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        This life we lead

        Is little more than a lie

        The sun simply reflects

        And the moon doesn’t shine

         

        The rings in space

        Are an illusion of rock

        And they just spin

        Like a timeless clock

         

        Waves topple over

        Grains of lost sand

        No longer cared for

        By this false land

         

        The earth we walk on

        Is no more than dirt

        Dropped there forever

        Like a lost skirt

         

        We bounce around

        Lost in this time

        That is not yours

        And is not mine

         

        We jump off the moon

        And land among the stars

        But those bright lights

        Aren’t even ours

         

        We are forced to see

        Every detail of life

        But none of it exists

        Except for the strife

         

        God says he can save us

        In all of his scriptures

        But upon this Earth

        Is only fake pictures

         

        The smiles on faces

        And the hope inside eyes

        Are simply more disguises

        And pretty little lies

         

        We go on hoping

        It gets better from here

        And maybe it will

        If only we make it there

         

        Bouncing on the moon

        A sport so easy to enjoy

        For a lost little girl

        And a broken hearted boy

         

        Find joy in the lies

        Find pain in the truth

        That’s the way we live

        When we are all youth.

      

        

      
        - Krisen Grace Lison

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY SO FAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Months before Nineva destroyed the Verinian Forest, the she-wolf Midnightstar left her father’s pack with her friends Tatl, Rabika, and Adelaide. She swore to stop the war between the unicorns and the wolves. To do so, she seeks the help of the Assembly of the Lands; a governing group of powerful creatures who may have the ability to put the bloodshed to an end.

      Sunset’s son, the dragon Xiuh, promised to travel with Midnightstar on her quest throughout the Lands to bring peace. Xiuh’s mother told him that he was a portal— a special kind of being that was sworn to be the aid of a creature called a skygazer. Not understanding his destiny, but knowing he had to follow it, Xiuh joined up with Midnightstar, swearing to be her portal and to serve her until their quest was done.

      Meanwhile, Lilja’s son Snapfoot is now the leader of the High Plains Pack. After Shadowin, Jade, and Caini left on their own quest to find Allie, Snapfoot has found himself struggling to provide for his pack in a time of starvation and assassination attempts from the unicorns. The war between the pack and the unicorns is great, and there have been many casualties over the years. If the fighting doesn’t stop, both sides will certainly become extinct.

      The Ortusans have taken over the realm, and Bloodlusters are leading the command— most dangerously, Aravon and Carmilla, who have sworn fealty to Wyntier himself. The fairies of the Lands are in hiding, and refuse to rally together to do battle against them. Ortusans are slaughtering whatever is in sight, and now have complete control of the area.

      As a wolf’s bite is the only thing that can kill an Ortusan, the packs of the realm must come together to stop them. But uniting the packs is a tall order, a task that can only be done by a miraculous leader.

      The wolves of the Lands are the last remaining hope for the realm. But as Midnightstar finds herself trapped within strange visions, she’s at risk of losing herself as the journey continues…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEFORE THE BURNING OF THE VERINIAN FOREST…

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SEEING STRANGE THINGS
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      “Midnightstar!”

      Midnightstar ran, her breaths coming in labored gasps, heart pounding with each step of her paw.

      “Midnightstar!”

      “I’m coming!” the she-wolf yelled, forcing herself to run faster. She whirled past trees that were changing color, going from blue to pink to red in a dazzling, spectacular array.

      This was so confusing… this was all very confusing! Why did she see things the way they were now, in a rainbow of nausea-inducing colors, a rampage of vibrant shapes that bent and twisted as she went?

      The trees furrowed underground and came up again like moles, nosing her feet and kicking her with their roots so she would go faster.

      “Stop it! Leave me alone!” Midnightstar cried.

      Seemingly on command, the trees laid down, and the wood became a road— a road which writhed beneath her paws until she was stepping on piles of worms.

      “Ugh!” she yelled in disgust, and she extended her strides in an attempt to escape the wrigglers. The worms crawled into one massive, giant hill, and soon that hill became a mountain… and Midnightstar was standing on top of it, looking down upon the Lands and all their glory.

      “Why am I up here?” Midnightstar murmured. She peered below, trying to see what path she should take, but nothing called out to her.

      Her ears pricked as she heard a happy voice singing a cheerful tune from inside the mountain, a song echoing out of a cave. Curious, Midnightstar padded to the entrance, where she dove in nose first to find the source of the noise.

      
        
        “You seek answers,

        Have them I do!

        You have questions,

        I’ve got a few!”

      

      

      Midnightstar poked her head around the corner. Her eyes widened as she saw a horrid animal dancing wickedly on its hind legs around a small flame in the center of the cave. The creature appeared to be a combination of several animals. It was some sort of doggish reptile, one with crooked teeth, long claws and a scaly, yet furry, exterior.

      
        
        “You don’t know who you are,

        I don’t know who I am, too!

        You’d better come to find me,

        Time’s running out on you!”

      

      

      The creature threw multiple items into the fire as she danced. First, she threw in the body of a wolf, then the body of a unicorn, then mushrooms and tree roots and flowers and all sorts of plants. Lastly, she pitched in a shimmering diamond tiara, with two tangled necklaces.

      Once the necklaces hit the flame, the fire exploded. Midnightstar leapt back as she saw all the people she knew in the fire, submerged within the flame. There was Kia and Keota, her siblings and parents, Keanu and Allie, Ionan, Vera and all the rest... the fire turned white, then purple, then blue with each display of a different face.

      “Burn, burn, burn!!!” the creature screamed, laughing before continuing her song.

      
        
        “Nagli does as Nagli will,

        Come talk to the bones, they’re quite a thrill,

        Fight the Despondent, chase it out,

        Or end up dead, and Nagli will pout.”

      

      

      Terrified, Midnightstar ran. But her legs wouldn’t listen to her directions... they ran straight through the cave and right into the fire!

      Midnightstar screamed. Her flesh was burning, melting, slinking off her bones, and the creature was laughing maniacally in the background…

      Then, the flames faded. She was standing by a pool, memory of the fire wiped clean. The cave around her was dark and gloomy, and nothing shone, except the sparkling blue water that cast off an eerie glow upon the walls.

      The white spots upon her back started to glow— like the eyes of Allie and Keanu when they prophesied. Midnightstar had no doubt that her eyes were glowing, too. She peered into the pond to see if her assumption was true, and gasped as she did so. Nothing showed in her refection but her eyes, and the spots on her back. It looked as if the stars themselves floated within the water.

      “I have no reflection. I have no face,” she whispered. “No reflection, no face, no reflection, no face…”
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        * * *

      

      “Midnightstar!”

      The black she-wolf jolted out of her vision, shaking her head and blinking rapidly. “What?”

      “You’re spacing out again,” Rabika whined. Her gray fur stood on end as the scar on her face contorted into a growl. “That’s the third time today.”

      Midnightstar shook her head once more. “I’m sorry Rabika, I was…thinking.” She rubbed her temple with her paw.

      “You seem to be doing that a lot lately,” Rabika snapped back. “Why don’t you keep your eyes on the road, since you’re supposed to know where we’re going?”

      “Of course, Rabika. Thank you for reminding me.” Midnightstar nodded politely.

      The wolf growled, saying, “Next time somebody has to scout ahead, I’m going instead of Tatl. He can stick behind with you and try to get your head out of the clouds.”

      A tiny red she-wolf piped up behind her, saying, “Don’t blame Mids! She’s just thinking about how we’re going to find the Assembly of the Lands!”

      Thank the Creator for little Adelaide. “Yes, Rabika, exactly,” Midnightstar added. “I have to backtrack in my head where exactly I was taken when I was a pup. That’s where the Assembly of the Lands will be, I’m sure.”

      “Didn’t seem like you were remembering to me,” Rabika growled, but she pursued the argument no more.

      She and Adelaide continued ahead, leaving Midnightstar behind. Midnightstar cringed, though inwardly, she breathed a sigh of relief. She hated lying, but it seemed like it was the only way to get her friends off her back about her daydreaming.

      Little did they know, it wasn’t really daydreaming at all.

      Ever since she’d left her pack behind on that dark night several weeks ago, Midnightstar had begun to see things. It had first started in dreams— strange nightmares prowling in her sleep— but the visions had continued, and began to haunt her even when she was awake.

      And always, there were voices everywhere. Voices calling to her, voices crooning at the back of her head, telling her to listen to them, to turn around, indicating they were right behind her. Every so often she felt a tap on her shoulder, only to turn around and find nobody there.

      Her sight constantly faded in and out of reality, so much so that Midnightstar sometimes couldn’t tell what was real and what was fake. It was as if she was walking between two worlds. Her head was floating upon air, but her body was stuck on the ground.

      It made for some very sick experiences.

      Midnightstar couldn’t let any of her fellow travelers know that she was insane. They were already following her on a crazy mission... what would her friends do if they knew that their leader was going mad? The only thing she could hope for was that she could retain her sanity until the war between the wolves and the unicorns finally ended. The rest, such as stopping Wyntier for good, would have to be everyone else’s responsibility.

      It was a miracle she had managed to keep her foresight hidden from everyone for this long.

      “Having another vision?” a long, serpentine dragon asked. The blue fur on his spine flowed over his white scales as he slunk down from the trees above her.

      Kept her foresight hidden from everybody except Xiuh, of course.

      “Will you just keep quiet? They don’t have to know,” Midnightstar hissed.

      “I never said they had to know. All I asked was if you had another vision,” he responded.

      Xiuh wasn’t much larger than she was— only around her size, though he was just past his teenage years. Save for Mirabelle, she’d never seen such a little dragon, though that didn’t make him any less of a nuisance.

      “Yes. Why is that important?”

      “I want to help,” he offered, floating along the ground.

      “You could never help. You don’t know what’s going on. None of us do.”

      Puny, slinky thing who hasn’t even grown into his wings yet, she thought.

      “Oh, come on. Just tell me what you see.”

      The thought of relaying her ridiculous visions to another soul was mortifying. “I don’t even know how you figured out I was having these visions in the first place.”

      “A dragon’s intuition.”

      “You dragons and your silly intuition.”

      “It’s never wrong,” Xiuh boasted.

      “Well, then, if you’ve got such good instincts, why don’t you tell us which way to go?”

      Rabika and Adelaide overheard this. The other two wolves turned around to look at him.

      Xiuh’s face fell. “I... uh…”

      “I thought so.”

      “Pardon me if I ask this, Mids, but where exactly are we going?” Adelaide asked, looking at her with big, warm eyes.

      “Yes, dearest, where are we headed? You haven’t managed to tell us the details of your plan,” Rabika put in, licking her paw.

      Midnightstar swallowed. “I told you. We’re going to the Assembly of the Lands, to convince them to intercede and stop the unicorn war, so the wolf packs and the herd don’t eliminate each other.”

      “Yes, I know that, but do you have a plan on how you’re going to persuade them to help?” Rabika pressed.

      “You always have to have a plan, Rabika. Can’t we just take it as it goes?” Adelaide said, waving her paw at her sister.

      “It does help to know what you’re doing,” Midnightstar said quietly, letting herself succumb to Rabika’s stern gaze.

      “Even if we do manage to make them come with us, you think those nags are going to listen to a bunch of old animals telling them what to do? As if,” Rabika barked.

      “Of course they will!” Adelaide said defensively, and Midnightstar felt a flush of embarrassment rise up in her coat. “All it will take is a sensible voice in the process, and the unicorns will simply stop fighting us, and leave the pack alone. Everything will be fine once we all talk it out.”

      Midnightstar had to stop herself from yelling at Adelaide. She loved the little wolf with all her heart, and always made sure to defend her against Rabika’s murmurings, but she was simply too innocent.

      In all honesty, Midnightstar admitted to herself that she was worried. Something as sweet as Adelaide’s naivety could get her, and the rest of them, killed out here.

      Midnightstar squashed her annoyance at Adelaide and turned it around on Rabika. “What else is there to do, Rabika? We either keep pressing on and try it my way, or we turn around. What’s left back home? Nothing.”

      “There are friends back home. And family and meat and home,” Adelaide added. “And all those things are very fine.”

      “There won’t be a home if we turn around,” Midnightstar insisted. “Everybody will be gored by a horn. If unicorns don’t kill our pack, the Second Despondent will. Look around, you two! Food is hard to find.”

      “It would be easier to find if we knew the land we were hunting on,” Rabika grumbled.

      “You guys want to leave, go ahead, but I’m still heading north.” Midnightstar kept walking.

      “I’m with her,” Xiuh added, following her lead.

      “You’re just afraid of facing everyone after you come back with nothing,” Rabika spat, scraping her nails against the dirt.

      Midnightstar almost stopped, but instead of retaliating, she simply brushed Rabika’s comment off her shoulder coolly. “If it was a question of my cowardice, Rabika, I would’ve never left the cave in the first place.”

      Midnightstar knew obedient Adelaide would follow her anywhere, and there was no way that Rabika would leave her fluffy-headed sister out here alone. She would come. Midnightstar was so sure, in fact, that she didn’t look back.

      Sure enough, the crackling of branches as Adelaide clumsily tripped over them proved enough evidence that Midnightstar wasn’t leaving them behind.

      “You handled that last insult from Rabika well,” Xiuh said, walking by her side. “How did you manage to do that? Aren’t you afraid of looking like a fool?”

      “The only thing I fear is losing the ones that I love, dragon. The rest doesn’t matter to me,” Midnightstar said.

      “I don’t understand accepting her insult. But I guess dragons are very prideful.” Xiuh shrugged. “And even if we weren’t, I wouldn’t have put up with that last comment. She’s been giving you trouble for the past few days.”

      Midnightstar sighed. “You have to understand her, dragon. Rabika hates having nothing to do, and so far, our mission is leading us nowhere. If she had a task besides walking, she wouldn’t be acting this way. I honestly don’t know where we’re going, only that the Assembly is in the general direction of the Ice Borns. This trip wasn’t very well planned. One of the reasons why I wanted to go alone.”

      “Why do you keep calling me ‘dragon?’” Xiuh asked, putting his head down to look her in the eye.

      Midnightstar paid no attention to him. “Because that’s what you are to me. It may seem cruel, but I confess that I don’t want to get close to anyone else. Attachment leads to pain. I appreciate your help on this journey, though I’m wondering...”

      “Yes?” Xiuh pursued.

      Midnightstar dared to look at him now. “Why did you come? You don’t know me, nor does a dragon have anything to do with a war between wolves and unicorns. Your place isn’t here.”

      “I have to argue against that,” Xiuh said. “After all, I’m just like you. There’s nowhere else for me to go. I cannot go back to the desert. My sister has a new family now, and my mother has chased me out of the nest.”

      “Why?”

      “She knew about my strange dreams. She told me I was your portal, and you were my skygazer— whatever that means. She was convinced it was my destiny to follow you.”

      “I’m not so sure I believe in destiny,” Midnightstar confessed.

      “Why?” Xiuh asked in shock. “Isn’t that what this trip is about?”

      “Not really. The prophecies that have been foretold about us don’t set anything in stone. You might be the clouddrifter that Allie’s most recent prophecy speaks of, but we’re still not sure what that means. Even though I’ve seen the way things have played out since Allie and Keanu spoke the oracle, I believe that we choose our own path,” Midnightstar said.

      “Then I choose going with you. Like I said, I have nowhere else to go. I might as well be making use of my time by helping to stop all this carnage. I won’t sit on my scales all day in a cave, wondering when my next meal is going to come around.”

      “I suppose I agree.”

      Her attitude toward him was so icy, she was surprised he didn’t move away. Midnightstar felt bad she was treating him so harshly.

      Even so, she couldn’t afford to make friends on this trip. This was business. No time to be making small talk with somebody who potentially wouldn’t come back.

      She tried focusing on the scenery in order to make a defense against slipping back into her mind. All the snow was gone now. Allie and Keanu wouldn’t be Changer sledding anymore. They’d be appreciating the beautiful blossoms that were blooming on each tree, watching the tiny buds that emerged next to the first fruits of spring, and observing the birds nesting in the trees. They would be racing each other through the flowers that were springing up on the plains. The smell of fresh spring grass would be in the air.

      She sorely missed the Verinian Forest. Here wasn’t home, but if she imagined it, she could pretend it was. The small dirt path was gentle to the touch underneath her feet as new green leaves weaved in the breeze.

      Midnightstar focused all her energy on remembering the beauty of this simple place. If her friends discovered her insanity and chased her away, she would never be allowed to reenter the safety of a pack again. Maybe then, if she was alone, she’d be so crazy her visions would carry her back here again.

      She guessed it didn’t matter if she was a raving lunatic. As long as she completed the task at hand.

      “Tatl is taking an awfully long time to scout ahead. Do you want me to go looking for him?” Xiuh asked.

      “No, Xiuh. I don’t want you going alone,” Midnighstar said.

      “Don’t you trust dragons?” Xiuhcoatl asked, stomping his foot.

      Midnightstar clenched her fangs. “It isn’t a question of trusting you, it’s a question of trusting them.”

      At her word, a lone howl rose up out of the woods. It was a high pitched, terrible scream— nothing like the beautiful cries the wolves called out to the moon each night.

      Xiuh scowled. “Ortusans. They’re everywhere.”

      “If you really wanted to do something we could go and slaughter all those posers,” Rabika complained.

      “To kill Ortusans, you need wolves,” Midnightstar replied. “We won’t have any more wolves if the unicorns kill them all. First things first.”

      “Oh, Midnightstar!” a voice cried in the wilderness, and Adelaide cheered. She turned to watch a young black wolf trounce over the hill and down to meet them, wagging his tail.

      “Hello, Tatl.” Midnightstar grimaced. “Find anything of worth?”

      Tatl nodded, the tear-shaped mark on his head bobbing. “Only one thing,” he said. “Stay sharp. Keep your head down and your trap shut. Follow me.”

      The wolves slunk down into a crouch, copying Tatl’s movements. Xiuh zipped into the trees to wind quietly after them.

      “Ouch!” Adelaide whimpered, falling into Midnightstar. “I got pricked by this bush!”

      “Quiet!” Tatl ordered. “Look down.”

      Midnightstar peered over the thorny bushes they were concealing themselves behind to see a pack of thirty Ortusans, some in wolf form, others not. Most had blood covering them from head to toe, and were arguing over leftover scraps and bones.

      Midnightstar wrinkled her nose as she smelled their reek. Ortusans were such filthy things.

      “How does this help us?” Rabika asked angrily, showing her teeth.

      “It doesn’t. I just thought you’d like to know that we’re being hunted,” Tatl said.

      “As if we didn’t know that already,” Midnightstar said.

      “No, I mean, if they catch scent of us unprepared, we’re dead,” he added. “I’ve been spying on them for over an hour. They’ve cleaned all the food out of the area. We’re going hungry tonight, and they are too, if we can manage to avoid them.”

      “No dinner again?” Adelaide complained. Rabika put her ears back at her, and the young wolf shrunk.

      Midnightstar’s eyes swept back to her cohorts. “Come on. We’ve got to keep moving, and faster than we were.”

      “Would you like me to burn them, Midnightstar?” Xiuh whispered from above, only his eyes visible amongst the leaves.

      “Yeah, that’s a great idea! Torch em!” Tatl encouraged.

      “No!” Midnightstar snapped. “You do that, they’ll all be on us. There’s too many to kill right now.”

      “You’re playing it safe. They don’t know we’re here. We have the perfect opportunity!” Tatl hushed back.

      “It’s too risky.”

      “Do it anyway, Xiuh,” Rabika encouraged.

      “If you even think about it I’ll make Adelaide scream!” Midnightstar threatened, and she rose up a paw to step on Adelaide’s tail.

      The young red wolf instantly held her breath, closing her eyes but doing nothing to move her tail out of Midnightstar’s way.

      Rabika and Tatl glared immensely. But before another word could be said Xiuh had slipped away from the treetops, murmuring, “Another time.”

      “Good job on making the dragon mad,” Rabika snarled.

      “He’s not mad,” Midnightstar said, though she knew Rabika was right. “He’s being sensible.”

      “It’ll be his sensibility, and yours,” Tatl said as he wrangled his way out of the bush, “That’ll make us all dinner tonight.”
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      The group wandered about, always moving forward and never looking back. Midnightstar led the charge, the others staying close behind now that they knew of the threat that was following.

      Xiuh hadn’t showed himself since Midnightstar snapped at him, and she couldn’t help but think it was for the best. The less time he spent close to the wolves, the less likely he was to tell them about the visions.

      “I’m so hungry,” Adelaide moaned, tripping over herself as she walked along.

      “Stop whining, Adelaide.” Rabika snapped. “You complaining won’t make food magically appear.”

      “I never said it would!” Adelaide moaned. “I’m just saying I’m really hungry!”

      “Well, maybe if you didn’t whine about it so much, you wouldn’t be so hungry,” Rabika growled.

      “Come on, you two, let’s not fight,” Tatl ordered. “All we have is each other.”

      Midnightstar listened to them for a moment, but then another voice filled her mind, unwelcome and commanding.

      Go, Midnightstar, it whispered. You are the last— you must go. This life means nothing. You are a wave tossed into the ocean, lost and never found. This war is like another grain of sand on an ocean floor. It will be forgotten with the next tide.

      Stop it! Midnightstar shook her head. Why do you tell me these things? Why can’t you just leave me alone?

      You are the last. Only you can save them. You must save them, before they are thrown into the wind and lost forever. Remember them, save them. You are the last.

      The voice continued to repeat the words, chanting them over and over.

      “The last what!” Midnightstar shouted. “Tell me!”

      “Who are you talking to? The voices in your head?” Rabika asked sarcastically.

      “No! That would be crazy!” Midnightstar snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous. I wasn’t talking to anyone.”

      “Yes, you were. I heard you,” Rabika argued.

      “You must be hearing things, then, because I didn’t say a word,” Midnightstar growled.

      “Whatever you say.” Rabika stared at the other wolf a moment longer, then allowed herself to fall a few paces behind.

      In the trees, Xiuh’s chuckle could be heard faintly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Midnightstar ran along the river, her feet sinking so far into the sand that she shouldn’t have been able to pull them out. But they came out easily, making loud sucking noises as they did. The wet sand was filled with gaping holes, caverns that devoured creatures with no escape. The holes became larger and larger, waiting for unknowing travelers to tumble helplessly into them and fall to their doom.

      One hole was larger than the rest. Midnightstar approached it and looked down. She could’ve easily fallen into the hole, but she seemed to be floating above it. She peered deeper into the blackness and saw the glowing orbs of her eyes, but no face for them to attach to. She gasped, losing her balance and tumbling into the pit.

      As she fell, the darkness flashed pink, then purple, then orange. A green rabbit floated past her and became a yellow raven, flying away toward the blue light that was the top of the hole. She hurdled through a black-and-white world, stained with bursts of light.

      Though Midnightstar was tumbling head over heels, she couldn’t see her feet. Where had they gone? Midnightstar looked down, and saw that she was fading away. She could no longer feel the sturdiness of her body. She was a mind vacant of a vessel, floating through a world of terror. The red color of blood splattered across the walls of the tunnel, and although she was nothing but a mind, she kept falling without end.

      She plummeted faster and faster, and a sharp pain stabbed into her shoulder. The colors vanished. Midnightstar looked down and sighed in relief when she saw her paws dangling off her legs.

      Then she looked past her feet and saw that land was almost fifty feet below her. She was floating, but she didn’t know how. The pain in her shoulder increased.

      Something pulled her up, away from the ground that was so far below. Then the pain faded and she was on solid ground, back in the real world.
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        * * *

      

      “Pay attention, Midnightstar!” Rabika’s voice snapped. “Next time there might not be anyone to save you!”

      “What happened?” Midnightstar asked, looking around. Tatl and Adelaide had concerned looks across their faces. Xiuh had even emerged from hiding, and sat just a short distance away. Blood was running down Rabika’s teeth.

      “You walked off the cliff,” Tatl answered. “We thought we lost you, until Rabika grabbed you.”

      “You made her bleed!” Adelaide shrieked mindlessly. “We have to stop the bleeding!”

      “She’s fine, Adelaide, it’s just a little scratch,” Rabika snarled. “I couldn’t get her unless I bit down.”

      “Are you all right?” Adelaide asked Midnightstar.

      Midnightstar looked around blindly for a moment, gazing at her paws. They were still attached. “I’m fine. I guess I was just thinking.”

      “That was more than just thinking,” Rabika barked. “What is going on with you? There has to be something you’re not telling us.”

      “There’s nothing,” Midnightstar replied. “Nothing at all.”

      “Midnightstar! You have to talk to us!” Rabika growled.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me,” Midnightstar snapped back. “Everything’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not,” Rabika argued. “You should’ve seen the look on your face right now! Completely blank, like you were hypnotized! Or in another world!”

      “Back down, Rabika.” Xiuh’s voice floated over to them, and the dragon drew near. “She has many things on her mind, and you bothering her isn’t helping any.”

      “What do you know of wolves, you good-for-nothing beast?” Rabika snapped.

      “Back down!” Xiuh’s voice had a cruel bite to it that they’d never heard before. It was the kind of tone you’d expect from an enemy, not a friend.

      Rabika stared at him for a moment before backing away at the fire in the small dragon’s eyes. Midnightstar’s friends retreated, to start walking around the edge of the cliff. Once they had moved away, Xiuh approached.

      “You’re going to have to tell them sooner or later, wolf,” he said softly.

      “Why did you just call me ‘wolf?’” she asked him.

      “If I am nothing more than a dragon to you, then you will be nothing more than a wolf to me.” Xiuh replied.

      Midnightstar winced. It was a painful blow, but she knew she deserved it. “Thank you for making her leave me alone.”

      “It’s not right for her to press you like that,” Xiuh told her. “You will speak when you are ready.”

      Come to me, Midnightstar. The voice was back, whispering as if dancing upon the wind. I can show you how meaningless this life is. You’re the last. You must come and save them.

      Midnightstar looked up at the sky, searching. “I’m coming,” she muttered.

      “What was that?” Xiuh asked.

      “I didn’t say anything,” Midnightstar said quickly. “Must have been the wind.”

      Xiuhcoatl stared at her. “Soon, wolf,” he insisted. “You can’t keep this from them for long.”

      The small pack traveled a short distance more before deciding they needed rest. Or rather, Adelaide decided she was too tired to keep going, so the others were forced to stop with her.

      “I’m sorry for slowing us down like this,” Adelaide apologized. “But my paws ache, and I’m covered in cuts from the thorn bushes.”

      “It’s all right, Adelaide, no one blames you,” Tatl comforted. “We all need some rest.”

      “Not me. I can keep going for hours,” Rabika bragged.

      “Yes, well, it’s not all about you, is it?” Tatl snapped. “You have to think about the good of everyone, Rabika.”

      Rabika huffed and curled up next to a tree without another word. Midnightstar watched as the three wolves and the small dragon all drifted to sleep, but she couldn’t bring herself to close her eyes. She searched all around, listening for the voices, but they didn’t come.

      Eventually, she couldn’t stay awake any longer, so she closed her eyes and let herself drift off into her nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      Cut off your paw, Midnightstar. Remove it, and watch the blood pour freely from it. What is a little blood spilt, when the world means nothing? Let the blood run.

      Midnightstar was alone in a forest clearing, beautiful stars all around her. She gazed upward at the stars, and the voices continued to talk to her, capturing her mind and holding it captive against their mesmerizing speech.

      Let your blood run upon this ground. It’s all meaningless, anyway. You’re the last, so let this last blood be shed.

      “No,” she said simply, but despite her rejection, she was drawn to do what the voices said.

      She peered around. A small steel trap lay in the middle of the clearing, catching her attention. Bloody, dark stains stood out against the cold metal.

      Cut off your right paw, Midnightstar. What’s the meaning of this world without sacrifice? the voice said sweetly.

      Midnightstar took one step toward the trap, and then another. With each step, she felt exhilarated, as if she were finally doing something right.

      Just a little closer, Midnightstar, the voice said, egging her on. Let the stars of your back be the planets. Let the blood run upon this meaningless ground.

      “Just a little blood, right?” Midnightstar hushed, still moving forward. She reached the trap and stood beside it, peering down at the evil device. “What does it matter?”

      She lifted her right foot into the air and moved it closer, hovering above the spikes. When her paw was directly above the trap, she stepped down quickly without understanding why.

      The jaws snapped, and color swirled before her eyes. A bee flew past her in the dark, its small wings sending off waves of green as it buzzed by. Blood splattered across the grass. Midnightstar stumbled backward and looked at her foot. The paw was gone, leaving a bloody stump in its place.

      Yet she felt no pain. The trap vanished in a puff of silver smoke, taking her severed paw with it.

      Yes, Midnightstar. More blood spilt for a war that is useless. This world is not for you. Come to us.

      “Where are you?” Midnightstar questioned, watching the orange motion of a fox as it ran past.

      In your mind, living just out of reach, the voice whispered. Recede into yourself, and find us. That is, if you know who you are.

      The voice broke away, cackling maniacally.

      “Who am I?” Midnightstar broke into a run, leaving the clearing behind. Her missing paw never slowed her down, but rather, made her move even faster.

      “Who am I?!” she yelled out at no one. The trees inched closer to her and the path grew narrow until she was completely enclosed in branches. There was nowhere for her to go.

      Trapped, Midnightstar let out a deranged howl and cried, “Who am I supposed to be?”
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        * * *

      

      “Midnightstar!” Tatl’s voice startled her awake. Midnightstar jumped on the spot, blearily shaking her head. “We have to get moving. The Ortusans are on the prowl.”

      Midnightstar laid where she was a moment longer, then rose to her feet, checking to be sure she had all four paws. They were all there, but the fur around her right paw was matted with red.

      “What happened to my foot?” she asked, lifting it curiously.

      “You were chewing it raw a few moments ago,” Tatl explained. “You must’ve been dreaming of hunting.”

      “Yes. That’s it,” Midnightstar replied dreamily, her gaze mottled and distant. “Hunting”

      “Are you all right?” Adelaide asked.

      “I’m fine.” Midnightstar quickly licked her paw clean and cringed. The wound was deep. If she had bitten any harder, she would’ve struck the bone. She could’ve sawed off her own foot without realizing.

      She stepped down nervously, but despite her injury, she didn’t feel a thing. Odd.

      “We have to keep moving,” Tatl insisted. “Let’s get going.”

      The group began to move on, but Midnightstar stayed behind a moment. There was a small spot of blood upon the ground, but the wound in her ankle no longer bled. A wound this deep should’ve been gushing, but it was completely dry.

      “What are you? And why me?” she questioned.

      She didn’t expect the voices to answer, but this time, they did. We are inside your head, Midnightstar, they said. We are the ones you turn to when no one else will listen. Save them, Midnightstar. You are the last. Only you can save them.

      “And what if I just ignored you? What then?” she asked.

      You can’t turn your back on what’s inside, the voices replied.

      “Midnightstar!” Tatl called. “Hurry up! This is your mission, remember?”

      “I’m coming, Tatl!” Midnightstar ran after the group, terrified of what was happening to her. The deep gash did not throb or ache as she pressed her weight onto it.

      “Wounding yourself is not a good sign.” Xiuh commented, coming out of the trees as she sprinted after her friends.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose. I was dreaming,” Midnightstar argued.

      “Dreaming about what?” Xiuh questioned.

      Don’t tell him about us, Midnightstar, don’t tell anyone, the voices called.

      “I don’t remember,” Midnightstar told him.

      “Well, if you happen to recall, I am here to listen,” Xiuh put in, obviously not believing her but not wanting to press.

      “Thank you for that, dragon.” Midnightstar nodded, but her gratitude was cut off as something bit her tail, grabbing her from behind and tossing her to the ground.

      A wretched, awful smell filled her nostrils as she stood to face a white wolf with blood in his coat— one that had eyes that weren’t those of an animal.

      “You filthy false wolf!” she barked angrily. She growled lowly, preparing to bite the Ortusan.

      The Ortusan laughed. “What makes you think you can take me on? I have friends.”

      The large group of Ortusans from earlier began to show themselves, emerging one by one from the large trees. There were at least thirty of them. Far too many for them to handle on their own.

      Run, Midnightstar! You are the last! You must survive to save them! the voices insisted.

      She turned to run, and Xiuh took to the sky.

      She bolted past the other three wolves, and as she did, she yelled her warning. “Ortusans! They’re right behind me!”

      “We should split up!” Tatl called, glancing backward. The coven of Ortusans was quickly gaining. “It would force them into smaller groups, and maybe we could get a couple bites in to kill a few of them!”

      “Are you crazy!?” Rabika replied. “That would just get us killed faster!”

      “Got any better ideas?” Tatl questioned. Rabika didn’t answer, so the group split off, each of them taking different directions. Midnightstar continued straight, while the other wolves chose various paths that led them deep into the forest.

      Midnightstar rushed forward, never looking back at the Ortusans who were hungrily pursuing behind. But even without looking, she knew the spots upon her back were glowing.

      The voices urged her forward, calling her away. Don’t look back. Life has no real meaning, no purpose. Just like a grain of sand in an ocean, you are always moving elsewhere, never looking back.

      Suddenly realizing she was alone, Midnightstar stopped and looked around. “Tatl! Adelaide! Rabika! Xiuh!” She spun in a circle to take in her surroundings.

      The large white Ortusan crept up behind her, baring his teeth. He snapped his jaws tightly on her leg. She whipped around toward him, trying to sink her teeth in to poison him with her bite. He let go, and sprinted away before she could do so.

      The others began to show themselves, some in wolf form and others not. They pinned her down and held her captive against the ground, keeping her mouth shut tightly with their hands while several bodies laid upon her.

      Then came the colors again, flashing around her. A glimpse of green high up in a tree, a small blue bird in the sky, the red blood dripping off the Ortusans’ teeth. Everything had new definition, and the shapes smudged until everything ran together in a great blur.

      Everything was so new, so strange, and so lovely. Why was she seeing these colors? What was the purpose of them? She felt herself being crushed beneath the weight of six Ortusans, but then, the sensation was gone. She felt nothing, smelled nothing, but the colors remained.

      You must live, for you are the last, Midnightstar. Only you can save them. You must survive.
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        * * *

      

      Tatl ran through the trees, jumping over stumps and bushes as he went to make it more difficult for the Ortusans to follow him. Ahead, he saw where the trees stopped. He thought he could lose them there, so he ran toward the break in the foliage, freezing when he came to the last tree.

      The edge of a cliff crumbled beneath him. Holding his breath, he managed to leap up to solid ground, clawing his way toward the top until he was safely upon hard stone. Tatl got up, looking over the edge. That had been too close for his liking.

      He turned, wanting to run another way, but it was too late. While he was trying to recover from his leap, the Ortusans followed, and now had him surrounded. He had no choice but to fight.

      Tatl lashed out, catching a leg in his jaws. The victim of the bite let out a squeal and ran off to die. Tatl snapped his fangs at the others, but he doubted he’d be able to actually wound another one. They were too fast, too strong, and too many.

      It would be easy for them to get him down for good.
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        * * *

      

      Adelaide plunged into a small stream, hoping the water would slow down her attackers and disguise her scent. The cold fluid covered her, and she shivered, trying to keep up her quick pace. The wolf-like Ortusans jumped in after her, splashing through the water and growing ever closer.

      I must keep running, Adelaide thought to herself. She charged forward, calling on all her muscles to push her farther. Running faster than ever before, her body screamed, but fear made the pain irrelevant as the Ortusans advanced.

      In her frenzy to keep moving, she never noticed the large rock in her path. She turned to go around it, but she caught her side against the stone. She felt a gash open at the rock’s sharp edge, and she yelped as she toppled over into the stream.

      Her blood dyed the water red as the Ortusans approached, licking their lips eagerly for a feast.
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        * * *

      

      Rabika jolted when she heard the small yelp she knew to be little Adelaide not so far away.

      She skidded to a stop and turning around in the other direction, to face the chasing force. “No,” she whispered.

      Rabika crouched downward, lips curled at the coven of Ortusans who were following. “If they hurt her, I’ll kill all of you,” she growled.

      “I’d like to see you try, little wolf,” a female remarked.

      “I will!” Rabika’s temper rose, fueling her as she jumped directly at the Ortusans, her fangs exposed as she dived right where they wanted her.
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