something unexpected,” Azura continued. She wanted to be a healer, but she wasn’t going to admit that. Dako would ask how she was certain, and then she’d have to admit that she had been mentoring under Xeyola’s care. Xeyola could get in a lot of trouble for having a child as a mentee.

“But you can explore all of Lahkia,” Dako said, “Mother travels all the time.”

“At the expense of who, Dako?” Azura asked, stopping to address him, “All of us. She’s. Never. Here.” She hurried ahead along the trail, her cloak brushing against her legs and tail.

Dako frowned in the darkness and ran to catch her, “She’s trying to create a safer world for you to rule someday.”

“That’s working well,” Azura muttered.

“Don’t blame mother for this.”

“Why?” Azura challenged.

She turned to him and nearly made them both stumble. Hot air shot from her nose as Dako stared at her. She hardened her resolve; her eyes struggled to stay steady with his.

“Because she’s doing her damned best and you should be grateful.” He snapped.

“Grateful?” Azura asked, “Of course I’m grateful that she tries.”

“No,” Dako growled, “You should be grateful that you will inherit this position. You’re going to have the power to change things, Azura, but instead of realizing that, you want to avoid it and cast blame. That’s why Juji won’t grant you your body. You don’t really want it.”

“Of course I want an adult body!” Azura protested. She wanted everyone to stop telling her why they thought Juji wouldn’t grant her an adult body.

“Without. The. Responsibility.” Dako retorted. He shoved his way past her, knocking her shoulder with his. Underneath his cloak, his ears were visibly flattened. He choked a growl back down as he said,

“The responsibility to protect Lahkia is an honor.” He said icily, “The day you learn to protect another over your own self-pity, that’s the day Juji will see you fit.”

Azura growled.

Dako growled back, “Don’t growl at me.” He said. “You’re irresponsible and everything is about your wants and your fears. Maybe you should consider that it isn’t all about you, Azura.”

All about her? Azura’s muzzle wrinkled. She never thought things were all about her! How was wanting to make a choice for herself selfish? She was here because she was trying to stop the Heir of Darkness. So how was that about her? She wanted to ask him, but his spiked hackles told her not to push it.

She stifled another growl. Look at him, she thought as Dako checked the ground for paw prints. It was easy for him to say— he got to do what he was good at. And everyone praised him for it. Azura would never be able to be a healer. She’d have to fill paw prints that she wasn’t fit to fill. Besides, wasn’t wanting to heal others really unselfish? Her tail bristled. Dako didn’t know what he was talking about, she decided.

“You’re wrong.” She said, but he didn’t answer her other than motioning for her to keep walking. Part of her wanted to stay standing right where she was. Azura crossed her arms. Yes, she would stand right here.

Dako’s voice was flat, “We’re here.”

At first, she thought Dako was talking to her. But his eyes were searching the darkness in front of them. Her muzzle lifted skyward to test the air, and that was when she realized they were not alone.

Two small, golden orbs appeared in the darkness. They blinked once, and then a Lahkian silhouette rose from the carnik bush as Koja stood on his back legs.

“What took you so long?” He groaned. He cracked his shoulders and hips, the palm of his paw smoothing the base of his neck.

“Argument,” Dako growled.

Koja folded his arms, his tail swaying behind him thoughtfully. He glanced once at Azura, and once at Dako, neither of whom cared to look at the other.

“Er,” Koja scratched the back of his head.

“Let’s hurry,” Azura interrupted, “Wouldn’t want to be irresponsible .”

“Irresponsible?” Koja asked, moving aside as she stormed past him.

Azura pummeled her way through the unmarked trail. Unfortunately, the moon had dipped behind the clouds, and Azura found herself smacking into logs and tangling her tail in vines.

She fell down an incline, tripped over a protruding rock, and spiraled down the mossy hillside until she landed in a fluffy bush. A plume of Xi puffed into the air as Azura crashed.

Several paces behind her, Dako and Koja looked at one another as the startled Xi shot into the air.

“I just bought that cloak.” Azura heard Dako grumble.

“Whatever was said, you should sort it out.” Koja picked up his pace, “She’ll have us all found out.”

When they caught up with her, Azura was muttering to herself and trying to scale stones to return to the pathway. After rescuing her from the rocks, the three of them continued towards the central village with Koja leading the way.

Koja picked up his pace, “Let's hurry, my father agreed to talk to Raemus about Roan, but he left earlier than we expected. He might already be there.”

They slipped from the Kiru Forest, dipped into a ditch, and crawled into the Nikiran Plains on the western side of the village. Dako and Koja paused to scent the air before they continued, with Dako instructing them to change directions depending on the wind.

Azura lifted her eyes as she leapt after Dako and Koja, her paw pads squishing the tall grasses. Even though she tried to run quietly, Dako’s alert ears told her she was making him nervous.

Above her the stars shone as brightly as ever, the glimmering specks of white, yellow, and one tiny cerulean dot. She had heard that the stars were the souls of those gone before, of the ones that Juji had blessed and kept in the afterlife.

She spotted a cluster of stars that seemed to form a shape. Taking large leaps, she ran closer to Koja’s right shoulder.

“Look at that one.” She whispered to Koja as they ran.

He slowed his pace for her, glancing up at the sky with his auburn muzzle. His head tilted as he thought.

“What do you see?” He asked after a moment, a hint of playfulness in his voice.

“It looks like an Aviena tree,” Azura said, “See the gnarly branches, the way they’re full at the top and skinny at the bottom?”

“That’s not an Aviena tree!” He teased, “It’s a bordacai youngling with his father. Look there.” He gestured with his nose.

“Those are the horns of the male, there’s the body, and then there’s the youngling," He said,"See the stub tail?”

“Better keep it down,” Dako grunted, “We’re almost there.”

Koja and Azura grinned at each other.

From a distance, Azura could see the gnarled spindles and metallic archway of the South Gate as they crept closer. Sharp tips of the gate rose over the cracking walls of the village and tied themselves into a single knot at the peak of the gate. A fat, rusty lock hung in the middle of the doors.

Through the spindles, Azura saw faint firelight dotting the steps of village homes. The dirt pathway from the gate that led into the village was abandoned, except for a single torch which was drawing closer, and closer.

“It’s father!” She whispered.

The three of them dove towards the nearest bush; unfortunately it was a carnik bush, and they were pegged with thorns. In the quick scuffle, Koja’s leg lay on Azura’s stomach. Dako’s tail had wound up inside the thorns. Azura was breathing dirt into her right nostril, and Dako’s thigh was squishing her head.

Raemus lifted his torch as he stood next to the gate. He glanced around, before resting it inside a wall socket. His emerald eyes danced in the fire as he secured it, careful to keep the flames from touching his fur.

His right ear turned towards them as Dako tried to free his tail.

Shh! Azura hissed.

Raemus stared in their general direction, then rounded to face the village.

THUNK!

Koja’s hunting blade fell from the pouch of his belt, he reached towards it but Azura snatched his paw.

“Show yourself!” Raemus bellowed, grabbing the torch.

He held it out into the night as he stared directly at their location. Firelight ebbed inches from Koja’s blade.

Raemus reached into his hunter’s belt. Keys jostled around a metal ring as he fumbled for the gate’s key. He found it and stuffed the silver key into the socket.

Dako picked up a rock and chucked it. Raemus’s head jolted upright at the sound of the rock. Several sleeping Norks squawked and flew away from the tree.

“I am not so easily fooled...” Raemus swore.

The lock popped open. Dropping the key into a pouch pocket, Raemus snatched the torch, his other paw resting on the gate. He narrowed his eyes into the darkness, his jaw tightened as he began to push it open...

“BBBAAAAAROOOOOoooooohhhhh...”

Her ears were hyperfocused as chills climbed her spine. Seconds later, someone screamed. Torches illuminated the pathway and villagers were howling in horror.

Raemus snapped the gate shut and Azura saw two villagers barreling towards him.

“King Raemus!” They shouted, “Sir!” They called, “Sir!”

“What is it?” Raemus snarled, “What’s happened?”

“Sir,” one said between quick breaths, “Another Nikiran has been killed! A Nikiran hunter has been murdered!”

Azura plastered her paws over her muzzle, her tail sunk low. Who, she found herself asking, who had died? She wondered. An icy sensation crawled from the bottom of her paws and clenched her stomach.

“Who?” Raemus roared over the howls, “Who has been killed?”

Azura’s ears remained rigid as she strained to hear their reply.

“Okaein.” He said, “Son of Karik, and father of the harlot’s son: Koja.”

-24-

“Koja!” Azura begged, “Koja, Koja come back!” His shadow disappeared ahead of her into the mist. Cold mud splashed in her paw pads, grains blinded her as she leapt forward. Koja couldn’t face this alone, Azura thought with panic, she didn’t want him to.

“Azura!” Dako caught up to her, “You won’t catch him; he’s one of the fastest runners in Nikiran.” He panted, his legs stretching out behind him.

“Koja...” Azura whimpered, “Oh Juji, Dako,” Azura cried.

“It had to be Roan,” Dako swore, “He must have found out Okaein was going to tell father.”

Azura didn’t want to think about it: that Koja’s attempt to help her had led to his father’s death. Koja hardly had anyone!

“Azura, you can’t enter the village with me,” Dako said, “You have to wait until the news reaches home first, it’ll look suspicious if you’re here so soon.”

“I don’t care, Dako.” Azura shot back, “Koja needs me.”

They ran through the East Gate. Guards had abandoned their posts and groups of Lahkians were running. Dako and Azura squirmed past the hordes of lingering adults, past the fearful muttering and tears of shock. They pushed their way towards the interior circle.

Okaein was surrounded by villagers, his body caked with darkening blood over his neck and shoulders. A jagged gash told of his death-blow, where a blade had pierced the jugular. Koja lay on his abdomen, his sobs piercing above the warning howls echoing inside the village.

“Koja...” Azura whimpered as he sobbed.

She stepped forward to approach him. Stretching out her paw, she reached to touch his shoulder. His ear twitched as she approached; he turned suddenly and snarled, his muzzle rippling at the corners, his lips pulled back to show his fangs. His teeth shone with saliva that was mixing with his tears, he choked as he tried to growl. But behind him his tail was low, sunk between his legs.

“Look out, Azura!”

“He’s dangerous!”

Azura reached forward, her white paw drifting towards him. As she neared, she saw the anger leave his eyes. She cupped his muzzle in her paw pads and opened her mouth to say something. She flinched as he snatched her forearm. He buried his muzzle on the inside of her elbow as his whole body shook. Azura kneeled down and drew close to drape her muzzle over his shoulder.

But she was ripped away by protective obsidian arms, hurled backward into the dirt.

King Raemus’s snarl ripped through the air, the crowd shrunk, “Murderer!” He roared at Koja, “Filth!”

Koja tore his eyes away from Okaein, “H-how d-dare you! You accuse me of murdering my own father?!”

“You’re a harlot’s mistake!” someone shouted from the crowd, “You can’t even know if he was your real father!”

Koja threw his paws over his father’s body, “No! No, I loved him, I would never! He was my father...” He swore as he stared at Okaein’s muzzle. His paw caressed his father’s ears, “He was all I had!”

Azura glowered at her father’s cold stare, itching to challenge his callousness. She was his daughter and a future queen, but she was still a child.

“How can any of you say that!” He choked.

He threw his muzzle over Okaein’s collarbone. His body trembled as he whimpered, until he was so overcome with grief that he howled. It was so loud Azura could feel it inside of her ribcage.

Azura stepped into Raemus’s line of sight, “Father,” she lifted her muzzle, her ears in careful submission, “Father, Koja wouldn’t.”

An emerald eye glared at her.

“Father, I promise...H-he couldn’t have.” She stammered.

His narrowing eye left her and returned to Koja, the edges of his muzzle flinched. Azura glanced at him once, and with her tail low— she walked toward Koja.

Her father’s paw snatched the back of her neck so hard that she almost fell.

“Stand back.” He growled, “I must decide the punishment for this murderer.” He mused, “He isn’t worthy of a Lahkian execution.”

The crowd grumbled in approval.

“He wasn’t going to hurt me!” Azura swore, “Koja isn’t a murderer!”

A roundish figure emerged from the back of the crowd. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Roan, his presence alone made her want to vomit.

“Sir,” Roan began, “Perhaps...yer daughter is right.”

Azura couldn’t believe this. What was he getting at?

“Call a healer, sir,” Roan suggested, “Only way to tell the killer is to find the blade, I ‘spect.”

Azura felt the remaining blood leave her muzzle and ears, sinking below her stomach. At that moment, Azura knew exactly why Roan had come forward; what he had noticed. Or rather, what he didn’t notice.

“Xeyola!” Raemus shouted into the crowd. “Come!”

Xeyola maneuvered through the parting crowd. She stood in silence, her ears and eyes low to King Raemus. She wrung her gray, calloused paws.

“Inspect the body,” Raemus ordered. “Tell us what kind of blade was used.” He said.

Xeyola nodded, stepping towards Okaein’s body. Kneeling down, she placed a paw against Koja’s arm.

Raemus growled, “Get on with it!”

Koja stepped away his soft auburn fur coated in his father’s blood. His paws were shaking. They were filthy, caked from trying to stop the wound.

“The blade,” Xeyola said, “Had a double-edged tip. Curved near the base.” She announced. The crowd drew breath on her next words. Xeyola met Azura’s eyes, shaking her head as she announced:

“Its owner belongs to Roan’s hunting group.”

Raemus eyed Koja, "I see that you are wearing your hunting belt," He said, "Present your blade. If bloodless, you are innocent. 

No, Azura thought, no! Koja’s paw traveled to his side, but his blade wasn't there, it was somewhere near the South Gate where he had dropped it.

“I-” Koja began, “I do not have it.” He whispered.

“Convenient.” Raemus’s eyes narrowed.

“Kill him!” the crowd snarled, “Kill him for all our sakes!”

Raemus snatched Koja by the scruff of his neck.

“No!” Azura and Dako shouted.

Raemus unsheathed his hunter’s knife and lifted his arm into the air. He flipped it in his paw, the serrated side facing Koja’s neck.

“Don’t!” Azura howled. She ran full on into Raemus’s chest to knock him over. It was useless, she realized, as she clawed his thick skin.

“He was with me!” Azura cried out, “Koja was with me!”

Koja’s body was dropped from Raemus’s grasp with a thud.

The crowd went silent as Koja lay sprawled on the dirt. He coughed and tried to push himself up. Raemus didn’t bother to throw him down again, his nostrils flaring,

“What do you mean?” His pupils dilated, “That you were with him?!”

He hissed, “At night!” Raemus’s voice grew louder, “Unaccompanied by a relative!”

“No,” Koja said weakly.

Raemus turned to him. He threw Koja to the ground as if he were no heavier than a stone and then strode towards Azura, “I demand an answer!”

Azura clamped her paws over her ears, her tail jolted between her legs.

“No!” Azura said, “That’s not how I meant it!”

“She doesn’t deserve to be Queen!” someone shouted.

“She’s tarnished!” another called, “It’s why Juji denies her!”

“We were only watching the stars beyond the East Gate!” Azura cried, “We ran here as soon as we heard—”

“Bit ...romantic. Isn’t tha’?” Roan’s right ear swiveled.

“Agreed,” Raemus said, his voice twisting into a growl, “A child shouldn’t even be out in the night. Much less with an unrelated adult.”

“I,” Koja said, his voice rising as he stood again, “I would never kill my father, sir, and I would never touch your daughter.”

His golden eyes shook, his body quivered in the shadow of Raemus’s silhouette. His eyes, Azura realized, were the eyes of one who was ready to challenge a superior.

Before Raemus could turn to meet Koja’s dominance stare, Azura latched onto Raemus’s arm. He couldn't see that stare; he’d kill him for that alone. She tucked her tail between her ankles, lowering her eyes in submission and pulled at her father’s arm.

“Father,” Azura pleaded. He turned his eyes to hers, the fur along his shoulders lowered.

She dropped her eyes.

It was the best way she knew to calm an angry Nikiran. Submit physically. Submit emotionally. Angry as he was, there was still his instinct as her father— the instinct to protect his family at absolutely all costs.

“I would never, he would never dare dishonor you that way.” Azura began. She let go of Raemus’s arm, her tail swaying low between her hips, choking on her pride. She turned to face the crowd and with folded ears said,

“Have mercy on Koja for abandoning his post, and don’t blame him for his father’s death. He is innocent.” Azura said, “I swear it, I swear it on my honor.” She added.

Raemus watched as the crowd murmured. He glanced at her, his tail lowering for just a moment. Roan gestured towards Koja,

“Impossible to tell if he’s guilty of murderin’ Okaein.” He shrugged, “It’s the word of a child, your majesty.”

“Hmm.” Raemus hummed, considering him.

“I’m telling you he wouldn’t!” Azura snarled, “You believe that hoxxiac idiot over me? He doesn’t actually respect you father, why can’t you see that?”

“You!” Raemus said, “Watch your tone with me, daughter.” He spat. “I will show mercy and I will not kill him, but you cannot prove he is innocent and therefore he will be punished by exile! And if I find out that you were dishonest with me, Juji help you.”

“I can.” Someone said, “I can vouch for Azura and Koja.”

“Who said that?” Raemus called to the crowd.

“I did.” Dako said. He turned to the crowd and began to speak,

“I stand before you an honest Lahkian. I swear before Juji, on my honor as a hunter, my loyalty to the throne of Kalia, I was with Koja and Azura under the starlight. They did nothing wrong.” He swore, “Upon my rights to hunt, to mate, to howl in song with my brethren...Koja is innocent of crimes. Azura, apart from leaving home at night as a child, has done no other wrong.”

Upon his right to mate and hunt? Dako wanted nothing more than a family of his own. If the crowd didn’t believe him, he might as well have condemned himself.

Azura stared at Dako, but he wouldn’t meet her stare. She thought about how, hours earlier, she wanted nothing to do with him for his harsh accusations against her. But here, even though he was angry with her, he put his very reputation on the line for her. He really was a son of Zainah, Azura thought as she sat. Skilled with words and people, patient and intelligent. She couldn’t even find words to thank him, but she had to try.

“Brother,” She whispered.

He locked eyes with Raemus, dropped to a knee, and closed a fist over his heart. That position was the most serious declaration of one’s loyalty to their word. It was the same position that the ancient hunters used to swear their life before Kalia in service.

“You swear it? Upon all of that?” Raemus was stunned.

“I swear it.” Dako said, “I swear it to my father and my king.”

“And why,” Raemus said, “Did you abandon your post? For a Lahkian who swears upon honor, why would you dishonor yourself?”

Azura knew that perhaps to other Lahkians this sight might have seemed strange. True, Raemus was Dako’s father. True, Dako was his son, one of his favorite sons. But, Azura thought, here they were in the presence of the villagers. Raemus was ruler, Dako was a servant. It was no more complicated than that, and as such, Dako was subjected to the ruler of others. He was not exempt from custom.

“I was stationed at the Eastern Gate. When I saw them, I followed them without their knowledge,” Dako lied, his heartbeat steady, “Like you, I thought it strange that they would wander together. I can tell you what they spoke of. It was of Koja’s hunting, of the coming Festival of Juji.”

“And when they spoke of the festival, was there any reason to suspect that Koja wants to become a suitor?” Raemus asked.

“No.” Dako said. “Koja said nothing of suitors. Azura wanted to know how to please Juji, to serve him honorably. Azura spoke of how she wanted to be like Queen Zainah— a mighty ruler who loves her village above all else. ”

The crowd hummed happily, crossing their arms and swaying their tails behind them. Azura could feel the eyes of approval on her. Blood rushed to her ears.

Raemus seemed mildly pleased; his paw came to rest on Dako’s head, just between his ears, “Juji smiles on you.”

Azura wandered timidly towards Koja, who was leaning over Okaein’s body. This time Raemus didn’t stop her. His eyes still narrowed, but he made no movements against her.

“Look how she serves even a harlot’s heir.” Someone sighed, “Her heart is pure.”

“Such purity is only found in a child,” Someone added, “Perhaps that is why Juji hasn’t given her the adult body yet. Too pure.”

Azura’s ears pinned. How easily a crowd turns. She lifted her paw and moved the fur away from Koja’s eyes. They opened at her touch. The bright, happy orbs had turned sullen, withdrawn. Somehow, she knew that he might never be the same. Was the happy Lahkian she had known gone forever? She hoped not. She wanted to bring him back from his sadness, but she didn’t know how.

He tore his gaze away from her and rested his muzzle on his father’s chest.

Azura kept Koja company as Raemus created new orders. No wandering the trails at night. Children were to be escorted everywhere. Guards would be posted on each gate, and that this is how things would be until the murderer was found.

The crowd admired King Raemus for his seriousness, for the way he took charge and swore to get to the bottom of it. For the way, Azura grimaced, he swore to rip the limbs from the one who murdered the old hunter.

As quickly as the people had exited their homes to find Okaein’s body, they quickly rushed inside again. No one wanted to wait around and find themselves short of a few limbs.

Everyone was in such a hurry, that they seemed to have forgotten about her and Koja. Not that Azura minded, she thought to herself. Koja hadn’t allowed her to help as he drug his father’s body away from the pathway and into the mouth of an unused storage tent. Azura sat with him, not knowing what to say, not knowing if she should try to say anything.

She lifted her paws, which were tarnished with Okaein’s blood, somehow feeling that she had caused his death. The thought made her tremble. Had it not been for her listening to the Ro’kah, had she not suspected Roan, Koja’s father might still be alive.

Azura was nauseous.

It was the first time that someone she had known had died, Azura thought as she laid her muzzle against Koja’s shoulder. She breathed in the dark air; the scuffling of panicked paws began to dwindle as doors shut. Dried blood had hardened over Koja’s fur and Azura’s leg was going numb from sitting on it, but she didn’t want to move and disturb Koja. His sobs turned into restless whimpers and she adjusted herself to sit and lean against him, her right paw resting between his ears.

They had been forgotten in the chaos afterward; even Dako had left to help Raemus round up other Lahkians, including her brothers back home. The pair slept in the shadows. Koja’s body jerked occasionally, sometimes with a suddenly mournful howl that left Azura longing to comfort him. She knew they would need to bury Okaein, she thought as she draped her tail over Koja’s legs. She helplessly looked up at the great red moon. In this moment, though, the grief was just too raw...
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She had just fallen asleep when she felt a paw nudge her. Her nose flexed involuntarily as she inhaled Koja’s and Leui’s scent. Her eyes opened.

“Lehuhhh?” she garbed. The nauseous and cold sensation started again. Okaein’s body. Koja’s mourning. Azura clung to Leui’s arm as he came into focus.

“Leui,” Azura whispered. She rested her head on his arm. His warmth, his familiar scent, his presence was comforting.

He placed a paw on her shoulder, “I’m here Azura.”

Koja grunted in his sleep. Leui placed his other paw between her ears, his grip on her shoulder tightening, “I’m so sorry,” he whispered, “Dako told me everything.”

Azura only nodded.

“He and the twins made some arrangements,” Leui said. “They’re stationed at the North Gate. We’ll venture into the Kiru to send Okaein’s spirit off to Juji. It’ll be safe enough.”

She looked at Okaein’s body, at Koja whose arms were still clamped around the lifeless remnants of his father. Did a spirit continue to sleep inside the body if it wasn’t buried? She didn’t know. Was Okaein stuck inside his immobile body, upset that he couldn’t move to comfort his son? The only way to assure his spirit peace was to return his body to the soil of Lahkia so that his spirit would be sent to Juji.

“Koja,” she whispered.

He curled closer to Okaein.

“Koja,” Azura said.

She touched his arm, “Koja, we have to bury him now.” She hated saying those words.

He sat up and looked at her as if he was offended by her speaking to him. His eyes met hers, but it was like he wasn’t really there. The kindness was gone, the playfulness she had seen earlier as they ran under the stars didn’t suit the Lahkian staring coldly back at her. His eyes slid and locked onto Leui.

“Who are you?”

“Leui,” he said, “Azura’s brother.”

Koja lowered his muzzle over Okaein’s ribcage, his ears folding for a moment as he inhaled. Azura couldn’t imagine what it must feel like, to breathe the scent of a loved one and yet to know there was no life within the body.

“What do you want?”

He turned away from Leui and Azura, his tail tucked beneath him. Azura wanted to reach out and hug him, but she didn’t know if she should, so she said,

“A few of my other brothers have arranged for us to carry Okaein into the Kiru and send him off to Juji.”

She wished that Koja had family to help him. Generally, burial of a loved one was a family only sort of thing, so she wasn’t sure what happened when there was no other family to help

Koja stood with his back to them, his muzzle turned as he scanned Okaein’s body. Reaching down, he draped one of Okaein’s arms around his shoulders and he tried to stand.

But Okaein wasn’t a small Lahkian, and Koja didn’t have Dako-sized shoulders or Raemus-sized strength. Koja crouched and began to try to heave the body into his arms. He stumbled forward.

“Why didn’t you adopt anyone?” He closed his eyes and turned his muzzle away, “Then I would have a brother.”

“You have one,” Leui said with a tilt of his head.

Koja looked at him.

“We were all born as sons or daughters of Juji at the beginning of time,” Leui said. Azura could tell he was stopping himself short of a lengthy explanation.

When Koja didn’t object, Leui lifted Okaein’s shoulders, “Under the great spirit of the red moon,” Leui said, “Today you have a brother.”

Azura wanted to tell Koja that she would help too, but it was forbidden for children to carry a body. But she also wasn’t sure that she wanted to know what it felt like, to lift an arm and not feel the warmth behind it.

Azura followed behind the pair as they carried Okaein’s body toward the North Gate. She looked up at the moon and saw that it was a waxing gibbous, just a few days short of being full.

When that happened, the Festival of Juji would take place. It felt so soon, Azura thought, it all felt too fast. Last year, and the year before, it felt like the Festival of Juji came too slowly. Now, it seemed impossible that happiness could exist in this same spot so soon.

Azura scanned ahead of her as the three of them approached the North Gate. They had set Okaein down to rest before entering the forest. Unsure if her presence would be welcomed, Azura sat beside Dako to stay behind.

Koja’s voice was small, “Azura?”

She hurried to him, but he didn’t look at her. He turned his muzzle, in a movement so slow and smooth it looked unnatural.

Azura said nothing. Instead, she took delicate steps toward him, shying away from Okaein’s body. Standing on her back legs, she wrapped her arms around Koja’s torso.

“It’s okay to be sad,” She whispered, “It doesn’t make you weak in front of my brothers.”

He looked at her. Whatever mental wall he had raised, he was lowering it for her. His spirit seemed to be present behind his eyes again. Azura saw the brokenness in them, but then she could feel his body tense.

“What about you?” He rasped, “Do you think I’m weak?”

Azura cocked her head, “No Koja, I don’t think you’re weak at all.” Her nose pressed against his stomach. “You’re very strong and brave, and the best Lahkian I know.”

Lowering his muzzle to her, he brushed his face against her ears, “Thank you.” He murmured.

“Are you ready, brother?” Leui asked.

Koja nodded.

Be quick,” Dako cautioned as they passed the exit.

Azura followed them into the Kiru Forest. Mourning-Howler trees were common. In fact, they had passed about fifteen of them and Koja hadn’t acknowledged them at all. It was his responsibility to choose, and Azura knew better than to offer input for a relative that wasn’t hers.

They stopped a few times to rest.

Leui wasn’t very strong, but he hadn’t complained once as he helped carry Okaein’s body. She liked that about Leui, that he never complained when he was helping someone. Leui caught her admiring glance and said,

“Do you know why we release spirits to Juji at the base of Mourning-Howlers?”

“Because they’re beautiful,” Azura whispered after a few moments, “And they remind us that the spirit cycle can be beautiful too.” She said, hoping her words might offer Koja some comfort.

“But do you know the legend?” He asked.

She had to admit she didn’t. As much as Azura loved reading legends, she had stuck to ones that were more recently created.

“It was written like this:

Long ago, the Mourning-Howler branches once reached towards the stars, their limbs longed to reach Juji himself. They were a strange tree because they didn’t have fruit.” Leui began.

“It is said the trees thought that if they could touch Juji, he would bless them. So the branches reached as high as they could— even reaching the stars themselves,”

The three of them walked along the trail, listening to Leui tell of the trees as they used to be, “After the Wars of Beginning, Kalia was wandering the Kiru Forest alone. Some say that she was filled with anguish over those who had died. Others speculate that it was because Jurai, her helpmate sent by Juji, had disappeared.” Leui said.

Jurai? Azura marveled. That was the name of the legend scroll she had taken from her father. She wondered if Jurai’s disappearance had anything to do with the words written in the legend. She would bet that it would, that it had something to do with him harboring Zorgroth’s heir.

“Kalia was filled with grief.” Leui continued, “And knowing that the trees have innocent spirits, she went into the Kiru to seek Juji’s spirit.”

Leui took a breath, “She howled each night for the entire season of the Cold Months after the final battle with Zorgroth.”

“The trees took pity on her, and when they realized no one had come to comfort her, they reached their branches towards her,” Leui explained, “It was only then, in their self-sacrifice of abandoning what they wanted most, that they began to grow the fruit we call naku.”

“We trust the Mourning-Howlers to comfort us in our sadness,” Leui said, “They in turn honor our trust by taking our spirits directly to Juji himself.”

“Here,” Koja grunted, stopping Leui short.

A giant Mourning-Howler tree cast a shadow that passed over her and ended somewhere over the hillside. Long, fuzzy branches hung in front of her nose and swayed with the passing breeze. She could see why Koja had chosen this one.

It was majestic and proud, but the crispness of the branches told her it was old. Despite its age, it stubbornly kept growing and bearing fruit. Just like Okaein, Azura thought, who struggled with his cough and sickness, but was determined to help his son.

Azura pulled aside the branches as she entered. The fullness of them, the sheer number, kept most of the moonlight out. Sunlight must have been kept out too because the foliage on the ground was sparse. Even so, the ground was littered with fallen branches and covered with stubborn moss.

“Is it clear?” Leui called.

Azura looked around to see if bordacai had been here. Nothing.

“It’s empty,” she said, “There’s nothing for a bordacai to eat in here and it obscures too much to feel safe for them.”

As the branches fell around them, Azura decided she was glad she couldn’t see beyond them. It felt safe; like Nikiran was lifetimes away, and they were all that existed. Koja was sitting beside Okaein’s body, his paw cupped around his father’s ear.

“We’ll gather coverings,” Leui said. Azura wanted to stay with Koja, but she knew he needed to be alone.

She listened to the sound of bugs chirping in the bushes, silencing as she passed by. Nearby, a creek was dripping over some rocks and something was scurrying up a tree. She looked up and tried to see the moon, but it was obscured by clouds.

The forest smelled rich and alive, she thought as she gathered. It seemed so strange to her, so odd that she was here to help Koja send his father’s spirit to Juji. How could life keep going when someone had died?

She picked a few greens from the forest floor. Why couldn’t the Saghki, the Heir of Darkness, or even everyday life pause long enough to help Koja heal? It didn’t seem fair. It wasn’t fair.

Arms bulging with fluffy greens and flowers, she said nothing as she dropped them beside Koja. He didn’t look at her. Didn’t move. He sat and stared at his father while she left to gather more.

She sighed and gathered fistfuls of flowers into her arms. Her digits wrapped themselves around the longer stems and pulled until it snapped. Making sure to get a variety, Azura checked the nearby roots and herbs for clues about what flowers might be close by.

When she returned again, she found that Koja and Leui had gathered a pile of stones. Okaein was first covered by the foliage, then by the flowers, and then surrounded by stone.

“Wait...” Koja’s voice broke before they covered Okaein’s face.

He reached for his father’s face. Pausing as he touched Okaein’s eyes, Koja traced his paw along Okaein's collar bone. Snap. Lifting the green-gem necklace, he pocketed it into his hunter’s belt and then placed the final stone.

Koja stood.

Moonlight shone on the grave’s peak as Koja took a step back. Azura sat behind him on his right and Leui on his left. Sharp wind blew against their backs and brushed their fur the wrong way as Koja drew a breath to speak.

“F-father,” Koja whimpered. He tilted his head and kneeled, his voice on the edge of tears. His muzzle trembled, as he placed a paw on Okaein’s grave.

“I send your spirit to Juji, and release you from this land.”

Muzzle risen, Koja closed his eyes and howled.

Azura and Leui joined. They paused, only as Koja did, and only resumed as he did. This was his loved one; this was Koja’s chorus howl. No one but he deserved to lead it.

Together, they sang to Juji, hoping that he’d hear them. Hoping that Okaein would rest in Juji’s care, that he would run among the stars and curl up and sleep in Juji’s moonlight.

Azura and Leui stopped as Koja’s howling ceased again; this time, though, Koja didn’t continue. He walked forward and placed Okaein’s hunting belt atop his grave as a marker.

Azura reached for his shoulder as she stood, but he jerked away from her. Without looking back, he swept the hanging branches out of his way. Azura and Leui ran after him.

He strode down to the pathway with heavy steps. Roots snagged on his claws as he marched. His tail stood erect, his body rigid, as if something inside of him had finally broken.

“Koja?” Azura called.

“Brother,” Leui said, “Come back, it isn’t safe out here alone.”

“I. don’t. care.” Koja spat.

Her eyes searched the darkness. A twig snapped just off the trail to the right.

“Wait!” she pleaded.

He ran, the shadow of his tail disappeared behind a carnik bush.

She leapt to run after him, but Leui snagged her tail and she fell. She yelped. Azura shot him a look. That hurt, Azura thought bitterly, and Leui knew it would.

“I can’t let you go,” Leui whimpered, “I promised Dako I’d look after you. It’s not safe out here, remember?”

“That’s why I have to go find him,” Azura growled. Why didn’t Leui understand that? Why didn’t he understand that Koja would go after Roan himself?! Her ears popped upright.

“Azura?” Leui began

“He’s going to go after him!”

Leui cursed and shouted as she scrambled from his grasp.

“Azura!” He yelled, “Azura, come back!” He groaned, “Dako is going to kill me.”

Stumbling over carnik bushes, her paws yanked and broke gnarled Aviena roots. Koja’s paw prints remained hidden in the darkness, and though his scent lingered in her nose— it was fading. Azura hopped onto a rock and scented the air. Koja had been near here, but she couldn’t tell which direction to go. She thought back to what Koja had told her about scent-tracking, and how hunters could lose their scent when walking through a stream.

Her ears swiveled in search of the Ki River or one of its offshoots. She ran that direction, but all she could see was darkness. Darkness and splotches of moonlight. Her shoulders brushed and ripped at thorn bushes, her paw pads snagged on sharp rock edges. The cuts hurt and she wanted to stop running, but the thought of Koja getting himself killed was unbearable.

How come Azura hadn’t seen this coming? Why didn’t she consider that Okaein might be in danger? Why hadn’t she thought about Koja going after Roan? Maybe Koja blamed her. Maybe he didn’t. But if he was going after Roan, Azura had to try to stop him even if he hated her.

Azura slid to a stop at a creek bed. Across it was the base of a ravine. Her eyes followed it to the top. A small stone ledge that poked out into view. A break in the tree line revealed the stars above. Azura sniffed. She checked the ground and nearby plants, but she couldn’t find Koja’s scent.

She had nearly given up hopes of finding him when she heard something. Azura turned around. Upstream and behind a tall tree, a golden eye peeked at her. Her shoulders slumped in relief.

“Koja.” Azura breathed, “Thank Juji I found you.”

He didn’t say anything. Didn’t even move.

“I’m sorry I followed you.” She stepped towards him, “I’m sorry that you’re sad, but I don’t want you to be sad all alone, and I know you hate Roan, but we can’t go after him right now.”

The eye moved further to the left as if he had stepped aside. For some reason, she couldn’t see his right eye. Had he injured it? She hoped not. The left eye moved further down, as if Koja was shifting down to fours. Was he going to run again? Azura didn’t want him to run— she would never catch him.

“Please don’t run, Koja.” Azura said.

Azura sat, hoping that putting herself at ease might help him relax too. Azura noticed something then within the eye itself. It was the way it watched her. The hackles along her spine rose. The expression was not as a friend stared at a playmate, not as a Lahkian who was overcome with grief or rage. Azura stood upright, her muscles tensing. It stared at her the way a predator watches prey.

“K-Koja?”

Her ears fell back as her upper lip involuntarily rose.

“Avenshak...” a raspy voice answered.

A crimson pupil appeared next to the golden eye. It widened and locked onto her. It dilated. The golden eye slipped further downward. It moved as if there was no muzzle, no face, no eye socket to hold it in the right place.

“H-help...” Azura choked. Her eyes were swollen with terror.

Out of the shadowy tree line, a darkness blacker than night formed into the shape of something like a Lahkian. A red and a yellow eye traveled with the darkness. It stood.

A circle of glimmering silver appeared where the belly should have been. The crimson eye swayed, the golden eye blinked. Teeth, Azura realized, the silver things were teeth.

“AVENSHAK.”

Another set of crimson and yellow eyes appeared beside the first. A second shape started to take form, “Vak....Vak ku eskai ?”

A garbled voice came from the first, “Jaeinru dek KALIA!”

Five more Saghki appeared. Ten, then twenty of them gathered. More and more of them appeared until the forest ahead was blackened by their presence. If they moved or breathed, Azura couldn’t tell. Their attention was focused on the rocky hillside, where the sound of crunching steps grew louder. There was a low, familiar growl as a Lahkian form stepped into the shadows of the moonlight.

He rose from all fours, his shoulders rolling back into place. Two crimson eyes rested on her. His claws, black as stone, clenched the soil beneath him. She was swallowed in his presence. His jowls hung open.

Come...... a voice inside her mind called, Come to your death... It seemed to whisper through the trees. Azura stepped backward.

He roared, shaking the pebbles under her paw pads.

Writhing, crackling, and popping sounds came from the Saghki as they took the shape of a Lahkian on fours. Broken from her fear, she tore through the Kiru forest.

Legs trembling, she ran so fast that it felt like her legs might crumble under her. She couldn’t see! Azura howled. Please, someone! Someone had to hear her! Azura stole a glance behind her.

Red and yellow eyes, perhaps a hundred of them, gave chase as Azura ran. Rolling through the forest, they changed shape among the carniks, blending their forms around the trees in pursuit. They were like water; she thought with panic, nothing slowed them down!

She closed her eyes as bush-needles and thorns cut her. Her heart was in her throat. Eyes bulged. Sweat rolled down her legs and into all four paw pads. She grappled with the stones and soil, gasping for air as she tried to howl again. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t breathe.

“Vak dek KALIA! Dek KALIA!”

It sounded like they were all around her, as if they were in front of, beside, and behind her. She glanced to her left. She glanced to her right.

Azura veered left and scrambled downhill.

She could see the village lights now, the great North Gate and the hunters who had begun to gather. No one was looking her way. She attempted to howl again, but her throat was dry and stuck. Her vision swirled and everything went dark.
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A far away voice called to her. It echoed, as if she was in a cave. She tried to answer, but she couldn’t speak.

“Azura!”

It sounded muffled. There were other voices in the background, their voices blended together. Words were garbled nonsense. She heard her name again. Maybe ignoring the voice was better.

“No, you idiot, she’s breathing.” a growl broke through.

The growl sounded closer. It sounded, familiar...Calzor. Her brother, it was Calzor. Memories of yellow and crimson eyes filled her mind’s eye. No. No. No! Blood surged through her body. Her eyes snapped open.

“SAGHKI!” Azura shouted.

Several paws were on her shoulders, someone was trying to say something to soothe her.

“Saghki!” Azura screamed, “Kiru Forest!”

Blurry images of Lahkians were swirling around. She wished they’d stop moving.

“She’s going to be all right,” Xeyola murmured, “Give her space.”

“Hit her head, I ‘spect.” Roan said, “When she fell...”

Roan. The sound of his voice made her stomach lurch. Azura tried to focus on him. She stared at him as he came into view.

“What is he doing here!” Azura snarled.

Xeyola patted Azura’s head with a wet cloth. Azura never broke her gaze from Roan.

“He found you Azura,” Xeyola whispered, “Not a moment too soon.”

Azura winced as Xeyola pulled back the cloth. It was bloody. Her blood.

“You have to listen to me,” Azura broke her stare with Roan. Who he was didn’t matter at the moment. The Saghki were out there. Lahkians were in danger.

“There are Saghki in the Kiru Forest,” Azura said, “I saw them, there had to be hundreds. We have to call the hunters back before they—”

“There ain’t nothing in that forest cept that ravine you fell from.” Roan cut her off, “I don’t know what ya gave her, healer, but it’s given her a mouth and strange ideas.”

“You!” Azura snarled. Her vision was blackening around the corners of her eyes. The room was starting to swirl again. He killed Koja’s father. He nearly killed he—Koja! What about Koja?!

“Tell me what you did with Koja!” She tried to come up out of the bedding, “Tell me what you did to him!”

Azura lashed towards Roan’s unflinching eyes. The twins, Calzor, Leui, and Xoran grabbed her limbs.

“Azura!” Calzor shouted.

“Hey, hey now, it’s okay.” Jahka soothed.

Dako clamped Azura’s muzzle shut with his paw, “Sh-shhh!” He begged, “It’s okay, Azura, it’s okay. I believe you.” He muttered. She tried to look past him, but he stood in front of her, blocking her eyes from Roan.

“Not like this. Too dangerous.” He softened his grip on her muzzle as her breathing slowed, “Koja is okay. He’s okay Azura,” Dako promised.

He leaned back. The paws that held her shoulders tightened. What was going on? Xeyola covered her nose and muzzle with a wet cloth. It smelled funny...It ...it wasn’t water...Azura’s eyes rolled shut.

*~*~*

Awake.

Her body screamed in protest as she stumbled, slipping onto all four paws. Her head throbbed in sync with her heartbeat. Shoulders aching, her muzzle felt bruised as she burped up something that smelled like rotten food.

She tried to open her eyes, but the light stung. Squinting, Azura reached for the warm flask of water. It soothed a burn inside her throat, and after a few moments of drinking her eyes adjusted to the light.

The tent rippled in the wind, golden sunlight spiraled into the darkness. Auburn, brown, and gold twinge leaves were fluttering in a happy swirl and the scent outside was warm with fresh mashka. It must have been just a few hours after first sunset.

A voice whimpered somewhere on the other side of the tent wall,

“Can we get two loaves, mother, just for today?”

“PLLllleaaasseeeee?” Azura heard the other child ask.

"All right, all right.” Azura heard the mother say, “But promise me you’ll at least pretend to be hungry for evening meal.”

Azura watched their shadows as they trotted away, their tails high and dancing as they followed after their mother. They were talking about chasing the Xi bugs that morning on a run together, and asking their mother if they could practice their chorus howls that night alongside the adults.

“We’ll see.” Azura heard her say.

Azura’s ears flattened as their voices died away. The Saghki and the Heir of Darkness wanted to kill them. They wanted to take their happiness, and their world; the peace that everyone here was taking for granted. The peace that Azura had taken for granted.

She had to talk to the village. They deserved to know what was out there, waiting for them.

Azura unwrapped the cloth Xeyola had wrapped around her head, taking another swig of water before marching outside. Well, she admitted, she was stumbling more than actually marching.

“Azura!” Xeyola shouted after her.

No, Azura thought to herself. Even in her wounded state, Azura managed to evade Xeyola in the crowds. Being so small had its perks. She must have been a sight: bruised and swollen limbs, a fresh wound to her head, and limping like she was an old beaten hunter.

For a moment, she found herself lost in the soft roar of the busy villagers’ lives. It was the sound of a father teaching his child about basic Nikiran bartering. The sound of hunters congratulating each other on the morning’s hunt.

As Azura walked, she noticed a change in the soft roar. It had transformed into an ugly, discontented crowd. Tucking her tail to keep it from being stepped on, she slunk through the crowd.

She fought to slip between the adults— each bump made her want to cry out in pain. Azura lifted her head to see that Dondra was knifing a new notice onto the Trading Posts:

Bordacai migrating unusually early, herds scarce. Only elderly bordacai will be available— in lieu of young adults or their younglings.

This is to save the herd for a greater number next year.

Order by King Raemus.

It was all happening, Azura realized, everything Horo had talked about in the Ro’kah: The pok were behaving strangely, the bordacai were disappearing. Already a Lahkian had died.

Two, Azura corrected herself, thinking of Okaein.

Heart racing, she strode towards the Chair of Kalia. Cobwebs rippled around the chair itself. Sunlight touched the stones at the base of the unused stairs. She wasn’t sure if it had been used since Kalia’s time. She only knew her own mother had never needed to use it. Though her birthright, Azura felt as though she was about to touch something sacred.

Lahkia’s history. The history of her ancestors.

No one noticed as her paw touched the first step. It was cold to her paw pads, but she didn’t mind. The foundation seemed secure as she put her full weight on it. Azura ascended on all fours, her muzzle leading the way as she circled the spiral steps to the top.

She was now taller than her father Raemus, than the highest tip of a bordacai’s horn, and the wind flew past her fur. Sunlight shone in her eyes and forced her to squint. It was giving Azura a terrible headache. When she had reached the top and climbed onto the platform, she found that some of the villagers had stopped and were pointing towards her. They looked at each other, shook their heads and shrugged.

Azura wasn’t sure what to do, but she needed their attention. Clearing her throat, Azura stood up on her back legs. She gripped the railing in front of her and closed her eyes.

“Auoooooohhhhhh!”

Azura peeked at the crowd mid howl. Several Lahkians had turned and were pointing; some were laughing. Most of them seemed confused as to why a child was standing at the Chair of Kalia.

“Everyone!” Azura shouted, waving her arms until she felt she had the majority’s attention. Azura glanced at the seat of Kalia behind her. She thought about sitting in it, but it didn’t feel right.

Azura looked at the crowd again.

In the distance, she spotted Raemus. She didn’t need to see him up close to know his arms were crossed, his ears were pinned and his tail was stuck straight out.

“We are all in danger.”

“From Okaein’s murderer!” Someone shouted, “We know!”

“No!” Azura said, “I mean, yes! But, that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“From what then?!”

“From Saghki!” Azura shouted as her stomach shook. Her left ear swiveled backward as she saw her father marching towards her. Cupping their paws around their muzzle, someone yelled,

“What’s a Saghki?”

“It’s just a legend, child!” an elderly female scolded from several feet away,

“Well that legend is real!” Azura said, striking the guardrail with her paw.

“I’ve seen them! They did this to me!” She pointed to her shoulder wound.

“I heard you fell from a ravine!” a hunter called.

“Seen what?!” Several people growled over him.

“Is that right? A ravine? Must’ve hit her head.”

Azura ignored him.

“Something called a Saghki exists," She continued,"They were created by Zorgroth in the Wars of Beginning. Kalia locked them away, but now they’re back! Zorgroth had an heir! The Heir of Darkness has emerged and is leading the Saghki to take Lahkia! The enemy is among us; the Heir is here! You have to believe me; we’re in very real danger!”

Raemus was closing in on the platform. Azura tried to not look at him; his expression frightened her too much. Her voice tightened. Words spilled out of her muzzle.

“In Akinyik the pok behaved oddly.” She started, “They’ve done that here.”

“A-ZUR-A” Raemus drew her name out in a warning, his voice like thunder.

Then the bordacai disappeared.” Azura shouted, “Then Lahkians started disappearing. The same thing is happening here; I can tell you I’ve seen them!”

“Who is she to think that she can speak to adults?” someone growled.

“She’s gone nuts.” A female laughed, “What sort of heir of Lahkia is this?

Those in Raemus’s path parted so quickly they fell over themselves.

Someone on the other side of the crowd threw a spoiled mashka loaf at the platform.

“Look out, it’s a saykeyuh thing, whatever she called it.” They laughed.

“Let me through!” Raemus snarled.

A heavy hush stirred among the crowd. Several were still laughing, but suddenly they stopped. Tails tucked beneath them as a shadow towered over her.

Azura felt paws strike down over her shoulders; her body nearly stumbled under the weight. Eyes closed, Azura whispered,

“I'm not sorry for telling them the truth father,” She said, “But I am sorry I embarrassed you.”

She felt claws etch against her fur but didn’t bother looking. What would he say to them? Would he lecture her in front of everyone? Eyes downcast and tail sinking between her legs, Azura looked down at the crowd. Her eyes traced them and their shocked faces. Her ears flew upward and her eyes widened at a realization; Raemus was still standing at the base of the spiral stairs.

“ENNNOOOOOUUUUUUGGH!” a voice roared over her ears.

Azura’s head jolted upwards. Mother!

Above her, Zainah’s teeth were bared, her tongue flicked over her fangs. Pulling Azura aside, she stood in front of her and grasped the edges of the railing with both paws.

“How dare you—” Zainah’s jowls snapped.

“How dare you speak like that to your future queen! She is young, but was not Kalia? She is quick to speech, but doesn’t that speak of her wit? Remind yourself how your ancestors mocked queen Kalia for her youth, but she proved far braver than any warrior Lahkia bore. Then shame yourselves for your treatment of this child!”

Tails below them, the crowd fell to their knees, their ears flattened. Zainah’s hackles lowered as she pulled Azura to her side. Azura looked up at her, marveling at the power of her mother’s presence. Though her hackles had lowered and her tail lay at rest, Azura saw the veins in Zainah’s wrists throb as she gripped the railing. Zainah’s eyes piercing the crowd below.

“My daughter speaks the truth.” Zainah’s voice was matter of fact, “You are in danger, and it is because of Saghki.”

Whispers among the crowd became audible. Several villagers lifted their muzzles, their heads cocked in confusion.

“You still doubt?” Zainah snarled at them, “See for yourselves.”

Reaching into her travel bag, Zainah tossed a wrapped thing to the ground below. It scattered the surrounding dirt with a thud.

It was a pok. Or rather, the body of what had been a pok. Instead of beautiful silver scales, it was ashen and red. The eye sockets were crimson and golden. It had been sliced open, the entrails pulled halfway out.

“That!” Zainah roared, “Is what they do to their prey, and it is what they will do to you if you do not listen to me!” Zainah reached behind her, and then dropped an entire basket of Saghki-killed pok into the crowd. It splattered the pok onto the dry soil, splotching it with old blood.

“What do we do?” Someone wailed.

“Round up the hunters, round up the fishers, round up all the able-bodied,” Zainah ordered, “I will not rest until all of Lahkia is safe!”
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Azura watched Zainah give orders. Fishers would monitor the Ki River in pairs— hunters would spread over the Kiru Forest. Guards would be quadrupled at the gates, and everyone was to be inside the walls before the first sundown.

Children were never to be unaccompanied, and food would be rationed according to the availability of the bordacai. Child-studies would be continued, so long as they did not take place outside the village gates.

In Zainah’s presence, everyone except Raemus seemed to have forgotten about her existence. Azura wished he would forget; the amount of anger in his stare made her queasy. She turned her attention to Roan instead.

Hoards of hunters were following him to the South Gate. Head tilting, she thought about the previous night, of her encounter with the Heir of Darkness and his Saghki. Something didn’t make sense...

The Heir of Darkness seemed to have a stronger presence than Roan. Maybe he was only pretending to be stupid. Maybe that was part of his plan. She watched him with steady eyes as he led a chant:

“Under the blanket of the red moon we run

Listen, the howl, the rhythmic drum

Of heartbeats as one, of heartbeats of sons

Sons of Juji, rise and hunt!”

The crowd howled, running after him towards the South Gate where Roan and Raemus would provide details on Zainah’s security plans and duties. Azura watched Roan as he struggled to keep up the pace with the healthier hunters. She looked up, surprised to find that Zainah was watching Roan too.

Azura looked at Zainah’s travel bag.

A rolled up letter, the one Azura had sent to her mother from Borrok the messenger, poked out from the edges. She knew it was the one she had sent because of a paw pad stain Azura had left on the outer lip of the parchment.

Zainah caught her looking. Azura tried to read her expression, but all she found in her mother’s eyes was exhaustion.

“Do you think it’s Roan too, mother?” Azura asked.

Zainah seemed to consider her, but instead walked down the spiral steps without a word. Azura’s tail tucked for a moment before she followed after her.

“Mother?”

“You’ve caused a mess.” Zainah scolded as they descended.

“They had a right to know!”

“Chaos is our enemy’s friend.” Zainah retorted, “I was trying to prevent fear, Azura, I had a plan.”

They stepped into the crowd. Zainah was bombarded with questions from the leaders she had appointed among the hunters and fishers. She answered with conciseness and told them that she would instruct them in more detail at a later time, in a more private place. Specifically, before second sundown.

“But mother,” Azura said as they neared the healers’ tents, “You’ve put an order to it. Everyone knows about the Saghki now and we’re preparing. It’s better that they know, isn’t it?”

Zainah looked at the other adults gathering close to them. With a wave of her paw, she motioned them away for the sake of privacy.

“Yes, it is better.” Zainah turned towards her as the adults scattered. She kneeled in front of Azura, glancing at her rounded, child-like ears, “But Azura, what good does that knowledge bring without a direction?” Zainah asked, a hint of desperation in her voice.

“I’m sorry.” Azura murmured. She hadn’t thought of that.

Zainah placed a paw over Azura’s head, her eyes tracing the wound just below Azura’s right ear.

“Mother,” Azura began, looking up past the whites of her eyes, “Okaein is dead, and I think Roan killed him.”

“Okaein?” Zainah breathed.

“Yes, Koja’s father.”

“What happened?” Zainah said, “Tell me what you know.”

“Okaein was going to talk to father about Roan possibly being the Heir of Darkness,” Azura muttered, “And Roan killed him with a knife. It’s my fault Okaein is dead, mother.” Azura’s voice cracked. “It’s my fault Koja doesn’t have his father anymore, and now he feels so alone and it’s my fault.”

Zainah pulled her close, “You are not responsible for another’s actions.”

“I-it’s my f-fault, mother.” Azura stuttered, “It’s all my fault.”

“Shh...” Zainah soothed.

“I’m so sorry!” Azura whimpered, “I’m so, so sorry, mother.”

“My daughter,” Zainah embraced her, “You are not at fault. You did not hold the knife. It was not your heart that had chosen violence. It was not you, little one, it was not you.” She kissed Azura’s ears.

Azura leaned into her, feeling as small as a youngling again. She wanted to stay this way. She wanted to feel safe. But after facing the Saghki by herself and seeing the grief in Koja’s eyes, Azura couldn’t go back.

Zainah’s claws brushed over Azura’s shoulders and back. Azura hadn’t realized how upset she was until just now. She hadn’t realized how much she had been trying to hold inside, how brave she had tried to pretend to be.

“Okaein will not die in vain,” Zainah spoke after a while, “But I’m not going to have Roan captured right away,” Zainah began.

Azura nodded.

“I need him to lead me to his helpers,” Zainah explained, “The Heir of Darkness is waiting to see if we release children to him before the Festival of Juji. We have until then to figure out who he is, who may be helping him, and how to stop him.”

Azura pulled back to look at her, “You believe me?”

“Why would I not?”

“I thought,” Azura began, “That perhaps because I’m a child—”

“Azura,” Zainah’s voice was firm, “I will never ignore you because you are a child. Remember this,” Zainah lifted Azura’s muzzle to look her eye to eye.

“Our lineage was founded on a Lahkian who was young, but a warrior at heart," Zainah said, "It was documented that in private, Kalia wept heavily after the final battle. Warriors can be sad too, Azura, even warriors cry and feel fear.”

“Azura!” someone shouted

Flinching, Azura turned to the crowd and saw Xeyola barreling towards them. Azura’s ears lifted. For her age, Xeyola was running at an impressive speed, but she stopped as soon as she saw Zainah.

“O-oh, your majesty.” Xeyola wheezed, "I apologize for intruding!”

An amused smirk played at the edges of Zainah’s muzzle. Restraining herself, Azura realized, from looking like she was going to laugh at Xeyola’s panic. Reaching her paw out to touch Xeyola’s shoulder, Zainah said,

“You took care of my daughter’s injuries, yes?”

“Y-yes your majesty!” Xeyola’s eyes darted to Zainah’s paw on her shoulder. Her tail thrust itself between her ankles. Xeyola shifted the position of her hip bone and dropped to all fours. Lowering her gaze, she threw one paw between her own knees to steady herself; the other formed a fist and was drawn across her own heart.

“Rise, loyal Lahkian,” Zainah said, “And is it you, who is her secretive mentor as a healer?” Zainah hummed.

Xeyola froze.

Zainah laughed, “Is it you?”

How could she have possibly known that, Azura wondered.

“Y-your majesty,” Xeyola replied, “Please show mercy on Azura. It was my idea to train her as a healer under my care, not hers. Please do not punish her, I take responsibility.”

“Punish you?” Zainah said, “Why in Juji’s name would I punish you? While it is not exactly lawful, I confess, you have helped my Azura and I will reward you. Here, Xeyola.” Zainah reached into the bag she carried.

Azura bumped Zainah on the hip with her shoulder when she noticed Xeyola hadn’t budged. Zainah blinked at Azura, and then her eyes fell on Xeyola.

“Oh come now, haven’t I told you to rise? There’s no need for such formality.” Zainah lifted Xeyola to her paws.

Zainah unearthed a few crafty looking jars from the bottom of her travel bag. White and yellow labeled vials and jars clinked together between Zainah’s paw pads. An unfamiliar language was scrawled across each.

“These are herbs from the Aguitan lands.” Zainah said, “I trust, if anyone, you will put them to good use, yes?”

Xeyola looked up at Queen Zainah, marveling as she placed the items into her paws, “I do not deserve these!”

A frown touched Zainah’s face as if she was thinking about something else.

“None of us deserve much at all, I’m afraid. Will you accept my gift?”

Xeyola gaped at her.

“It’s settled then,” Zainah grinned. “Now, Azura. Stay here with Xeyola while I talk to the fishers and hunters. She will find where you are to stay tonight. Do this for me?” She asked.

Azura nodded.

“Good,” Zainah said, “Remember Azura, I am coming back to talk to you.”

“About what, mother?” Azura called.

“About your criminal attendance of the Ro’kah meeting, of course. Saghki or not, it must still be addressed.” Zainah turned away, the warmth fading from her face. She lifted her tail high and held her shoulders tight as she strolled back into the heart of the Nikiran village.

“She must be joking,”

Xeyola hadn’t heard her. She was busy opening each jar, inspecting the herbs, and muttering about their rarity and purposes.

“She absolutely must be joking.”
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“Come, Azura.”

“I thought you were joking.” Azura groaned as she got out of her bedding.

Her brothers were still asleep, save for Dako who blinked at her as she crawled over him. Dodging tails and legs, she took an extra-large leap as she hopped over her snoring father.

Yesterday, Queen Zainah ordered all families in the surrounding area to move within the gates for safety. Azura’s temporary home had become the Ro’kah tent which they shared with one smaller family.

To make it more like home, a quaint fire pit was dug just a ways away from the cracking stone steps. Xoran and Leui had been charged with gathering enough sticks to feed it. Dako cleaned the wall-pegs, usually reserved to hold torches, and fitted them so they would better hold hunting belts.

Following after Zainah, she paused to look up at the clouds. Behind them, the sun was peeking at her, its rays shining on the damp, dewy grass at her paws. Dawn had brought a sense of relief across the entire Nikiran village, Azura thought to herself. Even the birds were chirping.

In comparison, last night had seemed so haunting.

Whispers of Saghki floated through the air as families gathered around fires. Outside of the Ro’kah tent, Azura could hear adults telling happy stories to each other, stories of chorus howls, about catching xi bugs in the dusk of the first sun, and of the former Festivals of Juji. No matter how much they tried to hide it by telling stories, Azura could sense their fear. In fact, she swore she could smell it.

This morning, however, the air felt alive.

The first sun had risen over the far ridge of the forest, though evening creatures still lingered. Azura smiled and watched while Xi bugs danced across the fields. Somehow, in spite of knowing that the Saghki were nearby, Azura felt safe.

Zainah glanced back at her, “Come along Azura,” she urged.

Azura broke her eyes from the glowing Xi, “Yes mother.”

When they reached the North Gate, six bleary-eyed guards greeted them. Though they reflexively moved to bow, Zainah had said it wasn’t necessary. Instead, she told two of them to fetch six more guards to relieve them from their posts.

As they entered the Walking Trails, Azura tried to recall the last time she had taken a morning walk with her mother. The only memory she had, however, was from when she was just a youngling. She remembered the touch of Zainah’s muzzle against hers, of a mighty paw resting on Azura’s plump head. There had been sunlight bouncing off of Zainah’s white coat, a pleasant gleam in her eyes.

Now, things were different.

Now they walked together as child and adult, and instead of a gentle breeze grazing their backs, a storm was rolling in from the West. No longer was Azura bouncing after Zainah. Instead, they walked side by side.

Ahead of them, the pathway narrowed, and Azura fell in step behind Zainah.

After a long time of silence, Zainah mused about the morning mist, about the way the Juji moon still lingered in the skies. She talked about the beauty of life, but Zainah wasn’t quite telling her everything. Azura wasn’t sure what to say to any of that.

Instead, Azura reached into her bordacai skinned belt pocket and examined a piece of parchment as she walked. Its center was soft from where it had been folded and unfolded over and over again. Her paw pads smoothed over the creases.

“Azura, are you listening?” Her mother stopped moving and Azura bounced into her tail. Stuffing the paper back into her belt pocket, Azura looked around.

“Sorry,” she said.

Zainah raised an eyebrow instead of repeating herself.

They entered an unfamiliar part of the Kiru forest; the North Eastern lands which were hardly hunted. They stayed close to the forests’ edge, and Azura wasn’t sure if this was because Zainah was concerned about Saghki or if she just liked this pathway. Azura scented the air to see if she smelled them.

Soil, grains, the scent of bordacai nearby filled her nose. Flowers were nearby too, but she chose to not focus on those smells too much. Too much flower-scent made Azura sneeze.

The trees around them were perhaps sixty times her mother’s two-legged height and about four times as thick as her father’s shoulder span. Each tree had crimson leaves that dangled like fuzzy strings and bore a fruit called ‘ollop.’

Azura tried to eat one once, but it was so bitter she spat it out. Thick shrubbery on either side of the beaten path was lined with orange vaski berries. Azura sniffed and scraped at a berry with her claw-tips. Were they edible? Azura had never tried them.

Zainah sat beside her, watching with mild interest.

“Please, explain your attendance of the Ro’kah meeting” Zainah breathed, “I wish to understand it.”

Azura moved her eyes aside, avoiding the disappointment in Zainah’s eyes. The coolness of the day, the bright sun, and the breeze had made her forget why they walked here.

“I wanted to know what was going on,” Azura replied. “No one tells me anything.”

“I know why now,” She faced her, “but it doesn’t change that I wanted to know.”

“What do you mean you ‘know why now’?” Zainah questioned.

Reaching into her belt pocket, she unfolded the Heir of Darkness prophecy from the Legend of Jurai and held it for her to see.

“I know about this,” Azura said, “I know you and father knew about it too. You kept me in the dark because you thought that I couldn’t handle it.”

Zainah didn’t take the letter; she didn’t seem to need to look at it to understand what it was.

“While I do not know how you came across that parchment, and I am not sure I want to know how,” Her voice drifted, “We kept it from you, yes.”

“Why?” Azura demanded.

“Jax sent me a copy of the prophecy shortly after your birth. Your father and I decided it would be best to talk to you about it after your coming-of-age ceremony.” She reached for Azura’s ears.

Azura pulled away.

“It was never an attempt to lie to you.”

“But you did,” Azura growled, “Why not at least try to tell me?”

“I am sorry, little one,” she folded her ears, “We did what we thought was best.”

“Does anyone in this stupid village believe in me?” Azura glowered. Shoulders hunched and ears low, she looked focused on a bug crawling through the dirt pathway.

Sturdy arms drew her close as Zainah lowered her muzzle over Azura’s head, “Of course we believe in you,” She promised, “Your father and I wanted you to have a happy childhood. Should anyone else know of the prophecy, you might have been threatened.” She stroked Azura’s ears, “Even killed. We could not let that happen.”

Sighing, Azura allowed herself to lean into her mother’s grasp.

“Fear makes Lahkians do strange, unpredictable things.” She said, “It has never been about not believing in you.”

“Why tell the Head-Hunters?” Azura questioned, “Why tell my brothers?”

Zainah turned her around and looked her in the eyes.

"We wanted the strongest Lahkians to protect you if the Heir of Darkness surfaced," Her mother explained, "All that keeps him at bay is Kalia’s bloodline, and I am certain he knows that. It is why your brothers are all so insistent on protecting you—”

“I just have so many questions.” Azura interrupted, “The prophecy says innocent Lahkians will die when I come of age. How are we supposed to protect everyone in all of Lahkia?”

“The answer to that, my Azura, is both simple and complex.”

Azura leapt back as blue flame engulfed Zainah’s left paw.

That’s Kalia’s Fire! Azura realized. That’s what mother and Nisha were talking about at the Ro’kah! To her amazement, the fire swallowed her mother’s arm, her neck, her torso— and yet it didn’t even burn her.

Fire surrounding her, Zainah gave Azura a knowing smile. Turning her wrists upward, the fire formed a wall. Azura stared through the blue haze to the forest on the other side.

“On the battlefield,” Zainah’s eyes focused ahead, “Juji said to Kalia, ‘This you must learn to do to shield them.’” The wall of fire became rigid, as if it was a solid mass. It was moving away, quickly gaining speed.

The wall of fire halted as Zainah lowered her wrists.

Standing on two legs, she unsheathed the legendary blade of Kalia. Ancient engravings on the blood groove were, to Azura’s astonishment, glowing!

“It was said, ‘This you must wield to protect Lahkia.’”

Zainah inverted the blade until the tip pointed behind her. The great wall of fire rose higher and came closer, and closer, gaining speed as it neared.

Azura was sure it was going to strike them, but it turned pale and passed on either side of them. She turned around in time to see the fire turn back into a brilliant blue as it smashed into a boulder. Rock bits spewed everywhere as the fire forced its way through. Wings of a nork sizzled as it tried, in vain, to fly out of the way in time.

Azura threw her arm up to shield her face.

“But first,” Zainah began. Sheathing the sword, she dropped to her right knee and grasped Azura’s shoulders, “This you must guard.” She placed her paw over her heart.

Azura wasn’t sure what it meant to guard her own heart, but she averted her eyes to the singed nork. Squawking, it bobbed along the forest floor, trying to escape the crazy Lahkians. Would her mother tell her that kindness was killing it because it was struggling? That’s what a hunter would have told her, Azura thought.

Zainah followed her eyes and remnants of fire collapsed on the nork like water. In a blink, it was swallowed from beak to tail feather. She lunged forward, but Zainah held her.

“Many tell you kindness is weakness,” Zainah whispered, “But watch, my daughter.”

Eyes widening, Azura stared at the nork in awe. Instead of burning, he was fluttering to life! Stretching his golden wings, he beat them against the ground. Once, twice—he soared back into the air. Tail rising, Azura watched it fly away.

Zainah released her hold on her, “Compassion is powerful.”

“But how did you do that?” she marveled

“You will it and it will obey your intentions,” Zainah explained, “But it will only work when your soul is strong enough to bear it and when the times are evil.”

Azura’s ears laid back in concern.

“The times are dark, Azura, make no mistake,” Zainah looked away, “Kalia’s fire hasn’t been witnessed since the Wars of Beginning, but I expect you will need to use this gift. It is the only known bane to the Saghki. It cannot kill them, but it does seem to keep them at bay for a short while. The only way to stop them is to stop the Heir of Darkness.”

A new thought crossed her mind; she cocked her head.

“Does something trouble you?” Zainah inquired.

“Well,” Azura said, “If an heir to Zorgroth has been alive all this time, why did it take this long for the Saghki to escape the imprisonment of Kalia’s Fire? Why hasn’t this happened before now?”

Zainah smiled at her question, “First, the Heir of Darkness had to know where they were at to free them. And you see, Kalia hid the Saghki army deep in the caves of the Akinyik Mountains. How the Heir of Darkness managed to find it is still a carnik in my paw.”

“Oh.”

Zainah watched Azura’s wandering eyes, “We are not tied to fates, Azura. The Heir of Darkness made a choice to follow the darkness in his heart. He was pulled by the darkness, but not forced to serve it.” Zainah said, “Just as you and I must choose to be brave, he chooses his darkness.”

Azura nodded, trying to absorb everything Zainah had just told her. Azura followed Zainah to a clearing in the forest, where the Nikiran village was visible. She watched as the village stirred, searching for a sense of normalcy. The pok and evvok fishers had started towards the Ki River.

Hunters were rallying around the gates, all of them except Koja. Azura thought of Okaein’s death again, of the Saghki that had chased her. She thought about so many things at once that it felt like someone had tied rocks to her head.

Azura wasn’t sure what was crazier— ancient evil creatures that wanted to eat children, or that her mother just told her she would be expected to stop them with magical fire.
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Ashes and soot splattered from the fire pit as Dako rolled another log on. Embers ignited the dry leaves before he could sit back down beside Azura. She watched the flame flicker, wondering when it would rise up and consume the log. She noticed the wood wasn’t burning right. Azura peered closer at the stack of wood Calzor had gathered and saw that it was still green.

The day had seemed like such a haze to her. Her mother had spent the entire morning and afternoon trying to explain Kalia’s Fire, but most of it overwhelmed her. Neither of them knew if Azura was supposed to be able to produce Kalia’s Fire or not, so she had tried and tried without luck. After several hours, Zainah had given up and decided they would try again when Azura passed her coming of age ceremony.

Azura’s muzzle scrunched. If she passed her coming of age ceremony, that is. If the Heir of Darkness didn’t attack the day of the festival.

Jahka passed her a portion of bordacai.

“You’re quiet tonight.” He said to Azura, “No stories to tell? He glanced towards the gates, where the Nikiran hunters stood watch for Saghki.

Azura glanced away from the fire, towards the dark forest. She couldn’t eat. Her mother was busy patrolling the village to reassure everyone, and her father was trying to bring order to the chaos.

The worst part of it, Azura thought, was that most of the villagers had no idea how they could die. She grabbed her own stomach and stared at the fleshy dinner in front of her. Maybe, Azura thought, it was better that they didn’t know how the Saghki killed.

“No,” She answered Jahka, “I don’t feel like it.”

Leui patted her shoulder. They ate in silence for a while before Jehri and Dako carried bordacai shares to the other family that was staying in the Ro’kah tent.

They were a new family, Azura had learned. Two young adults who had just obtained their adult bodies the previous year, and their youngling—Saka.

Saka was gray and white-bellied; his eyes had yet to be opened. He still squeaked as his mother tried to feed him, and his favorite activity was rolling around on his belly, yipping happily when his parents approached.

An image of a Saghki tearing Saka in half pierced into Azura’s mind. It was followed by images of her being torn to shreds as the Saghki infiltrated the village. They would probably be ripped apart into small, bordacai-sized pieces and be eaten. Blood drained from her face and ears.

“Are you okay, Azura?” Xoran asked. His nasal voice usually bothered her, but it was softened with concern. He seemed to be the only one who noticed that she had nearly become sick. Glancing at Dako, she saw that he had finished his piece and was scraping at the bone.

Dako noticed her glance, “Not hungry?”

Azura said nothing.

Without warning, a horrible sound sent each of them to their knees, their tails stuck in between them. At each of the four gates, hunters were howling in unison.

But it was unlike the champion-esque cry of a successful hunt. It was nothing like the celebration of a youngling’s first howl. It was raspy and ugly; it sounded more like snarling.

Azura’s muzzle rippled, but she stood in spite of the sound.

“Sacred Juji,” Jehri swore, “What is that?”

“A warrior’s cry,” said a silhouette behind them, “My father told me about it once.” The howls ceased and Azura’s brothers stumbled to their paws.

Azura turned as he walked closer, Koja, his golden eyes illuminating the night around him.

“What is it?” She asked.

He stepped closer to the fire, his nose wrinkled at the smoke from the green wood.

“Chorus howls bring us together for celebration," Koja said, "They signal the start and finish of a hunt, and we sometimes use them to find each other, but they are also used as a warning.”

He sat beside Azura.

Azura felt herself relax as she breathed his scent. It was rich from the soil and clean from the Ki River. There was a hint of something else, but she couldn’t place what it was. Or maybe, she considered, it was the relief at seeing him.

It had been days since they buried his father. Looking past his muzzle, she glanced into his eyes. They were deep and worn, she realized, haunted. She tried to not look shocked as she watched him take a breath. His abdomen revealed his ribs each exhale.

Hadn’t he been eating at all?

Lifting her bordacai portion from her lap, she held it out for him. He glanced at her once, and then at the food. She knew Koja hated to take things he didn’t feel he had earned. Hunger overcame him, though, and he wrapped his paws around the bordacai.

“Thank you,” He murmured.

She but noticed that he was looking around to make sure her brothers had finished eating. She was thankful they weren’t making direct eye contact, a gentle way of telling Koja it was okay for him to eat. In fact, no one was pressing him for more information or watched when he had decided to accept the bordacai from Azura. Except Calzor, but Calzor was often rude and she had explained that to Koja a while ago.

Finally, he touched the lukewarm meat to his teeth. She could hear how hungry he was, how he was choked in a battle between inhaling food and inhaling air. Between glances at Azura’s brothers, Koja took greedy bites of his share of bordacai.

“I heard Dondra talking to King Raemus about using a Warrior’s cry.” Koja explained after a few moments, “My father once said that long ago, the warriors of Kalia’s time used to use a chorus howl to boast of their numbers. It sounded like a whole army, didn’t it?”

They nodded.

“Dominance games?” Leui questioned.

Koja nodded, “Sort of.”

He scraped the side of the bone with his fangs, “It’s just like how sometimes our hunters size each other up to see what rank they’ll take during the hunt.” he said.

“I thought we were past dominance games,” Calzor said to no one.

Azura’s tilted her head at him, “Don’t you submit to father?”

“That’s different.” He scowled.

“How?” Koja pressed. “Just because Raemus doesn’t bare his teeth to your throat doesn’t mean you’re not submitting to him. Raemus is as dominant as they come.”

Azura glanced up. Across from her, her brothers’ ears had flattened, but before she could ask what was wrong, a shadow was towering over her and Koja. They froze, their eyes slowly rising to meet Raemus’s emerald eyes.

“You are eating my food,” Raemus whispered.

Koja dropped the bone. Azura’s stomach turned cold.

Come with me, harlot’s heir.” He turned and walked into the darkness.

Koja scrambled to his paws, his tail tucking as he hurried to catch up.

Azura had wanted to say something; to tell her father that she had given Koja the food and that even Calzor did not object. In fact, she had given Koja her own portion. Father was not missing any of his meat at all, Azura frowned.

Azura and her brothers sat around the fire in silence, the occasional warrior’s cry jolting their ears upright. One by one, they went to bed. Azura, not to be the last, went into the tent shortly before Calzor did.

But Azura couldn’t sleep, she kept wondering what had happened to Koja. Hadn’t Koja been through enough recently? Calzor stayed up a while, but when Raemus returned, he didn’t say much. He asked Calzor what the conversation had been about before he arrived. There wasn’t much to discuss, so Azura shut her eyes as Calzor entered and she pretended to be asleep for a while.

Just as she was about to drift, she heard approaching paw steps. A pair of guards were returning to Raemus with reports: They had seen the crimson and yellow-eyed creatures.

Her ears struggled to hear over Jahka’s snoring, but she watched the silhouettes of her father and two other Nikiran standing next to the dying fire.

The Saghki were gnashing their teeth now, one of them said. They were screeching at them and talking in a language no one recognized.

“They act...”

“Go on,” Raemus said, “Act what?”

“Hungry, sir. They seem to watch us like we watch a bordacai before striking.”

Her father said nothing. Azura felt like she was going to be sick again. Of course they were hungry, Azura thought. They were a mere two days away from receiving a ‘meal’ of children. She hoped that Saka’s parents weren’t awake to hear this. They didn’t snore, so she couldn’t be sure without sitting up and looking.

“They’re coming closer, sir, like they’re taunting us.”

“They’re checking for the weakest entrance,” Raemus growled, “They’re testing each gate to see which guards are easily scared.”

Azura hadn’t heard the earlier group, but it might have been before Raemus had arrived at the Ro’kah tent.

“Orders, sir?”

“Same as before: Stand at the ready, report if the Saghki behavior changes,” Raemus replied.

Azura rolled onto her back and looked up at the tent fabric. She suddenly found herself wishing that she was at home, watching the stars and the Juji moon out of her window. There would have been purple Xi bugs fluttering through the fields, and as scared as she was: there would have been some peace.

Being holed up in an open tent with her brothers and strangers should have made her feel safer. It did the opposite. It reminded her of how real and near the danger was.

“Oh,” a familiar voice said, “I’m glad to find you awake,” Zainah said.

Azura rolled to her side again to watch the shadows.

“Who can sleep?” her father groaned.

Zainah agreed. Azura watched as she lifted a jar of what Azura assumed to be water. They were quiet for a while as Zainah’s shadow leaned into Raemus. Azura was drifting to sleep when she heard her father say,

“This should have been our life.”

“Whatever are you talking about?”

“This,” Raemus began. Azura saw the shadow of his paw stretch to the sky. “You and I, the moonlight of Juji, a fire and our sleeping children.”

“I don’t understand,” Zainah began, “Aren’t those the stars above us and isn’t that the moonlight? Am I not here in your arms and are our children not sleeping behind us?”

“It is what is in front of us and between us, mate.”

Azura saw Zainah’s shadow separate from Raemus, “What is between us?”

Raemus was silent, but Zainah pressed him.

“Your duty to Lahkia,” Raemus began, “You have chosen it over your duty to your mate and family.”

Azura couldn’t see her parents’ expressions, but Zainah’s shadow seemed particularly rigid.

“This again?” Zainah sighed, “Do you not understand that by fulfilling my duty as Queen of Lahkia I am also fulfilling my duty to protect our family?”

“And does it fill your duty to your mate?” A growl rumbled in his throat.

Zainah stood, her muzzle tilting towards the stars, “I’m sorry, Raemus,” Her voice drifted, “You must know that I love you, but I can’t—”

Raemus turned his muzzle away, “Abandon Lahkia.” Raemus finished. “It isn’t impossible to balance both duty to mate and Lahkia” He retorted. “I asked you a moon ago if you would give me the King-ship because I wanted to prove to you that it is is possible.”

“Raemus,” Zainah’s voice was wounded, “Have I been gone so long that your love for me has vanished?”

Raemus stood. Azura watched as his tail rose, “Everything I do. Everything I have done is because I love you, Zainah. And you will never understand the extent of my efforts.”

Zainah reached for him, “Raemus,” She whispered, “As soon as Azura comes of age...”

“She won’t.” Raemus snapped, “And you lie— you will raise Azura until you are dead.”

“Your distrust in me and our daughter is repulsive,” Zainah said. There was a hint of a snarl, “I’m going to patrol the area.”

“Surprising,” Raemus sneered.

Zainah growled and stormed off.

Azura wanted to go outside and run after her mother, but she realized that Zainah would know she had been eavesdropping if she had.

Instead, Azura listened to the crackle of the fire, glancing as it popped. She closed her eyes as Zainah’s voice joined a chorus howl with a raw, powerful edge.
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At the first sunrise, Azura hurried down the village pathways, rising up to two legs so she could search the crowd for Koja. Not many Lahkians were up this early, but with the village overstuffed with Lahkians— it was still busy.

She was still wobbly when she walked like this, but recently she had been walking more and more on her back legs. The physical rotation of the hip and shoulder bones was still uncomfortable, but she was finding that being taller had its advantages.

Primarily, being able to see past everyone’s tail— There!

Koja wasn’t hard to spot in a group of Lahkians— his auburn tinted fur clashed with the sea of grays, blacks, whites, and browns. She found him bartering what he could for half a mashka loaf and three day old pok. No one wanted the pok— not even when their eyes were cloudy and not blood red.

A smile pulled at the edges of her muzzle. She woofed behind him.

“Raemus said I had to stay away from you,” Koja said without turning around.

“Three bundles of carnik for this?” He asked the vendor.

“For you, harlot’s heir, ten.”

Azura growled at the male, who seemed to have a moment where he recognized who she was. But he was flooded with buyers and Koja and Azura were shut out among the others. They were almost screaming and demanding.

Young adults with offspring were offered discounted prices, healthy hunters were charged obscenely, but ten bundles of carnik? Who would possibly wander that deep into the Kiru forest right now?

“I don’t care what my father says Koja,” Azura protested, “You’re my friend. You’ll always be my friend.”

He shrugged and walked away.

She followed after him towards the South Gate of the village. Raemus had had hunters build mock shelters for Nikiran who normally lived outside the village. The stink of bodies became thicker as they walked.

“Koja?” She hurried after him.

He said nothing.

“What did my father say?”

Koja turned his muzzle to her, “Nothing.”

He rounded a corner and Azura found herself face to face with a low hanging bordacai-hide door. Rotting pieces of wood served as the top of the frame, and layers of stone, wood, and mud lined the sides. Greenery and bush remnants, soaked in mud, lay at the foot of the entrance. Azura sniffed once before lifting the flap of the doorway and walking inside.

She was about to call his bluff, but she couldn’t help but stare at his living area.

Koja set his bag on the floor in the right corner, his shoulders and head hunched to avoid hitting the leaky ceiling. A ratty bed of grains lay in a heap on the far left, and Koja’s hunting gear had been thrown into a pile. There was a single cracked clay pot with old water, leaves, and dust inside the small crevice. The air smelled heavy. Frankly, Azura thought as she tried to not ripple her nose, it stank.

“What is this?” She asked.

“This is home now,” Koja said quietly.

He reached behind her and pulled the edges of the door shut.

“What happened to your home?” Azura asked, “The one your father built.”

He met her sapphire eyes.

“They burned it,” He clamped his jaws shut and faced her, “This is my home now until I can find a better one.”

“Someone burned it?” Azura breathed, "Koja, why didn’t you tell me? I can have moth—”

“Would you quit hiding behind her?” Koja snapped. “No one is going to do anything for me. I’m going to make my own way for once instead of relying on others.”

“I’m not hiding behind her!” Azura said, “She’s the only one Lahkians will listen to no matter what. If you don’t want her help—”

“I don’t,” Koja said flatly, “I don’t want her help. I don’t want your help either. Please leave, Azura.” He unwrapped his bag and started peeling away the spoiled parts of an old mashka loaf.

Azura stood there for a moment.

Koja stared at the spoiled loaf, tossing the rotten pieces to the side.

Azura drew a breath, “Please don’t push me away Koja. You’re...” She began. She was going to say that he was the only friend she had.

“What did my father say to you?” She asked instead.

Koja’s neck and shoulders locked into place, he turned his muzzle away. The tendons in his paws flexed. “Please.” He muttered, “Leave.”

“Koja,” Her voice turned soft, “You’re the only one who has ever really believed me, and in me. I want to help you.”

“Go!” He snarled and snapped at her, his eyes brimming with water. “Please leave me alone Azura! Just leave me alone!” He strode to the bordacai-skinned door and held it open.

“Fine!” Azura cried, “If you want to be a lonely adult that’s just fine!” She stood nose to nose with him and snarled, “But sometimes relying on your friends doesn’t make you weak and it doesn’t make you a child! At least I know that you won’t be physically torn to shreds by Saghki and eaten!”

She ran before he could reply.
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Azura growled as she ran through the makeshift shelters. Mud sprayed behind as she kicked back the soil. Her breathing was quick and shallow as she raced to nowhere in particular. Azura didn’t want to think; she just wanted to run and forget everything that was happening.

Eventually, however, she did run out of breath. Panting, she licked the sides of her muzzle and searched for something, anything to throw or kick. Azura kicked at a stone. It didn’t move. She kicked it again and again, until she found herself trying to pull the stupid thing from the ground with both of her front paws. It was senseless, but so was everything else in her life right now.

“By Juji, whatever are you doing dear?”

Xeyola stood up from a bushel of Juinx barbs and placed a few specimens into a vial. Azura would have otherwise been surprised to see her, but it so happened that this was the only bushel of Juinx barbs close to the village.

“Koja is mad at me and won’t say why,” Azura growled.

“Evil creatures are out to kill everyone, and on top of it all, I’m supposed to transform into an adult in a day or two, but all I can think about is that if I do— supposedly a lot of Lahkians might die. Why couldn’t I have been born as a healer!? I’m not suited for this! Look at me!”

Azura kicked the stubborn stone, cursing words her mother would have been ashamed to hear. She picked up a dead branch and hurled it as far as she could. It snagged against a bush in front of her. Azura marched towards it to give it a better throw.

“Azura,” Xeyola said, “Stop.” She growled, “This isn’t like you.”

The shock of Xeyola growling at her gave her pause, “How? How can I stop?”

Azura faced her, “Everything is out of control and I can’t do anything to fix anything!”

Xeyola wiped her paws on a rag. “Azura,” She said, her voice stern, “Listen to me closely. You must let go of anger over things you cannot control.” She pointed at her, “You must act on what you can control.”

“I can’t control anything about this,” She half growled.

“Then you absolutely, cannot, let it consume you.” Xeyola said matter of factly, “If you dwell on things you cannot change, it will only bring you harm. Focus your energy to find something you can do.”

Sweat rolled from the bottom corners of Azura’s ears and down her neckline. She sat and huffed, “I don’t know what that is...” She whispered.

“I’m sorry, Xeyola.” She added.

“The only one you are hurting is yourself my dear, our actions always rebound to us,” Xeyola frowned. “I do not say that to be cruel, I—”

Azura’s eyes widened, “Wait, say that again!”

Xeyola blinked, “The only one you are hurting is yourself?” She offered.

Azura stood, “Xeyola!” She shouted, “Why didn’t I think of this? It was so obvious!”

“I..., what?” Xeyola blinked again. “Azura?” She called. “Wherever are you going now!”

Azura turned around, shifting onto two legs and walking backward for a few paces, “He hurt himself, Xeyola! Roan did it to himself!”

Azura took off running back into the heart of the village. First, she had to talk to Leui. Leui, the smartest Lahkian she knew, would know about the materials used in knife-making. He could tell her if Roan had replaced the blade he used to kill Okaein. All they had to do was find the weapon.
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“I’m not so sure about this,” Leui muttered.

Azura sniffed at the fringes of Roan’s tent. It stank, much like he did, but there were other Lahkians who were living here too. Their scents were less offensive, but it smelled like two males she didn’t recognize, and Dondra. She had to reassure herself that their scents weren’t strong enough to suggest they were actually inside.

“I am,” Azura said, “It’s our only chance of stopping him.”

“Will we have enough time?”

Azura hoped so. Her mother was making an announcement of some sort in the middle of the village. No one was required to listen but, because it was Zainah, everyone felt naturally drawn to listen anyway.

Azura’s ears listened for the distant hum of a gathered crowd. It had been muffled as Zainah shouted. Azura couldn’t tell what she was saying, but it seemed to encourage everyone because occasionally Lahkians were cheering.

“They’ll have a lot of questions,” Azura said.

“What if someone finds out we were here?” He whined.

“So?” Azura said, her tail disappeared from his sight as she entered the tent.

“What will he do if he does realize we were here? Kill us?”

Leui seemed to consider it for a moment.

Ignoring him, she rummaged through a corner of belongings. There were flasks of hoxxia, a mostly unused brick of soap made from carnik berries, and sharpened knife-stones. A half-eaten loaf of mashka rested on top of a piece of recently sun-treated bordacai hide, and there were a few scrawled scrolls which lay open on his bedding.

Leui walked around Azura and inspected a few of the water pots, sticking his nose into a few of them.

“What is needed to make a new knife?” Azura asked.

“It’s up to the maker,” Leui said, wrinkling his nose. “Each blade is unique to the hunting party’s leader, so the materials will be different.”

Azura picked up one of the sharpened knife-stones, “Leui, what kind of stones are used to sharpen and make blades?”

“Normally, a drakan. They’re found—”

“What kind of stone is this?”

Leui sniffed, turned it over in his left paw, and scratched the top of the stone with his claws. “Avar. They’re used to cut bordacai fur.”

Azura growled and sat. She poked at the cloth that rested between the dirt and the bedding. Now what? If she couldn’t prove that Roan made a new blade to replace the one he used on Okaein, she’d have to find the old one. With ears folded, she explained this to Leui.

“I bet he threw it into a fire.” Azura murmured. “Or tossed it into the Ki River.”

“Fire cannot destroy blades,” Leui piped up.

She looked at him. She knew that, she reminded him, but it was the hilt of the blade that would burn. It was the hilt of the blade, she reminded him, which would identify the owner. Leui conceded and then added,

“Azura, you’re forgetting that a hunter’s blade is next to his honor.” Leui said, “He wouldn’t have destroyed it. He’d store it. Somewhere he can easily access. Replacing something so personal would take time.”

“But Nikiran’s gates are closed.” Azura sighed, “There aren’t many places he could hi—” Azura growled, “Leui.” She stood.

“What?”

“It’s right beneath our noses!”

“What?”

Azura turned over the bedding, sending straw everywhere and knocking over a vial of hoxxia.

“Azura!” Leui hissed, “What are you doing?!” He glanced behind him.

Throwing the dirt between her legs, she scraped at the soft soil. Leui, for his own good, dodged out of the way, but the river of dust sprayed over his fur. He coughed and sputtered.

“Azura!” He growled, “Would you exp—” Cough. “—lain—” Cough.

She didn’t hear him; her butt and tail were high in the air, her muzzle, nose, and ears plunged into the dirt. Roan had done exactly what Azura had done with Jurai’s scroll. He’d done what every child does when they want to hide something from family: They bury it underneath their bed.

Still, Azura almost couldn't believe it when her paw struck cloth.

“Oh Juji,” Leui whispered.

Azura pulled out a blood-stained, tattered cloth. Leui peered over her shoulder as her claws drew back the folds. Inside was Roan’s hunting blade, marked with an R on the hilt. There was still blood in the groove; a piece of auburn fur sticking to the tip.

Azura refolded the blade and snatched Leui’s bag from his shoulder.

“What are you—”

“We have to show mother,” Azura said, turning on her paws, “Come on, we have to hu—”

“Hurry?” Dondra finished. He stood in the doorway, upper lip curled.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

The tent drape shut behind him. Shoulders back, hackles risen, he strode forward and knocked Leui to the ground. Azura snapped her jaws as he reached for her.

He snatched her by the scruff, “Give. Me. That.” He lunged for the knife.

Azura twisted away from his reach and flinched as a flash of gray and white zipped past her.

“Leave her alone!” Leui growled.

Dondra roared, ripping Leui from his back. They snapped and snarled. Leui yelped as Dondra’s teeth found his arm. Dondra leapt away, landing on four paws before turning and lunging at Azura.

She ducked, but he caught her tail. She growled and swept her claws across his face. His muzzle snapped towards hers, spit flying as he snarled. Azura pressed both paws against his shoulders as he shoved her to the ground. She sank her teeth into his arm and yanked her muzzle to the left. A metallic taste flooded her tongue. Dondra reached his paw back, closed it in a fist and knocked Azura in the muzzle.

Dondra reached to deliver another blow. He yelped in surprise as Leui put him in a feeble chokehold.

“RUN.” He shouted at her, “GET HELP!”

Azura snatched the wrapped knife and ran, Dondra howling after her.

“Help!” She called out. “Someone help!”

But there was no one nearby; everyone was at the meeting! She could hear the clapping, whooping, howling, and hum of the crowd. She was sure her howls had been lost in the river of noise.

Rounding the corner, she tore between the tented areas. Her heart was pounding, her lungsr—aching, as she scrambled down the hillside. Azura turned another corner and found herself in the abandoned bartering paths.

She slowed to a quick trot. Azura turned her head to check behind her for any sign of Dondra giving chase. She took a full breath to howl.

Someone barreled into her, throwing her to the ground. Lifting her right paw, she touched her neck and pulled it back to look. Blood stained her paw pads, leaking into the small tufts of fur between her digits.

“You went to my home.” Roan glowered, his nostrils flaring above her. “I knew ya’d gone when I didn’t see ya at th’ meetin’...”

He carried her inside a tent and dropped her back onto the soil. Azura snarled and rolled to her side. She coughed and pulled herself away from him.

“I’ll take that,” Roan said, picking up the wrapped knife.

“No,” Azura said, she rounded her shoulders and pushed herself upright.

“Stay down, you brat.” He growled and kicked her aside.

Azura snapped his direction, barely missing his ankle.

She stood again, her blood filling her gum line, “You won’t win,” She glowered, “You killed Koja’s father.” she said.

She had to keep him talking. It was the only chance she had. Azura had to hope that Roan was one of those Lahkians who liked to hear his own voice. Maybe someone would walk by if she could keep him talking long enough.

“Aye, I did it.” He said, “Maybe yer to blame. If you’d left things be...”

Azura eyed the ground for something she could use— anything could work.

She spotted a rock.

“Now now,” Roan smirked, unsheathing a sharp tool from his belt. “Don’t be—”

Roan’s nose twitched as the wind kicked up. He tore his gaze away from Azura and saw Koja, who stood behind him in full snarl. His hackles raised, his teeth bared, and his jowls slackened with a predator’s smile.

“Hasty.” The words slithered from Koja’s tongue. His eyes didn’t budge as Azura stood on two legs, drawing her arm upward. Koja’s voice steadied her as she rose,

“Hasty would be ripping you limb, from limb—”

Azura glanced at Koja, her shadow creeping just below Roan’s shoulder blades.

“Is tha’ right? Harlot’s heir” Roan blathered, “They’ll know ya did it...”

Azura leapt and swung hard, smashing Roan’s skull with the rock and sending him crashing to the ground. He collapsed with a sickening thud in a sweaty heap. Koja dropped to all fours and stood over him.

“I should kill you for what you did to my father.” He whispered, his ears pinned to his skull, “But you’re not worth it.”

Azura stared at him, at the reddish rock in her own paw. She dropped it as if it had caught fire and stepped back into the darkness. Had she really just knocked out the Heir of Darkness with a rock?! She checked for the rise and fall of his back.

Azura glanced at Koja.

He hadn’t even touched Roan, but his muzzle was bleeding and his ear was torn. Before she could even ask, Leui came wheezing down the pathway tugging Dondra, who had been bound by his wrists and muzzled by rope. Dondra’s eyes flared at Koja and Azura as he saw his father on the ground.

Koja glanced at her, and then the bloody rock beside her.

“You...” he began.

“Used a rock on the Heir of Darkness?” Azura was breathless, “Yes, I think so,”

“Are you okay?” He asked. He gently turned her muzzle to get a better look at the bleeding bump on her head. With a swift motion, he ripped a piece of the tent flap and bundled it against her skull.

She nodded, “Are you?”

“My ear hurts a lot,” Koja admitted, “And I can’t smell much except blood, but taking out Dondra was worth it.”

Leui struggled with Dondra for a moment, oblivious to their conversation.

They paused for a moment, neither of them sure if they should be laughing. Koja checked for a pulse from Roan’s neck. He checked the wound on his head to make sure Azura hadn’t hit him too hard.

“How did you find us?” She asked Koja.

Koja stood from Roan’s unconscious body. Without turning his muzzle away from the sight, “I didn’t go to the meeting. I was wandering around when I saw you and Leui shoving past the crowds to get to this part of the village.” He said.

“Knowing you,” He said, “You still hadn’t given up on proving Roan was the Heir.”

Azura smiled sheepishly.

“I had a personal investment to stay nearby in case you found something.” He added, with what looked like an urge to kick Roan’s body.

“He was amazing,” Leui breathed, “I’d have been dead if it wasn’t for Koja!” Leui went into full recount of the fight after Azura had run off:

Koja had run in, pulled Dondra to the ground by his tail and yanked it hard enough to hurt Dondra’s back. Dondra scratched his muzzle, and Koja bit his shoulder, to which Dondra responded by clamping his teeth around Koja’s ear.

Koja had somehow managed to pull off a feat of flexibility. He shifted his hip bone as if to go on all fours, and planted his paw squarely over Dondra’s throat. Leui helped by punching Dondra in the muzzle for the sake of irony since it seemed to be Dondra’s go-to-move.

“Thank Juji you decided to howl,” Leui said, “Scent tracking takes time; even when you can smell things other than blood.” He gestured to the cuts on his muzzle.

Koja bound Roan’s wrists with more Aviena root, and Azura wrapped his muzzle shut as Koja clamped both paws down onto his jaws. Azura was glad. She didn’t want to end up bitten in the face.

“I’m sorry,” Koja muttered as he worked.

Azura kept her eyes steady on his digits as they worked with fluid speed. A hunter’s speed, she told herself. She could say something, but she was still a little too angry to let him off that easy.

“I’m sorry Azura,” He repeated, “For yelling at you.” His voice was genuine, his eyes regretful.

Azura frowned, “What did my father say to you?”

Koja pulled the edges of the Aviena root hard. Roan grunted but his eyes stayed shut.

“He said he didn’t know if I killed my father, but he knew that you being around me was dangerous, and if I knew what was best for you I’d stay away.

Azura glowered, “And you listened to him?”

“He’s the King of Lahkia, Azura; you don’t exactly ignore an order from the King of Lahkia,” Koja said.

Azura admitted that was true.

Zainah’s voice bounced through the tents and down the pathway. Azura, Leui, Dondra, and Koja’s ears pivoted. Looking at the unconscious body of Roan, she knew there was only one thing left to do: drag his sorry tail to her mother’s paws and present the bloody blade.

“Let’s go,” He said, wrapping his wrist around Roan’s tail, “It’s time Nikiran knows what kind of Lahkian Roan really is.”

He stretched out his left paw for balance as he dragged Roan towards Zainah’s voice. Dondra bucked and growled, but one punch from Leui in the muzzle shut him up.

Azura had to admit that seeing scrawny little Leui punch Dondra in the muzzle was a bit amusing. Seeing Koja drag Roan’s unconscious body somehow felt...right? No. Justified? Maybe.

Azura walked in front, on all fours, leading the parade of four behind her. She threw her muzzle skyward in victory and howled as they walked to the gathered villagers.

The crowd murmured and parted as Azura, Koja and Leui brought Dondra and Roan to the base of Kalia’s Chair. Zainah, for the first time ever, seemed speechless. Her paws clamped firmly around the ledge as she stared down at them. Beside her, Raemus’s expression was torn between rage and confusion.

“Azura,” Zainah whispered, “What have you done?”

Turning to the crowd, Azura unwrapped Roan’s hunting blade. She held it high for all to see before looking up to answer her mother, “I have the weapon that killed Okaein. This blade belongs to Roan, son of Jarik.”

The crowd drew breath and chattered among themselves. Zainah, descending from Kalia’s chair, watched carefully as Azura spoke,

“In exchange for the weapon, I ask that Koja son of Okaein, be guaranteed a position as a hunter for as long as he wants.”

“Granted,” Zainah said. Without having to ask, Azura gave Zainah the blade as she stepped between her and the crowd. Raemus had come down for a look too; his eyes traced the blood-groove.

He glanced at Leui, Koja, and Azura. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or if he was just as shocked as her mother seemed to be. Her parents spoke for a minute while the crowd eagerly waited for a formal confirmation. Since she was a child, at least one adult witness would have to agree with what she had said and make it an “official” accusation.

Speaking to her mate, Zainah pointed out the giant ‘R’ on the blade, the unique shape of the hilt, and the undeniable fact that Okaein’s fur was scattered along the weapon. Raemus nodded in agreement and stepped back as Zainah faced the crowd.

“As an adult witness, I confirm with my daughter, Azura, this blade belongs to Roan, son of Jarik. Pass it around and see for yourselves.”

Zainah handed the blade to a nearby pok-fisher; who, upon receiving the blade, scowled and nodded. He turned to his mate and they muttered to one another before passing it, one by one, through the crowd.

“Why is Dondra here?” Zainah questioned.

“He tried to kill us, mother.” Leui said.

Eyes narrowing, Zainah unsheathed Kalia’s Sword from her side and strode to where he stood. Dondra began to have a fit, writhing and trying to growl past his binds. Zainah stared into his eyes until he looked down.

“Cut the binds on his muzzle,” Zainah ordered, “Let him speak. But Dondra, listen to me: If you attempt to bite while being freed, I will choose not to hear you. Is that understood?”

Dondra growled, but nodded.

“Koja,” Zainah said.

Koja reached and cut the binds.

“They were in my home!” Dondra snarled. “I had a RIGHT to defend my home.”

“Did you intend to kill?”

“No.” Dondra lied, “I asked them to leave.”

Azura turned to protest, but Zainah held her paw up.

“And did they?”

Dondra spat on the ground, “It doesn’t matter. I had to defend the honor of my territory to the death. I have the right! It is law.”

Leui’s ears seemed troubled. Azura, confused, looked at him, at Zainah, at Dondra, at Raemus, at unconscious Roan, and Koja. Zainah frowned, but nodded again.”

“I see,” she said. She sheathed the sword, “That is true. This is law; an old law, but law indeed.” Zainah stepped aside.

“Dondra, son of Roan, you are free to go,” Zainah commanded. “Cut him free, Koja.”

“But mother!” Azura said.

Zainah’s eyes met hers with ice. “Cut. Him. Free.”

Koja cut him free without taking the time to breathe.

Dondra shot them both a glare as he rubbed his sore wrists. He looked like he wanted to kill them, but thought better of saying so in front of the whole village.

Zainah had turned her attention back to the unconscious Roan.

“I ask Koja, son of Okaein, to declare the fate of his father’s murderer," Zainah said, "As next of kin, he has that right.”

Azura looked at Koja.

Koja stared at Roan as if he was still fighting.

She wanted to remind Koja that Roan wasn’t just his father’s murderer, he was the Heir of Darkness. Zainah seemed to consider this, too, but charges could not be brought on Roan for such a thing. The only thing he could be proven of was being guilty of murder. Lahkians didn’t punish each other for suspicion.

“Banishment,” Koja announced.

“No!” Dondra snarled.

“Roan will be banished from Nikiran” Koja continued, “From any major village in all of Lahkia.”

Zainah placed a paw on Koja’s shoulder. Turning her attention to the crowd she said,

“I hereby declare Roan, son of Jarik, banned from living in the heartlands of Lahkia. Anyone who chooses to harbor him will be given the same punishment. Go, now, Lahkians of Nikiran. Return to your homes and your day— for tomorrow, the Festival of Juji awaits us!”

The crowd began to depart with shy glances towards Roan’s slumped body. They were all wondering the same thing: Was he the Heir of Darkness as well as the murderer? Azura turned to Koja and Leui and the three of them began to talk among themselves.

“He framed him!” Dondra snarled and pointed at Leui, “And your daughter has been after my dad since she met him! You can’t do this, Queen Zainah, you can’t!”

“Is this not his blade?” Zainah lifted her eyes from Roan’s body to address him.

“Yeah, sure! But—”

“And did he not prematurely test Koja’s strength while he was still injured, thus causing more injury?”

Dondra’s muzzle wrinkled, “So what?”

“Does that not suggest a bias against Koja and therefore his father?”

“Bias isn’t illegal! You can’t get him for that!”

“May I remind you, that while it is indeed law for you to protect your home, it is also illegal to attack a child for any reason.” Zainah’s muzzle rippled, “Might I also add, that if you were intelligent, you would not tell a mother you admitted to nearly killing her children.”

He snarled at her, “What does that have to do with—”

“I am Queen, Dondra,” Zainah snapped, “and I uphold our laws, but I am also a mother. I am mortal and subject to flaws in judgment. Leave, before my judgment on your fate lapses.”

Glowering, he turned and left.

“You three,” Zainah said to Azura, Leui, and Koja, “Come with me.”

Koja blinked at Roan. Tilting her head, Zainah glanced at Raemus, “Hmm.” She mused. “Bring Roan too.”

*~*~*

When they entered the Ro’kah tent, her brothers had already gathered there with little Saka’s family. Zainah entered first, followed by Raemus with Roan hoisted over his shoulder like a bordacai corpse. The trio: Koja, Azura, and Leui, followed shyly behind his tail. One look from Zainah told the others to excuse themselves.

“Sit,” Zainah said.

Azura sat, her face feeling very warm. Zainah faced her without saying a word. Azura wished she would say something, anything, but they sat in silence. Although her mother’s tail and her ears were calm, something about her expression and the way her muzzle was clenched told Azura she was very, very angry.

A breeze wafted through the entrance of the tent.

“Mother..?”

"Let me understand this.” Zainah interrupted, her muzzle rippling, “I specifically asked you to trust me concerning Roan, and you instead chose to endanger yourself, your brother, and your friend.”

“But—”

“Look at yourselves.” Zainah glowered. She reached her paw and touched Azura’s wound on the back of her head. Azura could feel the fibers in Zainah’s paw tighten in disgust, “You nearly got yourself killed.”

“I’m sorry.”

Air shot from Zainah’s nose and she looked away. Azura breathed, not realizing she had been holding her breath.

“I’m really sorry mother.”

Leui lifted his ears, “Mo—”

“And you,” She turned, “You are supposed to protect your sister. Instead, you walked with her into danger.”

Leui fell to his stomach, his tail under him.

“Nevertheless,” Zainah relented, “You did provide enough evidence to condemn Roan to banishment. This does not, however, solve the problem of the Heir of Darkness.” Her eyes slid to Koja.

“I will not force you to reconsider your choice of punishment. However, I remind you that the only way to stop the Heir of Darkness is to kill him.”

“Do what you have to, your majesty,” Koja lowered himself into a bow, “My father would have wanted him stopped. He wouldn’t have wanted me to ask you to kill him, but he would have wanted him killed. I know that must sound—”

“Complicated?” Zainah flashed a toothy grin, “Ah, you underestimate my wit. I understand you, Koja son of Okaein. Your father would not want your paws tarnished, but he would still wish for justice. This sounds much like the Okaein I knew.”

Koja nodded.

“Does the son of Roan know what his father is?” Raemus asked.

“I do not know,” Zainah admitted. “I do not like killing,” she growled. “However, I swore an oath to protect Lahkia at any cost. I will banish Roan when he wakes, then I will hunt him as he has hunted us.”

Leui made eye contact with her, subtly moving his paw to brush against hers to comfort her. Did her expression show what she was thinking? Azura’s mind was busy thinking about what Dako had once told her. He said that Zainah had killed another Lahkian who took another’s mate by force. Their mother didn’t like killing, he had said, but she was doing what had to be done.

It bothered her that her mother had killed someone, but to some degree Azura understood why. Yet, Zainah was talking about hunting Roan. To Azura, that seemed like another kind of killing entirely. Her father’s voice jolted her from her thoughts,

“Mate, do you have evidence that Roan is this ‘Heir of Darkness’?”

Unable to keep her interest hidden, Azura’s ears lifted as she looked at her mother. Koja and Leui’s interest had also been piqued and they too looked just as curious as Azura was.

“He is, if anything, at least involved.” Zainah answered him, “I saw him wander into the Kiru Forest after the gates had been closed; so I followed.”

Forearms crossed, her eyes narrowed as she took a breath, “I tailed him and heard him whispering in that dark, ancient language. Only the Heir of Darkness himself, or those he appoints, can speak directly with Saghki.”

“I see,” Raemus said.

Zainah’s eyes fell on her, and with a particularly heavy voice she said,

“Your heroics, while good willed, have caused me some trouble, my daughter. If anyone else was helping Roan, I am certain they have been startled into hiding. Now I do not know if he was the only one involved, or if he truly is the Heir. This is why you must trust me when I ask you to.”

Azura’s shoulders slouched as she frowned, “I’m sorry, mother.” She whispered.

Raemus shrugged and faced Zainah, “Mate, let us keep him unconscious.”

“Why?” Zainah blinked at him, “Do you have something in mind?”

For once, Azura liked her father’s idea. She didn’t have to know what he had in mind. Keeping Roan unconscious meant she wouldn’t have to worry if he’d break free and come after her before her mother had banished him.

Raemus’s voice was smug, “Should the Saghki rise again tonight, we will know that he is not the Heir.” He explained, “Should the Saghki stay where they are, we will know Roan is the one who controlled them.” His tail lifted.

“That is a wonderful idea, Raemus.” Zainah marveled.

His expression didn’t seem as soft as Zainah’s, but he did manage a forced smile. Something about his expression made her mother’s eyes fade and she turned her attention back to them.

“Go, for now.”

Azura, Leui, and Koja stood and walked out of the tent. Descending the steps, Azura’s tail hung limp behind her. She hadn’t meant to do more harm than good, she thought as she walked. All Azura wanted to do was find solid proof that Roan was guilty.

“Leui,” Zainah called.

Curious, Azura turned and watched as Leui walked back into the tent. Her mother placed a paw on either side of his shoulder. His head was tilted upwards, looking at her, and his ears were folded.

“I love you, my son.” Azura heard her whisper, “I am disappointed in your choice to walk into danger with your sister, but nothing can change my love for you.”

Azura’s tail fell between her ankles. Were there no words of reassurance for her?

Koja had stopped, his ears upright as if asking Is everything okay? Azura tilted her nose in the air to tell him it was okay to leave. He left without hesitation.

Azura almost hated him for being so willing to leave. She turned her muzzle towards her parents and brother. Raemus was speaking to him in low tones. Azura couldn’t tell what he was saying, but it was something good because Leui’s tail was wagging in appreciation.

“Take your sister with you to the healers’ tents.” Azura heard Zainah say, “We need something to keep Roan asleep for a few days without killing him.” Her eyes twinkled at Azura. “She will know of something.”

How was it possible for her mother to be so angry at her one minute, and grin at her the next? Maybe it was one of those ‘adult emotions’ things. Whatever it was, she wished those ‘adult emotions’ would include knowing when a child already felt guilty. She didn’t need her mother to tell her that she had caused her more problems; Azura had figured that much out on her own and felt badly about it.

Zainah was right, though, Azura did know of something that would knock Roan out for a short while. It was the same stuff Xeyola had used to put Azura out after she awoke, fully panicked, from her “fall at the ravine”.
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Trying to sleep with a killer nearby was creepy, even if he was unconscious. Although she knew that the medicine Xeyola had given her earlier that day would work, she kept glancing at him anyway.

As her brothers slept, Zainah and Raemus sat outside the Ro’kah tent by the fire. Saka’s parents, Eliean and Xaris, had joined them, and as far as Azura could tell, the four were talking about parenting.

Claw raised, Azura held a piece of the tent fabric firmly in her left paw. She poked it. Stretching the fibers of the tiny hole, she ripped open a crevice for her eye to peer through. Carefully, Azura lined up her right eye with the gap and looked out at her and Saka’s parents.

“Jehri howled first.” Zainah reminisced.

“It was Jahka.” said Raemus.

Reaching down to scratch his son’s ears, Xaris asked, “How did you tell them apart?”

“Jehri was fatter.” Raemus’s voice was flat.

Azura almost burst out laughing.

Eilean’s ears lifted in alarm.

“He fed more frequently, and more heartily,” Zainah explained, “But as they’ve aged I admit it has become difficult. Had Jahka not had a scuffle with a bordacai buck and cut his ear, we might never know.”

“What of your Azura?” Eliean asked, her tone cautious. “She’s kept her child body for quite a few years, hasn’t she?”

Raemus grunted something Azura couldn’t hear.

“Yes,” Zainah said, “She has.”

Xaris paused, “We do not mean to pry, your highness.”

“Please, do call me Zainah.”

Xaris nodded, but couldn’t seem to bring himself to call her by name, “Why hasn’t Azura transformed into adulthood yet? Is she afraid?”

Sitting up from her bedding, she found herself leaning toward the hole in the tent wall. Her mother’s face wasn’t visible; she had turned to look elsewhere before speaking. Her father, however, seemed to be awaiting Zainah’s answer just as eagerly as Azura, Eliean, and Xaris were.

“We do not understand why Juji chooses who he chooses and when,” Zainah began, “but I believe he chooses the timing for a reason.”

Eliean picked Saka up from her mate’s lap, smoothing back his ears as he squeaked. He stretched his little jaws as he yawned, revealing his nubby teeth. His body shuddered as he stretched, and he curled into his mother’s warmth. Eilean’s eyes lifted from watching her son.

“Zainah,” she began.

Without speaking, Zainah faced her.

Eilean’s ears folded, her paw wrapping securely around Saka, “Is that male in there, Roan, is he the one responsible for the Saghki?” She whispered.

“Yes, we believe so,” Zainah said, “It is why we are keeping him unconscious. If the Saghki remain calm tonight, as they have so far, we can conclude it is because they are not receiving orders from the Heir of Darkness.”

After a few awkward pauses, the adults’ discussion returned to mundane things like the bordacai herds and parenting. Unfortunately, the conversation also included a few things about mating and courting Azura wished she hadn’t heard. Clamping her paws over her ears, she turned on her side and drifted to sleep.

The only sound that woke her was the pulsation of the hunters’ morning chorus howl.

*~*~*

Following the twins to the south gate, Azura decided to try to enjoy the Festival of Juji celebration, and not worry about the Saghki or Roan. The Saghki’s silence the night before had given everyone a sense of hope.

Roan, whose fate had been sealed, was lying unconscious in the Ro’kah tent with Calzor as his ‘reluctant’ guard.

There was no point in feeling sorry for Calzor, Azura thought as she trotted along behind the twins. Calzor thought the Festival of Juji activities were silly. Besides, he didn’t seem to mind guarding Roan, and while she didn’t understand, Azura didn’t care as long as Calzor was happy.

Seeing Okaein’s dead body had been one thing. Knowing her mother was going to sink her fangs into Roan’s throat tomorrow morning was another. After the previous night’s silence, they had all been convinced that Roan was the Heir. If Azura obtained her adult body, would her mother expect her to do it? Would Nikiran?

Fights and violence weren’t Azura’s idea of fun, but the twins had convinced her that the sparring event would be interesting. It was either watch a sparring event, or listen to Leui tell her all of Lahkia’s history about every Festival of Juji that had probably ever happened. Sparring seemed like a good choice compared to that.

Laughter and smiles met Azura as she walked out of the gate after her brothers. Around her, volunteers were giving out free food to anyone who wanted it. Though she wasn’t hungry, her nose sampled the scents. Warm mashka loaves. Seasoned bordacai. The crisp smell of a thriving fire. It was enough to make anyone want food.

She wandered through the sea of tails as the crowd split. One crowd was heading towards a festival event in the fields, but the sparring event just outside the Kiru Forest.

Taking a seat on a grassy hillside between the twins, she pulled her tail under her left knee. Spectators sat in groups; some had brought food with them, but others seemed more interested in talking to each other.

Smiling, Azura huffed fur away from her eyes as a soft breeze blew into her face.

At the base of the hillside, males stood in a group on the right, and females on the left. Two older Lahkians created a large dirt ring in the middle, while a village elder went on and on about the historical significance of these battles. Azura drowned him out quite easily. After all, Leui was her brother; she had daily practice.

After a ceremonial bow, two male Nikiran entered the circle. An announcer reminded the crowd of the basic rules: Do not inflict potentially fatal wounds. No offensive biting; defensive biting permitted.

A group of healers, Xeyola included, stood nearby in case of emergencies. Azura’s ears lifted in alarm more than once as the smaller male one fell over and over again. The twins, however, seemed oblivious.

“What about that one?” Jahka asked. Following their gaze, she had to admit she wasn’t surprised they weren’t discussing the fight.

“Too thin,” Jehri muttered.

Jahka rolled his eyes, “Too thin, too fat, too smart, too dumb— will you ever find a mate good enough for you?”

Jehri shrugged.

“Whatever happened to that healer you fancied?” Jahka pressed, “Did you even find out her name?”

Jehri frowned, “I didn’t bother.” His ears sunk, “I think she likes Azura’s friend, Koja.”

Azura’s ears shot up, “Huh?”

Jahka placed a paw on his shoulder, “Too bad. She was pretty, too. I know you’ve got a thing for the dainty looking ones, but if I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was a child.”

“Not in front of Azura,” Jehri growled.

“Who?” Azura insisted, “What is this about Koja and a healer?”

Jahka considered her for a moment, “I don’t know what happened to her, but there was a small black furred Nikiran who used to help Xeyola. I heard she was distraught when she found out Koja was hurt. Even picked a fight with one of father’s hunters!”

Azura’s eyes widened. They were talking about her and didn’t know it! Gross! She felt the blood drain from her muzzle and ears.

“That might not mean anything!” Jehri whined.

“Don’t get your hopes up, brother,” Jahka draped an arm around him, “For all we know, they’re already mates. I mean really, do you ever see them out in public? There might be a reason for that.”

“Hush!” Jehri said, “Azura’s still a child, you know. Look at her, she looks really uncomfortable.”

Azura thought for sure she was going to be sick or die. Yes, she decided. She’d be perfectly happy dying right here, right now. This was too much.

Scowling, Jehri punched Jahka in the arm, “See what you did?” He gestured to her.

“Sorry,” Jahka scratched the back of his head.

Paws on the sides of her head, Azura groaned, “It isn’t you.”

“See?” Jahka smirked at his brother, “Not my fault. It’s your fault then!” He joked.

“Let’s just watch the sparring.” Azura pleaded. She couldn’t take any more of this.

As the first sun crossed the peak of Kalia’s Mountain, Azura and the twins went to meet Leui, Xoran, and Dako at the Walking Trail’s entrance. Plucking naku from the ground beneath nearby Mourning-Howlers, they sat and ate under an Aviena tree. Eventually, Leui found them, and the twins gave him details about the sparring event.

“Where are Xoran and Dako?” Azura asked after a while, “I thought they were going to join us.”

She had hoped Koja would join, but he had volunteered to help gather wood for the large fire that night. Dako explained that sometimes when you lose someone, the best thing you can do is to stay busy.

“Mother and father have them tailing Dondra,” Leui explained, “Just in case he’s up to something on behalf of Roan.”

Azura tried to imagine Dako and Xoran getting along all morning, but she just couldn’t picture it. By now, Dako was probably frustrated enough with Xoran, but he had once told her that even though Xoran irritated him, he wanted to try to set a good example by not losing his temper.

Maybe that had been her mother’s plan, Azura mused, to send Xoran with him so that he’d keep himself in check. It had taken a stern reminder from their parents that her brothers weren’t to attack Dondra on her behalf. Either way, Azura was glad that the only thing she had to worry about now was the coming of age ceremony.

“I’m bored.” Jahka frowned, “Let’s go see what’s going on in the village!”

“I just came from there,” Leui grumbled.

Before the second sun reached the horizon, they stopped at a festivity station. Picking up a wooden flute, Azura’s ears swiveled as she tried to play something, but it was no use. Leui, however, was a natural, so much so that the twins felt compelled to start a battle with the skinned-drums. Inevitably, they stopped competing against Leui and started trying to outplay each other.

They didn’t even seem to notice when Azura and Leui said they would meet up with them later. Just ahead along the village pathway, a voice called out from the middle of a crowd,

“But things were not always this way!” rasped the voice, “Be seated and listen, Lahkians of Nikiran, as I speak of our history!”

There was no use trying to convince Leui to be interested in anything else. He was already trotting that direction, so Azura followed him into the crowd. Unlike the Tellers, storytellers talked about history.

This particular storyteller was old; his milky eyes were full of cataracts and the fur on the upper portion of his tail was thinning. The crowd sat a polite distance away and listened as he spoke:

“Long ago,

Our land was nameless and filled with chaos, fighting, and hunger. Though as known through the earlier tales, Kalia brought about Lahkia, which directly translates to “the silence”. Lahkia was given this name because silence after the war was considered blessed. The Plains of Nikiran were the sacred ground on which Juji blessed Kalia with the power to defeat Zorgroth’s Army in the Wars of Beginning.

This great power, which we call Kalia’s fire, destroyed Zorgroth’s army!”

Saghki, Azura mentally corrected. Kalia’s fire was used as a barrier to contain Zorgroth’s Saghki army. She looked at Leui, half expecting him to share her mild annoyance, but he was too engrossed in the tale.

“Yet our first Queen was not malicious! No, our Queen Kalia prayed fervently for the great god to guide her to obtain a peaceful resolution instead. The Festival of Juji, our coming of age for our young ones, is not held by annual tradition, but by the words of Juji Himself! Listen, now as I repeat the rumored words that Juji spoke to Kalia on the morning of the final battle:

‘Child of Nikiran,

Born of stardust and my own blood, your cries I hear as my own daughter’s. Your desires for peace are one with mine, but this battle must occur so you will be without question the ruler of this new world. For in a time when all had abandoned Me, you trusted in me and I in you.

You ask of me to forbid such violence from happening again, and I too, have groaned at the bloodshed. From stardust your souls were born, and from land your bodies made after my children. Like them, you are beautiful to my heart. Yet you are also very unlike them; for you do not have the millions of years of aging to shine as you should.

Therefore I make this oath with you:

Your souls do not age as your bodies do, and I find this to be the cause of your chaos. You make rash decisions, like children, because you think your bodies define your growth!

I tell you the truth, you are not as old as your body, but you are as old as your soul is wise. Nevermore shall a soul have an adult body until it is matured.’”

Azura pondered what Juji meant by maturity. When she asked Leui, he said that ‘mature’ just meant that you were ready to live the life Juji had prepared for you. She thought about how strange it would be if children could have adult bodies. What if adults got mad the way Zirek, Jana, and Asha did over a silly game? The Storyteller’s voice drew her from her thoughts.

“‘Every year upon this day, when the Moon you praise as Mine appears in the skies as full, you are to celebrate it as the Coming of Age of your youth. When I allow the light of the moon to enter the plains of Nikiran, in the heart of the Valesh Forest, at the most center point of the Vast North, and at the highest point of the Akinyik Mountains, you will then place your children within this light.

I will choose who is ready.

I will bless them with adult bodies—”

“Can we go now?”

Leui’s ears drew back, “But they’re just getting to the good part!”

She looked at him. The coming of age ceremony was on her mind enough as it was without listening to a Storyteller talk about it, she told him.

“Oh,” He nodded, “Let’s go find something else.” He agreed.

After watching a game of predator-prey between a few young adults, Azura and Leui they rejoined with the twins for a swim in the Ki River. Azura wasn’t surprised to find other groups of Lahkians playing and laughing nearby; the second sun had taken hold of the Nikiran Plains by now, and they had an hour or two of the dreadful heat left.

Sitting on his haunches on a boulder, Leui looked into the forest, “Are we sure it’s safe?”

“From what?” Jahka wiped water from his face, “The Saghki?”

Leui kept his eyes on the forest.

“Roan will be asleep till tomorrow’s moonrise,” Jahka said, “You heard the Saghki last night, right?”

Leui shook his head.

“My point entirely.” He smiled and splashed water at him.

“Hey!” Leui protested.

Azura chased the twins around the boulder, splashing Leui (who had wanted to remain safe and dry, thank you very much). He complained when she slipped on a stone, fell, and splashed him by mistake. Smirking, Azura splashed him again, but on purpose this time.

“Get him!” Jehri bellowed.

“What?!” Leui stood, “No, no no!” His tail lifted. He circled once or twi—

Splash.

Jehri had snatched Leui by his tail and pulled him in. They couldn’t help but laugh as Leui scrambled back to the boulder and scowled at them. Crawling onto the boulder beside him, Azura’s tail tapped against the tip of the water. He smiled at her when she bumped her shoulder against his, and he ruffled the fur between her ears.

Sunrays leaked through the treetops, sparkling on the surface as they lay on the rock to dry. Tongue lolling from her muzzle, Azura squinted as the twins continued to chase each other.

How could she have thought this life was boring?

-32-

As the second sun sank over the horizon, Zainah’s howl caught their ears. Knots swelled in Azura’s stomach as they followed the thickening crowd inside the village. Heart pounding, Azura became aware of each breath as she stepped closer to the center point of the village, where the Coming of Age ceremony would take place.

Standing on a rickety barrel, Azura peered over adults’ ears and saw her mother standing on a portable wooden platform. With a curt nod, Zainah signaled for guards to lock the village gates. She wanted to tell them how pointless it was; that if Roan somehow woke and commanded the Saghki, they could slip right between the spindles.

Her mother had reassured her, saying that taking precautions would help everyone feel safer, even if there was no need for it. Azura had suggested that her mother use Kalia’s Fire to block the gates, but Zainah explained that that wasn’t possible. Using Kalia’s Fire required focus and took physical energy away from the body, and there was too much to guard.

“Lahkians of Nikiran!” Zainah bellowed to the crowd, “We have been through much this last moon, and you have been bold in the face of uncertainty!”

The crowd murmured and nodded.

“However, tonight, we come to celebrate!” Zainah shouted as they cheered, “Tonight, we honor Kalia’s bravery and the wisdom of Juji! Tonight we ask Him to watch over us, to guide our children and their spirits.”

Zainah’s arm stretched out over a thin, snapped branch. Holding it high for all to see, Azura was almost certain she saw her mother wink at her. Lahkians gasped and shouted in excitement as a soft, blue flame curled around the edges and burned.

“And we thank Him for Kalia’s Fire!” Zainah roared.

Howls and cheers filled the air as Zainah held the lit branch for the sparring champion. Azura laughed to herself at his brief, stunned expression. Beside her, her brothers looked at each other, asking which of them knew their mother could do that. Smirking, Azura sat on the barrel. It was nice to be one of the few Lahkians who knew something first, and she didn’t mind taking a moment to appreciate the feeling.

“Start the fire, champion!”

Taking the limb, Azura and her brothers watched as he ran through the parting crowd to the large stack of wood. Stretching his shoulder back, he heaved the flaming stick to the top of the fire, where healers had slathered logs with plant and tree oils.

Skilled villagers played bordacai skinned drums. Adults (many of them with their mates) joined their friends in the fire ring and danced together. After finding a nearby seat with her brothers, Azura watched as the adults laughed, howled, and sang together.

As her brothers talked among themselves, Azura watched as her parents danced. She hadn’t remembered them dancing together before, but despite his serious expression, she decided her father was a surprisingly good dancer. But when the song ended, he embraced her and said something into her mother’s ear.

Azura’s ears flicked forward. He looked troubled, she thought. Whatever he had said, it made her mother angry because she excused herself and walked away with her tail bristled.

“Hey, you found us!” she heard Jahka say. Azura turned and saw Calzor, Dako, and Xoran approaching. Xoran’s eyes were bright as he looked around.

“Almost didn’t,” Calzor grumbled.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Xoran faced him, “I thought they said they’d meet us near the drummers.”

Shaking his head, Dako sighed and sat beside her. She smiled at him, she wanted to ask him if they found out anything about Dondra, but before she could ask Xoran said,

“Dondra doesn’t seem to know anything about the Saghki.” He concluded.

Leui rolled his eyes, “His father is the Heir and he knows nothing?” He blinked, “He’s dumber than he looks.”

“What about Roan?” Azura asked, “Who’s guarding him?”

“Some volunteer.” Calzor shrugged. He watched the crowd for a moment before adding, “Told him I’d like to see your ceremony.” He sat down on the other side of Dako to watch the dancing. Azura was glad Calzor found a way to come, but she wished he didn’t seem so cranky about it.

He had made it sound like a chore.

Her nose flared as a young Lahkian came around with a fresh tray of seasoned meat. Her brothers’ ears lifted and they looked at her expectantly. She must have been startled, Azura thought, because she flinched.

She blinked at the twins, her voice bashful, “W-Would any of you care for—

“Yes! We would!”

Jumping to their paws, Jehri carried the tray as Jahka draped an arm around the bewildered female. They beamed back at Azura and her brothers, tails held high.

“Idiots,” Calzor muttered

Rolling his eyes, Dako got up to follow after them.

“Your majesties!” A voice behind them exclaimed.

Majesties? Azura and her brothers turned to see an elderly Nikiran hurrying forward. His black fur was graying around the muzzle, but his eyes were bright and anxious.

“Miss Azura,” He said as he reached them, “You are requested to join the other children at the Coming of Age —" He started.

“Oh.” She interrupted, “Yes.”

Soon, she thought as she stood, she would stand inside a tent, away from the moon’s glare. For some reason, her parents always arranged it so that Azura went last. Was it supposed to be some sort of ‘finale’?

Brushing away mashka crumbs from her fur, she walked towards the shelter. Why wouldn’t they just allow her to be mixed in randomly with the other children? Azura didn’t like the attention.

“Wait!” called Xoran.

Ears lifting, Azura turned as he stumbled after her. He stuffed his paw into his hunter’s belt. Tilting her head, she allowed him to open her paw and placed an item in her paw pads.

Her eyes widened as she looked at it. It was a necklace with a precious, soft blue stone surrounded by silver. Without even asking, Azura knew it was rare.

“They called it an amulet.” Xoran beamed, “I bought it from the Veiean last time they came through.”

Azura stared at him, “T-thank you, so much.” She put it around her neck with his help. Her paw smoothed over the stone which rested far below her collarbone.

“It’ll fit better after you transform.” He grinned.

“How did you afford this?” Azura asked.

He frowned. “Well, let’s just say it really didn’t cost two buckets of Cario berries, and three dried bundles of Mairu root.” He scratched the back of his head.

So that’s where all of their bartering supplies had gone. Azura wrapped her arms around his abdomen and hugged him. Flinching at her embrace, he patted her between the ears.

“Good luck, Azura.” He smiled and ran back to her brothers.

She could see Calzor and Leui asking what it was about, but Xoran wasn’t answering, much to Calzor’s frustration. Xoran simply made eye contact with Azura and grinned.

After a moment, she saw his head turn and ears lift as if he had noticed someone familiar. Whoever it was, Xoran decided that they were better company and left to join them. She didn’t blame him. No one wanted to be next to a grumpy Calzor.

Xoran wasn’t so bad, Azura thought with a smile. After the ceremony, she’d be sure to properly thank him for the amulet. Xoran didn’t seem to know how to react to hugs, but she silently promised to find a better way to thank him.

As Azura made her way towards the designated tent, the last of the dancers left the fire circle. Volunteers were forming multiple lines, passing large buckets of water and doused the fire until it was dim. Drums were pulled out of the way as the parents gathered in front of the crowd.

Entering the tent, Azura maneuvered around nervous and excited children and stood among them. Through a tear in the tent’s upper corner, Azura could see the sky. Around her, children were exchanging worried glances and questions. Would it hurt? They had been told it would at first. They silenced their whispers as two elders opened the flap of the tent.

Azura spotted her parents, who had been given a generous room to stand, and saw that Leui and Calzor were with them. Where was everyone else? Azura wondered. Stepping to the right, she lowered her head to see between someone’s head and shoulders.

At that moment, she noticed Jahka and Jehri waving frantically to get her attention. Ears lifting, she smiled. She knew they couldn’t see her, but she was glad they tried to help her find them anyway. Standing on two legs and stretching her neck, she saw that Dako was standing between them, his eyes searching.

What about Xoran, Azura frowned, where was he? As if reading her mind, her ears bent forward at the sound of his short howl. Her eyes locked on him. Much to her surprise, Koja was standing with him! His golden eyes glimmered and he had a hint of a smile on his face.

Crowd chatter was silenced by the bellow of Zainah’s howl. Her breath misted the night air as her mate lifted his muzzle to join. Azura’s brothers and elders answered after him, followed by the whole village.

Chills climbed Azura’s spine as she saw the clouds giving way to stars. As clouds rolled away, the Juji moon shone in their place. The magnetism of Him, of knowing what was about to take place, quieted the Lahkians for a moment of reverence.

Moonlight found its way to the circle that had been drawn in the dirt. It rested there, not moving an inch more forward. It was as if, Azura thought to herself, Juji Himself stood there and waited for them. Taking her place in the back of the line, Azura watched as the children walked out, one by one, to stand in the circle.

Some of the children in front of Azura gasped and shook as they watched the first successful transformation they had ever seen. Those who had attended a coming-of-age ceremony before were less shocked, but still uneasy.

Azura peered around the line to look.

The child’s body writhed and crackled as she stepped into the circle. Azura’s ears folded at the child’s sharp cry of pain. Sometimes, the child passed out from the physical shock of it, but luckily for this Lahkian, she was conscious enough to sit up.

Crowd members tossed her a celebratory howl.

Her parents and healers rushed to meet her as she collapsed in exhaustion.

“Scilea!” Hugging her, they brushed their muzzles against hers.

A healer lifted her paws to take a better look, and tested her joints and spine’s flexibility, a second healer helped Scilea with a flask of water. Xeyola, meanwhile, stood nearby to take Scilea to her tent after her parents completed Scilea’s ceremony.

Newly transformed Lahkians were taken to the Xeyola’s tent to be further evaluated, and then presented as one large group to the villagers. Other healer’s tents were available, but Xeyola was one of the oldest Nikiran healers. When she offered to host the large group of new adults, no one protested. It was easier to keep everyone in one spot so they could all walk back to the ceremony together.

Dipping their paws into paint jars, her parents drew a set of lines from the base of Scilea’s nose, up the sides of her muzzle, and circled the paint around her eyes. Beaming at them, Scilea’s tail waved behind her as her proud father placed a red splotch of paint between Scilea’s ears.

A male transformed next. After him, the crowd encouraged a male child who didn’t. Another female transformed, and the line slowly dwindled until Azura was the only one left. Her heart was racing and she had to consciously keep her tail from tucking under her. Although she had done this before, the thought of another failure was unbearable.

Expectant eyes now focused on her as the previous child, now an adult, was escorted to Xeyola’s tent. An elder motioned her forward, and Azura stepped out from the shelter.

She looked up at the moon as she walked to the circle. Juji’s light filled her blue irises and swam over her muzzle as she looked up at Him. Moonlight slipped over her muzzle and fell over her body as she stepped inside the circle. Trembling, she couldn’t rid herself of the feeling that something wasn’t right.

Try as she could, Azura couldn’t stop shaking. She looked at the crowd, her eyes searching for Koja. She found them and held them. Left ear swiveling backward, he smiled at her and nodded.

Holding their breath, the crowd waited as she stood in the moonlight. Her stomach churned as a sense of nausea filled her stomach. Was this it?

She looked down at her paws and then skyward.

The crowd was silent.

Shame faced, she looked at the villagers and saw her father walking away in long strides, as if her failure was too much, and Calzor was following after him.

Jaw clenched, she closed her eyes.

Please... she begged Him. Please tell me why?

Almost, daughter of Nikiran, said a whisper inside her heart, you have not made the decision I require of you.

Water filling the edges of her eyes, her ears plastered to the back of her head. What decision? Instead of an answer, the moonlight faded and was obscured by clouds.

Come back...Azura pleaded.

Azura felt her village staring, but she didn’t want to look at them. Instead, she faced her mother, who was frowning at her as a visible sigh left her chest. Her brothers, who had come closer for Azura’s turn, stood silently beside her mother.

“Azura,” Zainah’s voice called, “Come, my daughter.”

Heartbroken, Azura shook her head, looking away. Looking up at the sky, she searched for the red moon again. This should have been her year! She stepped back, her hips and tail blanketed by shadows.

There was a loud, sudden bang. A metallic groan rang through the air as the South Gate swung open. Heads tilted in confusion, the crowd murmured among themselves.

A familiar, bone-chilling screech sent Azura’s hackles upright. It was followed by a howl of terror and pain, the faint scent of smoke as tents in the distance caught fire. In the distance, a set of red eyes stood watching at the top of Kalia’s Chair.

“Saghki!” someone bellowed.

Crowds pushed and shoved as parents gathered their children.

“Get out of the—”

“MOVE!”

“They’re going to kill us!”

“Mother!” Azura looked for her, but she was knocked down as hoards of Nikiran fought to get to different pathways. Night had fully set, and without the bright fire to guide them, they had been left in darkness. Her blood went cold as the screeching grew louder and louder. Standing upright, she heard her mother and brothers call out for her.

“I’m here!” Azura bellowed. Squinting, she could see Xoran worming his way through the running crowds towards her, “Over here!” she called.

Inhaling, she caught the scent of smoke and ash. Fires were spreading from the south, and now the north, but this smoke smelled closer. She turned.

Black, smoldering eyes of a Lahkian were racing towards her. Snarling, frothing at the mouth, Dondra roared her name in a voice that did not sound like his own. Unable to see her brothers or mother, she crouched, her tail between her legs as he neared. Dondra’s eyes, darkened and haunted, seemed hollow.

“Heir of Kalia” He bellowed, “Face your death!”

Xoran broke through the crowds, “Stay away from her!” He snarled.

No! Azura’s eyes darted between Xoran and Dondra, who was at least twice his size. A blur of brown fur crashed into Dondra. Sinking his teeth into his shoulder, Xoran ripped at Dondra’s muzzle with his claws.

“Xoran!” Azura cried.

Tearing Xoran from his back, Dondra threw him to the ground so hard that something cracked. Screaming, Azura turned away as Dondra crushed his throat.

“Someone help!” Azura shouted, stepping backward as Dondra’s eyes slid over her. “Somebody help!” She howled.

“Azura!” shouted a familiar voice, “Azura, go!”

Knife drawn, Koja sprang and hit Dondra hard enough to roll him. Jaws snapping, Dondra’s teeth found Koja’s arm, forcing him to drop the knife. He yelped. Shifting his weight, Koja turned and bit Dondra’s face.

The twins forced their way through to her, followed by Dako, who saw her first and ran her direction.

“No! Help Koja!” Azura pointed at him.

Following her eyes, they changed course, moving with hunters’ speed as they ran.

Shaking, Azura rushed to Xoran’s body, “X-Xoran?” She touched his face. “Please, wake up, Xoran!”

She looked up and saw her mother and Leui.

“My son!” Zainah shouted as she reached him. “Xoran?” She called.

Stone faced, Leui stared as Zainah pulled Xoran onto her lap. Azura laid her muzzle against Leui’s side, but he was in too much shock to comfort her. Teeth chattering, Azura opened her eyes in time to see Dako and the twins nearby. She watched, cringing while they held Dondra as Koja shoved a blade through his throat.

Placing her fire lit paw on his chest, Zainah tried to heal Xoran. Azura waited for a breath, for the fluttering of his eyelids, the stretching of his tail. She wanted him to look at her and say he’d be okay.

Nothing.

Her mother’s eyes met hers as she removed her paw. Kalia’s Fire dissipated.

“N-no! No, Xoran, no!” Azura cried.

She felt Dako’s trembling paw grip her shoulder. He knelt beside her without a word and placed his arm around her. Hiding her face against his chest, she felt his ribcage shudder as he failed to steady his breathing. Eyes shut, she found herself pulling closer to Dako as Jahka snarled in anguish.

Zainah’s voice was desperate, “Have any of you seen Raemus or Calzor?”

Azura didn’t hear anyone answer.

“Leui,” Zainah’s said, “Start in the west. Take as many Nikiran with you as you can, take them to where I showed you.”

Leui ran.

Supporting a limping Jehri as they approached, Koja nearly dropped him when they saw Xoran. Wide-eyed, Koja gripped Jehri’s arm and helped him as he crumbled to the ground beside his family.

“Dako, go with Jahka and start in the east,” Zainah ordered, “Meet with Leui at the Storytellers Cavern by exiting through the West Gate.”

Hugging her tight before he left, Dako lowered himself to all fours and bolted towards the East Gate with Jahka. Lost in the absence of Dako’s warmth, Azura reached for Xoran’s body.

“Koja.” Her mother said.

He looked at her.

“Protect Jehri. Stay here with him and give him a few moments with Xoran, but no longer.” Zainah instructed, “Then go directly to the West Gate; avoid the north and south.” She stood and helped Azura to her paws, “You only have a few moments.”

Koja nodded.

“I am coming back,” She said, “Keep Jehri safe.”

“I will protect him as my own brother, your majesty.”

With approving eyes, she snatched Azura by the wrist and pulled her towards a pathway. Turning, Azura looked back for Koja, who was watching her with a strange expression of sadness and fear. Her ears folded. Would she see him again?

Dodging debris, Azura struggled to keep up with her mother as they raced through the burning village. Her mouth was dry as they scrambled through a crowded pathway. Ahead of her, Zainah kept Saghki at bay with Kalia’s Fire, shouting at anyone who would listen to go to the West Gate.

“I don’t understand!” Azura shouted over the noise, “Dondra! His eyes were blacked out like...like they were empty!”

“Dondra was not the Heir,” came Zainah’s answer, “He was being controlled.”

Zainah jerked her behind the flames of a burning tent. Saghki rounded a nearby corner. Azura’s eyes were so locked on them that she forgot to breathe. Controlled, she thought as she watched the Saghki turn down another path. Azura remembered the Legend of Jurai; that it was rumored, but not proven, that the Heir could control others.

Zainah pulled her to the right. Azura felt the heat of the blazes around her, and the scent of burning fur was nauseating. The sky was filled with smoke and ash, and the screams of her village were so loud that she trembled. She couldn’t bring herself to look at those who had been killed, whose insides had been pulled from their bodies and left to rot. Instead, she looked at her mother as they ran.

Could the Heir control anyone? She wondered frantically.

Peering around a corner, Zainah whispered that they’d have to go up a north path first, cut through the healers’ tents and come down to the West Gate. The direct path had been clogged by devastation and crowds, and Saghki were coming from the southeast to trap the Nikiran inside their own village walls.

Exiting the north path, they rushed through the healers’ tents. As Zainah paused to check their surroundings, Azura found herself searching. Eyes latching onto Xeyola’s tent, she bolted before her mother could stop her.

“Azura!” Zainah snarled, “Come back here!”

Drowning her mother’s voice, she rushed through the crowds, over the debris, and onto the littered pathway. A new adult tore out of Xeyola’s tent, medicines spilling from his arms.

“Don’t go in there!” He shouted as she ran towards him, “There are Saghki in—”

“Where is Xeyola!”

“Still inside! I couldn’t get to her, I—”

Ignoring him, she burst into the entrance of Xeyola’s tent. Black smoke filled it, stinging her eyes and clouding her vision. Then, a flash and blaze of a tent collapsing nearby gave her a glimpse. Two sets of red and yellow eyes were swimming in the darkness, their formless bodies hovering over an anguished Xeyola.

“Ellaaaasssokiaaii...”

“Leave her alone!”

“A-Azura” Xeyola stretched her paw out, “No, no Azura! Run! ”

Saghki faced her, floating above the dirt floor as they stood on either side of Xeyola. Their hollow eyes stared at Azura as she stood there, fear pulsing through her body as she eyed the fresh claw marks on Xeyola’s neck.

“G-get away from her!” Xeyola yelled after them.

Azura’s ears stood erect. Eyes wide and brimming with tears, she thought of Xoran, of those last words that he had said in an effort to protect her. Shaking, Azura locked her claws into the soil, pinning her ears against her head as she roared. No one else could die trying to protect her. No one.

“Ehs vah dek Kalia!”

Before she could blink, they were in front of her, their smoky appendages lashing forward. Hackles raised, she snapped and snarled as they lifted her by her neck. Eyes bulging and suffocating, she clawed and fought against them in desperation.

Her back leg jostled a support beam and it fell, ripping a hole in the top of the tent. Smoke exhumed through it, leaving her staring into the swirling teeth of the Saghki. She knew how it would end, and suddenly, it didn’t matter anymore.

Light around her eyes dimmed as she writhed in the Saghki’s grasp. Taking one last look, she glanced upward and saw the moonlight.

Her eyes shut as fear left her.
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Shoving Nikiran aside, Zainah scrambled through the crowds and inflamed logs. How could she have lost her so quickly! Only moments ago, they had been together, and now Zainah couldn’t see anything except fire, Saghki, and the terror of her village. There was a crack-whoosh as another tent fell.

“Azura!” Zainah called out.

Stumbling, she searched through the smoke in search of anything that looked familiar. Fire singed her tail as she forced her way through burning wood and tent material. Embers crackled nearby as an enflamed tent fell.

“G-get away from her!” a familiar voice faintly reached her ears.

Blood drained from Zainah’s face as she leapt towards Xeyola’s tent. Xeyola. Zainah felt like such a fool. For as much as she was away from home, she couldn’t deny the affection she had seen in her daughter’s eyes for the healer. It had been so obvious, she thought as she ran, why hadn’t she realized this was where Azura would have run to?

Just as she reached it, two Saghki fled as the tent burst into flames. Skidding to a stop, she lifted her arm to shield herself from the sudden heat.

“No!” Zainah cried.

Lifting hot pieces of rubble, Zainah winced at the pain as she tossed aside broken vials and ruined boxes of medicines, “I’m coming, little one, hold on.” She fought back tears and threw debris behind her, “Please hold on.”

Without warning, shattered pieces of wood flung her direction and forced Zainah to flatten herself to the ground. Scrambling to her paws, Zainah stared.

A Lahkian silhouette emerged from the middle of the tent’s debris. Dust and smoke blurred her vision, but Zainah could see the shadow of a smaller body secured in the stranger’s arms. Her Azura, Zainah’s muzzle quivered. Her precious little one, laying limp in the arms of a stranger, who had been there to lift her when Zainah couldn’t be.

Was the stranger controlled by the Heir? Zainah’s paw reached for the hilt of her blade. Was that who Xeyola was shouting at to stay away?

Ash fell from its shoulders as a strong huff of breath misted the night air. It turned its head to face her; the stranger’s ears were folded. As the smoke thinned, a soft blue glow was visibly ebbing from the taller figure.

Kalia’s fire?!

“Azura!” Zainah shouted.

Coals smashing beneath her paw pads, Azura hurried to her mother. In her arms, Xeyola stirred. To Zainah’s amazement, the blue fire was licking around Xeyola’s wounds and healing them. Her eyes fluttered open, and Azura sat her on the ground.

“Mother.” Azura stood and faced Zainah.

“A-Azura!” She embraced her, her muzzle draping over her left shoulder, “I thought I lost you.” Zainah held her.

She clenched Zainah’s shoulder fur, breathing in her scent. Pulling back, she nuzzled her, her ears folding at her mother’s tearful smile, “Never, mother. I’m here.” Azura promised.

They flinched as Saghki screeched nearby.

A surge of Nikiran roared through the pathway and raced towards the gates. Behind them, Saghki snatched and killed whoever fell behind. Zainah caught the attention of a fisher and told him where to meet Dako. She sent Xeyola with them; the fisher’s grown son carrying Xeyola in his arms.

Facing the approaching Saghki, Zainah cast Kalia’s Fire in the form of a wall and sent them flying backward. Nikiran scrambled to escape their grasp.

“We must hurry.” Zainah snatched Azura’s wrist to pull her along.

She jerked her arm away, “No, we have to help the rest of Nikiran to safety.”

Zainah growled in exasperation. Her eyes focused just over Azura’s shoulder. Azura turned to look as Zainah knocked over Saghki, mere yards from where they stood.

“There is a time for everything,” Zainah swore, “But this is not our time to fight.” She turned tail and bolted down the pathway.

“Mother!” Azura hurried after her, “There are others trapped in here!”

“Come!” Zainah snarled. “We will slaughter this Heir of Darkness, we will make him pay, but not this night. This night, we will run.”

Azura growled and flanked her, “Where?”

Eyes narrowing, Zainah ran forward at full speed as they neared the West Gate. Around them, the howls of agony and cries of sorrow pierced Azura’s ears.

“Valesh,” Zainah said, an edge to her voice, “We run to Valesh.”

*~*~*

Blood pumped through her newly sized arms and legs as they flew through the East Gate. Following the rhythm of her mother’s paws, they plowed through the Nikiran Plains with ease. Night air felt sharp against the fibers of her grown lungs as they raced forward.

Azura’s ears jumped at a sharp bark.

Dako! Turning her neck, she saw her brothers in the distance, herding Lahkians toward the Storytellers Cavern. Azura’s eyes found Leui’s silhouette, and he tilted his muzzle upwards and howled her direction.

Instinct told her to go to him, but Zainah slowed and nipped her shoulder as they ran. Above them, the stars had come into full view, clouds circling the peak of Kalia’s Mountain ahead.

“Mother,” Azura breathed, “We have to go back and help them.”

Zainah leapt over a stream, her tail vanishing into the forest’s edge.

“The Saghki are not following them, Azura, they were never after them.”

The fur on Azura’s neck prickled and she stole a glance to the southeast. Pairs of eyes were swarming towards them; a solid set of red leading the horde: The Heir of Darkness.

Legs wobbling, she scrambled up the hillside after Zainah and into the Kiru Forest. Rocks slipped under her unsteady paws as she fought the steep slope. Carnik bushes and vines snagged their ankles and paws. The scent of ash and mold drew nearer as the Saghki broke through the forest’s edge below. Fire smoke flowed along the forest floor and scaled up the hillside.

“This way!” Zainah called, banking left.

Slipping as she followed, Azura ran along the ascending spiral pathway up Kalia’s Mountain. Rocks crumbled and fell from the slender ledge. Roots, saplings, and vines snapped with each blow from Zainah and Azura’s paws as they raced. Ears bent forward, Azura tried to not focus on the sound of screeching Saghki that drew nearer. 

She drew a quick breath. Water, Azura thought as her nostrils flared. She smelled and heard water. Zainah left the trail and skidded down the mountainside towards an embankment.

Pulsating river water stood between them and the other side. It was too large to jump across, Azura thought as her eyes searched for stones to walk on. She paced. Too risky to swim; her eyes darted to the waterfall on her left, where the water collided with protruding rocks before it succumbed to gravity.

“Where will we cross?” Azura shouted as they banked left and barreled towards the falls.

“We’re not,” Zainah called back, “Jump!”

Taking a giant leap, Zainah flung herself over the ledge to the base of the waterfall. Skidding to a stop as her claws brushed the edge, Azura’s eyes were wide with shock.

“Mother!” She shouted.

Taking two steps back, she paced the ledge, trying to gather her courage. Behind her, the Saghki screeched and sent her hackles skyward. She looked. Crimson eyes narrowed at her.

Clasping the amulet around her neck, Azura took a running leap at the falls.

Her ears were muted by wind as night air whipped past her. Daring to open her eyes, she saw the billowing mist below. Crisp water roared around her as she plunged into it.

It shoved her into the depths until her front paws touched the murky bottom. Disoriented, her claws searched for something to hold, something to tell her which direction the surface was. Claws sinking into the water’s edge, she forced herself upward. Gasping, panting and bewildered, she crawled on the bank after Zainah, her paws slipping and sinking in the mud.

Azura followed Zainah’s eyes to the waterfall’s ledge above.

Someone was there, Azura realized. Beside her, Zainah’s tail had risen; a sense of hope was forming across her muzzle. As the wind turned, Azura’s ears lifted at the familiar scent. Moonbeams fell on his face, his emerald eyes gleaming as he stepped to the ledge. Just behind him, Calzor stood still at the forest’s edge, his expression vacant.

“Raemus,” Zainah whispered though he couldn’t hear her, “Thank Juji you’ve come to help me.”

Why weren’t they jumping? Azura wondered. If they didn’t hurry, the Saghki—

A swarm of red and yellow eyes appeared behind him. It was like he didn’t notice!

“Father!” Azura yelled, “Calzor!”

Above them, clouds billowed in the sky and cast a shadow on the moon. As moonlight left his face, Raemus stepped into the forest’s shadows. His familiar emerald irises were...red.

Raemus roared, his tone filled with what sounded like anger and pain. The Heir of Darkness. Azura’s stomach dropped. It was her father?! How dare he howl as if in pain! Pain was what he had done to them, to all of them! He destroyed everything they ever loved! She glanced up at her mother, who shook with emotion.

He...killed...Xoran...

Pushing herself to her paws, Azura stood at Zainah’s side. Hackles rising, Azura narrowed her eyes and snarled, loud enough for him to hear. Breaking his gaze from Zainah, his eyes focused on her instead. Muzzle rippling, fangs bared, Azura opened her jaws and roared. No matter what, she decided as he stared, she would finish this. Whatever that might mean.

Following her mother’s lead, Azura threw her muzzle to the sky. Eyes shut, she sang in harmony with the howls of Queen Zainah’s anguish. They sang of their agony, of the betrayal, of the loss of Xoran and the land they loved. Most of all, the heirs of Kalia sang of their promise:

This has only just begun...
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Azura’s silhouette strode beside Zainah as they barreled deep into the Kiru Forest. As the Mourning-Howlers and Avienas gave way to strange new trees, Azura found her body craving to give in to exhaustion. Yet, even if Azura wanted to rest, she knew she couldn’t— wouldn’t be able to sleep.

No more Festivals of Juji in Nikiran. No more hunters’ chorus howls in the morning. No more training with Xeyola or playing in the fields in the evening hours. Lahkians she had seen from day to day but never spoken to— dead.

Her ears pinned as she thought of her father’s betrayal.

He wasn’t the Heir of Darkness, Azura decided as she followed after Zainah. He wanted to be King of Lahkia? Then he would have a title. Just as the Queens of Lahkia were given titles by the Lahkians, so he too would have a title. She would call him what he was: Raemus The Betrayer. Betrayer of his mate, betrayer of his children, betrayer of Lahkia.

Azura slowed as Zainah circled what looked like an ordinary stone, differentiated only by a crudely marked ‘V’. After checking the stars, Zainah turned the stone to the South and they followed the base of the V North.

For a moment, Azura thought they had made a wrong turn. In front of them, an enormous rock face stretched on for miles to their left and right, and Azura couldn’t see the top.

Moss patches and vines were slathered along the stone, but Azura felt queasy as she watched her mother climb. Following, she found herself falling into rhythm, her mind going numb at the pain in her arms. Her mother paused above her. Her paws seemed to be testing the moss around her.

“Mother?” Her voice was dry. They hadn’t spoken a word the entire way.

But she didn’t answer her. Instead, Azura watched as Zainah’s arm sank into the rock face as she touched a spot of moss. Pulling her body into the spot, Zainah disappeared somewhere on the other side.

A disguised entrance, Azura realized.

Two Veiean guards met them as she and Zainah stood on all fours. Without question, they were rushed inside and the guards howled an alarm. Limbs burning in exhaustion, Azura followed them through the crevice until it opened up on the other side.

Below, the Veiean village stirred.

Bewildered, Azura stumbled down a gentle slope. Veiean were gathering around them, asking what had happened and what was wrong— how could they help? Others were awing at Azura’s transformation, but she wished they wouldn’t.

Nisha ran forward, her silk fur swishing at her legs and tail. Zainah threw her muzzle over her friend’s shoulder and collapsed in her embrace. “Nisha,” She whispered, her voice breaking.

Nisha glanced around her at the Veiean who had begun to gather.

“Leave us!” She commanded, “Garan, ready a room for our guests. Kiyara, bring flasks of water, and then go find a healer.” Nisha said, “Quickly!”

As they left, Azura leaned against a tree, her eyes heavy as her heartbeat slowed. She watched as Nisha held Zainah, who seemed fragile for the first time in Azura’s life. After escorting them to a fire, Nisha had offered them food, but Azura wanted to puke at the idea of eating anything.

“Oh Zainah,” Nisha’s voice was pleading, “Please, my friend, tell me what has happened. You sent word the one called Roan was secured.”

Nisha glanced at Azura and placed a paw on her shoulder as if to tell her she had not forgotten about her, too.

Zainah’s eyes met Nisha’s, “It was Raemus.” She managed to say.

“Raemus?” Nisha whispered, “Are you certain?”

“I am,” Zainah’s ears folded, “My Xoran is dead, Nisha. My village has burned, and I have failed them. I have lost my mate to the darkness inside him, and I have never before felt so lost.”

“Azura,” Nisha’s voice was gentle, “Would you trust me with your mother? I know you have been through much tonight, but I ask you to let us have a moment.”

Azura nodded.

Nisha stood and led Azura to a small concave near a pond. It was furnished with blankets, softly steaming water, and some cloth for bathing. Before Azura could turn Nisha was gone.

She fell in a heap beside the water bucket, her paws lifting to touch the rim. Eyes closed, she dipped her paw into the water. It made her realize how cold, and how much pain she was in, and just how good the warmth felt. She fumbled with a nearby cloth and sat up.

Peering into the bucket, she saw her new reflection for the first time.

Her ears were no longer softly rounded, her eyes no longer as bright as they once were. She touched an unhealed cut along her muzzle. Would it scar? She supposed it didn’t matter, she thought as she looked at the blood on her paw pads.

She couldn’t erase the scent of burning flesh and fur. The cries of innocent Lahkians dying around her as they ran, the sight of their organs hanging from their bodies...Would she ever be able to forget the sight of Dondra running for her, his eyes hollowed, her brother dying to protect her?

She dipped her head into the bucket, holding it there to take in the silence, then lifted it. Shake shake shake. Her fur poofed between her ears and the sides of her face. With her claws, she smoothed it down into something well-kept. Sort of.

“Azura.” Her mother called.

Bracing the pain in her paw pads, Azura stood. She followed her at a slow pace along the Veiean village, to a spot where trees were sparse enough to see the sky.

“You have been through much tonight.” Zainah said, “But I must leave you here.”

“Leave?” Azura frowned, “Take me with you. I could help.”

Her mother didn’t say anything for a moment, as if she was searching for the words she needed, “I need you to stay, Azura.” She said, “In case something happens to me, Lahkia will fall into chaos without a leader. Even if you do not feel ready, they will rally around you, and you will find yourself surprised by your own resilience and strength.”

There was a painful silence as they walked several paces further.

“Where exactly are you going to go, Mother?”

“I must warn all of Lahkia,” Zainah said, “First to the Guiyan, to tell them to not trust your father’s plan for their safety.”

“You can’t do this alone, mother,” Azura objected.

“It is my duty, Azura. I must.”

“Take me with you.”

“No,” Zainah growled, “You are to stay here in Nisha’s care.”

Azura sat back, “I’m an adult.”

“I am still your mother.” Zainah’s eyes hardened against her, “Azura, do not make this night more difficult.”

She frowned, “I’m sorry.”

Lifting a paw, Zainah hung it over Azura’s shoulder and pulled her close, “I ask you to trust me when I tell you that leaving you is painful.”

“When will you be back?”

“I cannot say. But soon, my daughter, and then we can take on this darkness together.”

She didn’t want to see her go. She had just lost everything! Her home, her father, her brother— now, maybe her mother? Seeing her pain, Zainah grabbed her shoulders and lifted Azura’s arm parallel with hers.

“When you doubt, when you miss me,” She murmured, “Look to the skies and know I am looking as well. See that Eastern star? There...” She pointed towards the brightest in the East.

“I will look at that star, every night.” She lowered her arms and embraced Azura, “You can know that when you see it, I am thinking of you.”

Azura managed to smile, “Will you leave in the morning?”

Zainah shook her head.

“I must go tonight.” Zainah insisted, “I will begin my journey north to warn the Aguitan, then travel to the Guiyan.”

“How can you travel, mother, with the journey we just had?” Azura marveled, “Shouldn’t you rest? What about supplies?” She pressed.

Pressing forward until the moon set and the sun rose was unthinkable. Her muscles quivered as she stood there, waiting for Zainah’s answer.

“The Saghki will not rest; they do not wait for us to feel rested,” Zainah said, “I cannot rest until all of Lahkia is safe, or until my paws collapse my body from exhaustion.”

“Mother, you’re not thinking,” Azura lowered her tail, “Please, stay.”

Looking into her eyes, Azura could see the anguish behind them. The intense pain that Zainah must have been feeling. Azura was feeling it too, but they needed each other. They needed rest, and food— why wouldn’t her mother accept that? Why, Azura wondered, getting angrier by the moment, why wouldn’t she stay?

Ears folding, Zainah nuzzled her, “You mustn't worry.”

“Well I will,” Azura stepped back and growled. “Promise me you will rest somewhere along your way to the Aguitan.”

“Azur—”

“Promise me!” she snarled, “Promise me you won’t run yourself until you die from your own stupidity because you wouldn’t rest!”

“Azura!” Zainah rumbled.

“You’re not the only one who lost someone!” Azura growled, “You might have lost a son, but I lost my brother! You may have lost your mate, but tonight I’ve lost my father! You won’t take my mother from me too, you won’t.” Her hackles flared, “I don’t care that you’re Queen of Lahkia, you don’t get to make that choice alone!”

Stumped, Zainah sat. She watched Azura for a few moments, her eyes searching her as if she was trying to find the right words. After an uncomfortable silence, Zainah said,

“There are many Lahkians who do not live in the main villages; I can rest with them along my journey.”

“Promise me you will,” Azura’s hackles lowered.

Zainah sighed, “I promise, Azura, I promise to rest soon.”

Sighing, Azura sat. Exhaustion fogged her mind as she stared at the ground, her ears folded.

“I will send word when I reach the Aguitan lands,” Zainah added.

Looking up, Azura nodded, but her shoulders remained hunched over. No matter what her mother said, Azura would worry. It wasn’t like before, when her mother was gone for weeks at a time. This time, there was something out there that wanted to kill them both, and worst of all, that something was her own father. Maybe Zainah didn’t really believe Raemus would kill her, Azura thought. Yet, she had seen the look in his eyes at the waterfall; her father wasn’t there anymore. Whatever darkness he had permitted to shadow his heart, it had swallowed whatever was left of the Lahkian who helped raise her.

“I love you, Azura,” Zainah draped her muzzle over her shoulder, “and I will always believe in you.”

Closing her eyes, she leaned into her mother’s warmth, “I love you, too.”

“Come,” Zainah said, her voice just above a whisper, “The moon has risen high, and I must travel as far as I can.”

Rising to her paws, Azura sighed and followed her to the gate, where Nisha stood waiting with the two guards. Although Nisha tried to convince Zainah to stay, she remained just as stubborn as before. Sitting beside her mother’s friend, they watched as Zainah’s tail disappeared through the exit.

Tail lowered, she followed Nisha from the entranceway back into the village. Muzzle rising to the moon, Azura watched Juji as light blanketed her muzzle. With a desperate sigh, she whispered the only blessing she knew, “Run with the gods, mother. Run with grace.”
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