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Prologue

A soft gurgle could be heard as the baby attempted to grasp the object above her. The sphere’s smooth surface changed every few seconds as it turned, depicting wild battle scenes from tales of old. Occasionally, it would show a reflection of the baby; one of smiles and soft wisps of brown hair. Voices outside of the cradle quietly drifted through the stuffy room. 

“What about a wolf?” a man said softly.

“Darling, do not be foolish! She needs a fera that will serve her well, not some kind of beast,” his wife replied. 

“What about Mrs. Luzin’s fera? Is that not a wolf?”

“You know my views on Mrs. Luzin.”

Cedric scowled at his wife’s stubbornness. “Then what do you propose, Grace? A cat?”

“Close; a dog.”

Before Cedric could argue, Grace lifted a delicate finger. “How will our girl make it in society if she has a monster at her side? Lots of young girls these days have dogs as their fera. They are civil, can be trained, and will live peacefully beside our… family.” The older woman smiled as a small dove cooed in agreement on her shoulder. Most of its pearl feathers were hidden under a curtain of her brown hair.

A russet fox paced beside Cedric’s chair, mirroring the husband’s turmoil. 

She puts up a fair fight, commented the fox. However, I do not find a mangy puppy desirable in my home. 

Knitting his eyebrows together, the middle-aged man replied: How can we parry this, Silas?

Is there another fera you can agree upon? 

Grace wore a smug mask as she stared at her mate, challenging him to think of another retort.

The plush rugs swallowed the sound of Cedric’s tapping foot. Finally, an idea formed to counteract his wife. He relayed it to Silas, who instantly agreed.

“What if we do not choose?”
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Pronunciation Guide



               (This guide will be updated occasionally with suggestions.)

Fera - fair-UH

Piper- Pipe-ER

Reine - REHN (sounds like ‘wren’)

Tamerlane - Tam-er-lane
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A fera is claimed, a hero is introduced, and a journey is taken. 


Chapter 1: Flurries





Piper

Fifteen years later…

Two hooded figures stood outside the gated grounds of Nest’s Fera Emporium: home of exotic and domestic fera from every corner of Eden. It was one of the main attractions to the sleepy port town of Biscay.

Flurries fell from the sky in short bursts, the clouds confused and scattered. The shorter of the two figures shivered and wrapped her cloak around herself. “Lucy, maybe we should try another day.”

Scarlet hair peeked out of Lucy’s hood. “Piper, we’ve waited too long for this. You’ve backed out twice. I don’t want to plan another trip if I don’t have to.” Her voice was as taut as thin string holding up the Western flag beside them. 

Piper grew quiet and shuffled her feet. She reached up and tickled the chin of the barred owl perched on Lucy’s shoulder. It closed its eyes and gave a soft hoot. 

Lucy winced as the owl’s talons dug into her leather-padded shoulder. “I need to get new gear. Reef’s tearing this into ribbons.” Piper nodded and picked a few curled scraps from under Reef’s iron grip. 

Lucy stiffened as the steady smack of boots hitting pavement filled the air. A man came into view in the solid green uniform that Daxton Nest outfitted his guards with. The emblem of a golden bird was stitched onto his hat. He slowed when he reached the gates.

“Are you really doing it this time?” the guard said. His voice was as rough as his scraggly beard.

“Yes,” Piper mumbled.

“Well, Life help ya.” He took out a ring of keys and opened the barrier. Lucy passed him a small sack of coins, and with a final well-wish from Piper’s caretaker, they both slipped away. 

Piper found herself in a lavish garden, complete with walls of tall juniper trees and blooming flowers dotting the walkway. At regular intervals, the juniper trees would part to reveal a glass enclosure filled with a specific animal, from tottering penguins to coiled snakes. Golden pedestals were stationed in front of the tanks, giving details and background information about the unclaimed fera. Everything in Nest’s Fera Emporium was available for purchase. As a result, a price was also fixed to the top of each plaque. 

A hoot caught Piper’s attention. She looked up to see Reef flapping above her. As planned, she followed the owl through the emporium, stopping every few minutes to hide from a guard.

She peeked out from one of the juniper walls, watching a guard pass with his badger fera. The black and white creature snuffled along the pathway. It slowed as it passed Piper, and swung its head to her tree. Piper held her breath. Oh Life, oh Life, oh Life…

It pawed the mulch around the juniper, sneezed, and continued on with its human. Piper slumped against the glass at her back, then held back a shriek as she came face to face with a bear.

The unbonded fera was asleep, but lifted a lazy eyelid at her quick movement. It observed her through the glass with the vague annoyance of a person with a buzzing fly, then shifted so its bulk faced her instead of its intimidating maw. 

Reef was waiting for her once she came out of the greenery, and led her in the same duck-and-cover route until they reached the back of the fera enclosures. 

Past the picturesque plants and animal tanks sat a wall of smooth plaster. It hid Nest’s newest and oldest residents. Under Reef’s guidance, Piper found a stretch of chain-link fencing at the back of the “storage castle,” as Lucy referred to it. The storage castle had once been completely made of chain-link, but was given a smooth, hard shell as Nest combated against thieves. However, the renovations had never been fully completed.





He has bigger things to worry about, Piper thought as she hooked her hands and boots into the fence, quickly making progress up the wall where others had failed. Most of the local nobility visited Biscay’s treasure house of unclaimed fera. Nest even had visitors from the bustling city of Tamerlane and the capital, Kinn. The wealthy demanded the best, and Nest tried his hardest to keep the animals happy, healthy, and in well-kept habitats. His reputation rested on his fera’s quality.

Which was why Lucy originally inquired, and later trained Piper for theft, of Nest’s Fera Emporium. 

“The only difference between a normal animal and a fera is this,” Lucy had pointed to her soul gem many a time. “It bonds us. Connects us, forever. And that’s why you want the finest animal as your life-mate.”

Piper’s feet landed on the thick iron bar of the fence. She held out her arms for balance, then lowered them as she reached the solid stripes of plaster that crisscrossed the storage castle. Reef made a loop above her, then settled in a nearby tree to eliminate suspicion. 

She was assisted in the journey here. But in the choosing of her fera, she was alone.

The storage castle was roofless other than the makeshift covers that Nest used to contain animals that could climb or fly out. The wooden square next to Piper shook when she passed it, followed by the screeching of a monkey. 

Flurries started to fall in an even stream, thickening to a small snow storm. Piper was glad for the cover, and continued onwards. She peered at each roofless room she passed, searching for her possible companion. Lions, marmots, rabbits, and more flashed by. Some sleeping, some alert to her presence. A jackal growled when she looked at it.

Years ago, she had been given the option for Lucy to adopt a fera from the local shelter. She had nearly committed herself to a lively kitten, but stopped when a shadow had overwhelmed the building. A man and his elephant fera had come from Tamerlane, and he had brought his son to pick out his soul-mate from Nest’s Fera Emporium. At that moment, Piper knew she wanted something better. Something more. 

Mia and Blythe, the two other girls under Lucy’s care, each had their fera before Piper. Mia had her lemur, Miro, a year before she was given up to Lucy. Blythe had bonded to her chinchilla six months ago, leaving Piper lonely as the others chatted about their animals. In the past few weeks, after extensive training, she had tried twice to go into Nest’s Fera Emporium, but her courage had failed. This time however, she was ready to bond.

The flurries were starting to overstay their welcome. They now acted as more than a cover, and hampered Piper’s line of sight. She hunched low, closer to the unbonded fera.

“Hey! I think one of the fera escaped!”

Piper’s eyes widened, and she went faster over the plaster walkways. How did they see me? Her panic started to rise, making her heart flutter like a caged bird. She had to choose her fera, and fast. The animal faces started to blur as she tried to view them all. Faster, faster.

A bird soared overhead. She was sure it was a guard’s fera. Faster, faster.

Her boots slipped on the thin layer of snow. The plaster was smooth and unforgiving. She felt herself falling, watching the walls around her rise.

She crashed into a wooden box, gasping as an arrow of pain shot into her right arm. For a few seconds she lay face up, stunned. Slowly, she regained control of her senses rolled onto her stomach, and then to a kneeling position. 

Is this cage emp—?

A growl emitted from a nearby snowdrift. The white pile began to shake and boil in the likeness of an erupting volcano. Spots sifted to the surface of the frozen precipitation, along with a peach pelt. Two lightly colored eyes peered menacingly from the dispersing snow, studying Piper.

She froze as the large cat growled and stalked towards her. Each step was deliberate and resonated power. From her current position, the leopard was taller than her. If she was standing, she was sure it would be at least up to her waist. 

Piper put her hand to her neck, and broke the string with a tug. Attached to the string was a small crystal. Every few seconds it would flicker as a spark ran through it. The soul gem was alive. 

She held the necklace before her, as if it were a shield. The leopard cocked its head to the side, and gently batted the soul gem. Goosebumps ran up Piper’s body at each contact. She pulled away, unnerved. Was she ready to give up her inner independence to share a world with…

A fera.

Guards swarmed above and around the leopard’s cage. She had been found. There was no more time. The leopard flattened its ears and backed away at the commotion around them.

Piper lunged forward and pressed the soul gem to the leopard’s forehead. The fera bucked and struggled, but the glass had already dissolved, leaving behind the thin string the crystal was originally attached to.

Without warning, energy flooded Piper, along with the sensation of another being tied to her own. The experience was not painful; however it was uncomfortable. Piper gasped as she was mentally shoved back and forth at a dizzying rate. Closing her eyes, she waited for it to cease. Nausea formed, along with the awareness of her hands growing numb. Am I dying?

Then, just as soon as it had started, the bond was done. Weariness engulfed Piper. 

A hard shove came from behind Piper, and her world turned white.
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Chapter 2: First Impressions





Piper

Piper first noticed that her hands were tied. Her right arm was sore and burning from her fall. She wondered if it was broken. As further awareness came to her, she felt the hard wood of the chair she was bound to and the warm atmosphere of the room. The air smelled of fresh paper, the metallic scent associated with coins, and a faint waft animal dung from outside. Piper wrinkled her nose. She looked around to see bookshelves surrounding her with a desk in the center. Spilled ink made a dripping puddle on the corner of the desk, while quills stuck to the goo. As Piper watched, a little bird was gathering up the quills that matched its yellow plumage. It dropped them into an awaiting basket, and flapped away. Only to return a minute later with rags to sop up the ink.

A shout made both Piper and the bird jump.

“You can’t threaten me! You’re in the wrong. I’ll press charges, I will!” Piper looked up, and widened her vision range. Beyond the desk and bookshelves was a door left slightly ajar. On the wall behind the door was the shadow of a man wildly waving his fist to an unseen listener. The shadow man, whom Piper assumed to be Nest, smoothed his coat and straightened as the unseen person spoke softly, almost at a whisper.

“Oh yes? Wait.” Nest wilted, “You know about that, huh? Ahaha…” he cleared his throat. “Who told you? You won’t say? Well you better not tell, and this can be swept under the rug. One fera isn’t a loss to me. Just makes room for new inventory.” He grunted and opened the door into the study Piper was in.

Daxton Nest was a man of middling height, but tried to appear taller with a mane of black hair he bunched on his head. His flashy green jacket was rimmed in gold and his coat pocket proudly showed the emblem of his fera. The yellow bird left its cleaning attempt and landed on Nest’s outstretched arm. 

Behind him came Lucy. She had changed out of her black cloak into normal clothes of a long-sleeved shirt and pants. One thing that had not changed was the leather straps on her shoulders, where Reef sat. Lucy’s red hair hung in corkscrews that bobbed as she went around to untie her charge. 

Piper stood and stretched after Lucy freed her, keeping her right arm to her side. She looked warily at Nest. “Where’s my fera?” A new feeling was inside her. She felt a consciousness brush against her own. It was dormant, but still noticeable. As she spoke, it began to slowly wake, forming a warm glow within her mind.

Nest huffed. “The first words out of her mouth. What an ungrateful imp! I could still press charges…” The threat died on his lips under Lucy’s stony expression and Reef’s glare. He changed tack. “Come with me and I’ll get her.”

Her? Piper gently probed the fera’s groggy mind, but couldn’t gather any details. The fera became aware of Piper’s shared consciousness, and shoved her away with an added spark of anger. Piper flinched, and then recovered as they walked.

They went outside and wove through the juniper maze until they reached a heated holding area for incoming and outgoing animals. Carriers of all sizes were stacked and scattered about, waiting for wagons in the morning for transport. Scaled tails and furred paws hung out of some of the gated doors. Most of the fera were asleep. It was still before dawn.

Nest led them to a medium sized carrier set apart from the others. A string with a paper slip at the end read: Female Leopard. Bonded. Keep fingers away. Piper gaped at the last sentence. 

At this point, Piper’s fera was fully awake. She was afraid, but hid it under a mask of irritation. A few words slipped through the leopard’s mind to Piper, Hate captors… escape this… poor excuse for meat… Piper was unsure if she wanted to meet anew the seething creature that now shared her soul. 

Nest rolled the carrier to the front gate and waited while Lucy and Piper filed past him. He now stood on one side of the property, while Lucy and Piper faced him from the other. 

Cursing, Nest deftly unlatched the carrier door. “Now be careful with this one. She was one of three from the Northern wilds. I had to barter with trappers for—”

A peach blur shot past them. Piper smiled as a sudden rush of freedom reached her. The leopard dashed around a nearby building, scrabbling at the smooth cobblestone. She had been used to the solid floor of the storage castle and the loose snow and tuft of the North. Piper felt the fera’s frustration, and shielded herself from holding the same emotions. It was strange having to grapple with retaining her own feelings.

The leopard was influenced by her as well. Her rage was ebbing away under Piper’s calm demeanor, and she was already absorbing memories of Western landmarks and smells. 

The leopard disliked Piper for that. She tried to pull away from her human, but it was as useless as gaining a grip on the cobblestones. So she ran, trying to find an escape.

Biscay is walled, Piper informed her gently. 

She received a stab of bitterness from the leopard. Curse you. I will find a way out.

Oh will you? Piper laughed. 

“She won’t come back.” Nest said. “She’s a strong one. You couldn’t have stolen a worse fera.” He ran a hand through his black mane. “Which is good for me. Goodnight ladies.” The gate swung shut with a quiet click.

It started to snow again. Lucy turned to her with a frown. “Where is she? Close your eyes and think of her.”

Piper closed her eyes, focused her thoughts on the leopard, and immediately saw buildings flash by. She was seeing through her fera. Through the jumble of sights and sounds, a fruit stand came into view, followed by the empty stalls of the jeweler, baker, and fishmonger. “She’s at the market.”

Lucy’s owl took to the sky. “Reef will watch her. He’ll make sure she doesn’t go for the docks and swim away. Try and calm her down in the meantime.”

Piper nodded, then recoiled when Lucy touched her arm. “Ouch!”

“What happened?” Lucy’s eyebrows met and rose in surprise as Piper recalled her fall. “I’m taking you to Woodlock’s. He should be up still.” Taking her uninjured arm, Lucy pulled her along through the streets of Biscay.

Biscay was not a large town, but it took a half hour, twice the time than usual, to reach Woodlock’s house on the far side of the settlement.

Lucy knocked with a steady rap-rap-rap until the door before them swung open. A lanky man in a red robe stood in the doorway, his frazzled hair covered up by a lumpy blue hat. 

“Well?” Woodlock spat. “You don’t have to be so irritating. I was coming.”

“Were you?” Lucy questioned. “Or did I have to be irritating to pull you from your studies?”

“You know me well,” Woodlock grumbled, letting them inside.

Woodlock was one of Biscay’s medics. Unlike his rivals, Woodlock stayed open throughout the night and into dawn, treating humans and fera alike. During the day however, he slept and let the locals find other physicians. He gathered enough revenue to pay rent, enjoy basic luxuries, and buy healing pamphlet subscriptions to feed his studies. 

His front room doubled as his diagnosis and waiting area. A low bench lined the wall, covered with old pamphlets the physician no longer found interesting. Curtains separated waiting patients from seeing any horrors, but it was not soundproof. Piper let out a sigh of relief when she found no other injured person or fera in the house. 

She was led behind one of the curtains, and told to sit in an awaiting chair. 

“So, what’s the matter with Miss Piper?” Woodlock looked between Piper and Lucy.

Piper closed her eyes and let Lucy quickly relay the events of that night. In her mind, she saw her fera exploring Biscay. Reef hovered over the leopard like a kite blowing gently in the wind. When he flew too close, Piper’s fera lashed out with a clawed paw.

Don’t do that to Reef! Piper silently exclaimed. That’s Lucy’s fera!

Well this coral-bird will be shredded to bits if he doesn’t stay away, the leopard growled. Her tail lashed back and forth. She was angry, scared, and disorientated in the new land.

Come to me, Piper said. She tried to soothe the fera. I know this is new to you—

It’s new to both of us. I’m not daft. The leopard snapped. 

Piper yelped and pitched forward as she felt her arm jerk back into place. Woodlock let go of her shoulder and stepped back. A gecko was thrown to the floor, and scuttled away dejectedly to Woodlock’s feet.

“There, there. She didn’t mean it.” Woodlock picked up the lime colored creature and rocked it back and forth, as one would a babe. 

“Sorry Ingram.” Piper said to the lizard.

Woodlock smiled. “He understands. One takes risks when dealing in our profession.” The gecko made a small chirping noise. He let the fera climb onto his lumpy hat, where it lay and stared at the world with dark, unblinking eyes. 

Piper tested her arm by lifting and carrying it through a slow swing. “Thank you.”

Woodlock shrugged and accepted a few silver coins from Lucy. “No problem.” He took one of the coins and gave it to Piper. “Congrats on the fera. Lucy said she’s a beauty.”

Piper laughed. “For the few seconds we saw her.” The fera’s mind became uncomfortably warm next to hers. She wondered what it meant. 

“Hm. Yes. Well, I have something for you.” He passed through the curtains and came back with a thin book in his hands. “A month ago I had this mixed in with my subscriptions.” A copy of The Western Eden was pressed into her hands. Its cover was plain, as most of them were, with nothing more than the title, volume number and author name on the front. Underneath the title in bold were the words Names, Second Edition: Connect the Past to the Present. 

“It might be useful for the naming your fera.” Woodlock said. “I know it took me awhile to find a name both Ingram and I agreed upon. This might make things go by faster.”

Piper looked at the book and leafed through a few pages. There were less than thirty pages in it, meaning an entire collection of names might equal the size of a dictionary. “Thank you,” she said again.

Woodlock grinned and led them outside. “Do come again if you’re injured late at night.”

“We’ll be sure of it.” Lucy said.

Woodlock was just about to shut the door, when he stopped. “Why Piper, is that your fera?”

Piper turned to see a crouching shadow in the nearby alleyway. Reef landed on Lucy’s shoulder and waited. She did not need to close her eyes to confirm the presence of her fera.

The leopard stepped into the light with an upturned chin and a haughty air.

Your town is walled. I have come for lack of a better option. The fera said. Through their connection, Piper could feel more. The leopard’s pride was hurt, she was cold and tired. 

Piper approached her fera, and she was allowed to run her fingers through the leopard’s thick fur. Let’s go home.
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Chapter 3: A Name









Piper

Lucy and Piper crept into the apartment on silent feet. Mia and Blythe were asleep, but had been informed of Piper’s bonding mission before they had left. 

The leopard was suspicious of the cramped house. You live in this cave?

It’s not a cave, Piper replied. It’s an apartment.

An apartment. The leopard digested the new word. Piper gave her fera memories to accompany it. Hours of playing games around a table, markings on the bedroom doorpost to show the girls’ growth, the parting and welcoming of children under Lucy’s care. The middle-aged Guardian was a warm, trusting beacon to all. 

Interesting. The fera used Piper’s mind as a guide, and made her way to a hallway, where the first door led to her, now their, room. She jumped on Piper’s bed and started to knead the blankets. Under her razor sharp claws, the threading quickly started to fall apart. 

Piper ran to the bedroom. What are you doing? 

The leopard stopped. Making myself comfortable. Regarding her with pale eyes, she added, Is there another bed I can stay in?

Not yet, but—

Then I shall use this one. Curling into a tight ball, the fera claimed the bed. Her dark tail tip fluttered over her nose.

Shocked, Piper stared at her fera for a few seconds before retreating into the hallway. Lucy was looking over papers in the kitchen.

“She just took my bed,” Piper said.

Lucy peeked over her reading glasses. “Did she?” Her lips tugged into a smile. 

“What do I do?” Piper asked.

“I can purchase a fera bed for her tomorrow. In the meantime, you have a few paths to take. Share the bed, kick her off, or sleep on the couch.”

After a few fruitless attempts at arguing with her fera, Piper was forced to take the third, and least desirable option. She slept fitfully on the couch, seeing phantom wisps induced by exhaustion, and woke irritable. 

Her first sight was of her fera pressed against the main window, her front paws resting on the windowsill. She watched the docks and crowd outside with great interest. The leopard’s ears swiveled towards her. Good. You’re up. Not taking her face from the window, she continued, I met Mia and Blythe. As well as their fera. They went off to school, and Lucy to work. From your memories, you are nearly late for your own job.

Piper looked to the clock on the wall, and scrambled out of the blankets. Why didn’t you wake me?

I tried, the leopard said half-heartedly. 

Really? Piper brushed her hair, pulled on a jacket and opened the door, letting the leopard stroll out first. She locked the apartment, and started to run. Her fera accepted the pace and ran alongside her.

Lucy’s apartment was located right on the docks, a coveted spot for visiting tourists, but perilous during Western storms. Piper found the continual knock of boats against wood and yells of fishermen familiar. 

In the mornings, this side of Biscay was humming with action. Shop owners sent their employees out to haggle for goods, and individual tradesmen tried their luck for recruitment or bartered for needed supplies. Piper veered away from the daily commotion, and took a few alley shortcuts to reach her work.

You need a name, Piper said to the leopard.

The fera grudgingly agreed. I suppose I need to be called something. 

Piper groaned. Kinnish graffiti lined one of the walls of her workplace. Bring down the North! Bring freedom! It read.

The leopard snarled when she saw the words. Bring down the North? Why?

Piper pressed on. All I know is that it has something to do with trading issues.

Her fera lingered at the graffiti. This is in your language.

Yes.

Does all of the West feel this way? 

Piper shook her head and entered Kian’s Café. The leopard followed her inside. 

“Piper! You’re…” Kian trailed off when he saw the leopard. He coughed and wiped back his silver hair. “You got a fera.”

Piper tied on an apron. “Yup.”

“What’s his name?”

“I haven’t named her yet.” Piper put her hair into a ponytail and stood her station before the register. 

Kian’s fera, a Labrador with a graying muzzle, sniffed Piper’s leopard. The leopard tolerated it for a few seconds before lashing out with sheathed paws. Stay away, dog. Kian winced, and Piper apologized for her fera’s behavior. 

“Hmph. Well, make sure she doesn’t disturb the customers.” Kian went back to the coffee bean roaster, and worked on the next ticket order Piper tacked up above the bar. 

Morning flowed into the afternoon, and the orders ebbed away as lunch came and went. The steady rumble of the bean roaster quieted as Kian stopped cranking the machine. He gave Piper two gold coins. “We need to restock on our Chesa blend. Go and buy a medium bag.”

Piper nodded, and left for the docks. Her fera padded beside her at a leisurely trot. This job isn’t so bad.

You’ve been sleeping half the time, Piper said.

Yes, the leopard purred. But I still enjoy it.

Piper looked for the telltale Chestic symbols on the multitude of boats bobbing in the waves. She purchased the coffee beans from a dark skinned vendor and headed back to the café. 

What do you think of the name Freckles? Piper asked. She motioned to her peach pelt. The rosettes sprinkled evenly on the leopard reminded her of the facial blemish. 

The leopard gave her a flat glare. Freckles. How about I name you? What do you think of the name Brown Hair?

I think Freckles is a better comparison than— Piper was cut off as she crashed into a passing group. Her bag and change of silver coins fell to the ground. 

“Oh dear! Are you alright?” An older woman knelt to the ground and started to help gather her things. A small girl dropped down beside them and helped. 

Rising, the older woman chuckled. “Just another reason I’m glad to have June.” She patted the donkey fera near her. “She never drops my things.”

“You should have watched where you’re going,” said the young girl next to the donkey. She looked to be perhaps ten. An emerald parrot rested on her arm.

Piper’s fera grew alert as a man with a bear fera said, “Skye, control yourself. Come on.” And the group continued on their way.

He spoke in Elben, the leopard said. They’re from the North.

Piper was indifferent to the fact. Traders from all across Eden come to Biscay. Then the realization hit her. She had understood the man.

For the rest of the day Piper noticed that she was extra sensitive to customers with the rough, choppy voices of the North. She knew snippets of Elben due to years of trading at the docks, but with her fera’s background, she was now able to understand the guttural speech. It unnerved her to be able to translate the garbled tongue into something clear. At the same time however, it was fascinating.

“There’s a storm brewing,” one customer said to another Northerner. “And it’s not in the sea. Might have to return to Elbe.”

“Yes,” replied the second man. “But you’ll have to be careful.”

Once evening came, Piper was replaced by a late-shift worker, and she was free to go home. Kian stopped her at the door. “Piper, are you okay?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Why?”

“Hmph. Guess I’m not used to you with a fera yet. You seem more distant,” he grumbled and shut the door behind her.

With the docks empty, Piper was able to travel home quickly and in peace. She reached Lucy’s apartment and stepped inside with her leopard.

Lucy, Mia and Blythe looked up from their meal as she walked in.

“Hey!” Mia greeted her, tucking a blonde strand of hair behind her ear. She was two years younger than Piper, yet was far advanced in her studies. Western students graduated at fourteen, but Mia was on her last year of school. Cleverness had aided her in bargaining for her fera, as well as dodging Biscay orphan chasers. Her lemur, Miro, jumped from the couch to Piper. He climbed up her arms and tickled her neck with his ringed tail before leaping back to his human.

Blythe, the youngest of Lucy’s residents, was six. She had been given to Lucy at an early age, just as Piper had, by her parents. Lucy was a Guardian; the affordable, personal equivalent of a boarding school. She picked up the occasional orphan, such as Mia, as charity cases. Her charges were put through the Biscay school system, given a fera if they did not already come with one, and taught basic responsibilities and qualities that would help them through life. After training and graduation, the child would be returned to their parents. 

Guardians were a surprisingly popular choice among nobles of the West. Blythe was the offspring of the Baron of Baffin, a nearby coastal town. Piper was told her parents were wealthy merchants under King Kayden. She imagined them in the capital of Kinn, making the West proud with their skills. One day she would meet them. Lucy said the day was not far off. Her fera was the last goal before her Guardian’s job was done.

“Hey!” Piper said. She scooped up Peanut the chinchilla, but swiftly put him back under the protests of Blythe. The little girl was overly protective of the rodent fera. She claimed he was too fragile. Piper had no such worries with her leopard.

That’s right. The leopard picked up on her thoughts. Never compare me to something fragile, unless it’s in my superiority. 

You know, you’re rather bold, Piper said.

Maybe, if I were given a name, the fera flexed its claws on the wooden floor, I would be less pushy.

Piper rolled her eyes. I doubt that. 

They settled on the couch. Lucy pushed them two plates. One held a mixed course of meat and vegetables, while the other had a semi-raw steak. “I thought your fera might like this. I picked it up after work.”

The leopard wasted no time in devouring her food. Piper, famished after a long day, ate her meal at the same pace.

Mia and Blythe watched Piper’s leopard in open awe. 

“Wow!” Mia exclaimed. She went over to the large cat. With permission, she stroked the leopard’s thick fur. “Nest must have paid a pretty coin for her.”

He must have, the leopard agreed. Piper grimaced at her fera’s pride.

Blythe crawled beside Mia to pet the leopard. Peanut and Miro stayed back a few feet, their instincts keeping them back from the predator. 

After a while of idle chatter and compliments on Piper’s fera, the group dispersed into their rooms. Before retiring, Piper grabbed The Western Eden from the table.

The leopard entered their room first, and gave an exclamation of surprise. Dashing forward, the fera tackled an overstuffed silk square. The silk pillow acted as a sled, and she skidded across the floor, stopping at the wall. 

“So she likes it?” Lucy laughed from the doorway. Reef glided past Piper and landed beside her leopard.

Yes, the leopard purred. Eyes closed, she kneaded the oversized pillow with the same gusto as Piper’s now-pockmarked bed.

“I’m glad. Goodnight you two.” Reef returned to Lucy, and they departed.

Piper climbed onto her bed and positioned herself where she could see her fera at the far side of the room. She flipped open The Western Eden and let her finger run over the columns listed.

Hmm… What do you think about Alaska? It says here, it was the name of a fierce warrior.

No.

Why? Piper asked.

Must I have a reason? The leopard settled into a sphinx-resembling posture. It’s not my name.

Piper shrugged. Moving on. How about Annabelle?

Too long.

Asa?

Too short. The leopard groomed her paw with a meticulous focus.

Piper jumped back and forth though the list of names. Angel, Senna, Heather, Lilla, Opal, Tori?

No.

Growing irritated at the leopard’s stubbornness, Piper said: Do you have any suggestions?

None that come to mind…

Piper groaned and leafed through a few pages. She landed on the R’s. Her eyes lingered over the details.

Regina (pronounced re-GEE-na) — A common name widely used in the nomadic regions of ancient times. It signifies grace and humility.

“Hmm.” She said aloud. Her fera’s interest peaked. Yes? Piper sent her memories of the name.

The leopard sighed. No. Although flattering, it’s not me.

Piper skimmed the text, letting the silence between them draw out into two minutes…

Five minutes…

Seven minutes…

She hovered over one name.

Reine (pronounced REHN) — A resourceful name found in the higher classes of rulers during the Thorn Wars. It was thought to bring favor from the heavens upon the individual who bore it.

Piper nudged her leopard with her mind. Hey, what about this one?

The fera blinked, and walked over to the bed to see the text. She tasted the words. Reine.

Hopes rising, Piper shifted the page so the leopard could view it clearly.

Reine, the leopard repeated. She returned to her pillow and curled up.

Piper waited for further response, but none came. Discouraged, she went to snuff out the candle in their room. She would try more names tomorrow.

I like it. The leopard broke her doze into sleep. 

Piper rubbed her eyes. What?

I shall be called Reine, the fera announced. Her tail twitched with enthusiasm that would have impressed a rattlesnake. Reine. 
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Chapter 4: Chance





Piper

Piper was alone when she woke. She spotted Reine in the same position as the previous morning; front paws on the windowsill and face pressed to the glass. The leopard watched the fishermen and tourists with an amusing intensity. 

Looking at the clock, Piper had an hour to spare before she had to go to work. She went to the kitchen and prepared a pairing of toast, filling a glass on the side with almond milk from the Southern capital of Chesa. Lucy’s pantry was full of worldwide delicacies, thanks to the ready imports from their “front porch” as she called it. Sugar candies from the Eastern capital of Seine, honeyberry jam from the Northern city of Afton, and the local treat of salted chips were a few items in Lucy’s horde.

Piper was interrupted from her meal by a loud Ah-hem. 

Reine sat in the chair across from her. Where is my breakfast? 

Well, Piper crunched into her toast, What do you like to eat?

Meat. Reine’s tongue swiped around her mouth. Fish, fowl or what-have-you.

Piper inspected the ice box and came back with a stack of beef patties, half a chicken roast, and the better portion of a smoked salmon. Some of these are leftovers, but—

No matter. Reine tore at the selection as soon as they hit the wooden table. Piper watched in horror at the rate she consumed the meat. 

Reine was left gnawing on the bones of the chicken roast. That was perfect.

That was the rest of our meat. Piper wiped down the table. Would Lucy believe her when she said the leopard had cleaned out their dinners for the week in a single sitting?

Hmm. Looks like you’ll have to get more, then. Reine stretched open her paw and started to clean in and between her claws. There are two more meals after this.

Piper glanced at the clock, then rose to pull on her jacket. We’ll worry about it later. We have to leave now.

Reine followed her out the door and down the alleyways to Kian’s Café. The Kinnish graffiti had been scrubbed off the brick walls.

Piper paused at the door as Reine called her attention. They’re back.

Who’s back? Piper scanned the crowd of early-morning pedestrians. 

The Elben trio. 

She closed her eyes to view the world through her fera. It was the first time she had used Reine’s vision near a crowd. The world became bigger and full of legs, rather than faces. Ground fera took over the traffic at Reine’s height. Reine paid them no mind, and kept her focus on a fera donkey directly across the street from the café. 

The old woman was beside her fera, along with the parrot-girl, Skye, and the bear-man. 

Reine narrowed her focus to the blue blanket draped on the donkey’s back, partly hidden by its saddle and baggage. What is that symbol?

Piper concentrated on the blanket. It looks like—

“Piper! Get your head out of the clouds and get in here!” Kian propped the door open with his hip. Both of his hands had steaming cups balanced on trays. “I need you to man the register.”

Reine growled at the interruption.

“Don’t you growl at me, fera. I pay Piper good money.” Kian muttered a curse under his breath and hurried along to serve customers. Piper rushed inside to tie on an apron, start taking orders and tacking them up to the cork station above the coffee bar. When the new orders stalled, she started cranking the roaster to process the drinks. 

Reine made sure to stay out from under her feet. She settled next to Kian’s Labrador, then reconsidered her choice, and put a few inches between her and the curious dog. As Piper worked, the leopard said, What did you see?

It was a few minutes before Kian returned, and Piper could piece together a response instead of trying to recall drink recipes. It was a mountain. A shining mountain on a blue background. 

And what affiliation is that to? 

Piper was surprised. You don’t recognize it? It’s the Northern flag.

I was captured from the Northern wilds. Far from any city, Reine said. I only know as much as you about human affairs.

Well it only confirms that they’re straight from the North. Maybe even Elbe. Piper smiled as she handed a customer a coffee. 

Reine said nothing, but Piper could tell that the leopard was pondering a puzzle. She asked about it on their way home.

My kind lives in solitude, except for certain seasons or in times of danger. I’ve had lots of time alone to study patterns, and to tell quickly if something is friend, foe or food. The way the trio moved, they were scared. They acted as if they were being hunted. Like they were prey.

Hm. Piper wasn’t sure how to respond. Should we help them?

Before getting involved, we must know more. Reine’s fur rippled as she shook off a wave that had broken against the docks.

Upon entering Lucy’s apartment, they found the residents waiting for them at the table. Two seats were left for Piper and Reine.

No signs of Reine’s meat-spree showed. The table had been laid with sliced ham, jellies, cornbread, and a beautiful assortment of fruit slices in the shape of a flower. A small chicken had been set aside for Reine, along with roasted mice for Reef.

“What’s the occasion?” Piper laughed.

“You!” Mia blurted before covering her mouth. She looked to Lucy, who smiled. “We had news today. Your parents have informed me of their coming. I told them of your fera as soon as you were bonded. They should be here tomorrow.”

Piper gasped. Pure joy rushed through her veins. She was speechless. I’m going to meet my parents!

Reine took part in her joy the same way one would revel in a shared desert. I’m happy for you, She purred.

For the next hour, the little family celebrated by retelling their favorites memories and polishing their plates of food. After dinner, fera and humans alike settled on the couches in the main room, resting from the feast. A solemn note entered their voices and hearts as they thought about the future.

Piper couldn’t imagine a day without Lucy and the others, but she knew she had to face the world sooner or later. Her parents were strangers, but she often fantasized about their qualities. Perhaps her father had matching dark hair, her mother’s eyes flashing hazel as her own. Their fera would be brave and strong, pining for the day when they would see their human’s offspring in maturity. They were probably just as excited as she was.

Mia, Blythe and Lucy had only recently been told of Reine’s name. It was different from their fera names; Miro, Peanut and Reef, but she knew they were glad for her.

Blythe was the first to go to bed. Peanut shared her drowsiness, and they both sluggishly crawled up to Piper for a goodnight hug. Blythe extracted a promise from Lucy to wake her early in the morning before Piper and her were set to leave, and then toddled off down the hallway. 

Mia was the next to tire. She kept her input in the conversation, but Miro was curled up asleep on top of Reine, his ringed tail positioned over her head like a puffy crown. Reine held back a growl at the lemur’s intrusion into her personal space. Mia’s eyes soon became half-lidded, and she gave up on braiding her golden hair to keep herself awake. “It’s getting late.” She rose and stretched. “Now, you two better wake me up tomorrow. Or I will hunt you down, Piper.” 

Piper chuckled. “Goodnight Mia.”

“‘Night Piper.”

And then Lucy and Piper were left. A soft fire crackled in the center of the room. After Miro had left, Reine had drawn closer to the warmth, and exposed her white belly to the flames. Ahh.

Reef preened himself on a specially made perch next to Lucy. Piper’s caretaker looked to Reine with interest. “So, she said she was from the North?”

“Yes.” Encouraged by Reine’s bliss, Piper moved her sock-bound feet closer to the fire.

Reef suddenly straightened and flew off his perch. He winged down the hallway and into Lucy’s room. Piper turned to Lucy with a questioning look.

“I have something for you.” Lucy said softly. Her curly hair bobbed. When he returned, Reef had a leather pouch clutched in his talons. He set it beside Lucy, who, after glancing at the inside, gave it to Piper.

Piper reached into the pouch and wrapped her hand around a small, square object. Its edges were sharp. She pulled it out. Reine lifted her head to get a better view.

It was a glass cube. As she held it up to the light, Piper could see her fingers and the fireplace through it. “Thank you Lucy.”

“You don’t know what it is yet,” Lucy teased. “What you hold is an alea.”

Reine growled. Chance, she translated.

“Why is it called chance?” Piper asked.

Lucy blinked. She seemed surprised at Piper’s question. “Shake it, and see what happens.”

Piper followed her instruction, and watched as the clear interior of the cube darkened and fogged. She tapped the glass, amazed. It looks like a cloud inside!

Interesting. Reine yawned, and laid her head back on the floor.

“The trader who I got it from said that, depending on the weather, you get a matching cloud. I thought it would be a fun gift for you.”

“Thank you,” Piper said with enthusiasm. She shook the cube again when the fog faded.

“Thank you,” Lucy replied. “You’ve been a wonderful addition to the family for fifteen years. Helping the other girls, being a good student, and proving your talents. One of them just recently,” she nudged Reine. “I believe your parents will be proud.”

They sat in front of the fire, not speaking, but just enjoying each other’s presence. A half hour passed in this manner until Piper felt the tug of sleep. She excused herself, woke Reine, and went to the bedroom. There, she played with the reflection of the moon through the alea until dreams claimed her.
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Chapter 5: Coins and Strangers

 Piper







It was early in the morning when Piper was woken by Lucy. Far earlier than what she was accustomed to. 

Or Reine, for that matter.

No. I do not have enough sleep. The leopard’s tail thrashed. Piper had bribed, threatened, and physically pushed Reine into the kitchen. 

You’re already up, Piper noted.

Reine bit back a retort as she was swarmed by Mia, Blythe, and their fera. They petted her and mixed their tears with her fur. Piper could tell Reine was fighting back the urge to immediately groom herself. 

“Okay girls, that’s enough.” Lucy said, gently leading Piper to the door.

Mia and Blythe stood in the apartment, Piper and Lucy on the other side of the doorway. The docks were alive behind them. Blythe shot out from the apartment and tackled Piper. Her head just reached her waist.

“I’ll miss you,” the little girl blubbered.

“I’ll miss you as well.” Piper said. She hugged Blythe until the girl was pulled away by Mia. They once again stood on opposite ends of the doorframe. Piper adjusted the bag slung over her shoulder. It held all of her belongings, excluding the fera bed. Reine had been especially vocal about the fera bed, and would only be appeased by the promise of another bed when they reached their new home.

Reef lifted his wings in unrest, then settled.

Mia gave a little wave, tears hanging at the edges of her eyes. Miro was wrapped around her neck like a scarf.

Piper waved back, words eluding her. 

Reine tried to cheer her up as they walked down the docks. Maybe you can visit them one day.

Piper sniffed. I hope so.

Lucy kept a respectable silence as they wandered through the inner alleyways of Biscay. She finally spoke when they neared the marketplace. “Okay, so you know what to do?”

“Tell Kian I’m leaving, buy breakfast, and meet you at Woodlock’s.”

Lucy nodded. “Good. I’ll see you then.” They parted ways, each going down a different side road.

Piper slowed as she neared Kian’s Café. In the early morning haze, the shop seemed lonely as the first costumers waited outside while Kian bustled around inside, bringing the place to life. She felt the envious gaze of costumers as she knocked on the door, and was allowed into the café.

“You know I don’t pay if you come early,” Kian grumbled, returning to the counter to crank and start the roasting machine.

Under Reine’s suggestion, Piper decided to bypass idle chatter and give him the news bluntly. “I’m leaving, Kian.”

Kian stopped. The roaster came to a grinding halt. “What?”

“My parents are coming today. I’m leaving Biscay.” Piper tried to keep her voice steady.

Kian opened his mouth, then shut it. He was speechless for a few seconds. “Well, that was fast.”

Piper nodded. Goodbyes were the hardest feat to accomplish, whether it was her first or fiftieth. 

Kian walked Piper to the door, and let her out. He fished through his apron pockets, and dropped five gold coins into her hand. 

Piper gasped. It was a month’s pay, plus two weeks. 

“Stay safe. It’s a cruel world out there.” Kian didn’t wait for further thanks, and quickly slipped back inside the café. 

That was rather kind, Reine noted.

Yes, Piper agreed.

Reine’s stomach rumbled. You can use some of that to pay for breakfast.

They wandered the market until Piper was lured by the enchanting scent of baking pastries. Reine was drawn in the opposite direction, towards the butcher’s. Briefly, the two were locked in a battle of wills as each strove to reach their goal first. Reine wanted to have her meat, and Piper her sweets. After much silent squabbling in the middle of the street, Reine won under threat of shredding Piper’s breakfast to bits when she purchased it. Don’t think I won’t do it.

I know. Eyes narrowed, Piper stormed to the butchers and had a hefty cut of beef laid down to the cobblestone for Reine to eat. Five silver coins; a half week of pay. Gone.

And it was delicious. Reine purred and started to clean herself from the meal.

Piper’s breakfast was more frugal, coasting only a few coppers for a jellied crescent. She took a moment and ate the pastry on the curb. Reine settled beside her and resumed grooming.

I noticed your avoidance to raw meat, Reine said between licks. Why is that?

It can carry sickness to humans, Piper replied. She wiped her hands on her pants and rose.

Then why do those men eat raw fish? Reine asked, directing Piper’s attention to a gang of sailors. They passed around a tray of red fish bites rolled in seaweed, popping them into their mouths like candy.

Piper wrinkled her nose. In the South, it is believed that certain raw fish, thoroughly cleaned, can bring health. Their sailors have carried that belief to Biscay. Traders sell the delicacy at cheap prices. 

Mhm. Reine kept her pale eyes on the sailors as they passed into the alleys. The solid brick of the backstreets numbed their conversation until they were nearly upon Woodlock’s place. 

Piper stopped at the corner before the medic’s. She heard her parents chatting on the other side of the layered brick.

“What’s she like?” a woman said. She was soft-spoken and gentle.

“Intelligent, kind and caring.” Lucy replied. Piper warmed with pride.

“And what did you say her fera was again?” A man asked. His voice grated on the air like waves upon a stone beach.

“A leopard named Reine.”

“Northern or Eastern?” The man inquired. 

Reine blinked. There are two kinds of leopards?

Apparently so. Piper quieted her so she could focus on the conversation again.

“We’ve waited so long for this,” the woman gushed. “Adopting seems like such a noble thing to do.”

“She’ll be well cared for,” the man added.

Piper paled. What? Adoption? 

Parents wouldn’t need to adopt their own child, Reine mused. Unless it is different here.

No, they wouldn’t need to. Piper took a step back, and another. A cold chill crept up her spine, and she felt lightheaded. 

“She should be here any minute,” Lucy’s fading voice assured the adopters.

“My parents were never coming. She’s going to sell me. She’s going to sell me to strangers.” Piper whispered the words over and over. She picked up speed, back peddling through the streets. She needed to get away.

Lucy’s not going to sell you. Reine growled. Not while I’m with you.

Piper broke into a fear-fueled run, her boots slapping and echoing along the passage. My parents were never coming. Who do I belong to? She silently cried.
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Chapter 6: Escape





Piper

Reine dashed alongside Piper. Piper, listen to me! You’re going to be safe. We can leave Biscay. Just slow down. You’re thinking like prey right now; running blindly.

Piper battled with her inner turmoil. Reine’s wisdom was sound, but Lucy’s revelation was too overwhelming. She was going to adopt her out to strangers. Did she do that to all her charges? Was she just a child-trader, rearing up children as one would raise well-behaved fera? 

Piper! Reine was forcibly trying to push calming emotions onto her. We can get through this. Just take a second, and breathe. I know how you feel. Not too long ago, I was in your state. 

Piper was piecing together her thoughts, but still kept up her reckless pace. She wiped tears from her face. Everything has been taken from me. My hopes were rested on a lie! 

Not everything. You have me. Reine said.

A hoot came from above. Piper looked up to see Reef cover the morning sun with his wings. Lucy was looking for them.

Suddenly, a furry mound tripped her. Piper sprawled out, then curled upon herself with her bag as a shield to dodge the feet and hooves of the group running over her.

“Woah!” A voice said in Elben. “Atlas, stop! We nearly killed someone!”

“I’m sure she’ll live.” Barked a gruff man, presumably Atlas. “Let’s keep going. The guards are close.”

“But Atlas,” whined a third voice in Elben. “What if she’s taken and they think she’s with us?”

Piper rose to her hands and knees. Reine protectively stood next to her, fur bristled and teeth bared. It’s the trio. Reine informed her.

So I see. Piper’s gaze shifted from the bear-man, Atlas, the older woman and Skye, the girl with the parrot. 

Atlas spoke to her in Kinnish. He somehow made the smooth dialect sound harsh. “You should be careful, girl.”

“Dear, are you okay?” the old woman asked. 

“She looks about ready to cry.” Skye observed in Elben, not aware that Piper could understand her.

Shouts came from behind Piper. She turned to see guards round the corner. Their badges shone with the green wave of grass that symbolized the West. Scrambling to her feet, she hurried towards the trio. “Take me with you,” she pleaded. Reef was circling their position, probably calling Lucy and the adopters to her.

Atlas scowled as he looked to her, and then the guards. “Life, why does this happen to me? Come on.” The group fled. Despite the old woman’s hobbling gait and her donkey fera, Piper was the last in the lineup by a few feet. How is she faster than me?

She must be used to running a lot. Reine half-laughed. I wonder if we put our lot in the right bunch.

Reef glided after them, covering the distance between Piper and the closing guards with a few wing flaps. When Piper looked up, the owl’s saucer eyes held an unspoken question; Why?

“I know!” Piper shouted up to the owl, knowing fully well she was speaking to Lucy as well. “I know they’re not my parents!”

Reef’s eyes widened, and a buffet of wind blew him higher. He fought to return to Piper, but her view of the sky was quickly covered by the colors of shop canvas. She realized they were in the end section of the market. Before them were the gates of Biscay. The only entrance and exit out of the walled town besides the open docks. 

“Shut the gates!” The guards were shouting behind them. “Shut them now!”

The attendants on the gate straightened to attention and swiftly started pulling levers. With a squeaky creak, the iron gates of Biscay started to close. Atlas and his black bear shot through the gates, followed by the old woman, her donkey, and Skye. 

“Wait for me!” Piper shouted. She shifted her bag and put on a burst of speed with Reine, but it looked as if the gates were shutting faster. Only a few feet were left of the opening.

Atlas spun around and cursed. He ran to the gates and stuffed his bulk between the two sides of the iron rods. Planting his feet firmly in the ground, he pushed back against the gates. His bear redoubled the effort, and the old woman, her fera and Skye joined them. The gates slowed, but still continued their gradual meeting. 

The gang’s struggle was enough to allow Reine, and then Piper to slip through. 

We made it! Piper gasped.

Not yet. Reine growled. The Biscay gates started to open once more as the guards yelled to get out.

“Follow me and don’t look back.” Atlas ordered in Elben.

“Follow Atlas,” Skye chirped in Kinnish.

“Thank you.” Piper smiled despite their situation. 

The winter-frosted grass crunched under their feet as they made a mad sprint across the barren grassland that acted as a barrier between Biscay and the woods. Piper’s breath came out in clouds. It was much colder out in the open, with no buildings to block the elements. 

The guard’s yells stimulated the band to go faster.

I wonder what they did. Piper thought. She started to catch up to the old woman, who was attempting to climb onto her fera mid-stride. Piper tried to help her, but ended up only tripping. Skye intervened, cupping her hands and boosting the old woman onto the donkey.

“Thank you dear.” Was all the old woman had time to say before they reached the woods.

Atlas led them as far and deep into the forest as possible. Piper risked a glance backwards to see the Western guards stopping at the tree line, their fera continuing after them until being called back.

“Why aren’t they following us?” Piper asked. 

Skye deftly pushed back a tree branch and ducked under another the donkey sent swinging back. “Atlas knows.”

Piper felt a pang of sorrow as they put distance between them and Biscay. The port town was all she had known. But if she had stayed, she would have been whisked away by Lucy’s set of parents for her.

Reine sensed her self-pity. Now is not the time, Piper. Stay alert until we reach safety.

“I was safe,” she whispered.

No you weren’t. 

I know. Piper’s vision became blurry with tears. I thought if I said it, it would be true.

Reine did not respond, but encouraged her onwards.

Atlas

It was evening before Atlas allowed the gang to stop. When they finally found a clearing to camp, everyone was exhausted. The new girl was especially weary, although she had seemed that way even before she had joined them.

Have I brought on a burden? he thought.

Perhaps. Hudson snuffed beside him, turning up logs and dragging them to the middle of the clearing for firewood. Deep in this forest, Atlas was confident that they were now safe enough to make camp. Biscay’s local guards couldn’t touch this forest reserve without permission from the capital, Kinn. Red tape. As a result, many criminals escaped from the coast to the unnamed stretch of woodland. 

You have more to say. Spit it out. Atlas pressed the black bear.

Hudson arched a hairy eyebrow. Do I? He pulled his lips back to show a toothy smile.

Don’t be cryptic with me. Atlas warned. Do you think this girl will cause problems?

I haven’t had enough time to judge her character. By the looks of it, she is not faking her desperation or fear. I do not think she is a spy. If she is, then the West must be running low on resources to provide such a pitiful pawn. Hudson studied the newcomers. Her fera, on the other hand, is made of sterner stuff. She is from the North, no doubt. But it may be a ploy to gain our sympathy.

Atlas grunted. We will watch them.

Indeed. Hudson lumbered through the underbrush to continue his search for firewood.

“Skye,” Atlas called. “Has Madoc found anything?”

“No.” Skye shook her head. Apart of routine, Skye’s green parrot would make a perimeter check before their camp was settled.

“Good.” Atlas went over to the new girl. She was sitting against a tree with her leopard lying beside her. “What are your names?” he said in Kinnish, forcing his tongue to pronounce the smooth dialect. 

The girl looked up wearily. “Piper. And Reine.”

“Why did you leave Biscay?” he demanded quietly.

Piper’s head sagged, letting her dark hair fall in front of her face. “I was going to be sold.”

“Into slavery?” Atlas asked, appalled. 

“No. Into a family.”

That’s not too bad. Atlas thought. But then he remembered the rampant practice of child-trading in the West. Many traders, under the guise of ‘Guardians,’ collected and reared children, much as a fera breeder would do, but with humans. After years of border warfare in Eden, countless families were broken, and offspring were left as orphans. With an abundance of orphans, the West saw Guardians as a necessary evil in their society. They treated the children well until their adoption. The only hitch was the occasional kidnapping of infant nobility. Atlas knew the North, especially Elbe, criticized child-trading. 

“Where are you off to, Piper?” Atlas turned his back on her, and took out a glass disk. It was the size of his meaty palm, and Atlas often had a hard time operating the thing. With his fingernail, he swiped the face of the disk. It brightened, and a series of tiny images ringed the disk. Rotating the images in a circle, Atlas picked the glyph of a flame. The disk melted and lengthened. A second later, it solidified into a clear, thin canister. 

Giving the canister a quick shake, Atlas pressed the top nozzle and grinned like a little boy as flames shot out. Instantly, the pile of logs caught fire. 

Piper flinched at the sudden fire. “I don’t know. I don’t have anywhere to go.”

“Why don’t you join us then?” Skye invited. Madoc flew back and found a comfortable spot in the treetops. “We’re going to Elbe.” 

Piper nodded. “Thank you.”

Atlas twisted the nozzle of the flamethrower, and the canister morphed and shrank back into the glass disk. He returned it to his pocket. Hudson came back from his foraging with another log in his mouth. Oh. You started the fire already. He set the log down.

You could have known that already. Atlas took a long stick and started prodding the blaze. A slight indent in the earth kept the fire contained.

Yes. Hudson agreed. But sometimes it can be dull knowing everything. Life needs surprises.

You find a campfire exciting?

That’s not the point. Hudson sighed, and flopped to his side.

Milla unwrapped their supply bag and handed out their dinner. Dried meat and biscuits were passed around. Atlas noticed that Piper split her ration and gave some to Reine. Hudson noticed it as well. Does the leopard not hunt?

She might not. Atlas said. He felt irritation from Hudson. In the bear’s mind, fera should be able to provide for themselves in the wild. Otherwise, they were coddled. 

Piper

“My name’s Skye. This is Madoc.” The little girl scooched closer to Piper and showed her the emerald parrot. She flashed a smile and pointed to Atlas. “If you didn’t know already, that’s Atlas and Hudson.” Her finger moved to the old woman, “Then there’s Milla and June. She’s my grandmother,” Skye added. “Now what’s your name?”

“Piper.”

“And your leopard?” Skye asked.

“Reine.” Piper’s answers were short and to the point. She was too tired for long conversation. Not tonight. Reine was asleep at her feet. The fera’s dreams shimmered to life, and ghostly visions paraded through the camp. Piper was certain she was the only one who could see them.

Before Skye could spout off more questions, Atlas rose. “It’s going to be a long day tomorrow. Best to get as much sleep as we can.”

Milla went to June and rummaged through a side pack. She handed out blankets, which were divided up amongst the group. Piper received a blanket and lay close to the fire, absorbing its heat. Reine sleepily joined her.

How so much can change in so little time. Piper thought.
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Chapter 7: A Bedtime Story





Piper

Get up. Get… up. Open your eyes and enjoy the morning! Reine jumped onto Piper, causing her to flail under the leopard’s weight. 

Ah! Get off! Piper pushed the fera off of her and scrambled away, breathing heavily. Her heart raced. She glared at Reine. Why did you do that?

They won’t give me breakfast. Was the reply.

Piper rubbed her eyes. Really… What did you do?

Nothing!

Piper let light skepticism flow to the leopard as she rolled up her sleeping place. She went over to Milla, who was adjusting June’s saddlebags, and handed her the blanket. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Milla smiled kindly. “I’ll take your bag too. Breakfast is by the fire.”

Reine happily led Piper to the food. A pile of dried fruit and smoked salmon sat on a stone plate. Reine leapt forward, but stopped in her tracks as pain stung her nose. Piper flinched.

“None for you, leopard.” Atlas said, withdrawing the stick he had used to hit Reine’s nose. Hudson emphasized his words with a growl.

“Why?” Piper grabbed her meal, sat beside the bear fera, and quietly ate. Reine hovered over her shoulder.

“Reine is spoiled. She must learn to hunt.”

I know how to hunt! I lived in the Northern wilds! Reine snapped. Piper bit back the retort, lest it should escape her lips as well. 

Atlas sized her up. “You disagree with me.”

“I believe my fera can hunt, yes.” Piper chose her words carefully as she battled with Reine’s building anger. 

Atlas gave a harrumph. “We shall see.” He unrolled a parchment covered in leather. Piper looked closer. It was a map of Eden. 

“Atlas has the best maps in the whole world,” Skye whispered. “He’s a mapmaker.”

I’m not impressed. Reine’s ears were flat against her head. 

Have you even seen a map of Eden before? Piper tried to calm down her fera.

Through your memories. 

Piper didn’t know how to respond without feeding Reine’s animosity towards Atlas. So she let her brood, and focused on Atlas’s thick finger tracing the Western coastline.

He tapped on the words Biscay. “Because of our trouble here, the entire coast, possibly even the entire West, will be alerted of our presence.”

“We can’t take a boat to use the Toro Ocean then.” Milla sighed. “It will be longer, won’t it?”

“Yes.” Atlas frowned. His finger moved the woods that took up most of the West. “We’re going to head inland and aim for Tamerlane. From there, it will be a straight shot to Elbe.”

Skye seemed pleased. “I don’t enjoy boat rides anyway. This will be more exciting!”

“Let’s hope not.” Atlas rolled his shoulders and put the map in his belt.

Only a few minutes passed before the camp was packed away. All that remained of their stay was a charred pile of firewood. Under Atlas’s direction, the group set off Northward. 

About an hour into the journey, Reine’s stomach growled. It was not loud, but her hunger was noticeable to Piper. Are you going to hunt? Piper cautiously asked.

Of course! Reine’s tail whipped from side to side. I’m just waiting.

For…?

Inspiration. Reine’s eyes scanned the underbrush.

You need inspiration to hunt. Piper said dryly.

What do you know about hunting? Reine flexed her claws into the crumbling earth. 

I’m pretty sure you don’t—

Reine suddenly lunged into the brush. A scuffling was heard, and she popped up with a mouse in her jaws. Inspiration has struck!

Inspiration is not the right word here. Piper shook her head. From the corner of her eye, she saw Hudson watching Reine. The bear snorted, and caught up to Atlas.

Atlas

Perhaps Reine is not as pampered as my first impression implied. Hudson said.

That’s good news. Atlas held a detailed map of the West in his hands. The winter wind tried to snatch it away, but he gripped the map firmly. From Biscay to Kinn, all was clear and laid out. However, large parts of the forest they were traveling in were uncharted. With the exception of major trade routes, all that was shown of the Western forest were trees, rivers, and a lake located to the south. 

How could the West be so careless? The majority of their land is unmapped. Atlas fumed. He had run in circles with the subject. Before the tension between the North and West, he had even corresponded with their royal cartographers concerning the issue of the unnamed woods. They had claimed that without fail, all of their scouts had “disappeared or returned mentally and physically ill.” Which was a poor excuse, in his mind.

We probably know more about this forest than they do, Hudson commented. He was right. Over the years, they had frequently skirted the forest on missions.

Let’s see how we fare this time, Hudson. We’re not just passing by. We have to go through the forest.

Hudson was not worried.

Piper

At first, it was only Skye who talked to Piper. The little girl chatted nonstop, her topics as varied and scattered as leaves in a windstorm. Eventually, Milla was drawn into the conversation, acting as a calm anchor to Skye’s excitement. She would retell the occasional fairytale, or comment upon the types of vegetation around them. Atlas stayed silent throughout the trip, his attention centered on his maps. Hudson would drift back and forth between the main body of the group and his human. 

Reine and Madoc, Skye’s parrot, created a version of hide and seek among the trees, each gladly rotating their roles every few rounds. Piper was twice startled as a blinding flash of green would appear before her face, only to be nearly tackled as Reine followed a minute later.

I thought you were staying out of the way. Piper groaned.

We are, Reine purred.

“You know, June used to play like that.” Milla patted the donkey’s side. “Used to frolic like a lamb.” 

Skye dug through one of the bags tied onto Milla’s fera as they walked. “Yes, grandma. So I hear.” She pulled out a glass disk that looked much like the one Atlas had used to start the campfire. Tapping its smooth face, Skye grinned as the disk shimmered and grew, turning into a clear, curved sickle. It reminded Piper of the tools farmers used to gather grain. Skye pulled out another disk from her pocket, and turned it into another scythe. 

Piper put distance between her and Skye. “Um. What are you doing?” Milla looked on with a calm indifference.

Alarmed, Reine stopped her search for Madoc. Do I need to intervene?

Possibly. Piper was wary as Skye came towards her. She handed her the scythe, pommel first. “Do you know anything about fighting?”

“You do?” Piper asked, amazed. Skye seemed too young to have been in battle. Then again, she also seemed too young to be a running fugitive.

“Atlas lets me practice with him sometimes. He says that everyone should be able to defend themselves.” Skye whipped around the blade with such careless ease, Piper had to close her eyes. Oh, please don’t chop off a finger.

Reine chortled, and returned to her game. I think you should be more concerned for your safety than Skye’s.

Piper agreed. “Skye, don’t you think we should practice this when we’re not traveling?”

Skye twisted the pommel of the scythe, and it curled upon itself until it regained its shape. Piper did the same, and held a glass disk where the weapon had been a second before. She handed it to Skye. “What are these?”

“Vitrum disks.” Milla said. “Everyone in the North has one.”

“How come I’ve never seen them?” Piper eyed the glass disk. “In Biscay, Northerners frequently traded and passed through our town.”

“Ah,” Milla smiled. “They’re not allowed outside of our borders. King Asher is very jealous of our vitrum technology.”

How did Lucy get my alea? Wondered Piper, feeling her pocket where the cube sat. She said, “Is that why you’re running from the West? Do they want the disks?”

“No!” Skye giggled. “They want us, not the vitrum. Although I’m sure they’d like that too.”

Milla shot her a glance, and Atlas looked up from his map. 

“Why would you they want you?” Piper asked.

“I think now would be a good time for lunch.” Milla tried to change the subject. “Skye, can you have Madoc find us a place?”

For once, Skye was undeterred from her topic. She sent Madoc circling and continued on. “You know who we are?”

“Skye!” Atlas barked. But it was too late.

“We’re ambassadors!” Skye exclaimed merrily. She gave a rebellious smile to Atlas. “I think Piper has a right to know, since she’s traveling with us.”

Atlas growled something nearly inaudible. Through Reine’s hearing, Piper caught snippets of “irresponsible child” and “should have left her in Elbe.” 

They soon found a cramped clearing to lunch in. The gang scarfed down their meal, and continued onwards. Milla shepherded Skye to her side. Piper guessed it was to keep her from revealing more secrets. Later on, they found another clearing to stay in and set up camp for the night.

They’re ambassadors for the North. They must know something about recent events. Piper said to Reine as they faded into sleep.

Indeed. We must be cautious with them, or we could end up on the wrong side of the tension between our nation and theirs.

The next day passed without event. They rose, had breakfast, and were off. Reine and Hudson hunted together and shared the kill of a deer. Skye tried, and failed, to get Piper to spar with her when they stopped for meals. Atlas was as morose as he always was, and Milla was subdued from yesterday’s revelation to Piper.

Musky smoke filled the air, mixing with the sharp odor of winter. Piper took her spot after dinner next to Skye and stared into the heart of the fire. All was dark and cold. A harsh wind swept through the forest. The bare trees offered little protection to the travelers below.

Skye shivered and wrapped her blanket around her. “It’s cold. Even with the fire.”

Atlas stirred. “Would you like to hear a story?” 

Skye nodded. “Okay.” The trees trembled above them.

Reine wriggled next to Piper, giving a silent wish to be pet. Piper ran her fingers through the leopard’s thick fur. With a Northern coat, her fera was only cold through her link with Piper.

“In the early days of Eden, there was a trader named Reuben. He settled in the rolling hills between the Northern Mountains and the city of Tamerlane. Reuben was an intelligent man with an eye for appraising quality items, and a persuasive tongue to gets things he liked.”

Boring, Reine yawned. I don’t wish to know about Reuben or his life story.

Shh, Piper feared Atlas had caught Reine’s yawn, just listen. 

“Reuben had in his possession a bag of seeds. He had bought them from a Western pirate. They were destined to grow only in the soil and climate of the land they were planted in. The seeds caught the eyes of an Eastern prince. He thought they looked like gems, and would grow diamonds in his halls. The seeds were also coveted by a Southern chieftain, who was told by Reuben that they would bring favor from his fickle gods.

“First, the prince and chieftain haggled for the seeds with silver and gold, making Reuben’s heart turn greedy. Then, when they could not outbid one another, they turned to property. Reuben was promised acres of land, estates full of servants and livestock, private beaches, and more.” Atlas took a sip from his water skin. “Neither the Eastern prince or Southern chief could beat each other. They were too evenly matched. So, they turned to trickery and underhanded maneuvers. Reuben would be disturbed at night with fresh offers, each one more elegant and rich than the last. He waited as their bids climbed, encouraging their sport. One night however, the prince and chieftain had a chance meeting on their way to Reuben’s house. They discussed and decided that Reuben would never give them the seeds, no matter the price. Reuben was cornered and given a final proposal by the Eastern prince. Reuben wanted to wait for the Southern chieftain’s counteroffer, but was killed as a result. The Eastern prince fled with the seeds, with the Southern chief in pursuit to the Eastern border. The prince was killed, and the chieftain was captured and later executed.”

The crackling fire was the loudest noise in the camp. Piper swallowed.

Atlas continued in a low voice. “The coveted seeds were forgotten and lost, passed along the black market until they landed in King Foster’s hands during the early days of Elbe. They were planted and harvested the next year. Can you guess what the seeds turned into?”

Skye spoke Piper’s suspicion aloud. “Vitrum?”

“Yes.” Atlas leaned back. “There is a moral to this story.” He waited for a few seconds, then said, “If you don’t pick a side, you’ll only have enemies around you.”

The tree rustled, and a reflection of light caught Piper’s eyes. Reine looked up and growled. Speaking of such… There are others near.

Something, or someone, dropped from the trees and landed next to Piper. 

“Why, what a lovely tale!” A red cloaked man exclaimed. “You know, I always did enjoy history.” Others fell from the trees like ripe apples in the fall, until the gang was outnumbered and surrounded. They possessed fera of all shapes and sizes. The red cloaked man had a ram which, not accompanying his human into the trees, emerged from the nearby shadows.

Life help us. Piper thought.
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Chapter 8: Loy





Atlas

Should we fight? Hudson asked.

Atlas started counting the enemies around them. They were probably bandits, making a living off of unfortunate travelers. We’re outnumbered three to one. Milla and June are fast, but can’t fight. Skye is inexperienced. I don’t think Piper’s ever touched a sword, but Reine could hold her ground. He cursed himself for not focusing more on self-defense with Skye. They should have been training every day, to prevent situations such as this. 

The red cloaked man bowed. “Greetings, weary voyagers! My name is Gaspar Loyal, but you can call me Loy. It seems you need assistance in navigating these woods. Let my men and I help you!” He flashed a foxlike smile. 

Atlas grudgingly allowed himself to be put on a blanketed horse under threat to the band. Hudson walked alongside him. When he looked behind him, he saw that the others were put on saddleless horses, including Milla. The fire was doused and their blankets were confiscated, but the rest of their possessions stayed on June.

Well, this is great. Atlas said, his mood turning as dark as the night around them. Just another setback. I wonder how we’ll get out of this one; by talk or force.

It’s not necessarily a setback, Hudson buoyed Atlas’s gloom. We’re still heading in the right direction, towards Tamerlane. 

Hmph.

Loy and his men led them on through the night and into dawn. When pressed for their destination, Loy would reply with a vague answer or simply a laugh. Atlas was certain he was insane. He had met mad leaders before, and Loy seemed to slip into the category as easily as a greased pig.

As the morning sun gave more light to the scenery around them, Atlas watched with increasing awareness of Loy’s guiding abilities. Oversized, rough ledge that rose from the ground had been cut to make a smooth path for hoofed fera. Loy and his ram however, eagerly jumped from rock to rock with nimbleness that showed years of experience. 

His red cape fluttering, Loy cried, “Who would like to best me in ledge climbing? You could win your freedom!”

“Nell wouldn’t like that,” one of the forest men mumbled.

“Ah! I heard that. And you’re entirely right.” Loy leapt back onto the path. He turned to the prisoners. “We’ll just have to keep you together until my co-leader and I settle some things.”

If Loy’s ‘co-leader’ is anything like him, I don’t want to meet him. Or her, Atlas said. An idea occurred to him. Pressing his heels into his horse’s flanks, Atlas took ahold of its mane and tried to veer it away from the group. He would escape, and then save the others.

The horse stopped dead in its tracks and tossed its head with a whinny. “Hey!” one of the men yelled. “Be careful over there!”

Atlas’s heart sank. He was riding a horse fera. As were probably all of them. 

Piper

The procession line halted. 

Piper was the second-to-last in line, just before Milla and June. She looked over Skye’s shoulder to see what was going on. Loy was wagging a finger up at Atlas. “Didn’t think I was smart enough to have horse fera, did ya? I found it’s helpful for rebellious prisoners.” He took a step back as Hudson growled.

Reine pressed her ears forward. I believe he tried to escape.

Why hadn’t she tried that? Piper groaned. She had meekly followed along with the others, hoping to be safe. But would this misadventure cost her freedom, or life?

Stop being so dramatic. We’re fine. Reine said. We just have to be aware of our options at all times.

The line started to move again. Skye leaned back to Piper and said, “Where do you think they’re taking us?”

“Not sure.” Piper recalled stories she had heard as a child, where thieves stored treasure in caves. “Maybe they have a secret hideout.”

“Or, if they’re slavers, they’ll be taking us to a drop-off point.” Muttered Milla.

“Madame, I assure you that we’re not slavers.” Piper held back a yelp as Loy was suddenly beside them. His bighorn sheep bleated.

Then what are you? Reine demanded. Piper repeated the question.

Loy ran a hand over his face. “If we hadn’t make our occupation clear—”

“You haven’t.” Milla said.

“—we are guides, assisting lost travelers.” 

Skye crossed her arms. “Why did you capture us then?”

“To better assist you, my dear.” Loy flashed another smile.

“Where are you bringing us?” Piper asked.

“Bah! Enough questions.” Loy sprung away, back to the ledge walls. “You shall see soon enough!” 

And they did. The barren trees started to become further and further apart, like the outer rings in a split log. Deer trails and animals ran everywhere, but as Piper looked closer, she realized they were paths and fera. Nothing was paved, but the way to their destination was clear and smooth.

Reine gasped. Look up.

Piper’s gaze drifted up, and her eyes widened. Attached to an ever increasing number of trees were round, railed platforms. Connecting the platforms were bridges that swung haphazardly in the wind. People in gray clothing ran along the unstable bridges, sometimes catching themselves mid-fall before reaching the next platform. Most of the fera were nimble creatures, such as squirrels and fleet-footed deer that ran alongside their humans.

Loy gave a triumphant cry as they passed through an arch made of bent saplings. “Welcome to Trene!”

Atlas

I was not expecting this. Hudson admitted as they were ferried to the base of a tree. A ladder was unrolled from above, and it spiraled around the tree. With a snap, the steps faced upwards, so a staircase stood before them.

The gang was dismounted and were then told to climb. Atlas eyed the hurriedly assembled staircase with unease. “Is this safe?”

“Of course!” Loy and his ram took the lead, jumping from plank to roped plank as they ascended. He paused at the top. “It will hold everyone, except the donkey. With those supplies, I’m not sure if she would do well on these stairs. Madame, are you able to part with your fera for a short period? Or would like to accompany it to the stables?”

June cast a doleful glance to Milla, who shook her head. “I won’t part with June. Not now.”

“Ok then.” Loy snapped his fingers to two men with horse fera. “Alder! Linden! Accompany the elder with the donkey to the stables. Make sure they are fed and kept warm. Don’t want the prisoners dying from the cold before we’ve had a chance to question them!”

The men nodded, and escorted Milla and June away.

“Now the rest of you,” Loy yelled down, “get up here!”

Without mishap, everyone was able to make it up the unstable stairway. Atlas gripped the platform railing at the top, turning his knuckles white. The boards under his feet seemed too wide apart, showing the winter ground far below. Death was only one slip away.

“Come on, we’re not done yet.” Loy motioned to a long bridge that stretched to platforms with walls and thatched roofs. Atlas put a hand on Hudson for support. Don’t leave my side.

I won’t. The bear vowed.

Piper

Drat, Reine spat. Drat, drat, drat! Her claws shredded the rickety wooden planks. They were strung together on thinning ropes which stretched taut as Piper’s feet passed over them. They were wide enough to hold two people side by side. The group used this space to hold onto their fera as they crept across. 

There were no railings, which camouflaged the bridges, but made them extremely unsafe. Piper fought back wave after wave of crippling fear. If she stopped, she knew she wouldn’t be able to motivate herself to go across the rest of the way. 

Their goal was to reach the first of many platform houses that took up every able bodied tree in and around Trene. Why Loy didn’t have them climb a ladder stairway up to the house, Piper could not guess. 

I think he’s trying to scare us, Reine growled. 

Well he’s doing a good job at it. Piper wiped beads of sweat off her forehead.

Five steps away from the treehouse, Reine’s paw slipped through a gap in the planks. Ah! Her body lurched forward, and her back legs dug into the wood. Piper gave an exclamation of surprise, and rushed to save her fera. Skye was on the platform, and ran back onto the bridge to help them. Together, they lifted the leopard so she once again stood on all fours. 

“Thank you,” Piper said once they were all on the house platform.

“Is Reine okay?” Atlas and Hudson had worried looks.

“Yeah.” Piper grimaced.

Loy had them enter the house. No one was inside, but it had been prepared for company. A stone slab had been carved to hold a flickering fire, protecting the wood that surrounded it. The building encircled a tree, and a thick trunk stood in the middle like the mast of a ship. Chairs, a simple painting of a sunrise, woolen rugs, and a table were the only furnishing. On the table was a spread of fruit cakes, bread and water.

“You’ll stay here until Nell and I call for you.” Loy bobbed his head once, and shut the door behind them. They could hear the shuffle of guards as they took up position outside their dwelling.

Atlas sunk into a chair by the fire, Skye and Piper following his lead.

“What do we do now, Atlas?” Skye murmured. Madoc ruffled his wings on her shoulder.

It took a minute for Atlas to respond. Rubbing his temples, he said, “We sit. And we wait.”

“You’re not going to fight?” Skye took a fruit cake and a glass of water from the table.

“A necessary skill for a warrior to have is knowing when to fight.” Atlas angrily tore at a slice of bread. “Right now, our chances are low of getting out of here alive and together. Depending on our encounter with Nell and Loy, we’ll take appropriate action.”

Skye seemed satisfied with the answer. She crumbled a bit of bread and let Madoc peck it off the spare chair in the room. 

Reine put her head on her paws. I don’t like this waiting. Let’s just fight our way out of here and be done with it.

You heard what Atlas said. Piper took a sip of water. We don’t have a good chance of getting out. Plus, she wasn’t enthusiastic about facing the rope bridges again. A thought occurred to her. Just think, she said with grim humor, two days ago we were preparing to meet my “parents” in Biscay.

Now we’re imprisoned in a treehouse by a madman with a red cape. Reine grumbled. Which fate would have been better?
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Chapter 9: Open Air and Death!





Atlas

It was nearly impossible to tell time in their windowless cell. The only thing that showed the passage of time was the fire, which had dimmed until it hugged the coals. 

Piper and Skye were asleep on the woolen rugs, along with Madoc and Reine. Atlas felt the tug of fatigue on him, he hadn’t slept the entire night, but he wanted to be awake if the Trene leaders summoned them. He also felt as protective of Skye and Piper as much as his own children in Elbe, Kit and Kane. He didn’t want anything to happen to them while he napped.

Hudson’s eyes drooped. Maybe you should wake up one of them, so we can—

A knock came at the door. Piper and Skye stirred and rubbed their eyes. Reine stretched and Madoc flapped to the table to finish off the last of the bread crumbs. 

“You have been called…” Their guard paused and then stumbled back as Loy pushed into the room. 

“Nell is ready to see you!” Loy said. “Get up! We’re going!” His ram bleated and knocked the doorframe with his curled horns. 

They were forced out of the round cell into daylight. Atlas was dazzled by the afternoon sunlight and blinked furiously. Hudson’s eyesight was so poor, he had to use Atlas’s vision to see. 

 Atlas backed away from the railed edge of the platform. The ground below seemed to sway. This is too high up.

Hudson slowly opened his eyes. I never heard you complain once all the times we were a mile in the air on Mount Mizzen.

Mount Mizzen is solid rock. We were always surrounded and protected. This, this is open air and death!

Man up. Hudson chuckled. You’re acting like a cub.

Gritting his teeth, Atlas stopped resisting the Trene guards, and allowed himself to be guided to another bridge.

Piper

I think I’m getting the hang of this. Piper danced from one creaking plank to the next, making sure to balance the pressure she placed on each one so they wouldn’t pitch forward. 

Reine had discovered that the faster you went across the bridges, the less chance you would fall. It is true survival, she had commented. 

Others in the drab colors of winter flitted by in twos and threes. Once, even a young man had slipped off the open bridge, his chipmunk fera unable to help him. Piper had watched in horror, Skye had screamed. But the young man had crushed his fingers on the edge of a plank, making the rest of his body swing freely over the hundred-foot drop. Pulling himself up with athletic grace, he rose, nodded to his chittering fera, and continued running.

They must have mastered this dangerous art. Reine peered over the side of the platform as Piper made a last frantic leap to her. I don’t see any bodies. Or blood splats. 

Piper cringed. Must you word it like that?

“Are we there yet?” Skye said between gasps, coming in behind Piper.

Ahead of them, Loy rolled his eyes and guffawed. “You’ve only crossed three bridges.” He brightened. “But never fear! We only have to cross one more!”

“Let’s hope this one doesn’t kill us. Not all of us can recover from a fall like this.” Atlas grumbled.

The final bridge led to the center of Trene, where a massive redwood was ringed by a single story house. The house looked no different than their cozy cell, but the bridge leading up to it was sound, made with better quality wood, and had a rope railing on both sides.

Loy and his bighorn sheep dashed across the bridge, reaping angry remarks from Trene citizens who moved out of his way. With his red cloak, Loy looked like a drop of scarlet dye running through a sea of gray wool. 

Piper was less fearful with this bridge, but still sprinted across it, following Atlas. In the spur of the moment, Reine put on a burst of speed and beat them all to the platform. Haha! She swiped a paw in the air, I won.

There was no competition, Piper laughed as they waited for the rest of the group. The Trene guards brought up the rear. Loy walked them up to the entrance. There a solid door sat. At the center of the door, a drawing of a tree had been etched into the wood. The tops of its branches curled, so it formed a circle. In the heart of the tree sat the silhouette of an acorn.

Loy cracked his knuckles. “Well, let’s cut to the chit-chat.” He pushed open the door and encouraged them inside.

Atlas

Although unimpressive and uniform with the other Trene houses outside, the “palace,” as Loy called it, was lavish inside. Polished floorboards were topped with light yet effective furniture. The wooden walls were snugly fitted together, like the boards of a barrel. 

At the immediate entryway was a desk flanked by two stocky fences, where a clerk was dealing with half a dozen Trene citizens. He stamped letters, wore a concerned face for a couple with grave news, then quickly switched reactions to snap at a rabbit who was nibbling his papers. His raccoon took up stamping letters when the clerk was occupied. 

Loy shouted over the throng, “Ezra! Where’s Nell?”

The clerk looked up briefly, and pointed to a rounded door behind him. He cranked a reel, and one of the fences beside the desk swung inwards. Loy and the guards shepherded them to the room beyond. 

Another desk greeted them, but the woman behind it had a far different mentality than the scattered clerk. Her face was drawn and focused, framed by a curtain of white hair. The red squirrel resting on her shoulder had an equally serious expression. 

Hudson was highly amused at the squirrel fera. How cute. I’ve always considered squirrels to be upbeat creatures. But its dour face—

The woman pounded the desk. “Loy told me you were traveling in our borders. Why?” it was less of a question and more of a severe statement. 

Atlas tried to keep his response short. “Yes. We’re on our way to the North. But your highness—”

The woman raised her hand. “Just call me Nell.”

“Very well, Nell. We were not aware that Trene’s borders existed.”

Nell turned to Loy. “This is exactly our dilemma. We’ve been here for what, ten, fifteen years? And we’re still not recognized as a nation on the map.” At her words, she pointed to a map of Eden tacked on the side wall. A tight circle in the Western forest was marked in red, along with a flowing Kinnish script saying Trene. 

“Have you brought your request to King Kayden?” Piper asked.

“Several times.” Nell grumbled. “And our ambassadors have been imprisoned. So we have barred the royal seal from entering Trene until they recognize our nation. We are the fifth territory in Eden, for Life’s sake!”

“That explains the disappearances of the Kinnish cartographers.” Skye mumbled. Atlas shot her a stern glare.

Nell’s eyes glittered. “You are a well-informed little girl. Which brings us back to the original question; where exactly in the North were you heading to?”

Skye shuffled her feet and kept her eyes downcast, chastised. Madoc wilted on her shoulder. Piper and Reine were silent, but they were having a conversation by the way Reine’s tail thrashed and her ears flattened and pressed forward at random intervals. 

Atlas sighed. “We are going to Elbe.”

“I’m glad you told the truth.” Nell clicked two vitrum disks onto the desk. “Let’s be frank. You are ambassadors, correct?”

Atlas worked his jaw. He refrained from reaching for his own vitrum disk, located in his pocket. “Yes.”

Did Milla tell? Or did she only take them from June? Hudson wondered at the glass disks.

“You must be the same Northerners that my informants say the West are searching for. Something about… fera records for the army?” Nell grinned. Her squirrel rubbed its paws together. 

She’s too shrewd for her own good. Hudson held back a growl. 

“Perhaps, if we give you to King Kayden, he will consider our territory request.” Nell left the threat hanging in the air.

Piper

“What do you want,” Atlas clenched his fists. 

“I want the North’s support.” Nell smiled. “I have a hunch that you have connections to King Asher.”

Atlas flinched. “I could arrange a meeting, if times are pressing.”

“They are.”

Reine narrowed her eyes. I could tackle Nell. You deal with the squirrel, and we could—

No! We are not doing that. We’d be trapped a hundred feet in the air by gray people and angry fera. If you hadn’t noticed, Piper added, there are guards everywhere.

It could work. If we tried hard enough. Reine fell to plotting again as the talk between Nell and Atlas rekindled. 

“I will talk this over with my son.” Nell looked to Loy. “And we will call you back up soon. In the meantime, you can reunite with your fellow traveler in the stables.”

Loy stayed with Milla, and an extra guard was added to their escort as they were led to a lone platform, away from Trene citizens. One of their guards bent down and unlatched a string from the bottom of the board. A ladder spun clockwise around the tree until it slapped the ground. Its steps flicked upwards, and the staircase was fit for use. 

Now we’ll see where they keep the fera that can’t climb trees or make it up the staircases. Reine said.

The guards led them to the center of Trene, directly under Nell’s headquarters. Piper looked around, confused. I don’t see any stables.

That’s when her gaze drifted to a yawning hole dug between two birches. It had a wooden box frame around it around eight feet tall, resembling the entrance to a mine. They were herded towards the hole.

“Is that the stables? Down there?” Piper turned to a guard with a wolf fera. 

The young man nodded. “Yes.” His fera loped ahead, more puppy than predator.

Piper swallowed, and put a hand on Reine for comfort as they were swallowed by darkness.

- 

Remember to comment and vote! ^_^ Let me know your thoughts about the book.




Chapter 10: Ambassadors

                   

Atlas

Atlas was far more comfortable underground than he was above it. Everything had its place and purpose. The beams on either side of him were to support the tunnel from caving in, the torches were for light. If you stepped off the path, you would not need to fear of falling to your death. 

Hudson shrugged his heavy shoulders. I didn’t like the sky bridges. But this poorly-constructed tunnel has the same amount of danger. You think with all the fera badgers and moles around, this would be more established. 

As if reading their thoughts, the guard with the wolf fera said, “The stables are currently undergoing renovations.”

Skye shied away from a clod of dirt that fell from the roof. “Oh.” Madoc gave a low croon. 

“Don’t worry,” the guard reassured Skye, “we’re fine.”

The tunnel gradually widened until it swelled into a chamber lit by torchlight and a tame bonfire in the center. It smelled of manure, earth, and grass. Along the sides of the room were open-aired pens complete with piles of hay and troughs with clear water. Most of the pens were filled with Trene citizens and their fera, ranging from horses to oxen and other hoofed creatures. 

Milla was found at a spot closer to the fire. Her neighbor was a caramel cow and a soft-spoken woman of about thirty. The other pen was empty, the dirt raked clean and ready for a new resident. 

Milla’s pen was large enough to hold June and the band with room to spare. Hudson sat on his haunches and splayed out his feet. Ah. I can’t wait to return to Elbe, where I can rest before a welcome hearth and home. A sense of longing came through their link.

Soon, my friend. Atlas promised the bear. 

The guard with the wolf fera stayed at the gate of the pen while his companions went to the fire and had lunch. 

“Oh, you must be starving.” Milla went to June and dug through the saddlebags. She started to hand out rations of dried fruit and meat when a worker intervened.

He leaned over the railing with a platter filled with food. “Gifts from Nell.”

Atlas eyed the assortment of food as it was laid on the ground. Fruit cakes and bread echoed their meal in the treehouse cell, along with chicken strips topped with a sort of creamed fish paste. Atlas took one bite of the frothy paste on the chicken, gagged, and scooped it to the floor. Hudson licked it up with delight. This is good. Give my compliments to the chef.

Glad you like it. Atlas grimaced. 

In the silence that accompanied the meal, Milla questioned them about the events that followed her separation from the group. Skye and Atlas told of their cell and of the meeting with Nell and Loy in quiet tones to prevent eavesdropping from Milla’s neighbor. Piper listened during the narrative, and spoke with a growing confidence about their next steps. 

“What do you think Nell wants with you?” Piper sat cross-legged next to Reine.

“She made it clear that she wants to talk to Asher for the North’s support of Trene.” Atlas scratched his chin. “I’m sure she’ll let us go. But with what strings attached?” 

“Strings mean puppets.” Milla clucked her tongue. “It’s not a good thing.” June’s ears went back, and she stomped her hooves.

Piper closed her eyes for a moment. “We may need them though.”

Their guards were roused by a messenger, and they went over to Milla’s pen. “Nell and Loy have summoned you. It’s time to go.”

Piper

They once more stood before the imposing force that was Nell. She looked regal in the drab winter camouflage of Trene, outshining even Loy’s red cloak. Her squirrel cleaned itself on her desk, drawing its paws over it tufted ears. 

“Loy and I have talked. And we will let you go.”

Wait for it, Reine said.

“On one condition.”

Piper could practically see the string of promise being tied onto Atlas’s ankle. “What would that be, Nell?”

“You will bring a Trene ambassador and translator with you to Elbe… and arrange a meeting with King Asher for our recognition on Eden’s map.”

Hudson looked to the floor. Atlas’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Very well.”

Nell seemed slightly surprised, then pressed on. “You will leave tomorrow.”

Loy stepped forward with his ram. “And I will be the ambassador.”

Shocked, Nell whipped to her son. “No. I thought we agreed—”

“I need to see the world outside the forest. I see this chance, and will take it. If you don’t let me go, I’ll leave with them anyway.” The co-leader of Trene flashed a smile. 

Nell gaped like a fish. Her squirrel chittered angrily. Loy took advantage of Nell’s astonishment and pointed to the door. “Quick! Go back to your cell. This is settled.”

The guards practically tripped over themselves as they moved the gang back to their windowless treehouse.

That was weird. Piper thought as the door closed behind them.

Reine yawned and happily returned to the fire. Loy knows what he’s doing. He’s not as stupid as he wants us to believe. 

As Piper pondered this, Skye went to the tree trunk in the middle of the room. Madoc scratched her name into the bark.

“What are you doing?” Atlas snapped.

Madoc stopped, and Skye glanced back at him. “Just adding our names to the list.”

Piper went over to the tree and was startled to see faint etchings in the rough wood. Yoel, Delilah, Kai, Tate, Jace, Max… “So we’re not the first prisoners here.” 

“Yeah,” Skye laughed. 

Atlas

They spent the rest of the day in the cell, the guards bringing in their meals. At dawn the next morning, or from what Atlas gleaned from the lack of light outside, they were ordered to the ground level and told to wait. Milla and June were brought up from the stables. 

They stood in the bitter cold, shivering amidst the beginnings of a snow flurry. Milla passed out thick Elben coats from their saddlebags. Piper, ended up wearing a spare of Milla’s. 

After a half hour of waiting, Loy and his ram were seen running towards them. Before he reached them, he shouted, “Follow me before Nell changes her mind. Come on, don’t just stand there! You want to make it to Elbe, don’t ya?”

As they ran after Loy, their guards ran with them. Loy looked back and cursed. “Rosaline, Paxton, Audrey, Finley, any of you know Elben?”

Regretful ‘no sir’s filled the snowy air. 

“Life!” Loy swiped a fist. “Go back to your stations. You’re slowing us down.” He dismissed them and turned to the remaining gang. “We’re going to take a detour!” Veering away from their original path, Loy looped around Trene until they were at the entrance of the stables. 

He sent a Trene citizen running underground to bring up… a name Atlas couldn’t catch. A few minutes later, the citizen returned with a scrawny lad of about nineteen or twenty. He was arguing with Loy’s messenger and stuffing clothes in a bag wrapped over his shoulder. Shambling after him was a badger with an unspoken question distilled in its eyes. 

“Micah!” Loy greeted the man. “Just the fella I was looking for.”

“You need an interpreter.” Micah said flatly. “That means Nell didn’t provide you with one. Which means you’re leaving without her consent.”

“No.” Loy put space between them, and started to run back the way they came. “She agreed!”

“Did she?” Micah was not convinced. Atlas was starting to losing confidence in Loy’s statement as they followed him. What in Eden is Loy doing? 

No one’s stopping us yet. Hudson ran with the group. His paws hit the ground with a steady tempo. One-two-three-four, one-two-three-four. 

“Okay,” Loy’s cape rippled as he jumped a rock wall out of the ground section of Trene. His bighorn sheep copied his move without pause. “So we’re still in the negotiating phases.”

“I knew it!” Micah scrambled over the wall. Atlas noticed the translator did not seem terribly worried that they were leaving without Nell’s permission, but rather that he was right. 

That’s when, through the haze of snow, a trumpet blared.

“Keep running and don’t look back!” Loy laughed.
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Chapter 11: Run

                   

Piper

Oh Life, oh Life, oh Life, Piper ran alongside the group, stumbling over the underbrush and scattered tree branches. The flurries stung her eyes.

Focus! Reine’s lean form glided almost effortlessly across the forest floor. She had to pace herself to keep from running ahead of Piper. You’re going to fall behind if you’re not focused.

Piper acknowledged her fera’s advice and tried to narrow her attention to the task at hand. Jump. Duck. Jump. Oh, that was close. Jump…. Soon her mind and body fell into a rhythm. A sense of confidence filled her steps. She went faster.

Reine encouraged Piper, shielding her from distraction. Don’t worry about the people running on the tree bridges. They’re not guards. They’re citizens. The guards are behind them. Don’t worry. Stay on target. Run. 

And she ran. Piper poured her energy into the task that would save her life. She lost track of time, her only awareness was of the waking forest and her companions. Skye was to her left, on the other side of Reine. On her right was Milla riding June. Ahead was Atlas and Hudson, and even further was Loy, his ram, and Micah. Micah held his fera in his arms. The badger seemed perfectly at ease, and looked back to them with tranquil, if not curious, eyes. Madoc hovered over the group like an emerald kite. 

Trene fell behind them, along with the trumpet cries and calls from the gray guards. They had run out of tree bridges to chase them. The escapees still continued at the fast pace, fear propelling them until the woods grew less dense. 

When they finally stopped, the sun was nearing its zenith. Loy pranced around the clearing like a proud, scarlet peacock. “That was eventful, am I right?” 

“You led us into danger,” Atlas growled, “defied Nell, and fled your home. I would call that not only ‘eventful,’ but disastrous.” 

Piper was too breathless to comment. She sat next to June and drank from a water skin, giving every other sip to Reine. The snow had stopped, but the sky still had a bright white overcast.

Loy ignored Atlas’s criticism. “At this rate, we’ve cut our journey by nearly half. We should be running for our lives more often!”

Micah rolled his eyes and wiped his limp hair to the side. “Yeah. And I should burn your cape.”

Loy recoiled as if he had been bitten. “No need to use threats!”

“You do know where we’re headed, correct?” Atlas had Hudson bring over a scroll from June. It was a detailed, but largely unfinished, map of the West. He pointed to a city set apart from the forest. “We need to go to Tamerlane.”

Loy dipped his head. “That’s what I suspected.” He frowned. “But your map is incomplete.”

“This is a copy of King Kayden’s official map. Thanks to Trene’s hostility, he hasn’t been able to get more than a hazy guess of this forest for years. You’ve changed game trails and formally well-known roads.”

Loy grinned. “And you think Trene doesn’t have their own map of the woods?”

Atlas’s eyebrow arched.

Micah dug through his bag until he held up a roll of paper. “Just got this one last week from Coran. She’s great with calligraphy.” He tossed it to Atlas. 

Piper winced as Atlas dove for the document. He really cares about his maps.

Indeed. Reine was amused. I imagine that to him, the Trene knowledge is worth a fortune. Maybe even priceless.

Skye stretched next to Piper. “I could rest here forever. The last time we had to run like that…” the girl scrunched her face, “It was in Kinn.”

June’s gray hide twitched. Milla closed her eyes. “It’s too soon to talk about Kinn.”

Nell said that they have fera records of some kind. For the North or West, I’m not sure. Piper broached the topic with Reine.

If they were in Kinn, and the West is after them, that probably means they have Western records. Reine flicked her tail lazily from side to side. 

Good point. Piper silently laughed. 

Atlas was finishing discussing their route with Loy, who knew the lay of the land. He rose and addressed the group. “We’re going to continue heading north. We should be at the edge of the forest by tonight. Tomorrow, we’ll be in Tamerlane.”

Atlas

They did not continue at a frantic clip, as in the flight from Nell, but they traveled at a faster pace than before they had been captured by Loy.

Atlas refused to rest. Until we’re out of this blasted forest, Nell has a chance of recapturing us.

She might give up. Hudson said. 

Not as long as Loy’s with us. He’s a blessing, and more of a curse. Atlas fought against his rising anger. He had to keep cool. 

The trees continued to thin around them, showing more of daylight and glimpses of the barren plains that acted as a buffer between the North, East and West. His boots crunched the mix of dead leaves and snow. Hudson made a sort of game in matching his steps in Atlas’s footprints. 

Skye pulled Piper past Atlas. They ran ahead, laughing. Reine bobbed and wove through the underbrush, half-playing and practicing her hunting. Madoc looped up and around them, singing a merry tune. Even June had an extra bounce in her step.

Do you remember when we used to romp and play? Hudson grew giddy at the memory of running through fields of Northern wildflowers, the petals tickling his nose. 

Yes. Atlas shared in the joy of the memory, letting it fade to the winter scene around them. He sighed. Soon, we will be back in Elbe.

Hudson grunted, sending a puff of white breath into the air. Soon, we will be home.

Piper

That night, as predicted by Atlas, they camped on the edge of the Western forest. Piper watched the wind kick up the powdery snow and mold it into complex shapes before dropping it. Why was I so content to never go beyond Biscay and the shore?

It was all you knew. Don’t belittle yourself. Reine was chomping on the remains of a rabbit. It was her second. When she was sufficiently full, she offered the carcass to Micah’s badger, Monroe, fondly called Monty. The badger cautiously sniffed it, then dove into the kill under Reine’s watchful gaze. He’s a bit daft. But innocent. You wouldn’t know he was older than me.

Piper turned away from the dark plains to the fire. She soaked up the warmth in bliss. Then she noticed something. Her eyes fluttered open, and she patted her pant pockets. Her alea was missing. Oh no. She relayed her panic to Reine.

The leopard growled. Great. This is why we can’t have nice things.

Piper combed through recent events. She had the glass cube in her pocket in front of Nell, when they were running with Loy, at lunch, on their way to the edge of the forest… It’s probably near here! She scanned the campsite, trying not to arouse suspicion. Her hand swept the damp ground where the fire had melted the snow away, blindly searching for the pointed ends of the clear cube. 

Piper made a slow lap around the perimeter of the camp. Reine came around from the other side. They passed Loy and Skye, who were engaged in a heated round of checkers, Micah reading a Kinnish poem, and Atlas studying a map near the fire. They met at Milla and June, who were going through the band’s inventory. 

“Is there anything you need, dear?” Milla said. She rolled up a thick belt of leather lined with slots that held snacks. 

Piper shook her head, and returned to her original spot. She didn’t want Milla to know of her alea. Although she was a part of their group, Piper wasn’t confident that they would let her keep the Northern trinket. 

Her hopes dimmed with the fire. Blankets were given out, and Piper talked alone with Reine. She looked up at the stars. I wonder why Life created them.

What, stars? Reine rolled onto her back so she too looked to the heavens. 

Yes. 

When I was a kitten, my mother told me that Life admired our pelts so much, he gave the night our spots. Reine purred.

Your kind seems to be very proud, Piper observed.

Naturally. Reine blinked. What is there not to be proud of? We are born at the top of the food chain. Our fur keeps us warm in blizzards, we are silent when it suits us, and loud when we need to announce our presence, our teeth and claws deliver death without hesitation. 

Piper smiled, and said nothing.

“Psst. Is this yours?”

Reine jumped to her paws. Piper quickly twisted around to face Skye.

“Is this yours?” the girl repeated, holding a clear object in her hand. It was Piper’s alea.

“Where did you find this?” Piper took the glass cube and stowed it in her pocket.

“Madoc saw it, actually,” Skye said sheepishly. “I knew it wasn’t ours. I’ve been through June’s packs several times since we started this trip. Atlas would have taken better care of it, and Trene doesn’t seem to know too much about vitrum for Loy or Micah to have it… So, I went to you.” She paused. “Where’d you get this?”

Should I tell her? Piper was torn.

I suppose, grumbled Reine. 

“My Guardian, Lucy, gave it to me before I left Biscay.” Piper said. “It’s a snow globe. Watch.” She shook the cube, and presented it to Skye as a tiny cloud formed. No precipitation fell, but it held threat of snow, just like the clouds that had moved by them.

“That’s not a snow globe,” Skye giggled. “It’s a weapon.”

“What?” Piper nearly dropped the alea. 

“I’m not sure how it works. But I’ve seen King Asher’s guard with them before. They’re big when unlocked,” Skye clutched an imaginary sword pommel, and proceeded to swing it to and fro. 

Piper held the cube at a distance. “Oh yeah?” She had been carrying some sort of large weapon in her pocket, unaware of its danger. “What unlocks it?”

Skye shrugged. “Our vitrum disks are opened with the swipe of a finger.”

Piper held the cube further from her.

Stop being paranoid. If it could be opened that way, your leg would have been chopped off long ago. Reine stared hard at the alea. Maybe Atlas could tell us more. Or Milla.

I don’t want them to know! Piper insisted. They might take it away from me.

Well we can’t continue on like this. Reine said. Sooner or later the alea could open like a jack in the box. 

You just told me to stop—

I know what I said, Reine hissed. 

“You okay?” Skye asked.

“Yes.” Piper tried to swallow her terror. 

Skye nodded. “Okay. Goodnight Piper.”

“Goodnight Skye.”

Atlas

Early in the morning, the band was out of the forest and crossing the barren plains. A strong wind buffeted them, slowing their progress. Atlas pressed onwards, encouraging the gang and forging a path for them to follow. 

The wind had nearly blown Micah’s copy of the West out of his hands, so Atlas had tried to memorize as many details as possible before stuffing it down his shirt for safekeeping. It’s always got to be something.

Come again? Hudson had wandered into his own thoughts. 

We can’t just have a peaceful trip. Atlas flung up his hands. It’s the wind, or becoming captured, or having to stop at coastal towns to buy someone a Western souvenir. 

Don’t drag Skye into this, Hudson chided him. It’s her first ambassador journey. 

I know. I know… Atlas trailed off.

Hudson changed tack. Have you noticed Reine seems to be fidgety today? The bear sent Atlas memories of Reine snarling at Monty, being startled at the movement of a stick, and making protective circles around Piper.

Maybe Piper is feeling ill. We’ll find a medic in Tamerlane. Atlas grunted against a fresh burst of wind.

Hmm. I don’t think she’s ill. 

What are you getting at? Atlas’s interest was piqued. 

I think Piper and Reine know something. Hudson was methodical. And they’re afraid to tell us.
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Chapter 12: Tamerlane





Piper

Try not to move so much, Reine snapped. We don’t know what could trigger it.

I ran from Trene for how long? And it didn’t go off. Piper, for once, was on the more daring side of the argument. We just need to make it to Tamerlane, and I can slip it into June’s saddlebags.

Reine lashed out at the wind. Ach! You’re so stubborn! Just show it to Atlas and be done with it.

He might take it—

I don’t care at this point if he takes it away. Reine’s worry was as thick as syrup, sliding through their link at a steady rate. Piper squirmed as it reached her. Stop that.

Stop what? Caring for you? Reine growled. 

Skye fell back in the group until she walked beside Piper. “Why are you two acting weird?”

“Reine’s afraid. She thinks the alea will hurt me.”

Before Skye could respond, Madoc squawked and spun to the ground, landing in a spray of snow. Skye ran to her fera and scooped him into her arms. 

Atlas had stopped the group. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes,” Skye called back, “Madoc’s just tired. He’s been fighting the wind all day.”

“We’re almost to Tamerlane! Then everyone can rest!” Loy yelled over the gale. His cape flapped like a bright red flag. 

From that point, the wind storm redoubled its strength. The cold clawed its way past their jackets. Conversation was nearly pointless, and the travelers were set back to communication with just their fera. Reine took this opportunity to fence with Piper on the alea topic for another hour.

Atlas

Due to the plains’ relative flatness, Tamerlane was seen at mid-morning. However, it took them until the late afternoon to reach it. 

Tamerlane was the second-wealthiest city in the West, Kinn taking the first place. It was a city that had its roots in agriculture, but now focused on refining arts. The walls were made to please the eye, with plaster and smooth sheet rock spiraling and tumbling in grassy waves; the symbol for the West. It was fitting, seeing that the city was surrounded by plains that grew tall and fair in the warm weather. 

The gates were open, with guards stationed on the wall. They looked proud, with their Western badges and smartly pressed green uniforms. Atlas suspected it was just for show. If a real crisis were to strike, he doubted the perfect soldiers would be able to scrape together enough courage to face it. Northern soldiers were rugged and always battle ready. 

Before entering Tamerlane, they had made sure to put away any objects with Northern or Trene emblems on them. It was how they had been discovered in Biscay. Atlas did not plan to repeat that mistake anytime soon, especially in such a large city.

Hudson shook his ebony coat. It’s been a while since I’ve visited Tamerlane. Not much has changed.

They had passed through the gates, and were now roaming the streets to find a place to stay for the night. Atlas squinted to read the stringy Kinnish writing painted on signs, doors, and stalls. The writing has grown smaller. You think they’re trying to hide the name of their business. 

I’ve always considered Kinnish to be elegant. It runs smoothly together. Elben can sometimes be blocky and hard to read. Hudson yawned, showing his sharp teeth.

Oh, so you prefer Kinnish over your native tongue? Atlas challenged. 

I never said that.

Atlas returned to deciphering the Kinnish script. He grew increasing frustrated at the flowing text. Curse it all! He turned to Milla. “Can you book us a room?” His eyes looked over to Loy and Micah. “Maybe two.”

“Of course. And where will you be off to?” Milla asked.

Atlas squared his shoulders and started to walk away. “I’m going to find an old friend.”

Piper





Okay. We’re in Tamerlane. Reine’s claws could be heard chipping away at the smooth streets. It was a single sheet of gray rock, contrasting the uneven cobblestone of Biscay. It felt weird to walk on. The soles of Piper’s boots landed on solid ground with every step. 

I know. The alea weighed heavily in her pocket. I’ll put it in the saddlebags when everything’s settled.

They stood in front of the Shenandoah; a hotel rated three of five stars from tourists, as advertised on the sign outside. It boasted of fresh bedding for every visitor, stables for large fera, and a complimentary breakfast. Compared to the buildings around it, the hotel was possibly the worst in the city.

“Tamerlane is overpriced and overrated. We’re going to blow half our coins on this dump,” muttered Milla. 

“Free food’s always a good thing,” chirped Skye.

Milla gave a sideways glance to Micah and Loy. “You boys are paying for your own place.”

Loy feinted offense. “Madame, I would not expect less from the noble ambassa—” 

He was elbowed by Micah, who said between clenched teeth, “Do you want all of Tamerlane to know our business?”

“You can stay here, or somewhere else.” Milla shrugged nonchalantly. She went up the oaken doors. “But if you lose us before we leave the city, I can’t vouch for you.” 

Loy followed her. “You can’t get rid of us that easily! We will be like ticks on a dog until we have fulfilled our duties!”

Micah swore in Elben, to which Piper could understand as, “Stupidity mixed with purpose shall kill us.”

Atlas

Atlas bought a pastry and received directions from the vendor to the house he was looking for.

Hudson eyed the golden liquid dripping from the pastry. Is that honey?

Atlas licked his finger. Yes.

May I have some?

Atlas grinned, and lowered the treat down to the bear. Hudson lapped the pastry clean of honey, leaving soggy bread behind. Mmm. When we return to Elbe, I plan to track down a hive. Not only does it have honey, but the larvae and bees add an extra crunch that is lacking here.

So you’ve said, many times. Atlas wiped his hand clean of the soiled bread.

They entered the slums of the city, if it could be called that. The buildings were shorter and less detailed, but everything was still refreshingly clean. Although the Kinnish writing was different than Elben, all of the major languages in Eden shared the same numeric system. It was a simple matter to find the house he was looking for. 

He knocked, and a howling dog acted as a doorbell from inside. A young man opened the door. His dark hair was cropped short, but his eyebrows were oddly bushy and pronounced, giving him a brooding expression. “May I help you?”

“Is a Mr. Everest here?” Atlas tried not to stare at the youth’s eyebrows. 

“He’s at his office.”

“Where could I find that?” Atlas asked.

The young man’s eyebrows rose. He pointed out of the doorway, towards the center of the city. “You can find him at our Main Hall. Can’t miss it.”

Atlas dipped his head. “Thank you.”

They ventured through the market again and entered a large clearing. A sparkling fountain stood in the middle of the square, a leaping stone dog acting as the centerpiece. Winter-blooming flowers dotted every corner and lined each walkway. 

Directly in front of them were two slightly round buildings made of the same flowing rock of the wall. Polished stairs led up to each building, with people flowing in and out of the buildings’ double door like the Toro Ocean’s tide. 

They had to climb the stairs in order to see the signs tacked by each door. There was the Main Hall and the Secondary Hall, but other than the names, there was no distinct difference in their design. They entered the Main Hall and talked to a clerk, who had them wait in overstuffed chairs while she sent a messenger to see if Mr. Everest was able to take guests. 

Atlas tapped his foot on the polished marble. It made a resonating tapping sound that caught the attention of the clerk. She gave him a scowl, and he stopped. They’re rather uptight here.

Yes. Well, that and we’ve also brought in a trail of our travels. Hudson chuckled at the clods of dried mud that had fallen off of Atlas’s boots and Hudson’s pelt, marking the marble. I would have little patience for us as well.

We probably should have cleaned up before seeking out Gromit. Atlas admitted. 

Hudson agreed. But it’s too late for that. He nodded to the messenger that beckoned for them. Gromit Everest was ready to see his visitors.

Piper

Piper’s first impression of the room was its darkness. Through the dim, she could see the outline of two beds, the door to a closet, and a curtained window. 

Then the musty odor hit her, smelling of mothballs, dust, and ancient things buried beneath the dust. She coughed and retreated to the doorway, only to bump into Skye.

Madoc flew to the window and raked back its curtains, blinding Piper and filling the room with evening light. Reine instinctively hissed.

“I call the bed closest to the window.” Skye took off her jacket and draped it over the bedpost.

“Where’s Milla going to stay?” Piper said. “There’s only two beds.”

“Oh…” Skye bit her lip. “Tough call. Hang on,” She took a piece of paper and a pencil from her coat. Ripping off a corner of the parchment, she scribbled something before handing it to Madoc. Skye opened the window, and the parrot shot out like an arrow. He came back a couple minutes later with a different colored scrap of paper in his talons.

Skye read the reply. “There’s no beds in the stables, so she’ll have to stay up here.” 

Piper rephrased her question. “Where am I going to sleep then?”

Another exchange of Madoc-mail solidified their sleeping arrangements. Milla would get one of the beds, while Piper and Skye would alternate between the floor and the other bed.

Reine took one look at the filthy floorboards, and jumped to the bed closest to the window. You can squabble over who gets what. I’m not sleeping on the floor. 

Skye read Reine’s statement with accuracy. “She’s not going to budge, is she?”

“No. Sorry.” Piper gave an apologetic smile.

Skye rolled her eyes. “I’m glad Madoc’s not so pushy.” 

“Madoc’s not a hundred-pound leopard.”

That’s an exaggeration. Reine’s ears went back. She started to self-consciously groom her pelt.

Piper found a chair in the closet, and dragged it to the middle of the room. “How long are we going to stay here?”

Skye shrugged. “It depends on how much time we have before guards recognize us. I’d say in this big city, we have two or three days.”

Piper was alarmed. “Are you always on the run?”

The girl shook her head. “We weren’t on the way to Kinn. It was fun. But between whatever Atlas did and the tension with the North and West, we’re targets now.”

Piper settled into the chair. “So what do you do as ambassadors?”

Skye pursed her lips. “Atlas doesn’t like me talking about it.”

“Not even a little bit?” Piper asked.

“It’s my first trip, so I don’t know too much about it. Milla didn’t know the danger until we were past the Northern Mountains and Atlas told her what their mission was.”

“Why didn’t he tell her in Elbe?” Piper pressed, sincerely curious. Reine slowed the rasp of her tongue over her fur, to better hear Skye. 

“Because no one else with her experience agreed to go.” Skye sighed. “No one else wanted to go into Kinn, meet with the king, and steal his records.” 
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Chapter 13: Gromit Everest

                   

Atlas

A plaque stood at eyelevel in front of Atlas, and another at a fera-friendly height. 

Governor Gromit Everest

And

Chance Everest

Chance! Hudson exclaimed. That old rascal wormed his way onto the plaque. He always loved titles.

Atlas grinned, and pushed open the door. 

The governor of Tamerlane was hunched over his desk. His white hair formed an unkempt mane around his head, and mournful brown eyes were set downcast. His Dalmatian fera ran to and fro with papers in its mouth. 

When Gromit looked up, his bushy eyebrows rose and melted into his mane. “Atlas Fletcher!”

Atlas gave a theatrical bow. Hudson kneeled. “The one and only.” 

The Dalmatian fera dropped the papers in his mouth and sprung to Hudson, eagerly sniffing the bear. Gromit went around his desk and clasped hands with Atlas. “It’s been what, four years?”

“Yes. And it seems you’ve been busy.” Atlas looked around the lavish office. Polished marble was everywhere, twisting up in columns, pooling into fera water dishes, and framing inset pictures. A bust of Gromit and Chance were side by side in the corner.

“I ran for office not long after our last meeting. Who knew speeches could be so easy?” Gromit’s imposing eyebrows met. “The killer of my time however, is the paperwork that goes with it. Every little thing has to be checked, signed, double checked, and stamped. But enough about me, how’s the world traveling going?”

Atlas shrugged. “You know how Asher can be. It’ll take me half a year to get something for him in Chesa, and when I get back he won’t need it. I take joy in the journey.”

He tried to not show emotion as Gromit said, “Well I hope you don’t have anything to do with the records in Kinn. They said a trio of ambassadors took advantage of King Kayden’s goodwill, and stole archives from the army.”

Kayden wasn’t exactly pleasant, even when we were in his good graces. Hudson said dryly. 

“There’s also been talk of Northern raids on the border.” Gromit’s face grew long in sorrow. “Reports of women and children being slaughtered. Broken fera raging through the countryside, mad with grief.”

Atlas was taken aback. “Asher would never authorize that.”

Gromit was still sullen. “It’s just what I’ve heard.” Chance, finished with his investigation of Hudson, returned to Gromit, tail wagging. “So what brings you here, Atlas?”

“I’m on my way back to Elbe, and thought I would visit an old friend.” Atlas rolled his shoulders, loosening the knots he had collected from their trip.

“Is anyone else with you?” Gromit asked.

“A trainee, a traveler we picked up, and Milla Arkin.” He didn’t mention Loy or Micah. 

“Arkin… That name sounds familiar.” Gromit worked his jaw. “Will you still be here tomorrow evening? I think a dinner would be a good way to catch up. And the chefs here are the best in the city.”

Atlas nodded. “That could be arranged.”

Indeed. Hudson grew excited at the thought of good food.

“Excellent.” Gromit slipped a glance back at his desk. “I really must be getting back to work, if I’m to get out of here before the day ends.” Chance whined, his tail slowing.

Atlas stepped towards the door. “That’s okay. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

They soon found themselves walking out of the Main Hall and through Tamerlane’s square. With a fresh perspective, Atlas now could see a resemblance between the fountain dog and Chance. I don’t remember that being here before.

Hudson did not either. They entered the market and went into a gift shop. Trinkets hung from the ceiling, and shelves lined every inch of the three walls. 

The store owner asked if he needed help with anything. Atlas politely declined. He skimmed the shelves, looking for anything that would catch his eye. The stark white of a carved, polished stone stood out in the gloom. He reached for it, and cupped in his hand a marble rabbit. Its glazed eyes looked pleadingly up at him.

Hudson pointed out the rabbit’s drooping ears. It looks like Arlo.

Do you think Kit will like it? Atlas held it in a ray of sunlight. It was always hard to find a suitable souvenir for his daughter. 

I’m sure she will. 

A few coppers were paid to the store keeper, and they left with the marble trinket. As they were leaving the gift shop, someone called his name. Atlas looked around until he saw Milla waving. She was alone, even without June. 

“Where’s June?” Atlas walked to the butcher stall, where Milla was waiting. 

“Hello to you too.” Milla took a wrapped package as it hit the wooden block next to them.

“What’s that?” Atlas asked.

“My, you’re full of questions today.” Milla held the meat package under the crook of her arm as she led them out of Tamerlane’s market. 

Just as Atlas was going to speak, she said, “June’s in the Shenandoah’s stables. This is dried meat to stock up our provisions. And this,” she suddenly grabbed his arm and pulled him down a side alleyway, shoving a sharp object into his hands, “is Piper’s.”

Atlas winced as the object cut into his hand. “What…” He paused as the sun reflected off the solid glass. Oh.

Hudson used his vision to see the object. Why, that’s an alea!

“How do you know this is Piper’s?” Atlas demanded. 

“June saw her put it in her saddlebags.” Milla laughed softly. “The girl should have learned by now that just because I’m not there, doesn’t mean I’m not aware of June or her surroundings.”

“Where did she get this?” Atlas tapped the cube’s corner, and a slight click was heard. He twisted the sides of the cube, and was startled slightly as it shimmered and grew into a sword as long as his arm. He quickly twisted the pommel and reverted it back to its original form, to avoid suspicion from onlookers. 

“I don’t know.” Milla was already out of the alleyway. “But I think you should have it for safekeeping. I don’t know how to work those things. Too dangerous.”

Piper

Piper’s stomach growled.

She had a few options before her. Use the remaining coins that Kian had given her to buy something from the market, piece together a meal from provisions in June’s saddlebags, or wait for Milla to return. If she went to the market, she would have to buy meat for Reine as well, which, with Tamerlane’s obnoxious prices, would probably use up her savings. She was hungry, but not enough to return to the scanty fare of dried meat and biscuits that had been offered continually since Biscay. 

So she put her hopes in Milla’s return. Maybe she’ll buy food that’s not dehydrated. 

Maybe. But I wouldn’t bet any coins on it. Reine lounged on the sidewalk in front of their hotel. They had been shooed off the stairs for loitering. Reine wished to make a point to the owners, but Piper was content to sit with Skye on a bench farther down the street. Piper knew it was hopeless arguing with the fera, so she let Reine lay in front of the Shenandoah like a living leopard rug. 

“Hey, have you seen Loy or Micah since we’ve checked in?” Piper said.

Skye played with Madoc, bringing her arm up and around her head as he latched his beak to her sleeve. She giggled when he swung upside-down and flared his wings. “No.”

“They might be exploring the city,” Piper mused.

“We should do that.” Skye returned Madoc to her shoulder. “Tamerlane so far isn’t anything like Elbe, but it’ll be fun to look around.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” Piper watched a swarm of martins group and run in a muddled pattern. They reminded her of a confused cloud, going one direction, then backtracking while another part tried to lead in the opposite direction. 

Skye followed her gaze. “Madoc says they’re stupid.”

“Martins?” Piper looked to the green parrot, whose dark eyes were narrowed at the cloud of birds.

Skye nodded. “He’s never liked them. I don’t know why…” She paused. “He said they ‘lack the brainpower to fly on their own.’”

“It’s how Life made them. What if he had been born a martin?” 

At her words, Madoc turned sharply and clacked his small beak. Skye translated it to, “He says he was fortunate enough not to be. You are lucky as well.”

Reine grew bored of her sidewalk longue, and headed to their bench. Do I need to intervene? 

No. Piper grinned. “I suppose I am.”

Satisfied, Madoc’s feathers settled and he returned to glaring at the martins. 

He’s prideful. Reine sat next to the bench and wrapped her tail around her paws. 

And you’re not? 

I am. Reine said. But he has nothing to be proud about. His color is dull. His beak limits his hunt to birdseed. And he belittles others of his kind.

You’re just saying that because he snapped at me. Piper rebuffed her fera’s rude comments.

Maybe. Reine’s ears flicked away a buzzing fly. 

Don’t be so hasty to put down Madoc. Atlas, Milla and Skye took us under their wings at Biscay. They could have left us to the guards and Lucy.

Reine hesitated. I understand, and will not make the mistake again.

Skye suddenly stood. “Atlas’s back! And Milla!” She took off towards their hotel to greet the members of the group.

Atlas

Atlas grunted as Skye ran into him, embracing him in a hug before moving onto Milla. Piper trailed Skye by several feet, and reached them at a walking pace as they were swept into the Shenandoah. 

Skye, as usual, kept up a constant chatter as they climbed the stairs to their rooms. “What’d you get? Where’d you go? See anything interesting? It was so boring here! Piper and I are going exploring tomorrow.”

Milla answered most of her granddaughter’s questions. “Meat. Yes, dried meat. Don’t give me that look; it keeps you alive when we’re in the middle of nowhere. I went to the market. No, nothing of interest.”

“You’re going exploring?” Atlas cut in. “By yourself?”

“Piper’s old enough! She’s, she’s—”

“Fifteen,” Piper said.

“—Fifteen! We won’t feed strange fera or go down dark alleys. Come on, please?” Skye put her hands together in a prayer like fashion, swiveling between Milla and Atlas. 

Hudson sighed. I can follow them.

You would do that? Atlas blinked.

You’re going to study maps tomorrow. What am I to do, other than sleep? The black bear said. It will be like hunting. Besides, the cubs need to have fun.

Ok then. “You can go.” He saw surprise from both Milla and Skye. Piper had not been with the band long enough to see how many times he had pushed down Skye’s attempts at exploration, so hers was of mere relief. 

“Just be back before evening.” He lowered his voice, aware that they were in a public hallway, “we have a dinner appointment tomorrow.”

Skye was so preoccupied with his approval of her adventure, she disregarded the dinner appointment with a quick nod, and dragged Piper, with Reine, into their room. 

As the door slammed, Milla said, “What was that for? And who are we having dinner with?”

“Hudson will be watching them, don’t worry. The dinner is with an old friend I visited today.”

“Okay.” Milla bent down to Hudson. “You better make sure Skye stays out of trouble, you hear?”

Of course, Milla. Hudson rumbled. Atlas repeated his words.

With a grimace, Milla straightened. She handed Atlas a silver key. “This is for your room. I’m going to take the girls out. I think Skye will give me an earful if I feed her one more strip of jerky. You’re welcome to come along.”

“No. But thank you. I have a long day’s work ahead of me, and I’m tired from the trip. Right now, I need peace and quiet.” Atlas took the key gratefully, and went to go find his room.
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Chapter 14: Sunrise

 Piper







Piper was awoken early the next morning by Skye. Or rather, she had awoken Reine on the bed, which had sent a bolt of panic to Piper, quickly pulling her from a deep slumber. 

She rolled from the blankets on the floor and scrambled to her feet, hair disheveled and eyes blurred. Huh? Are we in danger?

No. Reine was collecting herself. She had unwillingly let out a kitten-like squeak when Skye had prodded her. Embarrassment welled up inside the fera.

Piper rubbed her eyes and put her hair to the side, combing it with her fingers until they could go to the stables and retrieve their belongings from June. “Why did you wake Reine?” she kept her voice to a whisper to avoid waking Milla, who was snoring on the other bed.

“She was closest to me.” Skye said.

Reine bit back some choice curses. I’m glad you get the bed tomorrow. 

“Come on,” Skye was putting on her shoes. “Let’s take advantage of the complimentary breakfast before the early risers get their hands on the good stuff.”

“That’s why you woke us?” Piper yawned. They had stayed up late the night before, far later than Piper had been accustomed to on their journey.

“No!” Skye waited for Piper to get ready. “We’re going to see the sunrise.” 

She said it with such seriousness, Piper’s groggy mind almost missed its purpose. “The sunrise? But we see that every day.”

Skye balked. “Not the Tamerlane sunrise! It’s legendary.”

“I’ve seen plenty of Western sunrises. I’m sure this one is no different.” Piper went to the door, and Skye led her down to the Shenandoah’s dining area; a low bar arrayed with breakfast items. Five tables with scattered chairs took up the rest of the room. A few people were already milling around the bar in morning robes and suits, like sleepy seagulls. 

Skye filled a sack with fruit for later, and grabbed a handful of sugar-rolled dough balls before bringing the others outside. Piper managed to grab an apple and slip a meat croissant to Reine before following Skye. 

They passed Hudson on their way out, sleeping on the hotel steps. Piper wondered if he had gotten into an argument with Atlas, but quickly put it out of her mind as she hurried after Skye.

“It seems like you already know this place well,” Piper gasped as she tried to keep up with the girl.

“Scouting has been my job this entire trip,” Skye said. “You pick up a thing or two. Madoc got a tourist pamphlet for me yesterday, as well as making a quick loop around the city.”

“I thought you wanted to explore.” Piper slowed, and Skye had to backtrack before turning another corner. 

“It’s one thing seeing Tamerlane through Madoc, it’s another to actually experience it for yourself.” Skye held out her hand, “So I cheated. Oh well. I have a bird fera, get over it. Now come on, do you want to see this sunrise or not?”

Let’s get this over with. Reine had her ears pressed flat. Maybe she’ll let us go back to bed after.

I think it’s too late for that. Piper sighed.

From the Shenandoah, it took them roughly ten minutes with Madoc’s guidance to reach the spot Skye had picked to see the sunrise. The darkness of night was giving way to light, and they reached an open amphitheater just as dawn was starting. Piper was surprised to see dozens of other people sitting in the layered benches. 

At the center of the amphitheater was a raised platform nearly as high as the buildings around it. On the platform was a twisted, crumped piece of artwork that held shards of stained glass, metal, stone and other material. Piper wasn’t sure what it was supposed to be.

We’re here to see a piece of garbage. Reine muttered.

Stop being so grumpy, Piper said.

“Wait for it,” Skye murmured. Madoc tensed on her shoulder.

Gradually, the early light climbed up the pedestal to the artwork. Once it touched the crumpled mass, Piper was awed. The metal shone with dazzling clarity, which was then blurred and changed by the stained glass, projecting a flat, two dimensional image onto the blank stone threaded throughout the masterpiece. 

It was a scene of hardship. Peasants were hunched over the land, working alongside their fera. The land was sowed and harvested, and people took joy in the simple things.

The light shifted, and the scene changed. A scraggy, unimpressive farmer was seen holding up a bar of gold, his boar fera rearing in excitement. 

As the sun rose higher in the sky, the scene changed again, and again. Peasants were seen flocking to the scraggly farmer and digging near him. They then held up more bars of gold. 

The peasants were building a wall around their village. Outside the wall, former farmers were seen painting the land they had formally worked.

The scenes stop changing, and gold script ran across in Kinnish: Expect the Unexpected.

People clapped and whistled.

“Wow,” Piper breathed. 

Skye beamed beside her. “Wasn’t that great?”

“Was that the history of Tamerlane?” Piper got to her feet, and they followed the crowd out of the amphitheater. 

“Yes.” Skye bobbed her head. 

“How did they do that? With the moving pictures? I’ve never seen anything like it.” Piper tried to wrap her mind around the strange artwork.

Skye shrugged. “I don’t know. Not even Elbe has that kind of design. Maybe Cooper will develop something like it one day.”

“Who’s Cooper?” Piper and Reine asked together. 

“You’ll meet him in Elbe. He’s the best inventor we have.” Skye dodged a pile of melting snow. She skipped and spun around so she walked backwards. “So, what do you want to see? Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know. You’re the one who’s supposed to be the expert here,” Piper teased.

“Awe, you’re no fun. You’re going to make me pick everything!” Skye pouted.

“I thought you liked being in charge.” Piper smiled.

“Not all the time.” 

“Fine. Then show me the pamphlet.” Piper held out her hand, and flipped open the folded piece of paper. 

She consulted with Reine. What do you think we should do?

The leopard used Piper’s eyesight to read the list of Tamerlane attractions. Hmm. This place is crammed with stuff. 

What about the Museum of Fera History? That looks interesting. 

Bah. Museums are boring.

You’ve never even been to a museum! Piper exclaimed. 

But you have in Biscay, Reine countered. And from your memories, they’re not worth my time.

I enjoy history. Piper said.

I enjoy the present. Reine sniffed. 

Fine. Piper backed down. How about the markets?

We can visit those later. It’s too early for lunch. Reine blinked.

“Have you decided on something yet?” Skye asked. She tapped her foot on the smooth sidewalk.

“Almost,” Piper assured her. To Reine, she said, Will you stop being so stubborn!

Ah! Found something. Reine directed Piper to a listing set apart from the others.

A fera tournament? Piper read the listing. It was in red ink and showed a tiny drawing of a dog and cat circling each other. That seems violent and dangerous. Not to mention expensive. It was two silver coins for youths under eighteen. 

Ask Skye about it, Reine said smugly. 

I will. Piper lowered the pamphlet. “Reine wants to go to a fera tournament. It could be intense,” she added quickly as Skye’s face lit up. 

“That sounds great!” The girl jumped up and clapped her hands. Madoc sang a short melody. “Where is it?”

“Um…” Piper reluctantly looked for the coordinates of the fera tournament. “Actually, it’s not too far from here.”

“Then let’s go!” 

Atlas

Several papers were spread before Atlas. Bright sunlight streamed in from the window. There was no desk, so the floor acted as his drawing board. Detailed plans of Tamerlane, Kinn, and other Western towns overlapped his copy of Eden’s map. He also had Micah’s Trene map. 

On a separate piece of paper, Atlas had sketched out a general outline of Eden from Biscay to Tamerlane. He was attempting to create a full version of the West by combining his new knowledge of Trene. Micah would want his map back, and he aimed to have a perfect copy before the time came to part with it. 

He dipped an emerald feather, curtesy of Madoc, into the ink jar by his side. The quick scratching of the quill over the parchment put Atlas into a steady rhythm. The thick Elben letters were easier to write in than Kinnish script. He hadn’t felt so calm since leaving the North. 

His quill skittered to the side, blotting the town name he was working on as Hudson broke his concentration. The girls are heading to a fera fight.

Are they in danger? Atlas ground his teeth.

No. But I would—

I’ve told you twice already. Unless they are in true danger, Atlas bit off the words, do not disturb me. Please.

Hudson was worried. I do not think fera fights are good for them. It could be dangerous. 

Atlas composed himself. Keep close to them then. Thank you for telling me.

You’re welcome. Hudson’s mind left him quietly. 

- 
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Chapter 15: Fera Fight





Piper

Piper had expected the fera tournament to be in a slum of some sort. Perhaps a shack at the edge of Tamerlane, or an underground hovel. The name seemed to be connected to a vague trade, and she assumed that its dwelling would reflect that.

You were mistaken, Reine said, with a touch of delight.

A clean cut building, mirroring the others around it, was better built and designed than anything in Biscay. Due to its indistinctiveness from the other buildings around it, Piper nearly missed it. Skye had caught her by the wrist and pointed to the gilded sign: Tamerlane’s Finest subtitled, Tournaments for Fera of Every Shape and Size.

They went up to a booth in front of the doors and bought two seats. Piper inwardly cringed as the coins were passed over to the ticket handler. Between Biscay and Tamerlane, she now only had one gold coin left from Kian. A week’s pay.

Inside, there was a waiting area filled with couches, standing tables, and a coffee bar at the far end. Past the waiting area were two doors on the east and west. An arrowed sign above the coffee bar labeled the eastern door as “Land” and the western door as “Sea.” People were entering both doors.

“Wonder what that means,” Skye thought aloud. She turned to Piper. “Want to go in the ‘Land’ one?”

“Okay.” Piper said.

This is exciting. Reine was practically vibrating with joy. 

We haven’t even seen anything yet. Piper pushed past the eastern door. They entered a dimly lit hallway with inset candles. It reminded her of Trene’s stables. The hallway gently sloped downwards and leveled out to another door. Muffled cheering could be heard on the other side.

“After you,” Skye laughed.

Piper pressed her weight against the door, and nearly fell as it swung in easily on oiled hinges. She was immediately assaulted by a multitude of impressions. 

They were underground, but unlike Trene’s stables, there was a gaping hole in the ceiling that was covered by intersecting metal beams, providing light for the watchers while keeping citizens and fera from falling in. And contenders from getting out. The stadium they had entered was huge, and packed with people and their animals in the stands. 

Do people in Tamerlane even work? Piper wondered in awe. In Biscay, the only leisure time was on holidays, weekends, and emergencies. It seemed everywhere she went here, the Tamerlane citizens were playing the day away.

These are mostly tourists. Reine pointed out large sections of golden skinned Easterners, dark Southerners, and Northerners with a lighter complexion scattered between the green-clad natives.

It smelled of fried food, sweat and blood. Despite the opening in the ceiling, a haze of dust clouded everything. They stumbled to a group of seats not far from the door and watched the scene below.

Their position was far above the fighting, and at first all Piper could see was the murky shadows of people sparring in the dust. A breeze came from the ceiling, and wiped away the smokescreen. 

Three people stood at odds from each other. They wore leather armor and carried staffs topped with rounded iron. There was a man with a bison, a woman with a lynx, and an older man with a lemur wrapped around his neck. The lemur reminded Piper of Mia, her old roommate’s fera Miro.

The bison-man attacked first, running alongside his soul-mate and bellowing at the old man. Piper tensed as she watched the giant fera pound towards the old man. Its hooves could easily deliver a crushing death blow. 

Piper was surprised to see that the old man was unflinching before the mountain of shaggy power. He waited with a compliant stance until the bison was inches away. Then he leapt to the side with unexpected speed and crawled up the side of the slowing bison as easily as one would climb a tree. His lemur was momentarily thrown off the old man, and clung to the bison’s upturned horns. The old man reached forward and recovered his lemur.

The old man gave a few swift raps with his staff to the bison’s rear, spurring it to go faster. He put his hands victoriously in the air as the bison made a half-circle around the sand ring. The crowd cheered and stomped their feet.

Planting his front hooves into the ground, the bison sent the old man and his lemur tumbling forward. Right in front of the bison’s human.

The bison-man lifted his staff high, ready to dispatch the old man. But as he started the pendulum swing, he was knocked to the side by a spotted blur. The woman and her lynx had attacked when both their opponents were vulnerable. 

That was smart, Reine purred.

The old man recovered, and it was soon a melee as the three pairs of contestants battled. Heavy smog was kicked up as they scrambled and fought. Piper’s heart sunk. I hope no one is seriously hurt. 

When everything cleared, the bison was collapsed beside his human, panting. The woman and her lynx were proceeding in a tense, shuffling dance with the old man and his lemur.

Piper and the crowd gasped as the old man’s lemur climbed to the edge of his staff. Stepping forward, the old man grunted and flung his fera to the face of the woman.

His opponent shrieked and dropped her weapon. Her lynx roared and spun around to help her. 

The old man closed the distance between them in the span of a second, and struck the woman fiercely on the head. She fell where she stood. He then turned and swatted at the lynx, forcing it back from its human.

“Stand down,” the old man rasped. The stadium was silent, and his voice rang clearly through the chamber.

The lynx gave a last growl, then bowed its head in defeat. 

Atlas

Atlas had the foresight to replace his quill into the ink jar as cheering swept through his link with Hudson. He had kept a loose hold on the bear’s whereabouts since his surprise earlier in the day. He did not want to be startled again, and risk ruining his map. 

Sorry! Hudson said. The fera’s regret swirled and churned like the sea. He was apprehensive of Atlas’s wrath.

It’s okay. Atlas calmed the waters. What’s the problem?

Hudson slowed down his torrent of thoughts. Nothing’s wrong. He brought Atlas up to speed with the girls’ location and how he had snuck into the stadium. He told of the fera fight, and of a lemur and an old man’s astonishing victory against a man with a bison and a woman with a lynx. 

Where are they now? Atlas asked.

I lost them in the outgoing crowd. I’m searching for them now. He could feel Hudson’s concentration, and the slight smell of cooking food as the fera approached the market.

That reminds me, they need to come home soon. It’s the afternoon, and they need to prepare for the dinner with Gromit tonight.

I will reveal myself to them. Hudson said.

Piper

Piper and Skye sat on the outside of Tamerlane’s market, eating fruit from the selection Skye had grabbed earlier from the hotel’s breakfast.

You’re not even going to try a bite? Piper offered the apple to Reine.

The leopard’s lip curled. I will not lower myself to what prey eats.

Originally, they had aimed to have lunch from one of the market’s many stalls. It soon became apparent, however, that Tamerlane’s prices were too steep for pocket change. So they had fallen back on Skye’s provisions. Reine had been especially bitter about the lack of meat.

You could hunt outside. Inside the walls, if you catch anything, it would most likely be someone’s fera. Piper winced at the thought.

Yes… And you wouldn’t lose our last coin to a vendor. Because the single gold coin is worth more than your fera’s wellbeing. Reine’s words were scathing. 

Piper narrowed her eyes. I’m saving it for when we really need it. You can hunt. Or were Atlas and Hudson right; have I coddled you?

No! Reine growled. She softened her tone as Skye sent a worried look their way. I am not coddled. I just think you need to get your priorities in order.

To you as well. Piper kept her thoughts cool, hiding her irritation. 

Before they could exchange further blows, a black bear shambled into view. Gentle, thoughtful eyes immediately gave away his identity. 

“Hudson!” Skye kneeled and rubbed the bear’s head. She pulled back. “Is Atlas okay?”

Hudson nodded.

“He’s studying, isn’t he? And sent you out?”

He gave a more hesitant nod.

Skye’s shoulders slumped, sending Madoc into the air. “We need to go home, don’t we?” 

Hudson gave a final dip of his head. 

The girls soon arrived back at the Shenandoah. They parted ways with Hudson before their room, watching the bear set off down the hallway.

“How long have you known Hudson? And Atlas?” Piper added.

“Ambassadors stick together.” Skye grinned. “I’ve known them for most of my life. Milla said she used to teach him.”

“Teach him, yes. But did he learn anything?” Milla chuckled. “I don’t think so.” She ushered them inside their room. “We have a dinner tonight with Governor Everest. Skye, you can wear the dress that I bought at Kinn for you. Piper, what do you have? You can go down with Skye and get it out of June’s bags.”

In preparation for meeting her parents, Piper had packed all of her belongings, which were now on Milla’s fera. In Biscay, the port town had not had many formal gatherings. And they were certainly not close to the wealth that studded Tamerlane. 

Milla must have seen her distress, for she said, “Governor Everest, from what I recall, is not as stiff-necked as others in high ranks. We don’t have much time before we have to arrive at the Main Hall. You have a shawl? Good. Slap something together, throw it over it, and you’ll be fine.” Milla winked. “I’ve survived many a diplomatic meeting in less than eye-catching clothes. As long as you hold yourself well and speak with confidence, they’ll think you’re the cutting edge of the next trend.”

We’ll see. Reine said to Piper.
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Chapter 16: Sunset





Atlas

Atlas had taken off his travel clothes and put on his Elben uniform, to make up for his messy entrance earlier. He wore white buckskin pants and a thick, blue hooded coat with the Northern emblem of a shining mountain woven on the back. 

Think I’ll stand out much? Atlas asked Hudson.

As much as a blue leaf in an autumn forest, His fera replied. 

You’re right. Atlas grabbed a dark cloak and wrapped it over his Northern attire. How about now? 

Better, Hudson huffed.

After carefully putting away his maps and shouldering his bag, Atlas went to the stables and met with the others. 

Piper was confused as she saw Atlas tie on his belongings to June. “Milla packed us up too. Aren’t we staying here longer?”

“Possibly.” Atlas shrugged.

Milla further expanded the subject. “With our profession, you can never be comfortable in a place. You must remember this is not our home, we are just passing through. That’s how we were able to escape Biscay without loss.”

“Oh.” Piper briefly ducked her head in embarrassment. “I see.”

Speaking of losses, Hudson rumbled, have Micah and Loy left Tamerlane? I have not seen them since our arrival.

They might have. Atlas noticed that Milla was not wearing her ambassador clothing, but a dark cloak and gray dress that reminded him of the camouflage Trene citizens wore. I would not be surprised if Nell found them, and brought them back to the forest. 

Hudson said no more, but Atlas could tell the bear was puzzled.

They were admitted into the Main Hall, which was now mostly empty, and brought to a high-ceilinged room with a marble table that stretched a considerable length, able to hold dozens of guests. As they took their seats, it felt as if they were unfashionably early for a much larger dinner party. Atlas took off his cloak and hung it on the back of his chair.

Gromit entered a few minutes later, dabbing his snowy brow and gushing apologies. He took his place with Chance at the head of the table, and rung a silver bell for servants to bring salads, bread and other appetizers to the table. 

“You have quite the traveling circus here,” Gromit laughed. “A donkey, parrot, leopard and bear fera.”

“You would make a fine lion with your head of hair,” Atlas jested. In the corner of his eye, he saw Piper cover her mouth at his response.

“Or a ringleader.” Gromit stroked his chin. “And a fine one at that!”

Atlas smiled. “Through the years, you haven’t changed a bit Gromit.”

“But you have, old friend.” Gromit lowered his fork with its fan of lettuce. “You seem stiffer. Harder. Tell me, is something wrong?”

“Everything has been fine.” Atlas said evenly. “Your city is wonderful.”

Skye picked up the thread. “Yes! We watched the sunrise at a cool pillar and watched a fera fight!”

“A fera fight?” Gromit smiled. “Who won?”

As Skye gave the details, Hudson drew part of Atlas away, Gromit smells of winter air and bark. He smells of Trene. 

Atlas’s eyes widened. No…

Ask him, Hudson said, Ask him why he was late.

Gromit called in the main course and Skye continued her animated retelling of the fera fight. Atlas twisted his fork in the mass of noodles before him, biding his time until Skye finished her story and tucked into her meal. Hudson chewed a mouthful of fish that had been provided for him and Reine. 

With as much delicacy he could muster, Atlas said, “If I may be so bold, what occupied your time before this dinner?”

“Paperwork,” Gromit sighed. He met eyes with Atlas. “But I did get a chance to question some prisoners who were at the marketplace with strange coins.”

“Oh?” Atlas put on a mask of mild interest. “Were they locals?”

“In a way, they are.” Gromit leaned forward. “Just between us, they claim to be ambassadors from the Western woods. There’s an unofficial territory, called Trene, there.”

Atlas pushed down his anger that the forest fools had been captured. He was tempted to leave them in Tamerlane’s grasp, but Hudson advised against it. Loy and Micah had helped them escape Nell, it was only right that they should help them now. Would Gromit let them go if he said they were with their group? 

Gromit took his hesitation for awe, “Yes, an entire territory! A civilized nation. Can you believe it? I plan to send them to Kinn by the end of the week. King Kayden would be pleased to know more about Trene.”

His words sealed Atlas’s resolve to rescue Loy and Micah. They could not go to Kinn. King Kayden would hold Loy hostage if he knew he was Nell’s son. Or worse.

“We recently traveled through Trene,” Atlas admitted.

Gromit was shocked. “You knew of it?”

“No. Not at least until we were among them. Your prisoners are fellow travelers to my band.” 

“I see.” Gromit absentmindedly tapped his fork on his plate, making a sharp tinkling sound. “You know I have already reported them to my King.”

“I understand. It is what any responsible governor would do.” Atlas hoped it wasn’t too late for negotiations. He looked to Milla.

“Governor Everest,” Milla added her voice to the conversation. “I hope you realize that these are established members of our party. We will not leave without them.”

“How come you did not mention these ‘members’ before?” Gromit addressed Atlas.

“Trene is still a secluded and secretive territory. I did not feel it was proper to introduce them without their ambassadors present.” Atlas was calm and collected. If he lost his temper, they would get nowhere. Hudson helped him think of fast and tactful answers. 

“Humph.” Gromit leaned back in his chair. Chance had a curious expression on his blotched face.

Piper

“Guards get tired. Locks become rusty. Things happen.” Atlas said slowly. 

“Are you saying I should let them escape?” Governor Everest demanded. He made a quick scan of the room, and lowered his voice. “Do you think I employ idiots?”

We’re hoping so. Reine said dryly. 

“They would suspect something if two prisoners of high interest were suddenly gone.” Governor Everest continued, “My administration would soon be under scrutiny.”

Atlas folded his arms on the table. “Then allow us to do the honors. Let us break them out and flee. King Kayden already is hunting us.”

“Already hunting you?” Governor Everest spluttered. “What have you been hiding from me, Atlas?”

“Maybe one day I can explain.”

“Maybe I could detain you and give you time to tell the tale.” Governor Everest ran a hand through his mane. Piper noticed it nearly matched the marble table. 

This isn’t good. Piper bit her lip, looking between the agitated official and Atlas.

When are words of any good? Reine kneaded the bench. Actions are best!

They could save our lives when we are outnumbered, for one. 

I need a better answer. Reine yawned, but did not pursue the matter further. 

“Please Governor Everest,” Milla said. “We are needed back in Elbe, and cannot be delayed.”

The Tamerlane leader glared at Atlas. “The history between us is thick. You saved my life once, and this shall be my repayment to you, old friend. The guards for the prison shift in a half hour. You will need to save your fellow ambassadors quickly and leave the city.” He nodded to June. “It seems you are packed.”

“As always.” Milla wore a grim smile.

“The gates are locked after sunset. However, there are several private entrances throughout the walls. If you keep your eyes open, they will come to you.” Governor Everest pet his Dalmatian fera. Piper recognized it as a therapeutic response; she often stroked Reine when she needed comfort. 

“Thank you, Gromit.” Atlas straightened. “We shall leave shortly.”
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Chapter 17: A Candle

 Atlas



                   

Gromit told them where Micah and Loy could be found, at the prison house beside the Secondary Hall. From reviewing Westerns maps for the past day, including Tamerlane, Atlas knew of the prison’s location. But he held his tongue.

They exchanged well wishes, and left the governor. 

Gromit grabbed Atlas’s arm before he went through the doors. “Return to Elbe quickly, for I fear Kayden is on the verge of war. Already, he has started to request soldiers.”

“As is Asher.” Atlas allowed a mournful tone to enter his voice.

“Life protect you.”

“And you as well.” Atlas took a step back, and slipped away to catch up with the others.

The prison was surprisingly small. Much smaller than Atlas would have expected from the sprawling city. It was roughly the size of their hotel, but with only two stories. Underground chambers could make it complicated, however Gromit said that Loy and Micah were on the first floor for questioning.

Atlas had convinced Skye to stay will Milla outside of the prison. Piper had needed no coaxing to stay out of the plot. 

He had entered the building under the guise of a visitor, and was now being led to a captive he claimed to know, that was held beside the Trene ambassadors. 

They stopped before a grizzled prisoner with a boar fera. The man craned his neck away from his boar, spat on the floor, and asked what their business was. Atlas’s eyes drifted to the next cell, where he saw the unmistakable red of Loy’s cape. Micah straightened as he noticed Atlas.

The guard started to speak, but was cut off as Atlas elbowed him in the stomach and snatched his keys. Running to the cell beside the grizzled man, Atlas fumbled with the keys as he shoved each one into the lock. He went through the entire ring, and not one fit into the lock.

“They’re kept at the front desk.” Loy grasped the iron bars of the cell under his fingers turned white. “Get us out of here!”

“I will.” Atlas looked to Hudson. Make sure the guard doesn’t get up.

Hudson had already subdued the guard’s fera. He then took up post beside the guard, placing a dark paw protectively over him. 

He felt the eyes of Tamerlane’s prisoners as he jogged down the hallway. Their whispers and encouragement followed him. 

“Hey, can you pass us those keys?” 

“We’d love to be out of here too.”

“How’d you get those?”

“We can pay you gold for those once we get out of here!”

Atlas ignored them all, and encountered no guards until he was at the front desk. There, he had to use force to dispatch the clerk and his fellow worker. He used the ring of keys from the guard to unlock a drawer, which held a single key.

The key unlocked Loy and Micah’s cell. They followed his directions and were quiet, but the prisoners around them grew rowdy as they watched their freedom run away. Despite its small size, the prison was as loud as the crowd at a fera fight by the time they made it out.

Piper

Here we go again. Reine and Piper kept alongside the gang as they were pursued by the light and noise of the prison. It dimmed significantly as they rounded a corner, but it was only a matter of time before word spread of Loy and Micah’s escape. 

Biscay, Trene, and now Tamerlane, Reine growled. We run like rabbits.

We are alive, and we are safe. Piper tried to keep her mind clear as they navigated through the city. 

We are unable to leave an establishment with dignity. 

You’re worried about our appearances right now? Piper’s pulse quickened as she heard shouts behind them.

We should be fighting out of Tamerlane in a blaze of glory, Reine continued. As warriors!

If we fought, we would be killed. Easily. Piper put on a burst of speed to keep up with June. As was her custom in flight, Milla was riding the donkey. 

You would be killed easily, Reine said. 

Yes, I would, Piper agreed. And you too.

No. I would prevail. 

And why would that be? Piper demanded. 

Madoc gave an elated squawk. Skye said, “We found a way out!”

Piper was torn away from her debate with Reine as the band veered away from the smooth roads of Tamerlane onto a pocket of well-tended grass. They climbed a fence, which protected a wooden door set directly into the city’s marble wall.

Atlas and Hudson rammed against it, splintering the wood again and again as the door weakened. Milla shouted for them to clear the way. June pushed past them, turned around, and kicked. The door shattered under June’s hooves, leaving a gaping hole to the outside.

The gang quickly streamed through the hole and Piper once more found herself on the barren plains of the West. As soon as she left the walls of Tamerlane, the wind greeted her with a solid embrace, pushing her back. Loy yelled something, but she was unable to hear him.

We have to keep going, Reine repeated Loy’s words.

And so they did, fighting the wind just as they had on their way to Tamerlane. By the time they were far from the city, each step was painful for Piper. She could feel Reine’s fatigue as well.

Atlas ordered the larger members of the party to make a living wall against the wind. June, Hudson and Loy’s ram made up the bulk of it, while Atlas completed the circle and filled in the gaps with bags from June’s saddle. Reine, with her thick Northern coat, was able to bear the cold with ease, and also took part in forming the barrier. The rest of the group settled uneasily inside the circle. Milla passed out blankets. A majority of them were used to cover the fera blocking the wind.

“It looks like a candle,” Skye murmured through the whistling gusts around them. 

Piper almost missed her comment. “What?”

“Tamerlane.” Skye pointed to the city in the distance. “See how it’s all white, like wax? And the light from the houses glow in the center? It’s like a candle.”

Piper wordlessly nodded. Together, they admired the candle city until sleep overtook them.

In the morning, Piper woke to find the fera circle disbanded. The wind had died away overnight, and a slightly warm breeze came from the south.

Spring is near, Reine noted. 

Piper gave Milla her blanket and received a ration of dried fruit. Reine eyed the fruit with disdain, and went off to hunt for a “proper breakfast.” 

Piper thought back to the leopard’s remark the night before; You would be killed easily… I would prevail. Was she as helpless as her fera said?

As she let the words stew, Atlas handed a rolled parchment to Micah. “I believe this is yours.”

“Thank you.” Micah unrolled the paper, then returned it to its original state and put it in his pocket. Monty, his badger, boldly approached Reine when she came back with a limp deer. June and Loy’s ram gave Reine a clear berth as she dragged her kill into the camp. After her fill, she allowed Hudson to eat a portion of the deer and, after a strong persistence from the badger, Monty as well. 

While Reine was cleaning her fur of gore, Piper sent a question to her. Did you really mean what you said last night?

Do I ever not mean what I say? The leopard responded coolly. 

You think I’m weak?

As weak as a kit. Reine’s tongue made a rasping sound, like snake scales over sand, as she tried to free a bit of meat from between her paw pads. 

Piper pursed her lips. She didn’t know how to answer without spiraling into another argument with the fera. She was not a strong fighter, that much was true, but Reine had no reason for the constant attention to her lack of skill. 

The leopard read her thoughts. I say things because it is necessary for our survival. Piper detected worry underlining her thoughts. It reminded her of river currents under ice. Reine was truly concerned about her safety.

This heartened Piper somewhat. Maybe she would practice her fighting skill. It would only be a matter of time before the band would encounter something they could not run from. Her spirits lowered when she realized she had no weapon besides the alea, and that seemed too advanced for her. Reine agreed.

What of Skye? Reine said. Was she not trying to get you to spar before Trene?

You’re right, but her weapons were intimidating… Piper shivered as she recalled the glass sickles. 

Perhaps she could change them. 

Reine did not need to prompt Piper further. She went up to Skye. “Hey, do you remember when you asked me to spar with you?”

“Yeah?” Skye said, slowly brightening. 

“Is the offer still—?” Piper began.

“Yes! Yes!” Skye jumped and clapped her hands. She spun and ran to June, startling her grandmother away from the saddlebags. After a few seconds of digging, the girl produced two clear disks. Vitrum disks.

She hurried back and placed one in the palm of Piper’s hand. Following her instruction, Piper tapped the face of the disk and rotated the images on it until she found the glyph of a long, curved knife. She hesitated. “Can this thing turn into any other weapon?”

Skye already had a clear scythe in her hand. She twisted its pommel, and it reverted back to a disk. “These types are all-purpose. Cooper made it with many features, but it doesn’t have a lot of weapons to choose from. You have the scythe, dagger, and staff.” 

Piper immediately went for the least lethal option. “Let’s use the staff.”

“Just like the fera fight!” Skye exclaimed.

“Yeah, that’s why.” Piper laughed. She selected the icon of an iron-tipped pole, and watched as the disk morphed and lengthened into a clear staff. She was amazed at the power of vitrum.

The others had stopped talking once Skye had faced Piper with the sickle. Now, the girl twirled a clear staff and forcefully planted it into the earth. “Are you ready?”
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Chapter 18: The Staff

 Piper

                   

Reine watched from the sidelines and coached Piper and she circled Skye. You can beat this yearling.

Can I? I’ll be lucky to land a blow. She’s had training under Atlas. She knows how to use th—

Piper was cut off by Reine’s growl. Do not focus on her strengths, or you will become even weaker. 

Piper stumbled on a rock, and Skye shot forward, rapping her twice on the shoulder. Piper sucked in a gasp. The staff was hard and unforgiving on her skin.

You’re cowering. Reine’s ears went back. You are not prey. Don’t give in. Rise.

Piper forced herself up. She gripped her staff tightly, and continued circling. Thinking back to the fera fight, she wished there was another competitor to distract Skye. Then maybe she could strike, like the woman with the lynx.

“Never fought with a staff before?” Skye teased.

Piper didn’t answer. Because it was true. She kept a stable footing, and when her confidence was up, lunged towards the younger girl. 

She had the advantage of height, but Skye had experience. Piper leaned over Skye, their staffs separating them by inches. Skye ducked and went behind, sending Piper sprawling and earning a hit on the ribs as she turned around.

That’s going to bruise. Piper blinked away tears.

That was better. Reine purred. You took the initiative, and didn’t wait for her to attack.

Atlas

Atlas watched Skye and Piper duel.

She’s holding her ground decently. Hudson followed Piper’s movements. It’s obvious she doesn’t know much about fighting. Look at the way she’s holding the staff. 

I suspect Reine is involved. Atlas eyed the leopard, who sometimes was ahead of the scuffle by watching the spot Piper was going to move next. 

Yes. Hudson switched his attention to Reine. She would be a formidable opponent. But she lacks patience and a refined strategy, which could be tragic in a true battle.

Piper started to tire and stiffen after Skye dealt several more blows on her. She failed to recover on their tenth match. “Okay, I’m done.”

Milla helped Piper to her feet, and she leaned against June, drinking greedily from a water skin. Reine settled next to her, pleased in her catlike way. Skye went over and talked with her.

Piper needs training. Atlas unrolled the map he had been working on during their stay in Tamerlane. Eden as a whole was a haze of light pencil sketches, but the West was clearly marked and layered in ink. Asher would enjoy the new information from Trene. They would now know more about the West than King Kayden.

They both need training. Hudson lifted his head as Loy came to them, his ram at his heels.

“I’m grateful for you breaking us out last night.” Loy crossed his arms. “But are you aiming to put us back in jail again? We’re not that far from Tamerlane, and there are search parties.”

Atlas put away his map. “Where?”

Loy pointed towards Tamerlane, and Atlas shaded his eyes from the morning sun. In the distance, fanning out from the white-walled city, he could see mounted horsemen and hear the baying of canine fera. 

His mind worked quickly. “Skye, get Madoc out of the air. Now! Milla, is everything packed? Good. Everyone, get up. We’re leaving.” 

The group responded to his commands, and a minute later they were trekking across the land once more, heading to Elbe.

By the afternoon, a sight greeted Atlas that stirred his soul. Towering over the land in a jagged line was the unmistakable range of the Northern Mountains; the gateway to his home. 

He was apparently the first to notice the landmark, for Skye soon let out a cry, “The Northern Mountains!” Madoc, confined to Skye’s shoulder for the past few hours, saw his excuse to fly in the excitement that followed. The group’s mood was greatly improved by the sight of their journey’s end.

At nightfall, they felt it was safe enough to have a fire. The winter chill had picked back up, but the wind was still tame. Atlas guessed that it had something to do with no longer being in the heart of the plains. He would have to ask Griffin, Asher’s head aviator, more about it someday. 

Milla approached him after their evening meal. “Atlas, Skye told me Madoc found something strange.”

Atlas turned to face her. “What would that be?” He was aware that Hudson was listening while giving off the appearance of sleeping.

“There was a large fire not too far from here, but it was put out as Madoc went closer.”

“Another camp?” Atlas said.

Milla shook her head. “No, Skye insists it was much larger than a campfire. She called it an inferno.”

Atlas mused over the description. An inferno? He pictured a roaring blaze. What would cause that?

I’m not sure. Hudson cracked open an eyelid. But it sounds dangerous. At least it didn’t spread.

Someone must have been watching it. Atlas furrowed his brows. Why though?

He gave what he hoped to be a reassuring nod to Milla. “We’ll find out what it is soon.”

Piper

Piper once again stood before Skye with a staff in hand. 

She had woken up stiff and sore from the spar the day before. Between Reine and Skye’s urging, she had been coaxed into another round of fighting.

Reine took her position at the sidelines, while Loy, Micah, Milla, Atlas and their fera took up spectator seats around them.

“Come on Skye!” Loy cheered. “Beat her to a pulp!” When Piper cast an incredulous glance his way, he said, “What? I’ve got coins put down on her win!”

Micah grinned. “All of two coppers. Good luck Piper.” He gave her a thumbs-up.

Let’s make Loy lose his coins. Reine curled her lip, revealing a sharp fang.

Piper shared her fera’s determination. She would overcome Skye, if only once, this morning. 

Grinding the heel of her boots into the earth, Piper readied herself as Skye charged. Their staffs collided with a soft peal. To Piper’s surprise, the glass did not break under pressure.

Mimicking her opponent’s move from yesterday, Piper ducked and aimed a blow to Skye’s ribs. Her staff was batted away, and Skye was able to hit Piper’s knees before they both backed away.

Good. Very good. Reine closed her eyes in glee. You almost got her.

Skye lifted her staff and twirled it above her head. “Nice try, Piper.”

Piper darted forward and swung blindly, half out of fear that she had dared take the opportunity to attack while Skye was gloating. Everything seemed to move in slow-motion, as if floating in honey.

Skye recoiled in shock as Piper’s staff touched her hip. 

Piper backed away in shock. All was quiet.

Then the world regained its speed, and Skye swept Piper off her feet with her staff. For the rest of the match, she hardly let Piper recover her footing. Piper ended up walking away from Skye in the same state as the day before; with Milla’s help. She was worn. Her muscles screamed with each step.

Atlas had them pack up and head in their ever-northward direction. It comforted Piper to see that they had a visible goal now; the mountains. She had trusted Atlas’s judgment, but with no clear signs, it sometimes felt as if Elbe was a mirage or legend they were chasing after.

Skye came up alongside her. “Hey, sorry about being so hard today. You okay?”

Piper leaned against June as they walked. “I’ve had better days.” 

Reine held back a growl.

“You surprised me, really.” Skye gave a toothy grin. “I didn’t expect you to hit me.”

Piper grimaced. “It… was a good match.”

Skye was going to say more, but Madoc gave a cry from above. The girl suddenly turned serious, and ran ahead to Atlas.

“Is something wrong?” Piper looked up to Milla, who was riding June. 

“I’m not sure.” Milla was watching Madoc. The parrot was making tight loops around an area up ahead. “I know there was a large fire last night. This might have something to do with it.”

They soon found the cause for Madoc’s alarm.

A charred town stood on the barren plains. The remaining buildings were wooden skeletons that rose above a lake of soot, with collapsed roofs and shattered windows. Morning sunlight cast ominous shadows into empty doorways and alleys.

Burned strips of cloth littered the ground, along with miscellaneous household items. Piper wrinkled her nose and Reine sneezed. It smelled of smoke. And death.

Atlas was kneeling in the soot, holding a blue cloth close to his face. He brought it down to Hudson, who carefully sniffed it. With a grim face, Atlas said, “This is Asher’s work.”
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Chapter 19: Fog

                   

Atlas

“What? How?” Skye said. “This is a Western town! Why would he destroy it?”

“It’s all Hudson can smell. Northern soldiers were last here.” He was still struggling with the revelation. In his hand, he held the torn edge of the Northern emblem; a mountain with the sun’s rays behind it. 

“He’s right.” Micah said. “Monty only can smell the North.” His badger was wading through the grimy debris, his striped head hovering over the ground.

What is Asher doing? Hudson wondered. Trying to provoke Kayden?

Gromit said this had been happening. I didn’t think… Atlas was at a loss for words. The wreckage before him was inexcusable. How many had lost their lives? How many had become homeless? 

“June doesn’t feel safe.” Milla had dismounted, and was petting the donkey’s head. “Too much death lies here.”

Atlas looked to the Northern Mountains. Asher, you have a lot to explain.

Piper

They ate lunch away from the town. The deserted buildings were still in sight, sending chills up Piper’s spine. Reine’s fur had stood on end when they entered the town, and she continued to have a puffy appearance when they were a safe distance away.

Atlas had identified the town as Birchin. It had been a lesser Western town, more akin to a village, that had exported grain to Tamerlane. Atlas said he had often stopped there on his return trip to Elbe for supplies.

Those poor people. Piper gazed at the town. What if that had been Biscay?

Birchin was not walled. It was not close to water, Reine appraised the town. Unless you count the little rivers in their fields. They were ready for a fire.

You mean their irrigation systems, Piper said.

Yes. Those. Reine’s ears pricked. Atlas is coming. 

Piper turned and observed the silhouette of a man and a bear. Atlas had returned to Birchin to see if he could find any more clues as to why the town had been burned.

His report was unchanged. “There is only soot, wreckage, blue cloth, and the scent of the North.”

Not wishing to stay near the town any longer, the group eagerly packed up and left. Piper wondered about Birchin the rest of the day. Once word reached King Kayden, consequences were certain to follow. Would this be the tipping point for war between the North and West?

At dinner, all was quiet. Everyone was in conversation with their fera or lost in thought. 

The sun sank into the horizon, leaving bloody streaks in the sky. Piper sat apart from the camp, watching the light fade and taking comfort in Reine. She was still recovering from the scene at Birchin.

Heavy footsteps in the winter grass made Reine’s ears swivel behind them. Piper turned and was surprised to see Atlas and Hudson.

“You remind me of my daughter, Kit.” Atlas’s voice rumbled like thunder. “Thoughtful, kind and willing to learn.” He crossed his arms. “But you lack courage.”

Piper took the compliment and criticism in stride, but Reine bristled. Only I can say she lacks courage.

“And skill,” Atlas added. He offered out his hand. Piper thought it was to help her to her feet, until she saw the glittering cube in his palm. 

“Is that my alea?” Piper asked. 

Atlas nodded. “Milla and June gave it to me.” He tapped the alea on its corner, and it softly clicked. With deft hands, Atlas twisted the cube and watched it with a mild interest as it melted and grew into a weighted stick with a spiked sphere at the end. A mace. 

Atlas experimentally swung the mace. “Do you know what alea means in Elben?”

“Chance,” Piper and Reine said together. 

“Yes. Do you know why it’s called chance?” Atlas lifted the mace as if it was no lighter than a feather. When Piper shook her head, he continued. “There are four weapons contained in this cube. A sword, mace, crossbow, and butterfly knife. Each time you open the alea, you never know which one will appear. You can mark the corners, track the weather, and shout the name of the weapon you want, but only Life truly knows what you’ll get.”

Piper was on her feet, Reine by her side. She gingerly reached out and touched the mace. “Why was the alea made like that? You can choose what you want with the vitrum disks.”

“The alea is much stronger than the disks.” Atlas twisted the pommel of the mace, and it shrunk back into its cube state. “Rocco Morris, Cooper’s teacher, discovered a way to compress vitrum so it would last outside our borders. With this boundary broken, it was feared that the vitrum would fall into enemy hands. So Rocco decided that whoever wielded the alea would get a surprise. Soldiers had to be proficient in all four weapons in order to stay alive in battle. Eventually, a special division was made for those who were able to master the alea.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Piper asked.

Atlas handed her the alea. “Because you have a right to know your weapon’s history.”

“You’re letting me keep this?” Piper said. 

Atlas looked to his fera. “Hudson and I have thought about it, and we think you could hold onto it until we get to Elbe. There, we can ask King Asher if he’ll allow you to have it.”

Piper was amazed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Atlas looked back towards camp. “You seem to be faring poorly against Skye. If you wish, I can train you as well.”

Say yes, Reine growled in the face of Piper’s fleeting hesitation. “Yes.”

“Good.” Atlas grunted. “We’ll start tomorrow.”

Atlas

From the remains of Birchin, it was only a few miles to the next town; a rustic trading hub called Fog. Atlas prayed this one had escaped the horror that had befallen its brother. 

It had, but as they came close to its low walls, Atlas noticed deep furrows in the layered stone. 

Fera claws or sword tips caused those, Hudson said.

They must have been here. Atlas was glad he had changed out of his Northern attire after Tamerlane. The group was already receiving hostile glances from Fog’s residents.

“State your business,” spat a man from his front porch. Atlas guessed he was the gatekeeper by the hawk fera beside him, ready to take flight and presumably warn the town. His wife sat in a rocking chair across from him. The chair made a steady tap creak, tap creak.

Hudson advised Atlas to let someone else speak, for fear of his accent causing conflict. Milla seemed to have reached the same conclusion. 

“Just passing by,” Loy said cheerfully. His voice was smooth and error-free with the delicate Kinnish language. But that was only to be expected from a native of the West.

The man stared them down until they turned a corner.

“Well, he was a ray of sunshine.” Skye put a hand on Madoc, who had taken refuge on her shoulder. Atlas could tell Madoc had been nervous of the hawk. 

“Maybe we really should just pass through…” Piper trailed off.

“I need to know what happened to Birchin,” Atlas said in a low voice. They went down the main street of Fog. Common stalls seen in the small towns of the West lined the street. Traveling merchants haggled with the locals. Street sweepers and their fera kept the way clear. Mail carriers ran through the stone arteries of Fog. But despite the normalcy of the actions, everything lacked one key factor; noise. The vendors and citizens were hushed, afraid. They were in recovery, not yet trusting themselves to return to everyday life.

The gang dared not break the quiet. They treaded with the same amount of caution as the locals. 

They entered a pub, The Rusted Feather. The pub was large enough to hold June. Milla shepherded the others into a booth while Atlas went to the bar. He adjusted a seat beside him so Hudson could sit eyelevel with the granite island. 

Loy sat next to him. There wasn’t a seat large enough for his ram, so the fera was left in the awkward position of staring at the wooden beams leading up to the tabletop. 

“So, what’re we doing?” Loy said. He kept his head low and swung his head back and forth, scanning the contents behind the bar. “Searching for poison? Getting a secret letter from a contact?”

“Stay out of this,” Atlas growled. He ordered a weak cider and took sips as he used Hudson’s ears to listen to a trio of merchants huddled by a fireplace in the corner.

At first they talked of stock and the rising cost of chocolate from the East, but they eventually reached the topic he was hoping they would circle to.

“Folks are sensitive about the attacks,” a hooded woman said, slightly drawing out the s in her words. Atlas risked a glance her way. A snake was draped on the arm of her chair. The fire played over its gray scales.

“Indeed.” The man beside her had a mournful voice. “The North did much damage to Birchin.”

“Fog too.” Their third companion rasped. It was a younger speaker, but smoke lined his words. “Their damage is deeper than possessions. They are scarred. We are scarred.”

The merchants and their fera all made a sad murmur. 

“It only took twenty of them to destroy Birchin.” The woman said.

“Naw!” exclaimed the raspy merchant. “I heard it was fifty.”

“Whatever the amount, it was such a small amount to take Birchin…” said the mournful man. Atlas guessed he had possessed a connection with Birchin, for he was close to tears.

“Oh, I know what you’re doing now,” Loy whispered in his ear. “You’re trying to find out what happened to that town!”

“Get away!” Atlas hissed, ready to push Loy and his red cape off his seat. 

Loy sensed his irritation, and scrambled back like a chastised child. “Sorry!”

Spoiled princeling. Hudson rumbled, his anger roused. He needs to go with the others.

Or back to Trene. Atlas set his mouth in a flat line, suppressing a snarl. In the time they had lost to Loy’s interruption, the merchants had moved onto the topic of Western trade routes. 

He finished his cider in silence, then joined the others at their booth. As they grew closer to the North, Milla was willing to spend more coins from the funds Asher had granted them for the trip. As a result, they were able to order a decent meal from The Rusted Feather.

During their meal, Atlas tried four more times to eavesdrop on conversations around the pub, but none gave him the insight he desired on Birchin or Fog’s attack.

They left the other side of Fog at sunset, under the watchful gaze of a gatekeeper with a vulture fera.
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Chapter 20: Swordplay

 Piper



                   

As with Tamerlane, the group did not feel comfortable making camp until Fog was nearly out of sight. By then, the moon was high in the sky and the stars spun around it like scattered dance partners. 

“I’m sorry we didn’t have time today to train. We’ll try again tomorrow,” Atlas had promised Piper before going to get his bed gear from Milla.

“Those people were not friendly,” Micah said. Monty sat close by his side.

“Madoc was scared.” Skye smoothed the feather of her fera. “The vulture at the end nearly put him in hysterics.”

“Don’t worry Skye, if something attacked Madoc, they’d have to go through Floyd and I!” Loy announced with a flourish of his cape. His ram bleated.

“Floyd has ‘Loy’ in it,” Milla said dryly. “Did you name him after yourself?”

Loy’s eyes sparkled. “Perhaps. It was a mutual agreement.”





After the others had gone to bed, Piper and Reine watched Fog. 

It’s less bright than Tamerlane. Piper held a blade of grass in her hand, peeling each vein from the main stem. 

More like a dying coal than a candle, Reine noted. 

What do you think we’ll find in Elbe? Piper moved her gaze to the mountains. Each day, they grew closer and revealed just how large they were. They scraped the skies and dominated the earth. Piper trembled at the thought of something alive being that size.

Snow. Reine said.

Really, Piper insisted with a laugh, What do you think we’ll find?

The leopard sighed. I was born far beyond those peaks. All in the Northern wilds is snow and silence. I do not know what Elbe is like. It will probably be louder than my birthplace.

Piper’s interest was piqued. Reine had often told of her of her home, and had shared her homesickness. Show me a memory.

What? Reine looked to her.

Show me a memory, Piper repeated. I want to know what the Northern wilds are like.

Very well. A slight approval radiated from the fera. Close your eyes.

Piper’s surroundings were lost to her as she closed her eyes. She found herself in a world of white, traveling on a route of packed snow. An evergreen forest was behind her, slowly falling away. Flurries tickled the tip of her nose. She stopped to catch a few on her tongue.

A growl caught her attention, surprisingly loud in the bleak atmosphere. Keep up, or you will be eaten. It came from a leopard that resembled Reine in every way; with a peach pelt, defined rosettes, and a strong, powerful form. However, instead of nearly colorless eyes, this leopard had light green pupils. 

Piper and Reine moved together to catch up to the older leopard.

The older leopard flicked her tail for them to stop, and reinforced the signal with a solid club from her paw when the young Reine continued forward. Pay attention, the teacher lifted her lip in a snarl. She swung her head to the silhouette of a mouse in the snow a few feet away. It jumped through the snowdrifts in a choppy manner that reminded Piper of a flea. Do you see the prey?

Reine, and in turn Piper, nodded.

Do you remember what I taught you earlier?

They hesitated, and the older leopard gave a thrash of her tail that Piper had come to recognize as annoyance. Then let me show you… again. She did not bother with a step-by-step commentary, but ran through the motions with the efficacy of a lifetime of hunting. She lowered herself to the ground, narrowed her eyes, and leapt with the whisper of wind being her herald. 

The kill was announced with a squeal cut short from the mouse.

Snow sprayed Reine and Piper’s face as the teacher returned. She dropped the mouse in front of them. Now it’s your turn.

Piper felt Reine release her from the memory, and the scene fell away. Who was that?

Reine met eyes with Piper. That was my mother.

She refused to answer any more questions about the memory, but Piper was pleased that her fera had opened up. Reine had come a long way from the wild beast at their bonding.

And you are no longer quite so pathetic, Reine said. Piper took it as a compliment.

Atlas

“Thank you Skye, that was a good example of a sweep-kick.” Atlas hid a smile as Piper lifted herself from the ground. I wasn’t expecting Skye to perform the move yet.

I think she’s restless, now that you’ve taken away their morning fight. Hudson chuckled. Plus, she’s jealous of Piper’s alea. Piper had played with the cube into the morning, and Skye had discovered her unique gift.

Hm. Maybe we should have started with sticks. Atlas had made sure that the girls still used the staffs equipped with the vitrum disks, but Skye showed aggressiveness when in combat with Piper. Especially when she could catch the other girl off guard. Piper was becoming increasingly wary.

“Okay, first stance.” Piper and Skye faced each other with lowered staffs. “And… let’s see a sweep-kick again!”

Piper jumped over Skye’s staff, like a child skipping rope, as the clear rod was sent towards her legs in the intention of forcing her to the earth. When she landed, she didn’t have time for a counterattack, and Skye soon overpowered her.

“Nice work Skye.” Atlas crossed his arms. “Piper, you need better timing. More speed.”

“I don’t think speed is the problem,” Piper gasped from the ground.

“I think it is. For today’s trip, you’ll be running the length of the group. Reine, you too.” Atlas ignored the leopard’s growl. If she wanted Piper to be trained, she needed to cooperate as well.

He turned to the others, who had made a ring around Piper and Skye. Micah scowled as Loy smugly took a copper from him.

“Hey, no betting when they’re training.” Atlas frowned. “Is Trene a place of gambling?”

“No.” Loy rubbed his forefinger and thumb together. “But I know how to make a coin here and there when I see the opportunity.”

“A copper is nothing to be proud of,” Micah mumbled. 

“Let’s go.” Atlas looked to the Northern Mountains. “We should be in Elbe soon. Three days, tops.”

Milla grinned, and Skye whooped. “Oh yeah! Elbe, here we come!”

Piper and Reine followed his instruction, running and then walking in loops around the group. By lunchtime, they were tired and consuming their meal at a frantic rate. 

Hudson gazed at the mountains. We’re so close.

Let’s hope we can get there safely. Atlas sighed. “Skye, ready for another training session?”

“Yes!” the girl chirped.

If Atlas gave Piper an option, he knew what she would choose in her fatigued state. “Piper, time for another training session.”

Piper groaned and got to her feet.

“This time, let’s focus on swordsmanship.” Atlas gave Piper his vitrum disk, and both her and Skye soon had their staffs fully formed. “Skye, I want you to be on the defense. Piper, show me what you know.”

The next hour resulted in confirmation of Piper’s ignorance in swordplay, however it did show her determination and persistence, not all of it could be credited to Reine’s support. Atlas critiqued her form and tried to coach her on refining her attacks. By the time they returned to traveling, she had showed slight improvement. He had Piper practice coordination as she walked with the group, tossing the staff and balancing it on her shoulders and arms.

“You didn’t have me do that,” Skye said, motioning to Piper as she spun the staff in front of her.

“You have different areas of improvement,” He replied.

Like your attacks with Madoc. Hudson said. 

Atlas relayed his words, and Skye turned red. “We’re working on it.”

That gave him an idea for later.
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Chapter 21: A Sleeping Giant

                   

Piper

“We’ve assessed some of your strengths and weaknesses.” Atlas paced before them like a caged tiger, while Hudson still and staring at them with a steady gaze. “But today, we’re going to see how you work with your fera. In a real battle, you will have their help.” He turned on his heel and stopped. “I want you in first stance. Now.”

Piper faced Skye and lowered her staff, keeping it even with her body and light in her hands. The glass staff glittered brilliantly in the morning sun.

“I want you to try to knock off each other with a sweep-kick. But this time, your fera can assist you.”

Reine did not move from her spot on the sidelines, but Piper felt her tense. It was the same tension the leopard had before pouncing, or chasing prey. 

Skye, as usual, made the first move and charged. She swung her staff at Piper’s legs, and Piper jumped to evade her. When she landed, Skye in quick succession stunned her with a blow to the ribs and another attempt to sweep her off her feet. 

This tactic would have succeeded, if Reine had not intervened.  

The leopard slammed into Skye, backing away quickly to let their opponent recover. Piper needed to subdue her with a sweep-kick, not have Reine push her over. She looked to Atlas for approval, and he nodded.

Piper had a newfound courage knowing Reine had her back. She took the initiative, and swung her staff at Skye. Her stroke was not strong enough, and merely delivered a bruising hit.

Skye grimaced, and before Piper realized what was happening, Madoc was in her face. Green feathers masked her vison, and she retreated quickly. Piper closed her eyes and relied on Reine’s sight to guide her. Skye was using Madoc as a distraction while she ran at Piper.

Piper surprised her by blocking the move. Skye shot a glare at Reine, understanding what had happened. Piper had to remind herself that although she was older than Skye, the girl had been bonded to her fera far longer and knew their secrets. 

Not all of them. Reine flexed her claws in the dirt.

Madoc withdrew and hovered over them. Skye danced on her feet and kept her staff at a ready position. Piper tested her with a few jabs that were easily parried away.

We have to distract her. While she’s focused, I won’t be able to win, Piper concluded.

Okay then. Reine narrowed her eyes. I’ll give you a distraction. She became smaller, bunching her muscles like a spring, and made a leap into the air.

Piper saw Skye gasp, and her concentration break as Reine soared towards Madoc. She took this moment to rush in and throw her strength against Skye, using her staff as an extension of her arm.

Reine intentionally missed Madoc, and landed gracefully on all fours. Skye was on her back a second later.

Atlas

Wow. Hudson huffed.

Wow, Atlas agreed.

Piper and Reine had exceeded their expectations. Skye was on her feet, but had a respectful tone in her voice as she said, “I think we’re done this morning.”

“Yes!” Micah grabbed two coppers from Loy’s palm. Monty snorted and ran in an excited circle around his human. 

“I said no more betting,” Atlas snapped.

Loy coughed, and went to take back his coins. Micah pocketed the coppers. “Oh no you don’t. I earned these fair and square.” The translator clapped to Piper. “I knew you’d come through Piper!”

Piper nodded, and joined the others as they grouped and prepared to leave. Atlas could tell she was just as shocked as Skye.

“Keep your eyes open; today we see the Golden Gates of Elbe,” Milla said.

“Yes!” Skye crowed, regaining her bubbling energy. 

Atlas referred to his map once more before falling back in the group to Piper. “I should have had you training with Reine from the start.”

“Thanks,” Piper grinned. Her fera purred.

Piper

From Fog, the flat plains had rolled into hills that gradually led to the Northern Mountains. Piper thought that the scene looked like a sleeping giant, with the mountains as a broken head and the body tucked under a thick blanket of grass. 

Skye continued to chat amiably with Piper, but she had an undertone of respect that Piper realized had been previously lacking. Milla retold Western epics and poems, and Loy frequently interjected with versions that Trene had created. 

Micah and Atlas talked of politics late into the night, and although the inner workings of Eden bored Piper, Reine found them immensely interesting. She filtered to Piper the events that had been building their current situation. The strain between the North and West had started nearly a generation earlier, when Queen Celia of the East cut off relations with the North under mysterious circumstances. It was presumed she had ceased communications with the West as well, until Northern ambassadors discovered Eastern representatives in Kinn. Border raids started to occur between the North and West, and King Kayden had then stopped communication with King Asher, excluding the most meager of trade to support the economy. 

How did Atlas get a meeting with King Kayden then? Piper wondered.

There was apparently a slight thawing between the North and West. It seems King Asher took advantage of the window of time, and sent Atlas, Skye and Milla on their mission.

Hmm… Piper was in the midst of forming another question, when Skye flinched beside her and gave a gasp. “Fire!” she cried in Elben.

Those who understood her scrambled to their feet and bombarded her with demands, leaving Loy the only one confused.

“What did she say?” Loy shouted above the din. 

“Fire,” Micah told him, fulfilling his role as translator. 

“Where? Where is it?” Atlas asked. Hudson’s beady eyes were wide in fear.

The group parted as Skye pointed to the Northern Mountains. “There. It’s close.”

Piper squinted, and then closed her eyes to use Reine’s vison. In the distance, a fire was seen at the base of one of the foothills. Silhouettes lined up and around the bonfire with their fera, looking horrific and wild as they danced like pagans.  

“What…” Atlas took his vitrum disk and tapped on the flat screen. A few seconds later he held a pair of binoculars up to his face. “What are they burning? Clothes?”

“Now why would they do that? It’s not even summer!” Loy exclaimed.

The group, including Micah, turned to him with wide eyes.

“And it’s completely inhumane,” Loy added.

Atlas returned to his glass binoculars. “We have to find out who they are. If they’re Northern soldiers…”

“They won’t hurt us, we’re traveling with Northern ambassadors,” Micah said. Monty bobbed his striped head.

“With the attacks on Birchin and Fog, we still need to be cautious.” Milla was worried. Piper shared her feelings.

“So what’s the plan?” Loy grinned, his cape dancing like a red sail in the wind.

“You’re staying here with Milla, Skye—”

“No! I’m coming with you.” Skye stamped her foot. “I found the bonfire. You need me as a guide.”

“Madoc could be shot from the air, and you’re not experienced enough for a fight.”

“How am I supposed to get more experience if you keep me away from everything?” Skye said.

She has a point, Reine noted with admiration. 

Atlas was at a loss. “Milla, talk some sense into her. She’s your granddaughter.”

“Mhm…” Milla gazed long and hard at Skye. “This is not your battle. Not yet.”

“But Milla!” Skye began. She was silenced by a sharp look.

“Milla, Skye, Piper and Loy will stay at camp. Micah, watch my back.” Atlas broke off at a run with Hudson. Micah, with Monty in his arms, followed.

You’re not upset about staying behind? Piper asked Reine.

No. Reine watched the shadows of Atlas, Micah and their fera stretch over the midnight hills. As Milla said, I do not think this is our fight.

Atlas

Atlas slowed as they crested the hill he had marked as their lookout point. Hudson adjusted his speed from a loping run to a steady walk. 

He knelt and took out his vitrum disk. Micah came up in an army crawl beside them.

“What’s the plan?” Micah echoed the words of Loy.

His vitrum disk shimmered into a pair of glass binoculars. Putting them over his eyes, Atlas was able to see their targets in perfect clarity. 

Roughly two dozen men and woman celebrated around the bonfire. In the center of the flames blue coats, hats, and white buckskin pants were piled. Strangely, wooden masks were also seen, painted in the Northern colors of gray, white and blue.

Atlas swallowed, hard. Oh Life.

The soldiers joined hand and swayed comradely around the burning clothes. They half-hummed, half-sang a haunting melody that, when it finally drifted up to them, made Atlas’s skin prickle and Hudson shuffle nervously. As he listened, he realized that it was being sung in both Kinnish and Seinish. The Western and Eastern tongue.

“As the North stare,

We prepare.

Freedom! Equality! Prosperity! Shall be ours.

When the spoils are spilled,

And our hearts are filled.”
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Chapter 22: Home

                   

Atlas

Atlas had trouble comprehending the situation, and unjustly snapped at Micah when asked what was going on. “I don’t know!” He thrust the binoculars to him.

Micah was silent for a while as he observed the scene far below. “Well. I didn’t see this coming. I don’t understand Seinish, but from what they’re saying in Kinnish, they’re preparing for war. Do you think…”

“That they’re the ‘Northern soldiers’ that destroyed Birchin and attacked Fog. Yes.” Atlas took back the binoculars. “They must have used those masks to hide their identity from the towns.”

Micah gave a low whistle. “That’s clever. Really clever.”

Kayden and Celia must be behind it, Hudson said. But why would Kayden allow them to hurt his own people?

Birchin and Fog are not important establishments like Tamerlane. Kayden can afford their loss while rousing public sympathy… Atlas pieced together the puzzle. We need to get back to Elbe. Fast.

Piper

Piper was roused early by Skye. “No training today,” she informed her. “We have to get going. Atlas said we’re going to be in Elbe by tonight!”

“What did he find out?” Piper saw that their camp had already been neatly packed away. She handed her blankets to Milla in exchange for a handful each of dried fruit and meat.

“That those attacks on Birchin and Fog were by the East and West.” Skye waited for her reaction.

Piper was speechless. Reine?

I heard it all last night. The leopard was still cleaning herself from a breakfast of several moles. Atlas said it’s an attempt to rally Western anger to the North. And it’s working. The ‘army’ used masks to hide their faces from the townspeople.

“Cowards,” Piper said with a burst of emotion. 

“I know!” Skye crossed her arms. “We need to tell King Asher.”

“Then let’s stop talking and get on the path,” Milla patted June’s side, and the donkey lurched forward.

They stopped briefly at the remains of the bonfire. Atlas lifted the torn scrap of a Northern coat with his boot. “How many did they kill to get these, I wonder.”

“And how many did they kill with them on,” Loy said, for once somber. 

This is wrong, Reine growled.

I know. Piper allowed the leopard’s anger to surge through their bond and kindle the numb sorrow inside her. It gave her a sense of purpose. She would rather share in Reine’s aim for a solution instead of folding alone into her despair. 

“We will avenge those poor souls.” Milla clenched her hands into fists. 

They pressed onwards. The hills closest to the Northern Mountains disgorged and cultivated a carpet of wildflowers and tall grass. Spring was starting to show itself through the veins of the earth. Reine took one look at the open fields, and shook with excitement. Oh, what do we have here?

Piper sighed. Go on you big kitten. Have fun.

Not needing further encouragement, the leopard rocketed from her human’s side and sped down to frolic in the tall grass and blooming flowers. She was a grass shark, swimming expertly through the overgrown vegetation while teasing the others and hunting. Piper found herself receiving tolerant grimaces and hard stares from the rest of the band as Reine would tag them with velvet paws.

Gotcha! Oh, didn’t see me there, huh Floyd? How about you June?

Not the elderly! Piper chastised. 

They went in this fashion until lunch time. By then Reine had calmed down from her playful frenzy, and had apologized by giving Hudson and the others fresh meat.

Loy had skinned the prairie deer and had allowed Milla and Skye to prepare it. Piper watched awkwardly as the ladies did the work. She should have been helping them, but didn’t know how. 

Just another thing I don’t know how to do, she mused. 

You know how to fight, Reine said as she chomped down on her meal. 

Barely. Piper turned her alea in the dirt on its axis. She picked up the cube and shook it, smiling as a wispy cloud formed inside. It matched its cousins above. I wonder why Cooper’s teacher had the alea link to the clouds.

Maybe it’s not as random as Atlas says. Reine started her post-lunch cleaning. 

Piper tapped the cube corner and twisted its sides once the click was heard. The glass cube melted and grew into a horizontal bow connected to a flat, curved pane of glass that took the place of a board. A crossbow. An arrow was already fitted snugly in its groove. 

The vitrum made the bow light and easy to handle. Drawing the string back until it hid behind a glass nub, Piper brought the end of the glass pane to her shoulder, and aimed at a daisy in the distance. She pulled up the latch at the bottom of the crossbow, and sent a clear arrow streaking towards the flower.

It was short by several feet, planting itself in the ground after a weak arc. It reminded Piper of the quill of a porcupine.

The crossbow clicked and shuddered. A new arrow appeared inside the crossbow’s groove to take the place of its fellow. From combined experienced and questioning Atlas, Piper knew that the crossbow would only give her five arrows to lose before she would have to use regular arrows or change her weapon. 

Try again, Reine said encouragingly. 

Taking a deep breath, Piper put the butt of the crossbow to her shoulder, pulled back the string until it was held by the glass nub, aimed at the same flower, and pulled the latch at the bottom of the clear board.

A wind gust knocked her arrow from its path. It landed with a muffled thump next to Monty, who scrambled away in fear.

“Hey!” Micah called. “Watch your aim.”

“Sorry.” Piper lowered the crossbow in embarrassment. “I’m still learning.”

It was Piper’s turn to startle in alarm as Loy was suddenly beside her. “That’s a nice crossbow ya got there. You know,” he smoothed his cape, “I was the second best archer in all of Trene.”

“Who was the first?” Piper said.

Loy hesitated. “My mother. But moving on,” he grabbed the vitrum weapon and hoisted it to his shoulder. A clear arrow had already appeared in its slot. “A crossbow and standard bow aren’t too different.”

Nell was the best archer, Reine snickered. Her amusement died down when Loy shot three wildflowers in quick succession. Oh.

“It’s all about confidence,” Loy caressed the bow and whispered, “it can sense fear.”

“Um…” Piper exchanged a glance with Reine. “Okay.”

Loy handed her back the crossbow. “Well it’s not giving me any more arrows, but keep practicing your aim.” He stood, “And work on that confidence!”

He’s a strange man, Reine said.

I think he has good intentions. Piper watched Loy and Floyd run ahead as scouts as Atlas roused the others. He just has an odd way of showing it.

Atlas

As the sun began to set, the group came to a point where the blooming fields gave way to higher ground. Resting on this slope and nestled in the gap between the two mountain chains was a handsome gate made of polished and stained metal. The Golden Gates had stood since Queen Tessa, the fourth ruler of Elbe. They were an impressive feat of architecture, reaching a third of the mountains’ height, far taller than any building in Elbe. Atlas as a boy had looked out at the world from the thick bars, wondering with Hudson what lay beyond the city. He felt a sense of vertigo every time he approached them from the other side.

The gates were opened to let a slow trickle of traffic enter and exit the Northern city. A line of blue-vested guards on either side of the gates checked the papers of travelers, as was required for the passing through of any capital. 

Atlas and the others waited in line until they reached the front. 

“I’m vouching for a group,” Atlas said as he handed his papers to a pimply boy of about thirteen. 

“Sir, I don’t think you can do that.” The boy’s voice was as cracked as the Southern desert.

“Page two, bullet seven.” Atlas crossed his arms as he waited for the guard to skim the papers, and then draw his chief from the booth near the gates. Fortunately, the chief recognized him.

“Atlas Fletcher!” The chief clapped him on the back, “It’s been a few months. Who’s with you today?”

“Milla Arkin, Skye Arkin, a guest from Biscay, and an ambassador and translator from Trene.”

“Trene?” The chief scratched his beard. “Haven’t heard of that one yet.” The chief’s cat fera rubbed against his legs, and he picked it up.

“You will soon.” 

When Atlas remained silent, the chief nodded. “Ah, ambassador stuff. Very well.” He waved at the booth, and they were allowed to pass.

As Atlas walked through the great Golden Gates of Elbe, he took a moment to breathe in the Northern air. It smelled of earth, the sharp scent of raw vitrum, and blooming flowers.

We are home, Hudson rumbled.

Yes, Atlas said. We are home.
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Chapter 23: Wind Chimes





Tap tap, clink.

Tap tap, clink.

“Will you stop that?” Skye said.

Reine paused in her play, holding her paw an inch away from the clear leaves. She had started to amuse herself by batting at the potted vitrum plants. They made a sound not unlike wind chimes when moved. 

Fine. Reine rolled her eyes, and settled at Piper’s feet. She raked Skye with a withering glare, and the girl glared back.

Upon entering Elbe, a knot of guards had intercepted and escorted them to the palace. King Asher’s castle was a simple, yet elegant work; a high spiral made of light stone, surrounded by courtyards and lesser towers. It seemed to predate the city around it, and was regarded with pride by its citizens. 

They had been led to a lobby, and Atlas and Milla had immediately been called to the throne room, leaving the others to sit on cushioned benches and count the leaves on vitrum plants. Piper stared at the doors that separated them from the king. They were carved from a white stone interlaced with veins of glass, which was assumed to be vitrum. When she tried to peer through the vitrum to get a glimpse of what lay beyond, she was thwarted by a layer of stone directly behind the glass.

Reine had pressed her ear against the doors in an attempt to eavesdrop on the king, then reverted to playing with the vitrum plants when that failed.

“I still think Asher should have called me in.” Skye sighed. She ran her fingers through Madoc’s feathers. “I’m an ambassador too.”

“I believe you’re still considered a trainee,” Micah said gently. “You’ll get your calling one day, don’t worry.”

Loy elbowed Micah. “Heh, if experience counts for anything, we’re ambassador trainees too!”

“I guess you’re right,” Micah chuckled.

The great white and glass doors opened. Piper looked up expectantly as a short messenger trotted out. He wore the same blue vest with the Northern emblem on the back as the rest of the guards and staff.

“King Asher has summoned you,” the messenger said in Elben.

Loy was the only one who couldn’t understand the raspy syllables. “What?”

“King Asher called us,” Piper said. Skye shot her an astonished look, but didn’t have time for a follow up question as they entered the throne room.

Here we go, Reine tensed, and followed Piper.

Atlas

Here they come, Hudson noted as the band filed in. The doors swung shut behind Floyd, startling the ram.

Skye took a knee and lowered herself to the ground. Madoc mantled by her feet, spreading his wings out like an emerald fan. The others and their fera followed, bowing before the king.

Asher had returned to his throne after speaking with Milla and Atlas, sinking into the overstuffed pillows that covered the uncomfortable vitrum beneath. The Northern banner behind him rippled as Levi stuck out his head inquiringly. When the albino tiger understood that there were more visitors, he changed his disposition and strode purposely to Asher. There, he sat next to the king and wrapped his tail around his paws, a bored expression on his face.

“Rise,” the king said. He continued without hesitation, “Skye Arkin, I do not need a summary; your grandmother and Atlas have told me of your journey to and from Kinn. They have also informed me of the false Northern raids and unease in the West. I commend you for your good work, and give you leave until Milla is put onto another mission.”

Skye smiled faintly. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Asher went to the next in line, Micah. “A translator from the mysterious Western woods. Your charge only knows Kinnish. Pray tell me, how did you come across our language?”

Micah bowed again. “Micah and Monroe Watershed at your service. I was introduced to Elben by a fellow translator, who deciphered it from a prisoner.” He grew a little red.

“Yes. Trene seems to eat and spit out prisoners like a sick cat.” Asher drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair, the only part not covered in royal blue cloth. “It’s how they acquire information and grow.”

“What is he saying?” Loy whispered to Micah.

Asher switched to Kinnish with ease. “I’m getting to you, prince.”

Loy grinned. “Finally! Someone who can speak Kinnish around here.”  

“What should I call you, prince?” Asher said.

“My name’s Gaspar Loyal, but please forgot that, and just call me Loy.” He patted his fera’s side. “This is Floyd.”

Asher smiled at Loy’s childlike enthusiasm. “Very well, Loy. Atlas said that you came from the Western forest with a request to have Trene on our maps of Eden.” The king nodded to Atlas. “We will consider your request, and I will be sure to send representatives to your territory to discuss details with your ruler. Be aware that if we grant this, certain ties will be made.”

“You’d want our help if a war breaks out,” Loy said bluntly. 

“To be frank, yes.” Asher tented his pale hands. “Would that be a problem?”

“I’m alright with that.” Loy bobbed his head. “But Nell, my mother, has the final say.”

Asher kept his Kinnish tongue as he drifted to the last member of the group. “And our guest from Biscay. Who are you, girl?”

Piper bowed. “Piper—” her leopard growled, “—and Reine.”

“And your last name?”

Piper opened her mouth, then stopped. “I was under the care of Lucy Mink, but I do not wish to hold that name.”

Asher arched an eyebrow. “I see. Miss Piper, I understand that you fled from an undesirable situation.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Piper and Reine kept eye contact with the king.

“Your fera seems to be a native of our territory. Under recommendation from Atlas and Milla, you may stay with the ambassadors until further notice.”

Piper was speechless. She briefly turned to look at Atlas and Milla, then returned her gaze to Asher. “Thank you.”

“There is one more thing. Your alea, if I may.” Levi walked down the dais and waited for Piper to produce the cube from her pocket, staring with unconcealed curiosity at Reine. The tiger took it gingerly in his mouth, and brought it back to Asher.

“Where did you get this?” Asher weighed the cube in his hand.

“From my Guardian, Lucy Mink.” As Piper spoke, Reine’s lip curled in a snarl. The leopard had mastered the expression of loathing.

I hope that snarl is never directed at us. Hudson shivered.

“Hm.” Asher tapped a corner of the cube and twisted its sides. The alea turned into a short sword that glimmered dangerously in the soft light that shone through the windows. “Has it served you well?”

“Yes.” Piper put a hand on Reine, visibly softening the leopard.

Twisting its pommel, Asher made the alea turn into its original form. Levi took it from him, and gave it back to Piper. “Then let it serve you further, with my blessing.”

“Thank you, King Asher,” Piper said.

Asher grunted. “Thank me with your actions, not words. Show me I’ve made the right choice by letting you into Elbe.”

Piper

Gravel crunched under Piper’s boots once they reached the grounds outside the palace. She took a deep breath, and sighed. That went well.

Yes. And you got to keep the alea! Reine was already cross-examining and replaying their meeting with the king. 

I’ve never met a ruler before, Piper thought. Other than Nell, but she—

“How long have you known Elben?” Skye hissed in her ear.

Piper flinched, and looked around before responding. The others were all engaged in conversation. “Since I’ve bonded to Reine.”

Realization dawned on Skye’s face. “So you’ve been able to understand everything?”

“Is that a bad thing?” Piper whispered, a bit defensive.

“No.” Skye chewed her lip. “But I just didn’t know and…”

“And you thought you knew everything about me?” Piper guessed.

“Yeah.” Skye was sullen.

It takes not just a journey, but a lifetime to know everything about someone, Reine said. Piper repeated her words.

Skye shrugged, Madoc rising and falling with the motion, “Okay. But don’t keep all these secrets from me! Friends don’t do that.” She darted ahead. “Oh! We’re close to home!”

She considers me a friend. Piper blinked. She had oftentimes been referred to with warm nicknames and “sister” by Mia, Blythe, and other children under Lucy. However, none of them had specifically called her a friend. It was a strange title to her ears.

You’ll get used to it. Reine sped up. Come on, let’s see where the ambassadors live.

The city of Elbe was a sprawling mass of buildings, with paved paths threading through the whole of it like the vitrum in the throne room’s doors. There was no specific pattern to the buildings as in Tamerlane; squat apartments were bookended by towering skyscrapers, and vice versa. Shops could extend halfway through the road, and the path would merely curve around it like a river bend. Piper noticed that unlike Biscay, there was a distinct lack of alleyways; every space seemed to be occupied by a needed residence. She felt cramped and trapped, like a mouse in a maze.

However, as they put more distance between them and the palace, the city relaxed. Buildings were spaced further and further apart, until entire houses could be seen. The houses made a ring around the city like a protective guardrail from the wilds beyond. They were small compared to the skyscrapers of the city, but quaint. Each was painted with a blue, gray or white door.

“There’s our house!” Skye said, and pointed to a cottage several paces away. It had few personal touches, other than a neglected vitrum plant on the front porch.

“Yes.” Milla smiled. She started to turn June towards the house. “Atlas! I’m going to unpack June. I’ll bring over your stuff soon.”

“That’s fine,” Atlas called back.

“Can I go to the Fletcher’s?” Skye asked. Milla nodded, sending the girl into a fit of joy that was emphasized by a whistling melody from Madoc.

About five minutes later, they reached a house with a large front porch. A young woman sat swinging on a hanging bench, absorbed in a book. When she heard the sound of footsteps, she looked up and gasped. She ran inside, shouting in Elben. “Mom! Kane!”

The blue door burst open a second later with a blonde woman running towards them, a golden retriever by her side. She embraced Atlas in a hug, and he picked her up.

Piper looked away from the reunion to see the teenager who had announced their arrival and a boy of twelve or thirteen next to her. Their hair matched their mother’s, but the boy had features that were nearly identical to Atlas. She assumed that these were the ambassador’s children.

“Kit! Kane!” Skye raced by her to greet the siblings. They lit up, and started to chat eagerly with her in Elben. Skye paused to point at Piper, as if introducing a new pet. “Oh, this is Piper! We got her in Biscay.”

Piper gave a little wave, suddenly shy. “Hi,” she said in Elben.

Kit smiled. “Hi there! So you’re from the West?”

Piper had time to only take a breath in response before Atlas’s wife broke away in exclamation. “Oh Atlas! This means our king can be crowned!”

- 

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know what you thought about the chapter. :)




Chapter 24: Two Kings

                   

Piper

Everything was a flurry of motion. Piper and the others, including Loy and Micah, were soon inside the house and seated at a stone table. Thea, Atlas’s wife, had to drag over additional chairs to seat the large company. Piper found herself with little elbow room between Skye and Kit. Reine had to sit behind her with the rest of the fera. The leopard did not take the movement lightly, and grumbled in the back of Piper’s mind.

“What’s this about kings, Atlas?” Loy demanded. He had been updated on the situation. “Isn’t Asher already it? Are you related to Asher?” For the convenience of the Northern hosts, Micah translated his words into Elben.

Atlas massaged his temples. “Loy…”

“Don’t Loy me!” The Trene prince spat. “I have a right to know about this stuff!” Floyd bleated in agreement. 

“Northern politics are different than Trene.” Atlas made the Kinnish words sound harsh and unbending. 

“Tell them.” Milla had entered the house with June. “They have a right to know.”

Atlas worked his jaw, his gaze shifting in a triangle around the table from Kane, Loy and Milla. “For those of you who are not aware of Northern tradition,” he nodded to Loy and Piper, “There is a certain board that decides the next ruler for Elbe; the Council. To keep power-hungry lines off the throne, we do not allow descendants of the current king or queen to rule directly after them. Asher was picked for my generation, and after him Kane shall lead.” Atlas paused to look at his son. “Kane is not considered an official heir until he has his fera bonding ceremony in front of the population, to lock in his place.”

“Why didn’t you have it anytime up to this point?” Piper asked.

“Both living parents must be present for the ceremony. I’ve been away on many embassy missions over the years, with little break between them.” Atlas’s last sentence held a drop of sourness in it. “But it cannot be held off any longer. I will stay until he is an heir.”

Reine’s bitterness had ebbed away under the tide of interesting news. We have now met two kings in one day. 

He’s not king yet. Or even an heir, Piper pointed out.

I consider him a king already. Even if his family is a bad host for having late dinners. Reine said. She swiped her tongue around her maw.

We’ll have dinner soon enough, Piper assured the leopard. She was sucked back into the topic as Loy pounded the table. “Why did you not tell us of this earlier?”

“Because it was not relevant,” Milla answered for Atlas. “Why tell strangers, even royal ones, about the private politics of your country?”

Loy stopped. “You make a good point.”

“Do you know what they’re saying?” Piper whispered to Kit in Elben. It was one of the first times she had spoken in the Northern tongue, and the words felt thick and awkward on her tongue.

“Yes.” Kit nodded. She stroked a lop-eared rabbit on her lap. “I can speak Kinnish. Kane can too,” she added proudly. “And he knows Seinish and a little Chestic.”

“What?” Piper lapsed back into Kinnish. She looked to the blond boy by Atlas. He seemed harmless, if a bit sullen. Piper had only been bonded to Reine for close to two months, and she already noticed the gaping hole around Kane where an animal should be waiting. Instead, a thin string was tied around his neck. Piper knew that a soul gem was likely at the center of it, hidden under his coat. Had she looked as lonely as he?

Probably, Reine purred. Before me, you were an empty shell. Hollow, and waiting for—

I really don’t need to hear this right now, Piper shortened Reine’s speech.

“Asher made sure to give him the best teachers,” Kit said.

“That nice.” Piper smiled politely. 

Thea cut through the threads of talk that had knotted at the ends of the table. Her Elben was softer than most, “We don’t have servants or cooks, and I wasn’t expecting any one to feed other than the kids and I.” 

“We can have a ceres night,” Milla offered. 

Thea sighed. “Thank you Milla. I think we can whip up a ceres night.”

“A harvest night?” Piper said to Kit.

She grinned. “Yes. You’ll like it.”

Less than a half-hour later, the group was given plates and told to line up around the table. There, a spread of bread, cheese, and fruit dotted the stone. A great slotted bowl acted as the centerpiece, which each section holding a jam of a different color.

“What is that?” Piper knelt to Skye, who was now the closest to her.

“That’s a bowl for the jam.” Skye laughed, “Not everything in Elbe has a fancy name, you know.”

“Why is the jam like that?” Piper looked at the bowl warily.

“Try it,” Skye said simply.

Piper spooned three colored lumps of the gel onto her plate, and retreated to the kitchen off of the dining room. Kit was already waiting for her at a table inset to a window. Her plate was notably lathered with a pink and blue jam. Skye soon joined them.

Reine, Hudson, and the other predatory fera had been given meat. The leopard showed surprising etiquette in Atlas’s house. Instead of ripping apart her meal as when they traveled, she contained the gore to the platter she was given. 

What? Reine picked up on her thoughts.

You’re not making a mess, Piper noted.

There is a difference between grass, Reine lapped the platter of excess blood, and the floor of your host.

Skye spoke freely in Elben, now that she knew Piper could understand it. “Where are Piper, Loy and Micah staying?”

“Um,” Kit crunched into a thick piece of toast. “Piper, you could stay with us. Loy and Micah… They could stay in the city. Asher had an embassy built about a year ago, and it’s had favorable reviews from visiting ambassadors. They’re thinking of building one in Kinn.”

“Where are you staying, Skye?” Piper said.

“I’d want to stay with you guys, but my room is at Milla’s.” Skye pouted, then brightened. “I’ll be over every day though. It’ll be like I never left! Hey, have you even tried that yet?” Skye changed topics effortlessly, pointing to the untouched jam on Piper’s plate.

“Oh. Yeah…” Piper poked one of the colored lumps with her fork. It swayed gently.

“It’s good. Try it.” Kit’s rabbit eyed her over the table top, its nose twitching at a fantastic rate. 

“Okay.” Piper spread a blue jam over her toast, and cautiously nibbled the crust. A bittersweet flavor seeped over her taste buds and filled her mouth with the taste of fresh blueberries. It was tart, but not unpleasant. She took another bite.

Skye laughed. Madoc trilled a short tune. “I knew you’d like it.”

Following Kit’s predictions, Atlas brought Loy and Micah to the city’s embassy while Piper was able to stay at the Fletcher’s house. They were led to a guest room on the second floor. The room was furnished with two beds with matching nightstands and dressers. On the far wall was a full-length mirror with a door on either side of it. Upon investigation, the doors led to a private bathroom and closet respectively. 

Very, very nice, Reine purred. She jumped on the spare bed, gently kneading the blankets. 

“My room’s down the hall,” Kit said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Milla put your stuff in here.” Her rabbit cautiously peered around the corner of the doorframe. Kit scooped him into her arms. “Arlo says goodnight.”

“Night Arlo. Night Kit.” Piper went over to her bed after Kit left. She found her bag and emptied its contents onto the quilt. Her clothes were rumpled and soiled from constant use and infrequent washing during their journey. Oh Life… I can’t wear these.

Reine had made her way to the closet after thoroughly massaging the bed. She sniffed around the linens hanging on the wooden rack inside. You can wear these.

Piper opened up the closet door and smiled. Good find.

You would have stumbled across them. Eventually. Reine continued her exploration of the room while Piper grabbed a dress-like garment and headed to the bathroom. 

She took a long shower, letting the water and steam take away the weeks of built-up grime. Riverbanks, freezing water, and a few worn bars of soap were a poor substitute for a heated shower. She had not had a proper wash since Tamerlane, which made her self-conscious as she replayed the night’s events. I must have looked horrible.

Reine was silent on this, instead focusing wholly on trying to reach the high window in their room. She jumped, scrabbled at the thin sill, then dropped back to the floor with a heavy thud.

Piper swept back the shower curtains. Are you okay? 

Yes. Reine’s irritation colored their link. The leopard stalked back to her bed and began to groom; nursing her pride.

Turning off the water, Piper dressed and returned to the bedroom. She stuffed her belongings into her bag and put it on the floor. Her clothes could be washed tomorrow. 

Piper leaned back on her pillow, staring at the ceiling. Reine curled into a tight ball, her tail tip twitching. 

We’re here, Piper said, in Elbe.

So we are… Reine’s thoughts grew sloppy as sleep overcame her. 

What are we going to do now? Piper had been able to stay with the ambassadors and the Fletcher’s, but her future looked uncertain. Should she apply for a job in the city? Find a new life in the North? Settle down—

We cannot return to normal, Reine growled. We lost our chance for that in Biscay. 

Well what do you have in mind? Piper was a little hurt at her daydreams being shot down so early. She shifted to her side and stared at her fera.

Reine’s pale eyes winked sharply in the darkness. We stay with the ambassadors. Specifically, the Fletcher’s. I think we have an enviable position with our connections that we could not dream of before. Wait, and see what our ties will reap.
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Chapter 25: The Inventors’ Lab

                   

Atlas

Atlas was awoken by the scaly tail of a rodent running across his face. Fear propelled him to rise from his covers. Hudson was immediately roused with him. He kept his breathing even. His eyes scanned the bedroom, searching for the unidentified rodent.

“What is it?” Thea murmured. Sadie stirred at the end of their bed, her golden tail beating up and down in sleepy curiosity. 

“Nothing.” Atlas found the fera; a peach rat standing in the doorway, its round ears pinned towards them. It had a piece of paper in its paws. “I just can’t get a day off.”

Thea had already drifted back to sleep. Atlas tiptoed out of the room and followed the scampering rat to the kitchen. He turned on a vitrum lamp and let the light wash over the counter. 

“What do you want?” Atlas said.

The rat dropped a heavily folded piece of paper on the counter. Atlas opened it to find a single sentence: You have been summoned. 

“You must mean Asher.”

The rat nodded.

“And your human is outside.”

Another nod.

Atlas sighed. “Very well. Let’s get going.”









He stood once more before the king, his arms crossed. “You couldn’t wait until dawn.”

“I haven’t been able to sleep. So neither will you,” Asher said.

“That’s foolish. And petty,” Atlas grumbled. 

“One of the perks of being king.” Asher pet Levi at his side. “Kane will be able to do the same. Which brings me to my first point.”

“Kane will be crowned—”

“I know he will, but when?” Asher leaned back on his throne. “After your report, new messages have come in from both the East and West. Celia and Kayden are creating a storm, Atlas. A Life-forsaken storm of war!” He pounded the arm of his throne. “Their people are upset. Our people are upset. It’s only a matter of time before it breaks into something terrible. The North needs security.” 

We would have crowned him before the last mission, Hudson retaliated. Atlas repeated his words.

“You have a point…” Asher closed his eyes. “The past aside, I want Kane to have his fera soon. I have called together the Council to prepare for the inevitable. They need to be present for the crowning ceremony, and should be here within two weeks.”

“You’re giving all the representatives of the North two weeks to arrive in Elbe?” It usually took at least a month for the far-reaching leaders to gather.

“I don’t even know if we have two weeks until war comes. Everything is moving too fast.” Asher slumped in his chair. “I have consulted history books, my advisors, and my own experience. Nothing has prepared me for this.”

“We need Milla,” Atlas said.

Piper

Skye was at the Fletcher’s shortly after breakfast, as bright and excited as a caffeinated squirrel. “So, what are we doing today?”

Kit and Piper were on the front porch when she arrived. “Um,” Kit let Arlo hop in circles around them. “Piper, this is your first visit to Elbe, right?”

“Yeah.” Piper was torn from an argument with Reine about the morality of eating prey fera, notably Arlo. She shot a look at Reine. You just had a meal. Stay away from Arlo.

Arlo slowed as he caught Reine’s eyes. The rabbit’s ears swung forward in curiosity. Kit took him into her lap. “Arlo says he’s never seen a fera like Reine before.”

“You’ve never seen one like her? She’s a Northern leopard.” Piper made room for Skye on the step they were sitting on.

Kit shook her head. “No.”

My kind are highly secretive. I was only captured by foolishness. A memory of a cage snapping up from the snow came from Reine.

“What are we doing today?” Skye repeated.

Kit thought for a moment. “We could show her around the city.”

“What about the Inventors’ Lab?” Skye prompted.

Kit smiled. “That’s where you want to go, isn’t it?” 

Skye gasped, “I thought you’d never ask!” 

I hope it’s not too far away, Reine grumbled, I’ve had enough of traveling. 

“How far is it?” Piper asked.

“Oh, not far,” Kit waved her hand down the curving line of ambassador houses, “I’d say we can get there and back within the hour.”

Okay, Reine said, and it was settled. They set off at a leisurely pace, enjoying the brisk morning. Elbe’s spring was colder than the West’s, but Piper could still appreciate the season. The trees and plant life around them, including the vitrum, had fresh buds and growth. 

Reine gave a shiver of joy. Eden is waking from her winter slumber. 

Yes. Piper shared her delight. She turned to Kit. “What is the Inventors’ Lab?”

“It’s Elbe’s pride and joy; ‘where legends become reality!’” Kit pointed ahead. A large building was inset to the base and lower part the Northern Mountains, made of a dark material that matched the stone around it. Similar to the palace, it had a few spiral towers, but the majority of its roof reflected Western design, with a running, pointed peak and sharp sides. In the center of the building, a gaping hole led to an open hangar, which seemed to hold oversized triangles…

“Look out!” Skye exclaimed. Madoc echoed her warning with a screech.

Piper was pulled down by Kit as something white and loud whistled by their head. It crashed into the bushes behind them.

Reine was frazzled and hissing. She leapt at the bushes, spiting her wrath. What kind of idiotic, foolish, Life-forsaken—

Kit pushed past Reine and shouted to the bushes, “Griffin? Are you okay?”

The mess of white canvas and evergreen leaves shifted, groaned, and spoke in Elben. “Yes. That could have ended better.” Kit helped move aside the canvas to drag up a young man in an aviator hat. Piper saw a blue jay hover over Griffin. 

He tugged the canvas out of the bush and straightened out the wire framing. Piper realized it was one of the triangular objects she had seen in the Lab’s hangar. “What is that?”

Griffin stopped, and looked at her with a raised eyebrow. He turned to Kit, then Skye. “Atlas must be home; he brought tourists.” He sighed in reply to Piper. “This is a glider.”

More like a crasher. Reine was still bristling. 

Tourists? Piper looked down at her clothes. She had forgotten to bring her travel-ware to the Fletcher’s washing room. As a result, she still had changed from her pristine nightgown to a grimy pair of pants and a shirt.

Skye went over and assisted Griffin. “Wow. You landed hard.” Madoc wheeled around the blue jay above them.

“I know.” He started to drag the glider away. “I’ll have to bring it back for repairs. And add more steering.”

They made their way to the foot of the mountain and were stopped by a set of guards before the hangar. The guards closed behind Griffin. “No observers beyond this point.”

“Not even for the daughter of Atlas Fletcher? Or Skye Arkin, the ambassador?” Kit said.

A short man with an unusually large mustache ran towards them. “Let them through for Life’s sake!”

What is that? Reine focused on a gray lump on the mustache man’s back. What Piper had assumed to be a backpack suddenly moved, blinking small, dark eyes at her. Circular tufts acted as its ears, and a charcoal-colored nose protruded from the center of its face.

Piper had once seen an Eastern trader with the same fera. “That’s a koala.” 

She hadn’t realized that she had spoken aloud. The mustache man beamed. “Why yes, she is a koala.” He stuck out his hand, “I know Kit and Skye, but haven’t seen you before. Name’s Cooper. Head of all things vitrum here.”

Piper shook his hand. “Piper.”

“Pleased to meet you, Piper. You’ve got a nice fera. A Northern leopard, right?”

“Yes. That’s Reine.” Piper smiled. 

Reine purred, Glad to know someone recognizes my kind.

“Do you mind if we look around?” Kit asked.

“Asher would kill me if I let you walk alone here,” Cooper chuckled, his mustache bobbing with the movement. “But I can gladly give you a tour.”

Skye nodded approvingly. “Okay, let’s go!”
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Chapter 26: An Upgrade

                   

Atlas

Asher had a glass table brought into the throne room. This was accomplished with a vitrum disk and a few swipes and taps from a servant. 

Hudson watched the process with a touch of envy. Things were not nearly as easy now as they were before Cooper.

Yes, Atlas agreed. However, I’m sure our ancestors thought the same of our time. Just think how easy life will be for future generations.

A part of Hudson’s muzzle lifted in the grim version of a smile. There are repercussions with ease. 

There was enough room for both Atlas and Hudson to sit beside Milla. June, as always, stood behind the gray haired woman with a bored expression on her drawn face. From experience, Atlas knew that the donkey only appeared to be disinterested, and was in actuality listening closely and helping Milla remember key events for later recounts. Milla told him she was a wise and resourceful fera, if a bit plain on the outside. Many had underestimated them together. 

Asher had moved from his throne to the head of their table. He had just informed Milla of their situation, and was now looking at Atlas in exasperation. 

“I’m sorry, did you ask me something?” Atlas said, coming out of his thoughts.

“Will you be in charge of the defenses?” Asher pushed a map of the North towards him. “You can have Griffin, Cooper, and Donovan.” 

“Donovan…” Atlas drew a hand over his face. “Can I have another representative for the army?”

“Daniel Chet retired while you were gone. His replacement is currently in training, so it’s this or you run the army yourself,” Asher said. Levi shifted uncomfortably next to him.

“Fine. I’ll work with Donovan.” Atlas took his completed Western map, and gave it to the king. “This is also for you.”

Asher brightened at the map. “You have details of Trene on here.”

Atlas grunted in acknowledgment, then nodded to Milla. “You’ve been quiet. What are your thoughts about this?”

“I think you’re handling this well.” Milla tented her hands. “Settling defenses and Northern security. The Council will be here in two weeks for the crowning ceremony…. We will prepare for the worst, and act accordingly.”

Piper

Cooper led the trio of girls on a short tour around the Inventors’ Lab, showing them non-classified areas such as the museum of past vitrum test failures, and ending back at the hangar. 

Kit and Skye had a broader knowledge of vitrum than Piper or Reine. By the end, Piper could tell they had become bored with the tour.

“What about the real vitrum test area?” Skye said. “With new inventions!”

Cooper hefted and adjusted the koala on his back. Its paws held onto his coat with an iron grip. “I’m afraid only officials and their relations can see those rooms.” He turned to Piper, “Now you are neither a Northern official nor a relative of one?”

Reine urged her to lie, but Piper felt that Cooper already knew her answer. “No, sir.”

Cooper’s mustache twitched as he rubbed his nose. “Then there you go.”

“She’s close enough!” Skye exclaimed. Madoc was ruffled on her shoulder. “She even has an alea from King Asher.”

The Inventor’s eyebrow rose, the eyes beneath them twinkling. “An alea? To a non-ambassador or royal guard? Let me see.” After Piper produced the alea he made a clucking noise, like a mother hen gathering its chicks, as he caressed the glass cube in his hand. “Oh, this is an older model. Where did you get this? Never mind. You probably didn’t kill anyone.”

Don’t make assumptions, Reine thought.

Piper was glad that Reine’s quotes were hidden from the rest of the world. She suppressed a blush. 

“Hmm. And Asher gave this to you. Perhaps… Perhaps,” he didn’t finish his sentence as he walked backwards and threw a disk behind him. It shimmered into a clear desk and chair, which Cooper promptly fell into. His koala moved to the back of the chair. He pulled open a drawer and took out a pair of tweezers. Instead of twisting the sides of the alea after tapping its corner, Cooper pressed his thumb on one of the cube’s blank faces. 

The alea shivered. Cooper took his thumb away as the side of the cube dissolved. Piper was surprised to see that it was hollow, except for a tiny ball of light in its center. Cooper pinched the light with his tweezers and drew it out of the alea. 

With both hands occupied with the alea and ball of light, Cooper nodded to Kit. “Can you open that drawer, here,” his foot knocked against a lower door. Kit opened it quickly. Under his instructions, she gave him a dark box, which he promptly threw the ball of light into. 

Using his tweezers like a pair of glass chopsticks, Cooper threw open a drawer by his elbow and brought out a larger, pulsing ball of light. He placed this gently back into the alea, and its open face resealed.

He wiped his forehead. “Whew. That really gets your adrenaline flowing.” Cooper gave Piper back the alea. His koala was once again on his back.

What did you do to the alea? What was that ball of light? Reine’s curiosity was strong. Her tail thrashed back and forth. Piper repeated her questions to the Inventor.

Cooper’s mustache lifted as he smiled. “I upgraded your alea. The ball of light is the center or heart of each vitrum device. It powers and dictates what each one will do. Only a certain few can open the vitrum models, because if the heart is mishandled, explosions are bound to happen. My mustache was blown away a few times,” Cooper laughed. “But it eventually grew back; better than ever.”

“What does it do now?” Skye asked.

“How about Piper shows you. Go on, open it,” Cooper said.

Piper noticed that the alea had a blue hue to it, as if she were looking at lightly tinted glass in a church. She tapped the corner of the cube in preparation to unlock it, but nothing happened.

“To increase efficiency in battle, I decreased the number of steps needed to use the alea,” Cooper explained. “Just twist the sides.”

Piper gripped two sides of the alea, and turned them. It soundlessly shimmered into a pair of tiny glass pillars connected by a joint. She had seen this weapon once before, the butterfly knife, and Atlas had shown her the basics of it. Holding one of the pillars, Piper flipped its twin over her knuckle to reveal a clear blade. 

“Good. Now flick it towards yourself,” Cooper prompted.

Piper obeyed, and gasped as the butterfly knife suddenly spiraled into a layered disk. “A shield.”

“Wow!” Kit said. “That’s amazing!”

Indeed, Reine agreed.

“Is there anything else?” Skye prodded Piper’s shield. When Piper lowered the shield, it turned back into the butterfly knife.

“Nope. It took me awhile just to configure those changes without the heart overwhelming and… exploding.” Cooper grinned.

“Thank you,” Piper said. “This is amazing.”

“Ah, it was nothing.” The little man waved his hand. “Now shoo! I need to get back to some real work.”









“Isn’t Cooper great?” Kit said as they put distance between them and the Inventors’ Lab.  

“He’s like the uncle I never had,” Skye quipped. She took out her vitrum disk, and began to absently play with it by shifting its various forms.

“Yeah,” Piper said. Upon prompting from Reine, she continued. “Now who’s Griffin exactly?”

Skye was silent, allowing Kit to answer. “Griffin’s the head of Elbe’s aerial defense. It’s a recent unit, so they’re still working out the kinks.”

“I didn’t even know gliders existed. We didn’t have them in Biscay. Or the West.” Piper’s focus drifted to the ambassador houses that they passed, each one bearing a blue, gray or white door. Many of the houses were empty, but showed signs of residence such as a semi-tended garden, potted vitrum plant, or carved sculpture on the front porch. The majority of the houses however, seemed to be uninhabited. 

I wonder why that is, Piper thought.

Reine gazed at the houses. King Asher or his predecessor may have over-planned the buildings. 

That seems strange though, when there’s an entire city close by. 

The only way to find out is to ask, Reine said simply. 

They were almost at the Fletcher’s home. Piper lightly elbowed Kit. “Why are there empty houses?”

“Ambassadors are always on missions. If they don’t have a family, there’s no one home to keep the place alive.” Kit kept her eye on Arlo, who was hopping ahead.

“What about the houses that don’t have an ambassador living in them?” Piper asked.

Kit slowed. Skye went a few paces before them. “They moved.”

“Why?” Piper said.

Kit frowned. “King Asher’s been relocating them to other Northern cities and towns. To help the governors there, I think.”

They lapsed back in private thoughts until arriving at the Fletcher’s. Kane was on the front porch, tapping on a vitrum disk just as Skye had earlier. Before they had a chance to exchange greetings, he looked up. Piper recognized a mix of fear and anticipation in his face.

“I’m getting my fera tomorrow,” he said.
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Chapter 27: Stars









Kane

From his balcony, the stars seemed endless. They stretched far above the city of Elbe, and beyond the obscuring Northern Mountains. What lay past Eden’s hulking teeth was only in secondhand accounts to Kane. Visons of rolling hills, cramped port towns, and thick forests filled his mind when the West was mentioned. 

The East was a bit vague. He had only met a handful of ambassadors from Seine, and they had rambled about “grand” marshes and the docks that connected all of their territory. When questioned further about the geography of the East, the ambassadors had been able to give light answers and switch topics. The books he had collected were just as evasive on the East’s description as its ambassadors. His father had only legally been in Seine once, and could tell him little. Or so he claimed.

The South was completely unknown to him. His tutors were focused on rituals and court life, not his side projects. He was still working on learning Chestic, and was only recently able to carry on a simple conversation with the sole Southern ambassador. It was painstaking, but fruitful work.

In his thirteen years of life, Kane had been able to accumulate countless hours in the exploration of Elbe. He believed to know its store fronts and back streets better than his father.

Would he be able to share that knowledge with an animal? Kane did not underestimate fera. All of Eden expressed the joy of the special bond. You were never alone with a fera. You would love your fera. You would never regret it.

But had anyone ever tried to live without one? Were the fera so important that one could not function completely while being unbonded? 

Kane held his soul gem between his fingers. It flickered dimly against his skin. It reminded him of vitrum, with its clear glaze and untapped power. 

Movement caught his eyes. He watched as Atlas and Hudson came out of the house, down the front stairs, and onto the pathway that circled the city.

I could end this now, Kane thought as he looked at the soul gem. From his reading, he knew that the shattering of the soul gem would not kill a person. However, it would ruin their chances of bonding to a fera. With no fera or bonding ceremony, it would also ruin his chance to the Northern throne. The next in line would take his place. Hundreds of children coveted his position.

He had been told no for so many years, and had become comfortable with that answer, that when the yes finally came, he was torn. Yes, he could get a fera. Yes, he could become prince. Yes, the dreams of hundreds could be his.

Kane whispered to the stars, “Life, why now?”

A soft spring wind touched his cheeks, but he heard nothing from the stars.

Atlas

Do you remember when we bonded? Hudson asked. His heavy paws crunched the dirt and moss underfoot.

Why would I not? Atlas said. The memories came flooding back. His father had sent him away to prove his worth to the community, expecting him to get a mouse fera. Instead, Atlas had returned with a bear. He still could picture the clearing he had found Hudson in with perfect clarity.

Will Kane be as lucky? Hudson wondered.

For a while, all that could be heard were the night crickets and the continued crunching of spring earth.

“I don’t know,“Atlas said aloud. “Only Life can see his fate.”
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Chapter 28: Promise and Power

                   

Piper

The next morning, after her shower, Piper found her travel clothes gone. A note in cramped writing was left behind:

Hope you don’t mind that I took these for the wash. – Thea

Underneath the note was a neatly folded jacket, which hid white buckskin pants and a light blue shirt. The fabric of the clothes was both strong and comfortable, woven thickly to keep the cold a safe distance from the wearer. 

You didn’t see Thea come in? Piper asked.

I did. Reine flicked her tail lazily on the bed. But I didn’t feel the need to tell you. I made sure she left your belongings.

I see that. Piper nodded to the pitiful pile next to the Northern clothes. She changed into her new attire, and found them reasonably fitting. How did Thea know my size?

She didn’t. They were Kit’s from last year. 

Oh. Piper stood in front of the mirror between the closet and bathroom. She didn’t see herself as short. More of a middling height by Western standards. Kit was taller than her, but not by much.

I wouldn’t be too concerned, Reine said. There are bigger things happening in the world than your clothing situation. Such as Kane hunting for his fera today.

Hunting? Piper turned from the mirror, You mean bonding.

You are behind. Reine yawned, the Northern heir is only to catch a fera before their bonding ceremony. Then, he or she will bond before all of Elbe to show the new chapter in their lives.

How did you know this? 

I listen when people speak. Reine jumped off the bed and knocked the door handle to their room, opening her way out. She left with her tail raised like a cat, obviously proud of her escape without Piper.

Wait, but how come I didn’t know about this? We share memories! Piper grabbed her alea off the nightstand and chased after the leopard.

Reine made a hm sound, but was as unmoving as the Golden Gates of Elbe. 

They came down to breakfast to see Thea flipping pancakes over an open flame. She held the iron skillet with an oven mitt in one hand, and a clear spatula in the other. Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail, although a few blonde strands had fallen loose. 

Piper stood for a few moments in the entrance to the kitchen, in awe as Thea dispatched pancake after flakey pancake onto an awaiting plate. 

The plate was then carried over by Thea’s fera to the little table inset to the window. 

“Morning!” Skye chirped. 

“Good morning,” Piper replied, sliding into the seat next to Kit. She was surprised to find Micah at the table as well. Monty the badger looked at her from his lap.

“Hi Piper,” Micah said. He forked another pancake into his mouth and swallowed. “Loy was becoming irritated at the embassy. He hates confined spaces—”

So his handler brought him out for a walk, Reine interjected.

“—So I decided that we should visit here for a change of scenery.” Micah greedily attacked a short stack he had prepared while talking. Monty grabbed one of the pancakes from his plate and dove under the table to finish it.

“Where’s Loy now?” Piper filled her plate, then eyed the bowl in the middle of the table brimmed with multicolored jam. The jam was pockmarked from spoons mining it for breakfast. She searched for syrup, but only found a porcelain pitcher with an indigo liquid simmering inside. She would be content with just butter for her pancakes.

“Oh, off gallivanting around the city most likely.” Micah did not seem to be concerned. 

Kit raked her fork through the mess of half-melted jam and butter on her plate. “I know he wanted to follow Dad and Kane earlier, but I told him that it was illegal to go uninvited to a fera hunt.”

Do you really think that will stop him, once he’s got an idea into his mad head? Reine said.

Piper did not repeat her fera’s words, but the table went quiet as if she had. Thea’s golden retriever put a new plate of pancakes on the edge of the table, and took the empty one away.

“Do you know where Atlas and Kane went?” Piper asked softly, hesitant to break the silence. 

“Where all heirs go to capture their fera,” Kit said, “the Northern wilds.”

Atlas

The herd of deer lifted their heads in unison as the crack of a splintered twig startled them. Atlas cursed as they bounded away. In their wake thinner shadows trailed after them. Wolves.

Kane had made it clear he desired a wolf. It was a strong and witty, symbolizing power in many circles. But how would they capture such a creature? By meeting them at a food source.

It was a good idea, Atlas complimented Hudson.

The black bear snorted. Thank you. I fear your son thinks differently. 

“Now we have to chase after the deer and the wolves.” Kane glowered at the now-empty field. 

“They may be elusive, but they can’t run forever. We have all the time we need for this.” Atlas tried to sound encouraging. 

Kane trudged ahead, clearly impatient. 

If his rule will be anything like this hunt, our government will hastily collapse, Hudson said. He’s a lot like a younger you, Atlas.

Atlas rubbed his shoulder self-consciously. You’re right… He has become me even while I’m away. But is it too late to give up teaching him patience? 

It’s never too late, Hudson chuckled, I haven’t given up on you yet, have I?

Kane

Kane pushed through the grass, venting his anger through the motions of beating a path through the wilds.

He shrugged the weight of his pack from shoulder to shoulder. His sorrow from the previous night had swelled into the anger that propelled him forward, and also held him back.

He wanted to get a fera that would represent his promise and power in the Northern society. One that would declare his importance as soon as he entered a room. Like King Asher’s tiger, Levi. Or Piper’s leopard, Reine… although Piper herself wished to stifle that appearance.

But he did not have time to travel to the far North, where snow dominated all four seasons. He had a time limit in the event of war. King Asher had made that clear.

So he was bound to the vast stretch of uncultivated grass and scattered trees that went from the ambassador houses onwards. It could technically be counted as his backyard.  

Atlas called out behind him, “It’s midday, Kane.”

“I know.” Kane kept one eye on the sun as he stomped forward, pressing the grass under his shoes.

“Do you have a second preference for a fera? A backup plan?” Kane could hear Hudson in his father’s words. 

“No.” They had caught up to the herd twice, and hadn’t been able to capture a wolf. To keep their pack weight light, they held enough for a single day and night. If they planned to continue like this for much longer, they would have to return to the house to get more provisions.

“Okay then.” Atlas grunted. “We’ll go after the wolves one more time, and then we’ll have to turn back.”

Kane had a list of arguments at his disposal, but they paled in comparison to the thought of running out of food and water. “Okay. One more try.”

Piper

Micah had gone to search for Loy in the city. Piper had considered volunteering to help him, but Reine had disagreed.

Let them figure it out for themselves. Reine stretched to her full length, then rose. I would like to have a day of leisure for once.

“I think we should go to the city,” Kit said. “The more eyes down there, the better.”

“I’m in!” Skye exclaimed. Madoc arched his wings.

“While you’re down there, get some things at the market for me,” Thea handed Kit a slip of paper and some coins.

Well? Piper crossed her arms and glared at Reine.

Well what? she snapped, stalking towards the door. We’re going with them.

Even when she knew what to expect, Piper was still amazed at the complex layout of Elbe’s main city. 

I don’t think I can ever get used to it, Reine growled.

Kit led them through the jigsaw puzzle of buildings, and into possibly one of the only places in the capital that was not overrun by apartments.

Instead, it was flooded with people. The crowd hummed and murmured quietly to one another, running to stalls and then retreating with goods like waves lapping a shore. Piper was reminded of walks on Biscay’s docks, and the gentle movement of the Toro Ocean underneath her.

“Life she put a lot of stuff on here,” Kit said, referring to Thea’s shopping list. “It’s like, a month’s supply of food for us.”

“You’re forgetting that she has to feed more people,” Piper pointed out.

“Wait, are we getting that now?” Skye asked. “That means we’ll have to go back home, then come back.”

Kit tapped the pen she had brought against the paper. It made a whap-whap-whap sound. “Yeah… But the idea here is to keep an eye out for Loy. If we have to make a couple trips between the city and the houses, we could maybe catch him in-between.”

“You just want to get the food shopping over with, don’t you,” Skye said. Madoc tilted his head to the side inquiringly.

Kit sighed. “Yes. Before the late-afternoon rush sets in.”

“Then let’s go. Onwards, to the fray!” Skye sauntered forward with her index finger leading the way. Piper and Kit exchanged a grin before following her, Reine and Arlo trailing behind.

Atlas

“There!” Kane hissed. He was ecstatic when the herd came into view. 

“Good. Because we’re camping here until tomorrow,” Atlas set down his bag, Hudson resting beside it. “Fera or no fera.”

His son bobbed his head. “Yes. Can I go ahead and see if I can find the wolves?”

Atlas waved his hand. “Go ahead.” 

Without another word, Kane disappeared into the tall grass.

I sometimes wonder if animals wish to be bonded, Atlas mused. There’s a reason why this is called a hunt, after all. And for those who live away from the wilderness; they either capture or buy their fera before bonding.

Hudson was in a methodical silence. All of Life’s creatures are aware of the bonding potential to a human. Most of us have time to consider if we wish to risk ourselves and our sanity to this endeavor. We know that when you come out of your cities, it is mostly to bond. Those that do not want that path make sure to hide within our inner sanctuaries. Those that are curious, make themselves known. I chose the latter path.

And I’m glad you did, Atlas said. He pet the black bear affectionately, lightly scratching behind his round ears.

I’m glad as well, Hudson rumbled.

Suddenly, the earth began to shake with the momentum of hundreds of hooves. Atlas jumped to his feet with Hudson. “Kane!”
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Chapter 29: Flint

                   

Atlas

As soon as it started, the thundering and shaking of the ground stopped. Atlas had honed in on the source of the noise, and arrived at a large clearing close by. A path of pressed grass showed which direction the herd had gone. By the opening of this path lay his son.

Atlas and Hudson ran to Kane. A gentle rise and fall of Kane’s body told that he was alive.  Gently turning over Kane, Atlas inspected him for any signs of damage. Remarkably, it seemed as if he had only received minor scratches and coloring bruises. 

Something must have pulled him away from the direct path of the stampede, Hudson said.

That’s when he noticed the string around Kane’s neck. When he pulled it forward, nothing was on it. 

A cold dread crept up his spine. How had he not seen that? Had Kane foolishly forgotten to take off his soul gem before the trip, or had he wanted to bond with a fera prior to his ceremony? Either way, he had taken an irreversible action that was more damaging to his title than any wound to his body.

Atlas scanned the Northern wilds, but could not see far in the swath of tall grass. Somewhere, Kane’s new fera was watching. A rustling in the grass confirmed it.

Well, it’ll just have to follow us, he thought. Picking up Kane, Atlas slung him over his shoulder and headed back to their makeshift camp.

Piper

The shops in Elbe were not much different than the ones in Tamerlane or Biscay. Customers were able to browse, haggle, and continue on their way with ease. 

Piper and Skye followed Kit from stall to stall. The shopkeepers knew Atlas’s daughter well, often exchanging smiles and pleasantries with her. Every few shops they approached seemed to have a stash of vegetables or handful of hay just for Arlo. 

At each stop, Kit asked the shopkeepers if they had seen a Western ambassador with Loy’s description. All of them replied with shaken heads and no‘s, but vowed to contact Kit if they saw him. 

Piper noticed that the calm sea of customers began to swell and churn as workers left their jobs for the day, and those that had been there before tried to finish their errands. 

We are being watched, Reine said.

Piper turned her head from side to side, scanning the crowd. Where? And for how long?

Don’t do that, Reine growled. If you act like prey, we will become prey.

Well don’t just throw ‘we are being watched’ at me, Piper demanded. How am I supposed to handle that?

Reine flattened her ears. Stay calm. She returned to a casual stance while walking beside Piper. A minute went by before she said, two stalls down. Black hair. Bird fera.

Piper tried to act uninterested in her surroundings as she glanced in the direction Reine mentioned. There, she saw a boy with cropped, dark hair talking with the lady who sold used books. A bird about the third of a size of Madoc was on his shoulder. Its feathers were a deep scarlet, nearly blood red.

Let’s wait, Piper advised. Maybe he just happens to be on the same route as us.

Reine did not respond, clearly skeptical.

“Alright,” Kit crinkled up Thea’s shopping list with a flourish. “Looks like we got everything.” Each girl carried a basket, purchased along the way, that was filled with food.

They went out of the market and into the cramped streets of Elbe’s inner city. 

Still following us, Reine said. Piper risked a glance behind her to see the boy with the red bird abruptly stop and allow himself to be absorbed into the crowd. 

“Finch!” someone called from an apartment near her.

The boy reappeared out of the crowd and jogged to the voice. “Yeah?” The rest of their conversation was lost as Piper, Kit and Skye turned onto the next block.

Piper blinked. That was weird.

Reine pressed close to her, suddenly protective. He could be a spy. We must always be aware of our surroundings and potential enemies. We must know where we stand, or we shall stand alone.

Atlas

“I know you’re there.” Atlas narrowed his eyes at the suddenly still grass. “Just come out already.” He knew the fera could understand him. Once bonded, the animal gained the language of its human, even if it could not speak it.

Maybe I’m too intimidating, Hudson chuckled.

You might be. Atlas wasn’t even sure what his son had bonded with. The spring pollen was too thick for Hudson to pick up the scent of the other fera. He looked to Kane on the woven mat next to him. This could ruin his career. 

Hudson was silent, knowing he was right.

How would the Council react when they found out that his son had bonded to his fera before the ceremony? Surely it had happened before?

Or maybe it had happened before, and the heir had been rejected.

Kane groaned and shifted on his mat. “Ow…” 

Atlas waited for him to full awaken before speaking. “What in Life’s name were you thinking?” He answered his own question, “No, you weren’t thinking at all. Bringing your soul gem on the hunt? Was that wise, Kane?”

Kane shied away, hanging his head in shame. The boy had no words. He knew it was his fault for making a foolish move.

But guilt was not going to strengthen their position in keeping the crown.

When it had been decided that Kane would become his generation’s leader, Atlas had been proud. He would be able to see his childhood friend teach his son the path to kingship. His future would be secure. As Kane grew older, his pride grew as he showed advancement and enthusiasm in his studies. Kane had qualities that would complement his station well; integrity, perseverance, and the gift of leadership. 

“Why, Kane?” Atlas asked.

“We would never capture a wolf with string,” Kane said. “I knew I had to be fast.”

“Asher captured Levi with vitrum. You can use anything for the royal hunt,” Atlas said. “Anything except your soul gem.”

Kane was quiet, taking the rebuke in stride. “I saw the wolves. They were so close to the herd… There was a clear opening, and I ran. But something spooked the herd, and they started running too. One of them collided into me.”

Atlas’s breath caught. The grass opposite of them began to shake furiously, and a tall stag strode out.

“His name is Flint.”
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Chapter 30: Still Wild

                   

Atlas

Atlas stared at Flint. The deer stared back.

Flint was thankfully young, which meant Kane could be mentally balanced with his fera. Hopefully their bond would be stable beyond that. Flint’s dark coat contrasted with his son’s blond hair, and his thin, spindly antlers reached towards the sky like tree branches in winter. 

“Okay, let’s work with what we have.” Atlas’s thoughts raced. Hudson assisted him with forming a plan. If they had learned anything in their ambassador travels, it was to work well in pressured situations. He measured Flint’s neck with the rope he had brought for the hunt, and made a noose. “We need to make it look like you haven’t bonded yet.” He put the rope over Flint’s antlers and tied it securely around his long neck.

Handing the end of the crude leash to Kane, Atlas said, “You need to act like Flint is still wild. Can you do that?”

Kane’s eyes grew unfocused for a moment. He nodded. “Yes.”

“Show me.” Atlas crossed his arms.

As if on cue, Flint broke into a fit and kicked the air above Kane’s head. His mop of hair swished as the air around it made way for the hoof. “This good enough?”

Piper

Piper jerked her crossbow towards herself, and it broke apart at the base to spiral into a clear shield. It really works with all the alea’s forms, even the crossbow!

And why would you doubt that? Reine finished cleaning her fur of blood from lunch.

I don’t know. Piper shrugged. I just thought it wouldn’t work.

Kit leaned against the porch step, watching Arlo hop in circles around Reine. “Do you want to go back to the city?”

“No!” Piper said as Reine batted at Arlo. She felt her face go red in embarrassment as all eyes went on her. “I mean, whatever you guys are willing to do.”

I wasn’t going to eat him, Reine sniffed. My claws weren’t even out.

I know your intentions, Piper shot back. 

Nonsense. Reine stretched herself to her full length and allowed Arlo to hop around her once more.

Kit followed Piper’s gaze. “Arlo’s always been a daredevil. He knows what he’s doing.”

Piper gaped. She could not imagine the possibility of a fearless rabbit, but she was also tainted by Reine’s biased thoughts. All she could say was, “Really?”

Kit smiled. “Since I bonded with him, he insists upon choosing the hardest and most exciting path. He hates when I baby him, and refuses to acknowledge himself in any danger until it is upon him.”

“It’s true,” Skye said.

This eased Piper’s angst somewhat, but she still kept Reine in check when Arlo came close to her paws. Don’t do anything foolish.

I won’t, the leopard replied. She sounded sincere. 

“You know, I’m the sparring champ in our group,” Skye boasted. She had her vitrum disk in hand, and swiped its face until it landed on the staff icon.

“I—“Piper corrected herself, “Reine and I beat you before.” 

“And when was the last time you faced me, Skye?” Kit asked, producing her own vitrum disk from her pocket. It shimmered into a clear staff.

Skye already had her weapon ready. She walked down to the front lawn. “All I remember is that I beat you.” Madoc took off from her shoulder, and hovered above.

“I beg to differ,” Kit said, rising to meet the challenge. “But I’d be glad to refresh your memory.”

Kane

The evening dusk painted everything in comforting shades of blue, purple, and gray. It was the time for shadows and secrets. Of old things put to rest, and new beginnings to rise.

Kane and Atlas walked in silence. There was no need for conversation. Kane now understood why his father could be comfortably mute for lengths at a time; sensations flooded his mind continually from Flint. 

The deer was amused by the simplest of things. Birdsong would produce a flare of joy from him. Each scent of spring deserved praise. A swath of dark grass would provide transfixing entertainment until Kane pulled him along.

I’ve bonded to a daydreamer, Kane at first grumbled. I’m doomed.

He was surprised by a fast response from Flint, his voice icily cold, And I’ve bonded to a moody princeling. I’m doomed.

Kane gave a faint smile. So you have a bit of wit, do you?

First impressions are not always the right ones, Flint said.

Kane had let him wander after that, only occasionally tugging his lead. They absorbed each other’s memories, learning and digesting the bond.

There were only a few more miles that separated them from the ambassador houses. Kane reviewed the plan Atlas had laid out for them. They would stay in the house while Atlas arranged an early bonding ceremony with Asher. The incident would be swept under the rug, and none would be the wiser to the early bond.

Kane was still in shock about the events leading to this point. When he had awoken, he had instantly been aware of worry and concern that had not been his. Flint had introduced himself, stayed for the forming of the plan, and then withdrawn. 

The Flint’s introduction had been another shock. Kane had assumed he would name his fera, as Kit had with Arlo, under mutual agreement. 

I have always been called Flint by the herd, his fera had countered under the suggestion of another name, why would I change that now? 

Hudson had stopped ahead of them, Atlas tensed. Flint’s ears swiveled forward, and he nearly dragged Kane away as he leapt into the wall of grass beside them. Kane let go of the rope leash at the last second. His hands ached from the burn of the rope.

A man came out of the grass ahead of them, cloaked in red and followed by a bighorn sheep.

“Well it’s about time!” Loy exclaimed.
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Chapter 31: The Trickster

                   

Atlas

“Hi Loy,” Atlas said in Kinnish. He kept his voice low and even, as if he were dealing with a wild fera. “What brings you this far out?”

“Oh, just a little sightseeing.” Loy stretched. “Floyd’s always wanted to see the Northern wilds.”

Floyd bleated. Atlas found his slit pupils unnerving.

Loy beamed when he saw Kane. “Hey, sport! How ya doing?”

Kane shifted from foot to foot, clearly uncomfortable. “Good.” His Kinnish was limited, but he could understand and write it perfectly.

Atlas’s voice hardened. Hudson’s growl underlined his words. “Loy. Why are you here?”

Loy grinned. Atlas noticed a new scar on his chin. “I want to see history happen. I want to see his fera.” He didn’t need to clarify who.

Before Atlas could decline or lie, the grass rustled beside them. What he had assumed to be dead branches in his peripheral vison rose above them and turned into Flint.

Loy’s mouth made an o. “She’s a beaut. A real beaut.”

Kane furrowed his eyebrows. “Antlers. He’s a male.”

“Right. I was just quizzing you.” Loy snapped his fingers. Floyd bleated again.

“How did you find us?” Atlas demanded. “You could be arrested by the royal court for this.”

Loy put on a mask of innocence. “I’m just a fellow ambassador that happened to stumble upon your fera party. One can hardly be arrested for a mistake!”

“Enough games!” Atlas roared, spooking a flock of birds into the sky. “Why are you here, Loy?”

The man is mad, Hudson said. 

Loy inspected a bit of grime on his cloak. “I needed to talk to you. Asher won’t let me in the castle.”

“What did you do,” Atlas said flatly. 

“Nothing!” Loy blurted. “I haven’t even been given a chance!”

They stood in the darkness, letting the tall grass softly whisper to them. Atlas aligned his thoughts with Hudson before responding.

“I need you to go, Loy. We can discuss this later. Maybe tomorrow.”

“I eluded Micah and Northern guards for a ‘maybe tomorrow’? No,” Loy’s hands were fisted, “I want to know your reply. Now. Or I will let all of Eden know of Kane’s bond.”

Kane went into a fit of coughing as he choked on water. Atlas was speechless.

Careful, Hudson advised. We have a dangerous snake before us.

Kane recovered from his cough, and all was silent once more except the grass and crickets.

“Well?” Loy flashed a smile. It was the devious, overconfident smile of a winner. The smile of an underestimated trickster. Nell had chosen her ambassador wisely.

“When do you want that meeting?” Atlas said.

Piper

I have to admit, Piper thought, they’re easily matched.

Skye is a skilled fighter, Reine said. She had allowed Arlo to hop closer. Close enough to attack. But Piper felt no animosity from Reine towards the rabbit. Or even hunger.

Piper had acted as the spectator, watching Kit and Skye spar with glass staffs until the sun sank into the horizon. She made comments and took mental notes on their strategies, but did not become involved. 

My alea can kill people. I need to learn how to use it without hurting anyone. 

Yet, Reine said, without hurting anyone yet.

Kit and Skye joined her on the stairs again. Together, they watched the stars slowly wink onto the dark ceiling of the night.

Piper was starting to consider going inside, when Kit jumped to her feet. “Do you hear that?”

They waited a tense minute. Then Kit ran inside. “They’re back!”

Piper and Skye gave each other a quizzical look before following her into the kitchen. 

A heavy thud of a pack and the clicking of claws on tile announced their presence before Piper entered the kitchen. 

She was surprised to find Loy with them. “Loy! We’ve been looking everywhere….” Her breath caught in her throat as a deer came in the back door. “Oh wow.”

“Everyone. Table. Now.” Atlas grunted.

Ten minutes later, the Fletchers, Piper, Loy, Milla and Skye were surrounding a thrown array of finger food Thea had prepared earlier. Micah was at the Northern embassy.

“Kane,” Atlas said. “Take off your necklace, please.”

The boy did as he was asked, and laid the string on the table. 

Reine found this unremarkable. Okay, great. He—

That held his soul gem, Piper gasped.

Ah. Her fera paused. Then we’re onto something.

“Everyone…” Kane gulped. He wiped a few blond bangs from his forehead. “This is Flint.”

The deer behind him dipped his head in silent greeting. A gentleman deer. Piper smiled at the idea.

“What are you going to do?” Kit was the first to speak.

“We’re going to have a meeting with King Asher tomorrow,” Atlas said. “We’re going to keep quiet about this.” His eyes raked the table and ended with Loy. “All of us.”

“Oh dear,” Thea mumbled. “My little prince.”

“I’m not prince yet, Mom.” Kane shrugged. “I might never be it.”

“Let’s not look there yet,” Milla chided. June’s hooves knocked the floor softly.

The group expressed hopeful murmurs to Kane. A few minutes later the meeting was dissolved, with people leaving in twos and threes. 

Milla took Skye home with her. Loy left for the embassy, promising to be back in the morning. Kane, Atlas and Thea went to their respective rooms.

Piper sat on the front porch again, Reine curled close next to her. They fought the spring chill with their combined warmth.

Thanks, Piper said.

For? But Reine could already see the answer in her mind.

Being a good fera. Piper hoped the gratitude seeped in the words were strong enough.

I think I’m a great fera too, Reine purred. She cracked a pale eye open. And you’re a pretty good human too. I could have been stuck with worse.

Glad to know I’m appreciated. She held back a laugh.

Kit sat on the porch swing with Arlo. It creaked with the gentle wind. “Why didn’t you spar with Skye and I?”

Piper took out her alea and twisted its sides. With less sound than the flap of a butterfly’s wings, it shimmered into a clear dagger; her favorite weapon out of the cube. Atlas had said that the sword version of the alea changed depending on its user. Some would get a long or medium sword. Others, like her, would get a light, pocket-sized weapon. She preferred it that way.

“I don’t have a staff.” Piper flipped the dagger back and forth across her palms.

“That’s a poor excuse if I ever heard one,” Kit laughed. Arlo’s low ears flapped as he hopped onto her lap. “Have you seen Elbe? We have so many vitrum disks confiscated from outgoing travelers we don’t know what to do with them!”

“Okay then, here’s another one; I want to practice with the alea, but I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Oh.” Piper craned her head to see Kit as she shifted on the swing. “Well, we could make you a place to practice.” The ending sounded close to a question.

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” Kit bobbed her head. “We can start tomorrow, if you want.”

Piper ran her fingers through Reine’s spotted fur. “That sounds good.”

“Great.” Kit went to the doorway. “Night Piper.”

Piper rose to go inside. “Goodnight Kit.” 

Kane

A thousand thoughts flitted through Kane’s head, but not one of them was comforting. They pecked at his happiness like crows above a kill.

He was alone and miserable. Who would take his crown once he lost it? He was so stupid. A poor, wretched being. What would he become afterwards? Would he be safe, with his past as a potential heir? 

He began to drown in these dark thoughts. He sank willingly. Take me away.

Flint swept through the crows like a bull. Even mentally, he reflected a deer by attacking Kane’s depression with charges and lowered antlers. 

You are safe. Your crown is not in danger. Whatever happens, we can live through it. Life will watch over us. Flint reinforced his statement by placing his cold nose on Kane’s arm. We are safe.

Kane’s shallow breathing became stronger. At first he could not speak, but sent weak strands of gratitude to the fera. He could feel the deer gently rifling through his memories, looking for the start of his attacks.

You must not focus on the bad things so much, Flint stressed. He was shaken by Kane’s sudden slip into sorrow.

Kane propped himself up on pillows. They pass quickly.

It wanted to kill you, Flint countered. That is not something to be taken lightly.

Kane looked up as Kit knocked on the doorframe to his room. “Hey. How you doing?” She walked in with Arlo. The gray rabbit struggled out of her arms and went to Flint, nose twitching.

“Good,” Kane said.

“Good,” Kit echoed. She browsed his library composed of four bookshelves, her hand brushing the spines of his sanity. “Listen, there’s something that may help you. You’re not the first heir to bond early.” She scanned the shelves, and pulled out a worn book with a blue jacket. Kane recognized it before she brought it to his bed; David Emerson’s A Northern History. It was her favorite book, and she took it from his room often.

Arlo by this point had jumped onto the bed, and hovered over A Northern History as Kit glanced at the table of contents and flipped to the desired section. 

“Look,” she shoved the book towards him. Kane began to read the passage where her fingertip rested.

King Rex bonded to the puffin fera Zion when he was twenty-one. Forced by his peers into bonding prior to his ceremony, the young King Rex risked losing his title.

That sounds about right, except our bond was done willingly, Flint said slowly. What happened next?

Kane continued to read. 

With approval from the council, King Rex and Zion had to prove themselves with a trial. 

Flint asked, What kind of trial?

I’m getting to that. Kane sent a sharp look to the deer. 

King Rex and Zion had to rid the North of a terrible conqueror. They defeated the enemy after a year of attempts and returned home to reclaim their title.

That’s it? Flint rose and peered over the pages. 

Kane skimmed the rest of the text. Apparently. The rest of it is Rex’s life and rule. 

He leaned back. “How is this supposed to help me?”

Kit flashed a grin. “You’re going to prove yourself to Elbe with a feat so heroic, not even the Council will question your claim to the crown.”
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Chapter 32: Bonding Plans





Atlas

The night passed quickly and gave way to the morning sun. Following a light breakfast, Atlas, Kane and Loy went to the Northern palace.

Flint was again in his rope collar, and walked placidly next to Kane until they reached the inner city, where his act began. The deer spooked, leapt, and shied in Kane’s hands in an attempt to fool the population of his wildness. 

He’s doing a good job, Hudson said. I think it’s working.

Let’s hope so. 

They were admitted into the throne room without question and had to wait a half hour before Asher showed. 

When the king finally made his appearance, he was composed. His eyes shone with curiosity. “Atlas. Hudson.”

“Asher. Levi.” Atlas bowed. Kane, Loy and Floyd bowed as well. Flint stayed upright to continue his masquerade. 

Asher nodded to Kane. “I see my heir has caught a fera. Are you pleased, Kane?”

Kane’s knuckles were white as he gripped Flint’s leash. “Yes, King Asher.”

Asher studied the deer. “He is well behaved.”

“Yes, King Asher.”

“No need to yes me to death. I have my advisors for that.” Asher scratched his chin. “Many of the Council members have arrived in the city and are staying at the embassy. We are waiting on Lord Beckham and Lady Harper. They should be here in the next few days.” He turned to Atlas. “Have you met in an Elben Defense meeting yet?”

“I wasn’t aware there were any Elben Defense meetings,” Atlas said.

“Griffin, Cooper and Donovan gave me reports about it yesterday.”

“Yesterday I was fera hunting with Kane.” Atlas kept his anger in check. Those cheeky devils left us out.

We will have to speak with them. Maybe pay a visit to the Inventors’ Lab. Cooper is the most sensible, Hudson said.

“And why are you here, Loy?” Asher asked. “I thought we had discussed everything for Trene.”

Loy cracked his knuckles. “Ha! That seems to be the question of my life. Why am I here? I need to know the progress of my territory’s name on Eden’s maps.”

“That progress depends on Trene’s availability.”

“What do you need, a treaty? I can sign something.” Loy brought a tipped feather from his coat.

“No,” Asher said quickly. “We need Trene’s support, but not yet.”

“But my map!” Loy insisted. 

“You’re not a very diplomatic diplomat,” Asher snapped. This quieted Loy, and he continued. “Right now we are focusing on the threats right past our mountains. Once that is settled, we will gladly add Trene to our maps. Is that clear?”

“Crystal,” Loy said.

Kane

He’s staring at me. Flint tried to avoid eye contact with Levi.

Kane blinked, and for a brief second, he saw through Flint’s eyes. Levi’s icy gaze never left the deer. It was haunting and uncomfortable. 

A shiver ran down Kane’s spine. The tiger could jump from his dais at any moment and attack Flint. King Asher would not protest: there were countless deer in the Northern wilds. If one unbonded soul was taken for Levi’s lunch, it would be of little consequence. 

Life, help us, Kane thought.

King Asher cleared his throat, interrupting Atlas mid-sentence. “Levi and I believe you are holding something back.”

“About defense plans?” Atlas asked.

“About bonding plans,” the king said. “Your deer is too tame. The leash practically sits in your hand, Kane. And look at his eyes. Unless he had been drugged, this is no normal animal.” King Asher sighed. “You bonded with him, didn’t you?”
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Chapter 33: Targets

                   

Piper

Piper jumped lightly on the pressed grass. This is fun.

Kit, Skye, Piper and Micah had spent the morning cutting and forcing the tall grass in the back of the Fletcher’s house into a springy flooring to train on. 

Milla had recommended the action when she came with Skye to breakfast. “It’s the best platform to fall on. And falling’s half the part of battle training.”

Reine sat in the back doorway. She had her fill of field mice as the group had disturbed their winter homes. Stop doing that. Every time I close my eyes, I see you jumping. It’s making me nauseous.  

Maybe you should admit you overate? Piper teased.

It’s eat or be eaten in the Northern wilds, Reine growled. Her eyelids lowered as her stomach rolled. And… you don’t know when your next meal will be.

Yeah. Remind me, when was the last time you went hungry? 

Reine was freed from an explanation as Kit dropped a bundle of wooden rods and twine onto the training area. Skye and Micah dropped a large sack of flour each next to the rods.

“What are those?” Piper asked. She had been so absorbed in her conversation with Reine, she had not noticed their leaving.

“Your enemies!” Skye said. “Come on, help us out.” She motioned for Piper to settle beside her.

Micah went to gather more flour sacks from the Fletcher’s basement, while Kit showed Skye and Piper how to make a sort of tripod frame, which would hold the four sacks.

By lunch, they were finished with the target-easels and had balanced the flour sacks on them. Skye and Madoc had volunteered their artistic skills by painting fictional monsters on the targets. Piper had laughed at some of the comical scenes depicted; armies of ants fighting in full armor, maidens chasing soldiers on chimeras, and sea serpents having tea with goats.

“I don’t think you could face a worse foe,” Micah had said at the flour sack with a fire-breathing rabbit on the front.

Kit and Arlo had been visibly pleased at their achievement. “This is great! Piper, are you ready to try it out?” They had made a wide circle around her when she said yes.

Taking a deep breath, Piper put herself in a readying, or first stance. She twisted the sides of the cube, and dropped it as it instantly grew heavy and spiked. A mace.

Your favorite, Reine said.

No sarcasm, please. Piper rolled her shoulders, and reached down to pick up the mace. It was a crude and cumbersome weapon, made for strong soldiers who used it as an extension of their arm. Piper had never claimed to be strong, and had been blessed to have been forced to use the mace less than a dozen times. 

With both hands on the mace’s pommel, Piper brought it to her shoulder and made a sloppy swing at one of the targets. The flour bag exploded in a burst of white and the easel shattered as Piper failed to stop the mace’s momentum. 

The others were quiet as they observed the wreckage.

“Well, you need a different target for the mace. Either something immensely strong, or plentiful enough to be replaced quickly.” Milla walked onto the training area with June. The donkey was unsaddled, and her steps were faster because of it.

“What do you suggest, Milla?” Kit said.

Milla frowned. “I already gave you my thoughts. You’ll have to think too. In the meantime, Piper,” she took the mace and twisted its base so it folded back into a cube, “if you get the mace again, turn it back into the cube and try again until you get a different weapon.”

“Okay.” Piper took back the alea. She no longer felt like practicing anymore.

Seeing her lowered spirits, Skye said, “Don’t worry Piper, we’ll figure out something.”

“Maybe we just need to sleep on it,” Kit agreed. 

Someone’s coming, Reine said. The other fera must have noticed it as well, because everyone immediately looked towards a patch of rustling grass. A dark haired boy swept into the training area and stumbled on the springy surface. A red bird, the shade of blood, flew over him.

It’s the boy from the city! Piper thought.

The boy caught himself, and dusted off his shirt. “Milla? Milla Arkin?”

“Yes?” Milla said. She put a hand on June.

“King Asher sent me to find you.” The boy stepped forward, “It’s about Kane.”

Kane

King Asher and his father talked about defense plans as they waited for Milla, as if Kane’s revelation had been a minor hiccup in their meeting, and not the reason they came at all. 

Like a spinning wheel on an overturned cart, Kane’s thoughts always circled back to, What now? The game, however brief, was up. In a way, it was freeing. They did not have to worry about Loy spilling their secret. 

When he was younger, Kane was convinced there were monsters on his balcony, ready to claw through the thin panes of glass into his room. It wasn’t until Kit had denounced his monsters by claiming they only existed in the South, and could not survive the cold, had he been able to sleep easily at night. His bond with Flint had not been very different. Kane’s fears had been fulfilled, but they were weaker and more distant than he had imagined. 

The door to the throne room was opened, and Milla was led inside. June plodded after her a second later, wearing a Northern ambassador blanket over her back. 

As soon as the messenger left, King Asher put aside Atlas’s maps and invited Milla to sit at the round vitrum table he had set up. She accepted with gratitude.

“Hello Kane,” Milla said. “By the messenger’s frantic run, I’m glad to see you’re alive.”

Kane smiled. “I’m glad I’m alive too.”

“I’m sorry to say that it would have been easier if you had died.” King Asher pulled a hand over his face. “The Council is going to have a fit.” 

“He bonded to the deer,” Loy said to Milla.

“Flint,” Kane corrected.

Milla’s eyes widened. “Oh Life.”

Atlas knocked a two-step beat onto the table. “We want to tell the Council? We don’t want to? What’s the plan, Asher?”

“We will not tell the Council. This is a bad time to smudge the rules, Kane. A potential war is on the horizon, and I will not risk Elbe not having an heir when conflict is this close.”

This is good, Flint said. Contentment radiated from him.

“We will have to act like Flint is still wild, however. This means until your bonding ceremony, he is royal property.”

This is not good, Kane muttered. He knotted his fingers over the table. “What does that mean?”

“He will stay in the royal stables. You can visit Flint as often as you’d like, but he is not to leave the palace grounds.” King Asher stared into his eyes, gaging his reaction. Seeing if he would rebel. 

Kane carefully pulled his hands apart. He took the few moments of time he had to reply to discuss the matter with Flint. Their thoughts flew back and forth at an astounding rate. Words were not needed during their exchange. Kane was both thrilled and terrified at the open connection between them. It was so easy.

“Flint and I have agreed to your terms.”

Atlas

Kane was quiet when they returned home. The burst of liveliness he had shown in the time since his bond fizzled as they left Flint behind. 

“His voice is so soft. Like a whisper,” Kane said. The kitchen lights cast complex shadows on his face. He hovered over an untouched bowl of shaved ice.

“Would you be able to hear someone speak at this distance?” Atlas asked.

“No.”

“Then why would a bond stretch that far?” Atlas said. “You’re lucky you can hear him at all.”

“Will it break?” Kane’s question was as fragile as stained glass.

Atlas understood the fear of losing a bond, he had felt it many a time with Hudson. “No.” He tapped his son in the center of his chest. “As long as you are both alive, your bond will not break. Even then, Flint would not return to his wild state. And you would not forget Flint.”

Hudson rested his head on Kane’s lap. There, there, little prince. Do not despair.

“You will see him tomorrow. I can take you there myself.” Atlas pat him gently on his arm. “Are you done with that?”

Kane looked down at the shaved ice. “Yeah.” He pushed the bowl away and started to go upstairs. “I want this to be over with.”

Don’t we all, Atlas thought.

However the outcome may be, Hudson said, at the end of the day our worst punishment is being separated from ourselves.
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Chapter 34: Mount Mizzen

                   

Piper

No. Piper twisted the pommel of the mace, and it shrunk back into the cube. She unlocked it again, and it shimmered into a mace. No, no, no. She was tempted to throw it at one of the flour sacks.

Try again, Reine prompted.

I’ve been trying for the past half-hour! Piper glared at the alea. It’s the mace every time. What cruel joke is this? Is it broken? Maybe Cooper’s update had messed with the alea’s sporadic pattern.

I doubt it. I think you did something wrong. Reine sniffed the vitrum cube. It seems like it would be impossible to break… The leopard yawned, but we seem to defy odds.

Piper set her mouth into a flat line. “I’m going to see Cooper.” She went back into the house.

Reine had woken her at dawn to limit her distractions while practicing. Piper had grudgingly agreed, but had been unable to start with her weapon choice. When she went into the kitchen, Thea was the only one awake. She sipped on a steaming cup of what smelled to be coffee while reading an Elben paper. Sadie, her golden retriever, sat across from her and read Northern comics. Reine inspected the comics while Piper went up to Thea. “I’m going to the Inventors’ Lab. My alea is acting weird.”

“Are you okay going by yourself?” Thea adjusted her glasses.

“I have Reine,” Piper said.

“Okay. I’ll tell Kit if she gets up before you come back.” Thea returned to her paper without another word.

Piper and Reine were on the road a few minutes later, passing early morning joggers and paperboys. 

Do you think the Inventors’ Lab is open this early? Piper wondered belatedly. 

I’m sure they are. Reine’s peach pelt warmed into a golden shade under the sun’s light. Her rosettes were startlingly black against the gold. The question is if they’ll let us in.





There were few guards at the Inventors’ Lab, scattered few and far between the entrances. Piper and Reine went to the hangar at the center of the building, and were escorted to a public garden on the side of the Labs that the inventors had taken over.

They found Cooper over his drawer-riddled vitrum desk, which he had set up in the middle of a group of tinkering aviators with their gliders. The din was so loud that Piper was amazed Cooper could focus on whatever he was doing.

The little man looked up with a grin, his mustache twitching. “Ah, Piper, the girl with the alea! How’s it working for you?”

Why do you think she’s here, genius? Reine’s ears were flattened against the noisy aviators.

Piper curbed her fera’s words. “Actually, that’s why I’m here.” She handed him the alea.

“Oh?” Cooper examined the cube.

“It only gives me a mace, not matter how many times I restart it,” Piper explained. “Is it broken?”

Cooper shook his head, then handed it to his koala on the desk. It twisted its sides, and watched with unblinking eyes as it shimmered into a butterfly knife. Cooper quickly took the weapon away. “It seems to be working fine.” He gave back the alea in its cube form.

Piper unlocked the alea, and it grew into a mace. Reine sent a pointed glare to Cooper. 

The inventor shrugged. “I’m not sure why it does this to you.”

“I can’t have the mace though,” Piper tried to keep the exasperation out of her voice. “Please, can you do something?”

“There is nothing to fix,” Cooper said. “If I messed with it now, there might be a problem. Vitrum is a fickle thing. Best to leave it as it is.”

Piper sighed. “Thank you, Cooper.”

“You’re welcome.” The inventor returned to his work, and Piper and Reine were guided out of the garden.

Kane

Kane rubbed his hand over Flint’s fur. Its texture reminded him of a short haired dog that one of the ambassadors had. A yapping terrier with an ever-wagging tail. He remembered that Sadie had tolerated the terrier very well, but the ambassador had never been invited back to their house. Fera friendships were just as important as their human’s. 

This stable is generous, but I want to run. Flint shifted restlessly in his paddock. 

Kane unlocked the gate and let the deer out. He smiled as Flint started to run loping, easy laps around the area they were in.

The royal stables were set inside a grassy courtyard. Horses and other hooved fera of the staff were allowed to stay here, but the bonded animals usually preferred to stay with their humans on the palace grounds. The stables were a place for wild creatures. Flint may have been the only bonded animal in current residence. 

Did you sleep well? Kane asked.

Yes. Flint tossed his head at the thrill of freedom. He was burning his pent-up energy from the evening before.

Did they feed you well? Was the stall clean enough?

Yes. He could hear silent laughter from Flint. He drew up alongside Kane and knocked his antler on his back playfully. I am fine. Were you well last night?

Kane hesitated. He had slept horribly. Yes. 

Liar, Flint knocked his antlers on his back again. You can’t hide your thoughts from me.

Kane whirled around and grabbed Flint antlers. Oh yeah?

Flint stared with marble eyes. I think you’re too weak for that. He wrenched Kane to the side and knocked his back with his antlers.

Kane scrambled to his feet and chased Flint around the courtyard. I’ll show you who’s weak! 

That you will! Flint went in circled around him. His long legs outdid Kane’s with ease.

Kane started to laugh as he ran out of breath. This… isn’t over.

Flint huffed into his face. He was thrumming with joy. As you say.

“I knew I’d find you here.”

The voice belonged to Atlas. 

“King Asher said I could visit here anytime. So I did.” Kane kept his eyes on Flint, slowly petting his large forehead.

He flinched as his father put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re not in trouble. I just want you to tell us when you go from now on. A prince cannot disappear.”

“I’m not a prince,” Kane said.

Yet, Flint added.

“It’s time I show you something,” Atlas rumbled. “When you put Flint away, meet me at the palace gates.”

Atlas

From the palace gates, Atlas led Kane out of the city and to the Northern Mountains. They went to the base of the rocky behemoths and stopped.

“The Inventors’ Lab is over there,” Kane pointed to the other side of the Golden Gates.

“We’re not going to the Inventors’ Lab.” Atlas felt along the ground until his hand ran across something unnaturally smooth. He dusted the earth away to reveal a glass disk. Swiping the screen awake, he selected the appropriate command and waited.

The rock in front of them shook, and rolled open with a terrible grinding sound. It had been awhile since the entrance had been used.

Kane was stiff next to him. “What is that?”

You’ll see, Hudson said. Atlas relayed his words.

Together, they walked towards the gaping hole where solid mountain had been a minute before. 

Kane

The doors closed behind them, and all was dark.

Kane steadied himself with even breaths. He felt claustrophobic in the space they were trapped in: it comfortably fit one person with their fera, and squished two. Life help me.

A tendril of Flint remained attached to him. It was so thin as to only transfer emotions between them, but the deer still found a way to comfort Kane with whispers of joy and hope.

Kane stiffened as he felt fur brush against his hand, then relaxed as he realized it was only Hudson. “What now?”

“Hang on.” Atlas was tapping repeatedly on the vitrum disk in his palm. The tapping escalated into a near pounding of the glass as Atlas grew impatient. “Blasted technology. Never works when I want it to—”

The ground suddenly lurched upwards. Kane lost his footing and screamed as he fell into what seemed to be empty space. He quickly understood two things; that they were on a glass panel, and were rapidly shooting up to light. His ears popped as they reached increasing altitude. 

His father, steady as the stone around them, had not fallen. He had been expecting the horrific trip. Kane grabbed Atlas’s outstretched hand once the ground stopped moving, and used Hudson as a crutch to lean on. 

His first impression of their destination was one of blinding light that came from the belt of a window in-between the layers of rock. A light so pure and untouched by the clouds, that it filled the room with an unmistakable power. It challenged those with evil intentions to dare continue forward.

The room had a single granite table surrounded by orderly chairs. A dusty map of Eden lay on the table, waiting for its chance to become the center of attention again. Kane wondered when the room had been last used.

“I wanted Flint to see this too,” Atlas said, “but you can always show him the memory. He’ll see this in person someday soon. I’m certain.”

Kane walked over to the table and wiped a thin sheet of grime from the closest chair. “Where are we?”

“Mount Mizzen.”

Kane recognized the name from history books. “This is the tallest peak in the Northern Mountains. It’s the war room for the king and his leading officers.”

“It’s only the war room for defensive purposes. Due to our Life-given protection of the mountains, we have not been threatened often in our history.” Atlas was at the window. When Kane joined him, he found his father picking at an engraving on the stone. General MacArthur. Kane saw other engravings; General Kalvin, General Guthrie, General Rex.

Kane paused at the first recorded name. “General Rex. King Rex?”

“He learned to be a leader first, and a king second.” Atlas stared out at the land. “The Thorn Wars was the first great conflict to rip Eden from head to heel. But some good things came out of it. The establishment of the West and South, for one. Another was the forgiveness of King Rex by the Council.” 

Kit’s words returned to Kane. You’re going to prove yourself to Elbe with a feat so heroic, not even the Council will question your claim to the crown. What that feat was to be, they hadn’t decided yet. It worried Kane.

Atlas laid his palms flat on the thick windowsill. “It’s been fifty-four years since King Rex bonded to his fera. He was the king before Asher.”

Kane waited for him to continue.

“He was killed. Assassinated. And Asher was forced to take his place years before he was ready. Asher, who couldn’t speak a bit of Elben before he came to the city. Asher the orphan. The unlikeliest of them all. He was nearly crushed by the pressure, but your mother and I encouraged him. I feared for Asher’s sanity during that time. And then, years later, you were announced his heir.” He left the words hanging in the air like a fine mist.

“You could have said no if you feared for me,” Kane said. He kept his eyes pinned to the landscape outside of Mount Mizzen, but he was not truly seeing anything. His mind was on the past.

“We wanted you to make that choice on your own. We don’t have to hide your bond with Flint.”

Kane looked to his father. The man he had resented for putting his fera above his children. For leaving them in Elbe for months on end. For missing his cricket games. For his absence when Kane had been alone, fighting against the jokes and jeers that came with lacking a fera. The bitterness was so hard, it could stop his heart.

A sliver of Flint came through his link, like a ray of sunlight; Kane.

Kane met eyes with Atlas. “It’s too late for my choice; this is all I know.”

Atlas studied him for a moment, trying to see beyond his statement. But there was nothing to decipher. “Then you will be king, or Life help us, we will die trying.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know what you thought about this chapter. :)


Chapter 35: The Council

                   

Piper

The next week passed in a blur. The afternoons consisted of Kit and Skye usually taking Piper through the city and showing her unique shops or local oddities, such as the statue of a man tripping over his monkey fera. 

“When he died, he gave Elbe money to erect a monument for him,” Kit explained. “They didn’t like him much.” 

By dinner, everyone regrouped at the Fletcher’s house and exchanged news. Loy and Micah provided politics from the embassy. Kane would say something memorable Flint had done. Atlas would give a clipped sentence about his progress in gathering the Northern officials for a Defense meeting. Thea and the girls would tell of anything new that had happened in the city or ambassador ring. Milla would inform them of the kind of cookie she made that day.

“Is that all you do, woman?” Loy blurted after the fifth night, “Make snickerdoodles?”

The table had gone quiet. Milla’s mouth quirked into a smile. “I also save nations.”





In the mornings, Piper would practice her fighting skills. The alea refused to budge from its mace setting. Piper had tried unlocking the alea in different areas, at different times, and having others do it for her. When the alea would shimmer into anything other than a mace for another group member, Piper would quickly grab it. Once her fingers touched its smooth surface, it would instantly grow into the heavy, spiked club she hated.

Maybe this is Life’s will, Reine said one morning from the back stairs.

“Life cursed me with a mace?” Piper spat. “A crude, useless weapon?”

Reine surprised Piper by hissing back, Maybe it reflects you—us— right now. What are we doing here, Piper? We have no purpose. We are crude, useless weapons. Survived an exodus across Eden to sit idle and cluck like hens around our trough. 

I don’t think hens have troughs, Piper said.

Reine stuck her claws into the wooden stairs. She was prepared to rip through something, anything. And then she cooled, her emotions not unlike molten lava under rain. I have an idea.

You do? Piper twisted the pommel of the mace, and pocketed its cube version.

We’re going to enlist, Reine purred, in the Elben army!

Atlas

Lady Harper and Lord Beckham had arrived in Elbe at the week’s end. 

Asher had given them only a day to settle in the embassy before he called the Council together. The representatives of the towns and cities of the North accounted to a total of nineteen members. From Haymarket to Afton, the bulk of the North had been aroused, and were now prepared to discuss the threat to their territory. 

A long vitrum table had been set up, spread across the length of the throne room. Each Council member had a tidy glass nametag pinned to their shirt. Atlas examined his nametag; 

Atlas Fletcher. Northern Ambassador.

He had been the only ambassador allowed to come due to his connection to the heir of Elbe. Their topic was to be in the utmost secrecy. Not even Milla had been given a summons to this meeting, although she waited with June in the city until their lunch recess. 

“What is your most recent information about the East-Western threat?” Lord Beckham of Afton asked. His jowls flapped and trembled like that of his bulldog fera, Snowflake. In the early years of his career, Atlas had often wondered if Lord Beckham had chosen his fera out of coincidence, or attraction to her similarities.

“From two days ago.” Asher opened a written report from his scouts. “And I quote, ‘Raids have become more frequent, despite peaceful attempts to prove that the North is not involved in this destruction. The West has become more hostile to Northern residents, and protests have begun in Tamerlane, Kinn, and many other towns. The East has already shut their doors to Northern traders. Ambassadors have been exchanging between the East and West at an alarming rate.’” He rolled up the report. “I do not need to tell you where this will lead.”

Lady Audrey of Esme wrung her hands. “Life, this is bad.”

Lady Kylee of Oldport frowned. “This is serious indeed. More serious than I had thought, King Asher.”

The rest of the Council broke into a near panic. Was there any way to prevent a war? How were the Northern citizens coping? What was the status on Elbe’s defenses?

“Order!” Lord Beckham bellowed. “I said order!” He pounded his meaty fist on the table, and nodded gratefully at the following silence. He tipped his hat to Asher. “Please continue, Your Majesty.”

Asher looked to Levi before returning his attention to the Council. “I believe we have reached a point where war is our only option. Aggressive agents have sealed our image in the West’s eyes, and the East is already gearing for the inevitable. Northern citizens have been streaming from those territories in all haste, and are settling in temporary and permanent housing throughout Elbe and our surrounding towns. A few of you are already aware of this. As for Elbe defense….” Asher met eyes with Atlas, “We’re working on it.”

Not if the Elben Defense group keeps evading us, Atlas thought.

We’ll track them down, and find them today, Hudson vowed. 

Then Lady Harper of Torin spoke. “What of Elbe’s security, King Asher?”

Kane

Kane silently cursed Lady Harper as the topic slid to him. The Council members regarded him with different eyes; curious, disappointed, and amused. Behind every emotion however, was a calculating mind which studied him. Every breath he took gained and lost supporters for his cause.

Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Kane kept his nerve under control, for now.

If King Asher had any fears, he hid them well. “Heir Kane—” it was the first time he had used the title, “—has successfully captured his potential fera. His bonding and crowning ceremony will be soon.”

“How soon, Your Highness?” Lord Beckham asked, jowls aquiver. Snowflake shifted under the table.

King Asher thought for a moment. “Due to threats from our borders, we will make sure our war defenses are fully on commission before showing our crown prince to the world.”

“Is he ready?” Lady Harper cast a sharp eye to Kane, hooking him in her gaze like a bear snagging a fish with its claws. “Are you certain he is… suitable?” Her fera, an ebony cat, stared at him coolly. 

Kane felt the blood drain from his face. She questioned his claim? Did she know of Flint? He felt lightheaded and fearful. A cornered mouse.

She is attacking. We must act against her words, Flint said. The deer began to think of peaceful, yet firm, comebacks while Kane sat frozen.

“Lady Harper,” Atlas quickly interjected. “I am aware that your family would be next in line after the Fletcher’s. I would ask for you to refrain from questioning my son’s claim.”

Lord Beckham changed the subject by asking King Asher of possible evacuation plans for residents of Elbe, and saved Kane from further humiliation. 

In his hesitation, Kane had proven his weakness, and alienated allies that could have been his.

Atlas

“Lady Harper planned that. She deliberately planned that.” Atlas clenched his hands into fists.

The Council had broken for the day, and were free to roam Elbe. Atlas and Hudson had chosen an obscure café to talk with Kane before returning home. If they had went directly home, the Council would have become suspicious of them hiding something. Atlas had been in the same position with Asher before. The political stress was agonizing. Subtle moves that made little ripples now would turn into tsunamis by the end of the week.

Kane’s mute defense under Lady Harper’s attack was no small ripple. 

“It’s okay. Really.” Kane rolled the leaves of his salad with his fork, pushing the raw onions and carrots to the side. 

Atlas decided to phrase his words bluntly. “Kane. It’s not okay. Whether you like it or not, Lady Harper struck a blow. You need to do something.”

“Like what?” Kane continued to play with his salad. 

Hudson shambled under the table and licked up a few slices of chicken that had fallen off Kane’s plate. Fight back?

Atlas added onto Hudson’s suggestion. “Fight back? Gather allies? Make a speech? Do something that doesn’t make you look inexperienced?”

“I am inexperienced!” Kane put his fork to the side.

“You are not,” Atlas countered. “Your mother and I have put you through the finest instructors we could find, and they taught you everything you need to know about Northern politics, social graces, as well as a near-royal education. You know more at your age than Asher ever did, and he had to become king! All you need to do is act your station, and none will question it.” Atlas lowered his voice. “You said you wanted to continue this. I can only do so much, Kane.”

He saw his son digest what he had said.

“Kings must be strong. You must be strong.” Atlas paid for their meal and rose. “Now we’re going to be prepared for Lady Harper tomorrow, and try to win back the support you lost.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.


Chapter 36: Freedom

                   

Piper

Piper stared up at the colorful illustration of a Northern soldier with a lion fera. She wore blue-tinted vitrum armor over a sleek jumpsuit. In her hand a glass sword shone brightly. The words that ran in Elben above her read: Confront The Threat! Bring Freedom! 

The illustration did not show the soldier’s fear or hesitation. Nor did the one beside it, which depicted a soldier and his flying squirrel happily soaring side by side in a glider. Fly To New Heights! Join the Aviator’s Now! 

Elbe was not her home. She was a Western citizen, cared for by her Guardian. Her childhood had not been harsh. There were never any scarcities in basic needs or luxuries. 

Why had she run away?

Because Lucy was going to sell you to strangers. Your world was going to change one way or the other. Reine began to list her arguments again. How can you guarantee they were going to treat you well? 

Why would she fight for Elbe?

I am from the Northern wilds. The heir to Elbe is Atlas’s son. Reine paced before her. Because King Asher granted you access to this place when we needed it and let you have a valuable weapon. Through Atlas, Milla and Skye, the North saved us from Biscay and led us to the Promised Land. Which we now have a chance to defend!

What if she died?

Piper closed her mind to Reine. The leopard was biased, and she needed to consult her own thoughts. She walked to a nearby bench, and let her head rest in her hands. Life would protect her, right? She would be one of the lucky few to survive the horrors of a battle. Maybe she wouldn’t develop a mental illness and carry on peacefully until the end of her days. Reine would reunite with her kind, and they would live in a cabin by the Northern wilds, secluded yet connected to humanity. Everything would be as peachy as Reine’s fur.

“Excuse me, miss?” someone said.

Piper looked up to see a light haired girl with a ponytail. She held a glittering object in her hand, and it took a moment for Piper to register it as an alea.

“Is this yours?” the girl asked.

Piper patted her pockets. “Yes.” She took the cube, “Thank you.”

“You have a nice fera,” the girl commented. “I like her spots.”

Piper let a ghost of a smile appear on her face. “Thanks.” She noticed an arctic fox by their feet. “You have a nice fera too.”

The girl nodded to the Elben posters and tables set underneath them. “Are you signing up for the alea unit?”

Piper frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Well, if you do, then I’d know someone in the army,” the girl grinned. “My name’s Charlotte by the way. And this is Chloe,” she made a deft motion to her arctic fox.

Piper was glad she did not have to introduce her last name. She disliked having to explain her lack of one after her awkward introduction to King Asher. “Nice to meet you Charlotte. I’m Piper, and this is Reine.”

Reine slipped through the mental barrier between them. Charlotte liked my spots. That’s a point for her.

Stop letting vanity dictate your opinions, Piper chastised. To Charlotte, she said, “So you’re in the alea unit?”

“Going to be.” Charlotte smiled. “Are you?” she asked again.

“I….” Piper gazed at her alea. Reine’s arguments ran through her mind, streamlined against her conscious like sister bends in a river. Without the mental barrier between them, they merged and mixed like dye and water, forming a new color of thought. Piper felt detached from the experience. She weighed each argument with the gravity of a banker minting coins.

She was going to fight against her birth-territory. With a weapon she hardly understood. They would die traitors. 

The North was her new home. Had Lucy ever treated her like the Fletcher’s, Milla or Skye? Had she ever had closer allies? Closer friends? The alea was a unique weapon, but she could possibly meet others who could tell her more, and unveil its secrets. 

We are not traitors if the North is our home, Reine rebuffed. The East-Western alliance is threatening us without a proper cause. That is not something I stand with. If we die, so be it. We will die protecting what is right.

“I…” Piper trailed off. “I am.”

Atlas

What excuse do you think they’ll have this time? Atlas smoothed a crease on the map of Eden.

Fear? Family emergency? Sickness? Health? Hudson joked.

They can’t escape now. Asher had put his seal on each request to attend the Defense meeting. To deny it would be to deny the Northern king.

How hard it is to pin down three officials…. Hudson mused.

They waited in an underground bunker. The area had been converted from a fera fight arena after Queen Sidney had forbidden the entertainment decades before. The bunker showed its age with mottled cobwebs, deceptively weak furniture, and a ceiling that should have been declared unsafe. Royal badgers, however, had scoured the bunker and deemed it fit for a private meeting.

Maybe they’re testing our defenses already, Hudson chuckled.

You’re in a chipper mood today, Atlas noted.

You’re surprised? Hudson said.

No. I just haven’t seen you this happy in a while. Atlas reviewed his notes for the meeting.

There is excitement in the world. Naturally, I like to join in. 

Well, this doesn’t seem to be the center of it. Atlas looked up as three men were admitted into the room. Griffin, Cooper, and Henry Donovan. They each took a seat at the vitrum table Atlas had set up.

Griffin took off his aviator hat to reveal a messy mop of dirty-blond hair. With the tap of his vitrum disk, he set up a perch for his blue jay

Across the table, Cooper unloaded his koala like a backpack, and let her curl up on the empty chair beside him. He absently twirled his mustache as he observed the statistics Atlas had lain before them.

Donovan’s goshawk, Briar, was larger than Griffin’s blue jay, and perched on the back on his chair. Her striped plumage was somewhat distracting, but Atlas knew that was Briar’s intention. 

“Why have you been avoiding me?” Atlas said. “Why did I have to have a royal seal on the summons to gather you here?”

Cooper looked cowed. “It’s been so long since you’ve been on the Elben Defense team, Atlas, we were afraid of you being possibly… rusted.”

“Rusted?” Atlas swallowed his anger. He had been underestimated as a child, and now it seemed he would be underestimated as an adult, despite his esteem. He glared at Griffin and Donovan. “You were afraid I wasn’t qualified to lead you?”

Griffin, the youngest member of the group, did not meet his eyes. His blue jay pressed its wings closer to its body to become smaller. “Yes, Atlas.”

Both Donovan and Briar stared back at him, their eyes the same pale yellow. “Please prove us wrong,” was all Donovan said.

Hudson’s cheerful mood evaporated at Donovan’s challenge. Show them, Atlas.

Atlas took out a velvet pouch from his travel bag. He opened the pouch, and poured the contents onto the table. Sharp clacks were heard as glass marbles hit the table and rolled sporadically. At first, their motion was random. But it was soon clear that they were attracted to the map of Eden. They drew to it like magnets, and jerked into stations across the land. As soon as they stopped rolling, they shimmered and became clear, three-dimensional figures of the painted images on the map. The Northern Mountains, Elbe, the Western forest, and every major establishment from Tamerlane to Chesa. 

From his pocket, Atlas took out another velvet pouch, this time containing dark marbles. These he plucked out individually, placing them at strategic locations along the Northern Mountains and the buffer land between them, the East and West. By tapping the dark marbles several times, he was able to set them into catapults, towers, and even animated figures representing armies. 

Atlas admired his handiwork briefly before cracking his knuckles. “Okay gentlemen, let’s begin.”

Remember to comment and vote! What are your thoughts about this chapter? The media is a picture of a goshawk. 




Chapter 37: Her Enemy

                   

Kane

It was dark when Kane awoke. He wasn’t certain if it was late at night or early morning.

Hudson had touched his hand with a wet nose. The black bear huffed softly, and encouraged Kane to follow him to his father’s study.

He blinked and rubbed his eyes as he came in the bright light Atlas had set up. “Did you just get back?” His father had been absent at dinner.

“Yes. I wanted to show you this before the Council meeting.” A map of Eden was unrolled on Atlas’s large desk. Glass models had been set up to represent nearly everything on it, from landforms to cities. Kane’s focus however, was drawn to the animated figures waging war on the map. The glass figures were both faceless and mute, but the cold battle that was fought struck a somber chord in Kane. This unintentionally woke Flint, and the fera strained across their link to understand what was happening. 

Kane threw a few comforting thoughts to the deer, he would tell everything later, and returned to his observation of the map. “So this is the great Elben Defense.”

Two armies were thickly spread in front of the Northern Mountains. They bore no symbols other than being tinted red and green; the colors of the East and West.

Blue tinted soldiers had a wide perimeter around the Golden Gates and held their stake well. From the mountaintops, miniature gliders flew and rained spiked objects on their enemies like triangular clouds. To deter the other armies from approaching different parts of the mountains, soldiers crushed their scouts with rolling boulders.

His father knew that Kane, who had grown up playing with diagrams such as these, would consider the map practically self-explanatory. “Well?”

“I don’t know if the gliders will work,” Kane said. He traced their circuit in the air. “Do we know if the enemy has weapons to bring them down? Or even gliders of their own?”

“We talked about that at the meeting. The gliders have never been used for combat before, but Griffin wants to try it out. Asher already put advertising out for it. We want to use every advantage we have, however small.”

Atlas

Kane looked skeptical about the gliders, just as Donovan had. “Okay. What about the soldiers?”

Atlas knew he would point that out. The Elben soldiers were outnumbered two to one, their numbers also diminished by the alea, archer, and now glider units. But that also meant that they had more options. “They’ll have backup.”

Kane made a small hm noise. “Okay.” He reviewed the plan once more. “Will the Council approve?”

If they don’t, Hudson said, then they’ll have to figure out something better.

Piper

“Morning Pipes!” Loy exclaimed. “Today’s a day for greatness!”

That’s what you said yesterday, Reine growled. She flattened her ears, and grudgingly made way for Floyd as he scooted past her to reach the front porch stairs. Micah and Monty followed the ram to the grass below. Piper noticed the translator was wearing a new Elben blue-brimmed hat. It suited him, she thought.

“Where are you going?” Piper asked.

“To the city.” Loy swept his cape over his face and shifted his eyes, “Word in the street is that there may be more ambassadors here who can help me get Trene on the map faster.”

“You mean word on the street,” Micah corrected.

“No. The stones can speak,” Loy said. “Just as the fera do.” He walked away before his translator or Piper could react.

Micah shrugged and gave a bitter chuckle. “I often wonder why I chose to go on this trip. It would have been a lot more peaceful if I had stayed with Nell.” He tipped his hat, and went after Loy. 

After they left, Piper took out her alea. She shook it, and watched its center mist over and produce its signature symbol. It held a small, wispy cloud; a reflection of the sky above. She thought of who had given her the alea, and frowned. Was Lucy okay? What of Mia and Blythe? Had they been sold too, once Lucy realized Piper had escaped?

You shouldn’t worry about Lucy, Reine said. She never worried about you.

But she did. Memories trickled in of birthdays, trading at the docks, and family game nights with the latest of Lucy’s crew. She had always treated Piper with a special regard, and had kept her the longest. Piper remembered the goals Lucy had set up before her “reunion” with her parents; her schooling, job, and life skills that led up to her fera bond. Even then, Lucy postponed Piper’s escapade with rigorous training in the art of fence-scaling and breaking and entering. When Piper had wanted the best fera money could buy, Lucy taught her how to steal it. Did that count as love?

Whatever love she had for you was gone when she tried to sell you, Reine countered.

Piper was unconvinced, and kept these thoughts to herself. She looked at her alea, and the choice she had made the day before surfaced to the forefront of her mind. No one, other than Charlotte and the Elben representative that had given her the paperwork to sign, knew of her commitment to the Northern army. They had thought she had left with Reine to look for a souvenir in the city.

The advance pay of two gold coins, plus the few coppers she had left over from her travels, sat heavily in her pocket. How will the others react?

I don’t care. Reine went inside and to the backyard. Now are we going to practice, or wait until the war starts?

You know, you can be rather cold. Piper went through the Fletcher’s quiet house. Madoc had flown a note early in the morning, saying Skye was sick, and Milla was caring for her. Atlas and Kane had left for a Council meeting. After breakfast, Kit and Thea had gone to the city for fresh vegetables in prep for that night’s dinner. Piper hadn’t felt the urge to return to inner-Elbe so soon.

Confidence can often be confused with coldness, Reine said.

Confidence, Piper said, comes from the knowledge of knowing yourself. Coldness does not.

Hmph. Reine stalked and admired the latest line of targets; bags of dirt. They were heavier than flour, faster to clean than corn and grain, and easily replaceable. Kit had first used dirt as practice material to fill the tattered cloth sacks after Thea refused to sacrifice more flour.

Maybe today will be the day, Piper thought. The day when her alea would give her something other than a mace. She missed the agile butterfly knife, accurate crossbow, and lightweight dagger. 

She held the vitrum cube in her hand, watching the young sun play on its glass sides. Hesitation seized her, but she pushed through it and unlocked the alea.

Piper’s mood plummeted as the cube transformed into the well-known weighted stick with the spiked sphere at the end. Her mace. Her enemy.

She stared at it for what seemed to be an eternity, holding it with one hand, and then two. Cooper had said it was fine. Yet why did it mock her like this?

Reine stood back at the edge of the training area, watching her with nearly colorless eyes. Waiting to see what she would do.

Piper stepped forward, and raised the mace above her head. With a battle cry, she swung the mace at the target. It burst into a cloud of brown. She moved onto the next one with the same result.

Down the line she went, leaving torn bags and debris in her wake. Frustration fueled her strength, anger at her helplessness. She held enough self-control to stop the mace before it swept through the easels. 

At the last target, her last opponent, Piper stopped. The plain cloth, with remnants of Skye’s artwork on it, watched her with the pattern of two butterfly wings. In her blurred rage, they were owl eyes. Lucy’s fera, Reef’s eyes, staring at her with open curiosity. Piper half-expected the eyes to blink and cock to the side, as Reef commonly did. 

She let go of the mace, and slowly sank to the ground. Tears collected at the corner of her eyes, threatening to spill onto her face. Piper rubbed them away. Then a rush of sadness overwhelmed her, and she wept.

Did she ever see me as Piper? Was she fake to me all those years? Piper fought back wave after wave of sorrow.

Reine was next to her in a heartbeat. She coiled around Piper protectively, and for the first time, groomed her like a kitten. It’s okay. It’s okay, she repeated. Her rough tongue rasped against Piper’s forehead. The leopard sent positive emotions to her with each contact. 

Stop, Piper pulled away, now I’m going to smell like raw fish.

Reine took a step back. Whatever Lucy thought of you, it doesn’t matter now. You have a new family now. A new home. She taught you how to get a fera, Reine purred, and I think that was the best thing that happened to you… and me.

Piper gave a weak smile. Thanks. She twisted the pommel of the mace so it returned to its cube form, and rose. We’re going to make it through this. 

Indeed. With Life’s help, we already have, Reine said.
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Chapter 38: Whispers

                   

Kane

The Council was surprisingly complacent to the Elben Defense map. Atlas explained it well, and little to no qualms were put to the plan. 

The difficult part came in the assignment of positions and titles. Who would command what. If Elbe won, who would get the glory. Although it was ultimately King Asher’s decision, the Council agonized over these details like master clockmakers with cogs. 

Kane drummed his fingers on the table to an old nursery tune. This is too long.

You’ll have to learn to deal with it, Flint said. He added, but this is King Asher’s reign. Maybe when you’re king, meetings such as these could be more timely.

“You can’t put Pillar in charge of the army! Henry Donovan’s already there,” Lord Beckham spluttered.

“I think Pillar would be an excellent leader for the army,” Lord Bruno of Redbrook said.

“Bah!” Lady Harper spat. Her cat fera peeked its head above the glass table. “You’re just saying that because Pillar is your niece.” 

“Stop, stop,” King Asher massaged his temples. “Please. I will bring Donovan, Cooper and Griffin in here for a separate meeting if you wish. Pillar cannot command the army, Donovan already has the position, but she can be in charge of a unit.”

This caused a stir from the group. Murmurs of “favoritism” and “what about me?” circulated with the stuffy air in the room.

Levi growled, silencing the grumbling. King Asher shifted in his seat. “I think a representative from each Northern establishment should have a chance at commanding a unit under Donovan.”

“Well, Pillar can at least do that much,” Lord Bruno muttered. “She could lead the whole Life-forsaken army.”

“I don’t want to hear that,” King Asher said.

You’re going to prove yourself to Elbe with a feat so heroic, not even the Council will question your claim to the crown, Kit had said. Being the leader of an army unit did not seem to be heroic enough to forgive an early royal bond, but it was a lead Kane lacked before.

Kane cleared his throat. “I’ll be in charge of a unit.”

Flint observed his decision at the last minute. Kane…

His father showed surprise, but it was not as powerful as the shock worn on many of the Council members’ faces. 

Lord Beckham was the first to compose himself, “Elbe already has a representative in Donovan.”

“I would like to lead a unit,” Kane repeated. 

“Are you considering letting a boy lead a unit of trained, seasoned soldiers?” Lady Harper asked coolly. 

“We haven’t considered anything yet,” Lady Kylee returned.

“Kane is no mere boy,” Atlas rumbled. “He is heir to the Northern throne, and will one day be our king. He has experience in military strategy and will be a great addition to any Northern unit.”

“Military strategy… That is only to be expected, from the son of a mapmaker,” Lady Harper said. Her eyes glittered dangerously, and her fera purred from her lap.

“Having an untrained leader, no matter their age or position, is an unwise path,” King Asher said. He met Kane’s eyes. “However, I think Kane could greatly help Donovan with the troops. Perhaps as an assistant. Atlas, do you agree?”

Atlas tensed, then looked to his son. Kane nodded. He could feel Flint quietly watching the scene through his eyes.

“Yes.” Atlas dipped his head. “I agree.”

Piper

Piper looked out the window to the spring world outside. Greens, blues, pinks, purples, and even grays were a cheerful part of the awakening world. Everything was bright and radiating Life.

As her eyes drifted to a patch of blooming flowers, she wiped away a smudge on the glass. When will Kit and Thea get back? It was now midday.

We don’t have to stay here and wait for everyone to return. Reine was on the porch, her eyes half-closed. To the average passerby, it would seem that the leopard was content. Through their link however, Piper could feel the searing heat of her restlessness. It licked hungrily at Reine’s patience.

Piper folded her hands of her alea. Let’s visit Cooper. I want to see if he can look at it again.

Reine didn’t question the excuse to leave the empty house. She was already waiting at the bottom of the stairs when Piper came out to the porch.

Their walk was more leisurely than before. The warm weather slackened their pace, and allowed them to enjoy the path to the Inventors’ Lab. Piper smiled as the sun hit her face.  Isn’t it a beautiful day?

Yes. Reine kept stride with Piper. A soft purr grew from her throat, and became steadily louder. I’m pleased that we’re here.

Piper agreed, and quickened their pace as the Inventors’ Labs came into sight. They were waiting for a guard to contact Cooper when Reine’s ears flicked to their left.

What is it? Piper asked, tapping into her fera’s hearing. She paused as she recognized the bleating of a sheep. Or a ram. She only knew of one person who had a fera like that.

Maybe it’s a guard? she offered.

Hm… Entering her predatory mode, Reine slunk towards the corner of the Inventors’ Lab on silent paws. She craned her head around the corner, and her curiosity encouraged Piper to excuse herself and follow.

Adjacent from the Inventors’ Lab was a modest garden that Piper imagined would be a nice place to walk on a day like the one they were in. Most of the greenery was trimmed into guardrails along the path, but a few had been cut into the likeness of fera. A dolphin in mid-arc was poised above the crouched form of a man with a red cape.

“Loy?” Piper asked.

Loy jerked up, and steadied himself on one of Floyd’s curled horns. “Piper! Just the person I was hoping to see.”

Piper scanned the area. “Where’s Micah?”

“Oh, I sent him on a little mission. But I need your help right now!” He stood, and offered her a bronze object that looked suspiciously like a wine goblet. Piper wondered if it was from Thea’s cabinet. 

Reine sniffed the goblet. What’s this for?

When Piper repeated the question, Loy pointed to the ground, “Listen.”

“What?” Piper furrowed her eyebrows.

“Listen,” Loy took the goblet from her, and dropped to his hands and knees. Pressing the end of the goblet to his ear, he let the other part dig into the earth. He sprung back to his feet, “like that.”

Reine stood protectively over her as Piper warily crouched down and let her ear lie flat against the end of the goblet. She froze as muffled sounds came from the cup. When she strained to hear more, a faint stream of Elben greeted her.

“…. should be out soon,” a voice said.

“Why couldn’t we have met in a cleaner place?” another voice complained.

“Tell that to him,” replied the first voice. “He claims it’s better for our cause.”

“Bah! All this secrecy and no action.”

“Soon,” the first voice said, then continued at a softer tone. Piper lost the thread of conversation after that.

She rose, shaken. “Who… are they?”

“Thank you!” Loy exclaimed. “No one else will listen and believe this stuff.” He whispered, “they’re going to kill Flint.”
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Chapter 39: Dismissed!

                   

Atlas

“Now are we going to declare war, or wait for our enemies to come knocking on our door?” Lady Harper said, her voice strained.

“Our enemies haven’t even formed an official alliance yet.” Levi’s flattened ears reflected Asher’s mood. “They’re organizing local militias, having private drafts against ‘bandits,’ and are exchanging goods at more-than-friendly rates. There’s just one problem; they have not made a declaration of their standing.”

“We have to wait for them to say they want to attack us, before we can defend ourselves?” Lady Cora of Soren asked. At eighteen, she was the youngest member in the room beside Kane.

“We are defending ourselves,” Atlas assured Lady Cora, “it’s just that if we declare war first, things could escalate quickly.”

“Things are already escalating quickly. That’s why we’re here,” Lord Beckham growled. “We must start thinking of the people, and wh—”

A messenger opened the door. He and his fera gave a small bow. “King Asher, Council, I’m sorry to interrupt, but there is a man who says our security is—”

“This meeting is dismissed!” Loy burst past the messenger, cape aflutter, and ran to the table. Floyd was on his heels. “There is an assassination attempt, Lords and Ladies! No one leaves this room until we find out who’s behind it!”

Oh no, Hudson thought.

With that announcement, tension that had been increasingly frayed the entire morning broke. Those who understood Loy quickly translated his Kinnish into Elben for their neighbors. The throne room became a sea of frantic shouts. Levi roared and silenced them all.

“What is the meaning of this?” Asher pointed to Loy, “You can’t dismiss my meeting. You can’t instruct my Council. And from your sanity levels, you cannot throw assassination threats around like this.”

Asher had forgotten to speak in Kinnish, and the words passed uselessly over Loy. “But not to worry! I have sent someone to protect the would-be victim.”

“Who is the victim?” Lady Harper demanded. Unlike Asher, her tongue easily switched to the Western language, and she spoke directly to Loy.

Loy straightened. “Prince Kane’s soon-to-be fera. The deer.”

Kane

“Heir Kane,” Lady Kylee corrected. But like the many other Council members around them, her Elben bounced harmlessly off of Loy.

Kane immediately reached for his fera. Flint? Flint, are you okay?

Yes. The deer had been privy to the entire scene. I don’t understand what Loy means. Piper and Reine are here, along with palace guards.

Atlas met eyes with Kane, not daring to ask the vital question; Is Flint alright? Kane nodded, and his father’s expression softened.

“What do you mean?” King Asher was now speaking in Kinnish. Kane was able to follow the conversation between dialects, and was appreciative the years spent studying Eden’s languages.

Loy started to circle the table. “For the past few days, I have been listening to suspicious activity. Gathering evidence. And I have concluded that there is a conspiracy,” He punctuated his sentence with a raised fist. “That has been going on right under our feet.”

Kane’s mind flashed back to his father’s Defense meeting. He had been told it was underground.

“Today, at approximately noontime, a signal was to be sent as the Council broke for the day. That signal would set off a chain of events that would lead to Kane’s soon-to-be-fera’s death.” Loy turned on his heel. “Frankly, I don’t trust any of you right now. You should be ashamed of yourselves.” 

The Council stared at him in bewilderment. 

Flint? Kane said.

They’re searching the stables right now, Flint deadpanned. I’m not sure for what.

“We will take this warning seriously,” King Asher said, “for now, I am adjourning the meeting.”

“No!” Loy cried. “You can’t let these people leave. One of them could be behind this!”

The Council had not moved from their seats. King Asher openly glared at Loy. “If you want the recognition of your treehouse club nation, Loy, you would be wise to let the investigation start without hindrance.”

All eyes were on Loy. He paused, and grew stiff. Slowly, he took a step back, and then another. He retreated to the doors, and bowed. His words were as clipped and sickly sweet as a pear blossom.

“As you wish. Your Majesty.”

Piper

Piper stood between Reine and Flint as royal guards scoured the stables, searching for anything out of the ordinary. Everything was regarded with suspicion. Piper listed their evidence: A looped rope located in the rafters. Three missing screws in one of the gates, which led to three rusty nails on the floor. Scattered hay that could puncture hides.

This is awfully dramatic, Reine said. They’re considering hay as evidence? 

There’s nothing else to take. Piper frowned. I know Loy was right with the voices underground. But this…

Is foolish, Reine completed, and does not give any points towards his sanity. 

Piper agreed with lukewarm enthusiasm. She put a hand on Flint. “Are you okay, boy?”

The deer stiffened at her touch, then regarded her with a marble eyes she found strangely piercing, before dipping his head in a nod.

The guards were starting to return the stables to their original state when Atlas, Kane and Loy showed up. Kane immediately went to Flint, and stood protectively beside him.

“What did they find?” Atlas asked.

“Nothing of value,” Piper said. “Rope, nails, and hay.”

Atlas turned to Loy. “What details did you know of this plot?”

“I’ve been listening to them for days. I told the Council all I knew; at noon a signal was to be sent, and then the fera was to die.”

“That’s all you got, from days of eavesdropping?” Kane said.

My thoughts exactly, Reine flexed her claws into the earth. What do you know, Loy?

Loy grinned. “Perhaps Micah and I can enlighten you over lunch.” 

Kane

“How about you enlighten us here?” King Asher entered the stable yard with Levi. 

Kane gaped. It was the first time he had seen the king outside of his royal rooms. Granted, he was still inside the palace grounds, but still lacked an official entourage or personal guard.

He has Levi for that, Flint said. He was clearly intimidated by the albino tiger, and pawed the earth nervously. 

“Of course.” Atlas took out his vitrum disk, and set up a low table. Kane dragged three-legged stools from the stables.

With a word, King Asher cleared the area of guards, and had two posted to the entrance to keep away listening ears. 

“I think Micah would be able to explain some things.” Loy fidgeted in his seat. 

“What do you know, you son of a squirrel?” King Asher snapped. Kane was taken aback by his forceful tone, as well as the others.

Loy wagged a finger. “Nell would not appreciate that language, sir.” He put both elbows on the vitrum table, “Like I said before, I told you all I know. The stones speak, and they told me that Flint was going to die today.”

“Stones do not speak. Use real terms, this isn’t a fairytale.” King Asher looked to Levi, who curled his lip to show a sharp fang.

“Micah has more information. Don’t kill the messenger here!” 

“Well maybe the messenger should stop acting like a buffoon.” King Asher crossed his arms. “Where is Mr. Watershed?”

“What time is it?”

“Noon,” Atlas said.

“Then he should be in the city.” Loy looked relieved. 

King Asher called over one the guards posted by the entrance, and sent him to fetch Micah. 

This disturbs me, Flint thought.

That someone wanted to kill you, or that Loy knew about it days ago? Kane asked. 

His fera gave a thoughtful pause. Then: Both. We must get to the bottom of this… and soon.

Piper

Reine eyed Levi, and straightened her posture. She was significantly smaller than the tiger, only coming up to his shoulder blades, but she willed herself to think otherwise. 

Piper smiled at her fera. You know, you’re not always going to be the most powerful animal in the room. 

I know that, Reine spat. She kneaded the ground, then looked to Levi. The tiger ignored her, too engrossed in the kingly duties at hand. But it’s nice to be appreciated.

I didn’t know it bothered you, Piper said.

“What’s taking them so long,” Atlas grumbled beside her.

“We’re going to have another Council meeting first thing in the morning,” King Asher decided. 

“I’m glad Skye’s sick,” Kane half-laughed, “or she’d be down here trying to boss everyone around.”

“The little pipsqueak will be mad when she finds out,” Loy added.

They all grew quiet as Micah entered the stable courtyard. He set down Monty, and let the badger walk beside him to the table. Kane drew up a stool for him. An awkward silence set in, until King Asher spoke.

“What do you know about the plot to kill Flint?”
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Chapter 40: Heir-Killers





Atlas

Micah gripped the edge of the vitrum table until his knuckles turned white. “There’s a group under Elbe. I don’t know what they’re called, and I don’t know why they’re there. I do know this: their leader is one of the Council members. Loy and I have listened to perhaps a dozen scattered conversations in different locations, and it is clear they have deep information that the general population is unaware of.” His Elben was precise and carried the right weight to smash the words against the listener’s ears. There was hardly a trace of a Kinnish accent. It reminded Atlas of his teachers in school.

“The stones speak… underground… right under our feet….” Asher trailed off. “There’s a murderous group with an unknown alliance beneath my city. And they tried to kill the fera of the North’s heir. My heir,” he splayed a hand on the table, showing off a single ring on his index finger. The ring held a sapphire that glinted in the sunlight. 

“This is unacceptable!” Loy exclaimed in Kinnish.

Asher pointed to Loy. “Quiet.” His gaze scraped between the two Trene ambassadors. “I want both of you to show my investigators where you heard this group. We must end this before they strike somewhere else. Thanks to you, Loy, the head of this group now knows that we are aware of them.”

Loy threw his hands into the air. “How else was I supposed to end the meeting!” Floyd pranced in place.

“Maybe by not saying what the emergency was?” Piper replied. 

My thoughts exactly, Hudson said.

“Quiet.” Asher skimmed over the interruption, “As I said before, I will call a Council meeting at dawn tomorrow, and I will make sure to find this underground leader. We will have an extra guard over Flint, and move him to another part of the palace.”

Kane and Flint dipped their heads in acknowledgement. 

“Atlas…” Asher drummed his fingers on the table. “Keep Kane safe.”

Kane

A new feeling washed over from Flint. It was hot and prickly, like a thorn soup. Kane realized it was a mix of protectiveness and fear.

What? What is it? he asked.

Flint lifted one hoof, and brought it down with a muffled thump. I can’t do anything.

Kane was surprised by the deer’s reaction. Okay.

We will be separated, our link strained. If something happens to you… He swung his single tines back and forth, nearly skewering Hudson and Floyd. Reine jumped back with a growl.

King Asher stood. “What now?”

“Um…” Kane tried to voice both streams of thought between his mind and his fera’s. “I think it would be best if Flint and I were closer. For moral support.”

“Moral support.” King Asher crossed his arms. “Kane,” he suddenly whispered out of the guards’ hearing range, “I know he is your fera, but do you want the rest of the world to know? If you had not been bonded, would you have cared for this deer?”

“Yes. He is my responsibility, and I am his.” 

Silence greeted his words. King Asher ran a hand through his hair. “Augh. We can’t have this. You may visit him every day and as often as you’d like, but we can’t have the heir moving into the palace with his officially unbonded fera. Have patience Kane.”

Flint pawed the ground again, but bowed his head in submission. Very well, Your Majesty. 

Piper

They left Kane and a few royal guards to help Flint move into his new quarters. King Asher went back to the interior of the palace, while the rest of the group continued into the city. Loy and Micah parted at the embassy, vowing to keep their eyes open to any suspicious activity, leaving Atlas and Piper to walk alone to the Fletcher’s house.

I didn’t even get to talk to Cooper today, she thought.

We have more important things to worry about, Reine said, like king-killers.

Heir-killers would be the more appropriate term.

Hmph. Reine climbed the front porch stairs, and went into the kitchen. Well our efforts deserve a proper reward. She jumped onto the table beside the window, I need meat!

Piper slid into the seat across from the leopard. Well you can hunt for it yourself, Miss Queen.

Reine sprawled into a dramatic pose. My paws are lead. My eyes are closed shutters.

How poetic. Piper smiled, and went to the Fletcher’s ice box. As she rummaged around the drawers of food, she felt a tap on her shoulder. “Hey!”

Piper came out with a half-thawed salmon. “Hey.”

Kit beamed. “I came back home and you weren’t here. Where were you?”

Placing the salmon on a plate, Piper brought it over to Reine and returned to Kit before speaking. “Um… Flint was threatened today.”

Kit paused in the braiding of her hair. “What?” Arlo reflected her surprise by suddenly rising to his rear feet and swiveling back and forth, looking for danger.

“Your dad can tell you more. And Kane himself.” Piper moved a small rabbit paperweight back and forth across the kitchen counter. It made a slight grinding noise on the granite. 

This is too hard. Reine gnawed on the fish.

You’re too hard, Piper thought. 

That’s not a good comeback, Reine flattened her ears.

Kit was saying something. Piper caught the end of her last sentence. “…how he’s doing. Okay?”

“I’m sorry, what?” Piper said. She felt embarrassed to have been caught half-listening. Kit took the interruption well, however.

“I’m going to see how Kane is doing,” she repeated. “I know you were just down there, but you’re more than welcome to come with me.”

Piper nodded. “Okay.”

What about my salmon?

You can let it thaw some more, Piper said, or stay home.

I can’t leave you alone, Reine growled. Life knows what trouble you’d get in without me. Let’s get this over with.

Kane

The new stables were cleaner and better kept than Flint’s previous home. The main reason for this was because it was the stables for King Asher’s royal guard, not merely the staff. Why Flint had not been placed here first, Kane could only guess at. Perhaps King Asher did not take Flint seriously. Perhaps he had wanted this to happen, in hopes the next heir would take his place. Perhaps—

Kane, Flint chided, silencing his swirling thoughts.

There was only one animal neighboring Flint; a young bay foal. It continually pranced in its spacious area, possibly biding its time until its human came. Fera that needed to be corrected were occasionally put in private stables while their human continued their shift. Did Flint need correcting? Why couldn’t he just follow him around with a rope—?

Kane, Flint ran his antlers over the wood of his enclosure, snapping Kane out of his trance. Kane, stay with me. We’re safe. Flint tensed, threatening to stand and bolt from the danger of his human’s sorrow.

I know we’re safe. Kane put a hand on the deer, and rubbed his coarse, ruddy fur. He pulled his knees close, and stared into space. I just want this to be over. No more wars, or bonding ceremonies. Just silence. Just me.

And me, Flint added. Never forget that you have me, and Life is always watching over us.

Is he? Kane tilted his head back, and fully leaned on the deer. He’s doing a pretty swell job at it right now.

Life is not our genie. You cannot control a god, especially ours. Flint nipped at Kane’s shirt. What will come, will come. We must learn to accept that.

Kane rounded on Flint. Really? The king of a nation must learn to make decisions, not accept them.

The king of a nation, Flint said, is both a leader and councilor to his people. And must be responsible for his actions, by his subjects or Life.

Kane seethed, but could not think of a suitable reply. His emotions were enough, for Flint gently diluted his anger with reminders of the simple pleasures around them. They were together, dry, safe and warm. The spring air churned above them, giving fresh breath to the stale stables. All was quiet and serene. Even the foal’s clopping blended into the music of sunset crickets and wind chimes from the palace. 

Taking a deep breath, Kane exhaled and closed his eyes. Thank you.

If you remember the little things Life has given you, the big things drift away, Flint said simply.

A bit of his old anxiety stirred, but Kane buried it. “Then we will have to keep this in mind for future days. Without it, I will fall.”
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A battle is fought, a ruler falls, and the world is changed. 


Chapter 41: Hypothetical Plans





Atlas

Piper and Kit had found Kane asleep in Flint’s stall, and had left him there for the night. At dawn, Atlas had woken Kane and brought him home to prepare for the Council meeting. An hour’s difference found them at the large vitrum table Asher set up for his gatherings.

The king sat on his throne and overlooked each member as they settled into the chairs beneath him. None dared to be absent today, unless they wished for immediate suspicion upon the previous day’s threats to Flint. 

Asher stayed on his dais. “You are all aware of yesterday’s events.” It was not a question. 

A series of “yes, Your Majesty” sprung from the eager table. 

I am now convinced our court is one of sniveling cutthroats. All ready to please and defend their interests. Atlas’s temper boiled, his wounds all too fresh.

If we unite their interests, then that shouldn’t be a problem. Hudson’s eyes glittered. One example would be the threat of the East and West.

We should unite them to attack their own? That seems hardly a credible plan. 

As a wise woman once told me, hypothetical plans are a step towards real ones, Hudson chuckled.

“Good.” Asher leaned forward on his throne. “Because we are going to find whoever did this. And when we do, they will face the repercussions of their actions. If you hadn’t been aware before, a threat to an heir or line of royalty is subject to execution. This guarantee is extended to their fera as well.”

A vacuum of silence was created amongst the Council members. None of them met Atlas’s or Asher’s raking gaze.

Frankly, I don’t trust any of you right now, Loy had said. Atlas now saw the wisdom in his words.

Asher cleared his throat. “Until this investigation is cleared, all Council members’ duties will be suspended. All of you are dismissed.”

Kane

Kane rose to exit with the other members, but his father put a hand on his shoulder. They waited until the room held only them, King Asher, and the royal guards. King Asher soon sent the guards to wait in a side room. 

“Kane,” King Asher said. “You will report to Donovan tomorrow morning at the Inventor’s Lab.”

“Yes sir.” He could feel Flint’s attention on the conversation, however strained. 

“You will be in charge of one unit. Twenty men, women and their fera have placed their lives under your leadership. Consider it a test.”

Twenty lives, as a test? Kane swallowed his fear. His father’s hand on his shoulder was an anchor to reality. “Yes sir.”

“Meet my eyes, boy.”

Kane looked up, and met King Asher’s eyes. They were dark brown and bloodshot, the pupils resting in the center of veins like a spider. “What do you see?”

“I see the eyes of a king, sir.”

“A wise reply.” King Asher blinked, then closed his eyes. He leaned back into his throne. “For one day, they will be your eyes too.”

Piper

“Ha! She said she’s going to bring you to the embassy to meet the Southern ambassador.” Kit turned the piece of scrap paper over and started to write. “Not if… I take her first!” She rolled up the scrap, and gave it to Madoc. The parrot squawked, and took off through the open window.

Thea had warned the girls against visiting Skye while she was ill, but they had devised another means to contact her. Or rather, Madoc had flown to Kit’s window with a note in his talons, demanding to know what had happened the day before. Apparently, Skye had sent him to scout Elbe, just as she had during their journey, and had seen the city abuzz with news of a threat to King Asher’s heir.

You’re bluffing, both of you. Reine cracked an eye open from the bed. 

“Reine thinks you’re bluffing,” Piper said.

“Yeah,” Kit laughed. “Kane and the other ambassadors are able to see officials at the embassy, but we can’t.”

Piper put aside the diagram of Northern rabbit breeds she had found on Kit’s floor. “Skye’s an ambassador.”

“Oh, you’re right.” Kit paused, her cheerful demeanor faltering somewhat. 

Madoc returned to the window with a new piece of paper. It was now Piper’s turn to write to Skye.

How are those targets holding up? Skye’s cursive said.

Piper grabbed the vitrum pen from beside Kit. Doing well, she wrote, but I may have poked a few holes in them with the mace. She gave the paper back to Madoc, and watched him fly away.

Piper thought back to a few hours before, when she had been unable to practice her battle tactics due to her lack of targets. She needed to gather more flour sacks and fill them with dirt.

She waited until Madoc came back and Kit started to reply to Skye before saying, “Do you think Thea has any more flour bags?”

Arlo looked up from beside Kit, but she continued to write. “No,” she laughed, “even if we baked bread every few hours, we wouldn’t be able to give you enough flour bags.”

Reine yawned. If you don’t, perhaps others can.

What do you mean? Piper asked.

What industry bakes bread all day?

Oh, Piper smiled. “Bakers.”

“Huh?” Kit tucked a bit of hair behind her ear.

“We can go to the city for flour sacks, to a bakery.”

Kit nodded. “Sounds good. There are three in Elbe.” She handed the paper note to Madoc, and looked him in the eye. “We’re going to the city, okay?”

Madoc thought for a moment, probably confirming with Skye, before bobbing his head and flying away. 

Atlas

When they came home, Sadie greeted them with a friendly bark. The golden retriever led them to the kitchen, where Thea was chopping mid-spring produce. A tray of strawberries, carrots, broccoli, and blueberries set up a colorful collection of finger food for that night. 

“Are we expecting anyone?” Atlas kissed Thea before sliding onto one of the chairs on the other side of the island. Hudson went over to the window seat with Sadie.

“Skye’s been in everyone’s business from her sickbed.” Thea’s words were harsh, but she wore a grin as she sliced a tomato into uneven layers. She turned the tomato layers on their side, and started to dice them. To Atlas’s vitrum-absorbed mind, they looked like red aleas. 

“With Madoc’s little mail service, it has been made clear to me that Loy and Micah want to come over for dinner,” Thea continued, fixing her hair back into its ponytail. “So we’re having soup.”

“Tomato?” Atlas guessed.

Hudson was wary of tomatoes, but Atlas assured him the fera would have meat or salads depending on their preference. 

Thea used her knife to slide the tomato cubes from the cutting board into an open pot. They splashed into an equally red, thick substance. “Tomato,” she confirmed. After a minute, she said, “The meeting was short. That’s never a good thing.”

She’s right on that, Hudson thought.

“All Council members were suspended from their duties.” Atlas winced as Thea’s knife hit with an especially loud thud on the counting board. Sadie and Hudson looked sharply from the window.

“Until?” The single word held the weight of an elephant fera.

“Until Kane’s investigation is cleared.”

Thea untied her apron and hung it on the hook behind her. She smoothed her clothes. “Where is Kane?”

“In his room.”

“I’m going to talk to him about this. He mustn’t think it’s his fault.” She left the kitchen, and Atlas followed. He waited at the bottom of the stairs with Hudson while Thea and Sadie turned into the upstairs hallway. Five heartbeats passed before Thea’s head appeared over the top banister.

“He’s not here.”

Piper

Past the marketplace was a series of private businesses that thrived and exported to the stall owners. As a result, two of Elbe’s three bakeries were on the same street. 

If that closet could be called a bakery, Reine growled.

Piper’s mood was dampened by the outraged response they had received from the first baker. She had called them thieves, assuming they would sell the empty flour sacks to the miller. Nothing Kit or Piper said would move the baker.

They now stood in front of the second bakery. As with all the buildings in the city, it was crammed haphazardly into a space between its neighbors of a café and shoe store. Part of the bakery jutted out in the street, although the owner tried to make the most of it with a tiny gated patio that held a single table, umbrella and chair.

A heavyset man had squeezed himself into the patio chair and was enjoying a sort of jellied doughnut. His terrier dog sat placidly on his stomach, lapping the crumbs that fell onto his shirt. Piper smiled at him before ducking into the bakery.

She was buffeted by the aroma of bread, and then the sweetness of icing. This bakery seemed to specialize in cakes and sugary confections, as compared to the rolls, sourdough and baguettes of the first one.

A man and woman were behind the counter when they came in. The woman straightened first at the welcome tinkling of the doorbell, and met them at the register. Through the clear glass in the display case, Piper could see her hairless cat following. It wore a blue sweater with multicolored fish woven across. 

“What can I do for you today?” said the woman. 

“We were wondering if you had any spare flour bags we could use,” Kit said. She looked down as Arlo sneezed.

Too much flour. Reine wrinkled her nose against the fine cloud of flour around them.

“Flour sacks? Sure.” The woman leaned over a frozen pyramid of cupcakes in the glass, “But you’ll have to talk to Vince.”

When Kit asked if they could speak to him, the woman pointed behind them. “Why, you passed him on your way in.”

The heavyset man had wriggled himself out of the patio chair when the girls approached him. He gave a broad grin, showing bits of strawberry jelly on his teeth. “Hello there! What can I do for you ladies this fine morning?” 

“We were told you had extra flour bags,” Kit said. “Would it be okay if we took them off your hands?”

Vince paused, and glanced at his terrier. “Now I’ve been weaseled before when people tried to sell the spare bags. What do you plan to use them for?”

Piper hoped they didn’t seem suspicious when she said, “Target practice.” 

“Target practice?” The baker arched an eyebrow.

Show him the alea. Reine’s tail snaked back and forth.

Piper took out the vitrum cube, and let it rest in her palm. “I need to improve my skill.” She almost added, For when I’m recruited.

“Hmm…” Vince rubbed his chin. “How about you buy a pastry each, and we’ll call it even.”

“Deal,” Kit said.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :)


Chapter 42: Corners

                   

Kane

The darkness had returned. It pulled at Kane’s feet, and left oily marks in his wake. With each step, the murky substance clung and weighed down his shoes. Or was it his soul? He knew it was only an illusion, but it still affected him.

Flint was too far away to hear. Too far away to help.

He would die here, halfway between his heart and home. 

“Kane?”

The afternoon sun was dazzling. Kane shaded his eyes and focused instead on the vitrum plant below him. It waved gently in the breeze, its glass leaves making a charming melody. Even in his dark shadow, the vitrum held a spark of light. A glimmer of hope.

“Kane!” His father’s voice was suddenly in his ear. Hudson’s black fur was over the vitrum plant. Unlike his shadow, however, the bear brought comfort. “Kane, are you okay? Oh Life.” Atlas briefly went away. “Thea! Over here.”

Both of his parents were soon on either side of him, their fera surrounding him. He was in a block of protection from the darkness. Slowly, as if waking from a dream, Kane came to himself. He remembered leaving the house, going to visit Flint. And then…

“Kane? We’re going home, okay?” His mother gently moved him forward.

He nodded, but couldn’t find the strength to speak. He knew this had been his worst attack since he had been bonded to Flint. The deer had kept his sorrow away. Flint had become his lifeline to sanity in such a small timeframe, it shocked him.

“…Needs rest. I’ll talk to Donovan, and he can postpone his training,” Atlas was saying. They approached the familiar blue door of their house. Kit opened the door, covered in flour. She looked like a ghost, the appearance further heightened by the surprise on her face. 

He stumbled past her, not meeting her eyes, and went up the stairs to his room. 

Kane was left alone on his bed, staring at the ceiling. 

“It happened again, didn’t it?” Kit leaned against his doorframe. “Your… fit.”

“Yes,” he croaked.

As if reading his mind, Kit said, “You need Flint.”

Kane was silent. It was so easy to be quiet, to fade away. Perhaps he would become a spirit. A specter to influence the events of Eden, but not a major pawn.

He didn’t realize Kit had left, but she came back to the doorway in a huff. “You’re not going to do this to yourself or me. Come on,” she grabbed his limp wrist. “We’re going to see Flint.”

Atlas

With a flick of his fingers, Atlas sent the copper coin twirling across the wooden table. The currency of Eden was universal. A copper coin was the same from Chesa to Elbe. This helped reduce inflation. It also promoted forgery. Atlas remembered one of his first tests as an ambassador was to tell the difference between a counterfeit and real copper. He had failed it, but learned from his mistakes with Milla’s guidance.

He slammed his palm on the copper, stopping its rotation instantly. Who is guiding my son?

We are, Hudson replied.

Why is he acting like this? Atlas curled his hand around the coin. I think I’m doing everything right until this happens. Until he wanders off into a ditch to ponder his fit of insanity!

He looked up as a flash of blonde caught his eye. Kit, holding Kane by his wrist. She froze.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“He needs Flint. And he can’t go alone.” Kit was rigid with defiance, daring him to challenge her. Protective of her patient. Her brother.

Atlas rose, leaving the copper on the table. “I’m going with you.”

Kit paused, then relented. “Okay.”

The change was gradual. When they were halfway to the palace, Kane started to keep pace with Kit. At the palace gates, he no longer needed her leadership. By the time they were in the corridor to the royal stables, he started a brisk walk ahead of them. And then a run. 

They rounded a final corner, and found Kane already at Flint’s stall. His head was buried in Flint’s fur, and the deer had wrapped his head over Kane’s shoulder, eyes closed.

“No one should be away from their fera,” Kit said solemnly. She wiped a bit of flour off of Arlo’s gray fur. “Once we’re bonded, it’s our Life-given right.”

Seeing Kane with his fera brought their case back to the forefront of his mind. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

Piper

Taking a step back, Reine admired her handiwork.

Our handiwork, Piper corrected. 

“That took way too long,” Loy complained from the back door.

“You didn’t even do anything,” Micah grumbled.

“Don’t insult me in Elben! You know I can’t understand it!”

Micah ignored the Trene prince and hefted the last target on its easel, spilling bits of dirt that crumbled from the seams. “They’re not as heroic as before.”

“Skye will have to paint some more foes for us,” Piper agreed. 

They looked at the bags filled with earth for a moment before Loy said, “Well, are you going to kill anything or what?”

Piper took out her alea, and twisted its sides. She sighed as it lengthened into the all-too-familiar mace. On the bright side, it’s not as heavy as it usually is.

Or you’re getting stronger. Reine fed her a spark of pride.

Maybe… Piper took one, two steps towards the target and swung. It popped like confetti under the spiked glass of her weapon. She repeated this process down the line.

One, two, pop.

One, two, pop.

By the end, she was sweating and drinking air like a landlocked fish. 

“Wow!” Loy patted her back. “That was good! You like the mace, huh?”

Piper laughed, but it came out as a gasp. “No.”

“Let’s see if we can save any of these…” Micah trailed off. “Or we’ll have to make more.”

Piper settled on the grassy floor of the training area, and pet Reine. “That might be best. Now that we have a baker who will—”

She was cut off by a rustle in the grass. The fera in the party pinpointed the source of the noise, and their humans were a few seconds behind as thoughts flashed back and forth.

A messenger came into the clearing, a blood red bird hovering over him. From reading animal encyclopedias borrowed from Kit, Piper now recognized the bird as an Eastern finch. 

The messenger gave a hasty bow, then frowned. “I was told this was the residence of Piper…” he glanced at the paper in his hand, “Reine?”

“Reine’s the name of my fera,” Piper clarified. “I don’t have a surname at this time.”

The finch-boy took off his hat, dusted it, then returned it to his head. “Piper and Reine, please come with me. You have been summoned to join His Majesty’s vitrum army.”

Atlas

Kit and Kane were left in the royal stables. 

Originally, all three of them were to attend the sudden meeting with Asher. Both of his children had objections. Kane would not leave Flint, and Kit pointed out that if he brought Flint through the palace, the staff would surely notice how tame the deer was. Everyone was still on high alert after the threat to Flint, and Atlas personally didn’t want Kane or his fera walking through the palace grounds without a guard.

How quickly we back ourselves into corners, Hudson said. It seems that we are a worse enemy to our cause than King Kayden or Queen Celia at this point.

Atlas had compromised by putting a two-soldier watch in front of the stable gates. The guards had agreed without complaint or question. They always did when the king’s name was used.

He had walked to the throne room with urgency and respect. To the servants he knew, he exchanged a nod. They made a clear path for him. 

The great stone and glass doors opened for him before he even had a chance to knock. He entered the throne room with Hudson, and knelt before their king. 

“I was told the meeting this time is about the current investigations,” Asher said. “As you know, they are in good hands.”

“Do you have any leads, other than the ones we provided?”

Asher paused, and Atlas knew the answer. “I am going to meet with ambassadors Micah and Loy tonight. I hope to gather more information.”

“I was going to have them interviewed tomorrow.” Asher tapped his throne’s armrest. 

“Asher,” his words rung in the stuffy air, “I need my son to be safe. Mentally and physically. His separation from Flint is taking a toll on him. We need his bonding ceremony to be soon.”

“I need our national threat to be taken care of before we crown him. Remember the assassination of King Rex.”

King Rex, Hudson said sadly. The wisest of them all. How would he have dealt with this situation? An heir without a crown and an enemy from two sides.

We will never know. Atlas clenched his fists. But we can deal with this as best as we can. “Let me find them, Asher.”

Asher pet Levi, his expression thoughtful. “How?”

“Our Defense meeting was underground, and I have traveled some of the routes connecting the abandoned fera arenas. With clues from the Trene ambassadors, I believe we can ferret out the scum and find their leader.” Atlas cleared his throat. “If nothing else, this is a prime concern for Elbe’s defense and security. This falls under the duties assigned to me.”

Levi growled, but it was not in irritation. Hudson translated it to a rumble of assent. Asher said, “Very well. You may assist this investigation. Life-speed, my friend.”

Remember to vote and comment! :) Let me know your thoughts about the story so far.


Chapter 43: Ivy

                   

Atlas

Kane refused to leave Flint, and Atlas did not fight him. He feared if he pulled them apart again, his son would relapse into a fera withdrawal. Perhaps he was so dependent on Flint because he had gone so long without another being tied to his soul. 

Had he hurt his son by waiting? How had past rulers coped with the bonding process?

He will recover, I am sure of this. Hudson walked alongside him, his footsteps heavy. Atlas glanced behind them to see prints in the late spring mud. Bear. Man. Rabbit.

“What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Kit said.

“We’re going to take Loy, Micah, and a few guards,” Atlas said, “and go underground.”

Kit was quiet as they came up the porch stairs. She went to open the door, then stopped. Picking a few flakes of blue from the door, she whispered, “Will you find them?” Arlo went up on his hind feet and stared at them, the question sparkling in his eyes as much as Kit’s.

“I pray so.” Atlas reached past his daughter, and turned the door handle. It swung open on creaky hinges.

They walked in to find Thea, Loy and Micah at the kitchen island. Without Skye, Milla, and Kane, the group seemed much smaller. More vulnerable. 

Hudson sniffed the air. Piper and Reine’s scent is stale. Where are they?

“Hiya Atlas!” Loy broke his thoughts with a sharp jab of Kinnish. “What’s going on?”

Kit went to the ice box. Atlas stood beside Thea, facing the seated Micah and Loy. “We’re going underground tomorrow.”

“Underground, eh?” Loy scratched his chin. “To find those creeps who wanted to kill Flint?”

Micah nodded. “That sounds good.”

Kit closed the ice box, kneeling down to feed Arlo a few lettuce leaves. “Where’s Piper?”

Thea sighed. “She was taken away.”

A thousand scenarios streamed through Atlas’s mind. Had Reine forced Piper to do something foolish? Due to recent tensions, had they been arrested because of their Western roots? Had they broken—?

“She joined the Elben vitrum unit, and didn’t even tell us,” Loy explained.

“She was called to duty this afternoon,” Thea said. 

“Piper?” Kit balked. Atlas shared her reaction. Why would she join the Northern army?

Hudson rationalized the situation. That’s why she’s been practicing in the backyard.

Oh Life. How long has she, he corrected himself, they been planning this? 

To the group, he said, “Now that she’s conscripted, she cannot easily be removed from the ranks. They could have told us before, and I might have been able to undo the contract she signed.”

“Will they come back?” Kit asked. Worry was creased on her face. 

“Yes. Soldiers are to be trained during key hours, and return to their homes in the evening.” Atlas crossed his arms. “She should be home soon.”

“In the meantime,” Loy interjected. “Can we eat?”

Piper

The messenger had brought them to the Inventors’ Labs. In the light of the setting sun, the building had been ablaze. Its roof had acted as a mirror, reflecting the sun rays into Piper’s eyes. She had squinted at the silhouettes gathering in ranks around her. At their belts and in their palms glittered the familiar glint of vitrum. 

The swath of grass before the labs was a sea of glass, gently rippling back and forth as the group made room for newcomers. Piper had found herself in the middle of it all, squished between a rhino and horse fera. Reine had to growl to make their presence known. 

Buffoons don’t know what they’re doing… Reine had been an inch away from hissing at their neighbors. Piper heavily suppressed the urge, like a stopper over a candle, and had avoided a fight. 

Cooper had assembled a vitrum platform and made a short speech about the soldiers’ courage and well-earned pride. They were serving their country already.

Then Griffin had taken the stage, and announced the partnership of the vitrum and aerial units. They were roughly the same side, and each vitrum soldier would be paired with a pilot. 

“You will train together, and in time, go to battle.” Griffin had paused, adjusted his aviator hat, and continued. “Our gliders are our first line of offense. Our vitrum soldiers are our last line of defense. I know this sounds confusing, but by the end of training, this will come as easily to you as breathing.”

“Not if we’re dead,” the rhino-man beside Piper had chortled. 

They had been introduced to the leading figures of each vitrum and glider group, then had been told to make a line at each of them. A half hour passed as Piper waited for her assignment. She was kept busy with distracting Reine from fights. The leopard’s temper had been shortened in the confined space, and Piper allowed her to blow off steam with a large lap around the Inventors’ Labs. Soon, dogs and other restless creatures were following Reine, making a chaotic chorus. The leaders had not seemed to mind the fera, and continued on with the pairings.

A General Quartz had found her name on his vitrum clipboard, and had pointed across the field they were in. “Your aviator is Ivy Marlowe.”

“Where is she?” Piper asked.

“With Griffin’s group.”

Piper had ducked out of the line and made her way to the crowd of gliders strung out like vitrum lights from the hangar. She hadn’t even known so many gliders existed, let alone fit into the Inventors’ Lab.

Perhaps they can be folded down, like all vitrum objects, Reine had said.

“Ivy Marlowe, Ivy Marlowe,” Piper whispered, keeping the name fresh in her mind. “Ivy Marlowe.”

You’re not going to find her that way, Reine had snapped. Before Piper had time to react, Reine had released a roar, quieting the others around them. Say her name!

“Is there an Ivy Marlowe here?” Piper said. She was met with muttering and shaken heads. Emboldened by Reine, she yelled louder, “Ivy! Ivy Marlowe!”

A glider a few feet away had shifted. “I’m Ivy Marlowe!”

Piper followed the voice to a girl with a sparrow fera. Aviators, as stated in the introduction speech, had to have fera with flight capabilities so they could stay together during battle. In the past, aviators with ground fera had not proven to be as productive as a pairing where both individuals could participate in training. 

“Hi,” Piper said. “I’m Piper, and this is Reine.” She had clasped hands with the girl. She looked to be a year or so younger than her, but was easily a foot taller. Brown-reddish hair covered half of her face until she pushed it behind her ear.

“I’m Ivy,” She had let the sparrow jump on the back of her hand. “This is Abel. We’re happy to meet you.” Her voice was soft, if a bit timid.

Reine curled her lip. Prey.

Don’t talk about them like that. Piper’s smile had been frozen to her face as she watched Ivy return Abel to his perch on the glider. Just because she’s shy doesn’t mean she’s weak.

Hmph. Reine’s tail had lashed back and forth. I will put up with them for you.

By the time all the pairings had been completed, it was time for the soldiers to be sent home. Cooper had sounded disappointed when he had called the training session over, but hopeful.

Piper now stood in the Fletcher’s kitchen, battered by a tide of questions. Why had she not told them sooner, what made her want to sign up for the army and didn’t she feel welcome enough here? 

She was forced to put a hand in the air, silencing them all. “Please. Please…” she trailed off. “I do feel welcomed here. The most welcome I’ve ever felt in a family. Reine and I just needed to do something… more. Something worthwhile in our lives.” Her fera growled in agreement.

“You couldn’t have been a baker’s assistant? Or applied to the coffee shop in town?” Atlas said. “You had to volunteer to throw yourselves to the wolves?”

Piper flinched. “I didn’t volunteer.” But the coins in her pocket did not seem as much as a comfort as they had before.

Thea pursed her lips. Atlas crossed his arms. Micah moved to the other room with Monty. Kit pet Arlo nervously at the window table. Loy looked dejected.

“Are you okay?” Piper asked Loy. 

“They wouldn’t let Floyd or me in the army, but they let you!” Loy exclaimed.

“That’s because you’re half of Trene’s embassy in Elbe,” Atlas said.

“Bah! Rules and their worth,” Loy said. He swung off the island chair and walked towards the front door. “Let’s get some rest people. Tomorrow’s a busy day!”

Remember to comment and vote! :) Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.




Chapter 44: Underground

                   

Kane

Flint woke him at sunrise. You need to go to Donovan. 

I thought it was postponed, Kane deadpanned. 

You know that’s not the truth.

Kane’s stomach growled. After breakfast, then.

You’re not going to form kingly habits with procrastination. Flint flared his nostrils, then sighed. Remember to have fun, okay? 

You’re starting to sound like Dad, Kane laughed, unhitching the door and allowing the deer to stroll out after him. Let the guards know when you want to go back in.

Flint closed his eyes as the sunlight washed over his fur. Today is a beautiful day. I’m not sure when I will want to go back in.

I’ll stay close. The training area is just past this wall, he motioned to the other side of the courtyard. Already the faint sound of clashing swords could be heard. Kane was glad that the Northern army was so close to the palace, even if his fera had not been so dearly needed.

Flint gently nudged his shoulder in farewell, then watched him leave. Kane picked up speed as he went to the kitchen to have breakfast. He was surprised when the soldiers in line parted for him, insisting his immediate service. With meekness, he grabbed a bowl of porridge and hurried out of the room before other fera could smell Flint on him. 

The less he interacted in public, the less chance his bond would be discovered.

As you go to lead a unit, Flint laughed. It is okay if they smell me. Is it not normal for an heir to visit their fera?

You’re not supposed to be my fera. Not yet. Kane squared his shoulders, and shoveled the rest of his porridge into his mouth. 

Flint snorted. Soon to be fera. Fera. It is all the same. 

No. He gave his bowl and thanks to a passing servant. Not in our world.

Atlas

Atlas clicked on his helmet and held out a small torch. Cooper had yet to find his famed teacher’s notes on vitrum-made light. Rocco Morris had died with more secrets than answers. With their luck, he had burned his research for Cooper to rediscover. 

The absence of vitrum reminded Atlas of his childhood. Before Asher, Cooper, and Thea. Before Hudson, even.

“What are these for?” Loy knocked on the helmet next to him. Micah looked up, and shot an irritated scowl back at Loy.

“These tunnels haven’t been used since the reign of Queen Sidney. I’m sorry to say that things will fall on us. Not everything will be dirt.” With a wave of his torch, Atlas led a fresh flame to each stump of wood around him. It illuminated the faces of their companions in an eerie light.

Loy and Micah had accompanied them, along with five guards assigned to their task force, to the far side of Elbe, near a crumbling set of apartments. There, the only remaining entrance stood to the condemned fera fight arenas.   

The last time Atlas had been here had been to conduct the Elben Defense meeting with Cooper, Griffin, and Donovan. The thought now occurred to him that, despite the secrecy of the meeting, anyone could have overheard them if they had been in the right place at the right time. This sent a shiver down his spine.

Atlas and the others had moved the boards covering up the opening to the tunnel, then stacked them back behind them, hopefully deterring followers. The original seven guards Atlas brought were brought down by two as he added a further precaution and stationed them at the tunnel entrance. 

They had trekked in relative silence through murky sludge and rotting wood. The tunnels had once been a place of lavish transportation, where the elite could show off both their fera and wealth as they traveled between arenas. Decades of idleness had welcomed vermin—human and animal alike—to stalk its empty halls. King Rex had sent a special commission to arrest illegal fera fight managers and close all underground entrances.

One had been left untouched. The progress paused in the midst of King Rex’s assassination and later preserved in the ascension of King Asher. 

“It’s a piece of our history,” Asher had argued. “If we forget it, then it will just happen again.”

And forget it we did, Hudson rumbled.

An uneasy lump formed in the pit of Atlas’s stomach. How many years had they left this threat open, like a wound uncleansed? What filth now roamed beneath their city?

Monty the badger walked ahead of them, chosen for the lead point because of his skill at determining weak points in the earth. His striped nose and ears were always on alert. Now however, he suddenly stopped. The rest of the group froze.

“There’s a weak spot in front of us,” Micah said. “Rotting supports to the side of the wall.”

Atlas moved his torch to the suggested area, and found a stack of stones holding up the wall. Their crumbling state brought the image of a mountain avalanche to his mind. They made a wide arc around the support, and continued on.

“Why haven’t we found anyone yet?” Loy whispered. Floyd gave a low bleat.

“Because they don’t want to be found,” one guard replied in Kinnish, surprising Loy. Her dog fera, a border collie, trotted along beside her, occasionally mingling with the bloodhound fera of another guard. 

“How did you discover these people? This plot?” Atlas asked.

“When you butter up the shopkeepers, they tell stories.” Loy grinned. “I had to buy a half-dozen albino tiger toys to hear about the legend of an Elben ghost. King Rex, they said. The tomato and carrot farmer overcharged me to hear the folktale of a pack of ghosts, and for another silver coin admitted they were underground. Where underground?” Loy snapped his fingers. “That took longer. Micah found a steam vent near the embassy, and heard voices.”

“They were talking about fera,” Micah said. “Guessing what type Kane had.”

This alarmed Atlas, but he hid it well. Hudson shared his anxiety. 

“We did some more investigating,” Loy continued. “And found a series of vents that kept us updated on their meetings. They were forming a plot for ‘the dear,’” he sniggered as he splashed through a puddle, “which ended up being the deer.”

The dear? Hudson wondered.

“But we lost them for a while. I think they knew someone was listening to them.” Micah frowned.

“And then found them again the day the plot was to happen.” Loy concluded.

“Piper told us she found you alone, Loy.” Atlas briefly turned to look at the red-cloaked man. “How did you know about the plot?”

Loy’s teeth flashed in the gloom. “Why, because the important parts were in Kinnish.”

Piper

“Now I see why this could be a problem.” Kit watched Piper swing the mace in wide loops as she worked on the next set of targets.

“I’m only getting practice with the mace.” Piper gasped as it slipped free from her grasp and flew over the target-easels. It made a muffled thump in the field.

Could you get that for me? Piper asked. 

Reine narrowed her eyes from the back porch step. Am I a dog to play fetch? Who lost it?

Me.

Who needs to get it? Reine’s tail twitched irritably. 

Piper sighed, and swept through the tall grass, searching for the glint of vitrum. She nearly tripped over the spiked mace, and gingerly picked it up by its pommel before returning it to its cube state.

Will I ever fully get the hang of this? She thought, her spirits low.

Reine’s ears pricked forward. With practice, Piper, perhaps we will have a chance.

Piper followed her fera’s attention, and saw the messenger with his Eastern finch heading towards them. It was time to go.

 Remember to vote and comment! :D Let me know your thoughts about Rise so far.




Chapter 45: Kinnish

                   

Kane

Henry Donovan was a tall man. Taller even, than Atlas. But while his father carried the brawn of a lumberjack, Donovan showed his strength through badges and the radiation of power that came with rank. Kane had grown up with an uneasy tension between his house and the general. 

Donovan’s goshawk, Briar, was making an intimidating mess of her meal. It almost made Kane lose his own breakfast.

“Kane Fletcher,” Donovan said, not moving his piercing gaze from the sparring soldiers below. Kane was glad for this small mercy. “It’s a pleasure you decided to join us. Isn’t it, Briar?”

Briar paused, her beak and talons still bloodied. Her yellow eyes regarded Kane as a predator to prey, and he shuffled his feet uncomfortably.  

“Sir, I was given charge over a unit by King Asher. May I ask where I can find them, and what training courses you would recommend me going over with them?” Flint helped him form the diplomatic words as fast as he said them.

Perhaps they were too diplomatic. Donovan turned towards him, and Kane was pinned by two vicious glares. 

Stay strong. If you back down now, we will be labeled as food. Flint stood with him, his antlers lowered as if he were beside Kane. We must be respected if we are to be kings.

A long minute passed before Donovan turned away, releasing Kane. “In the mornings, all foot soldiers train under me. At noon, they break into their separate groups for two hours before returning home. Those two hours after noon are to create a bond between the leader,” Donovan showed a cracked smile, “and followers. This is crucial in battle, where the trust of your soldiers may save your life. Do you understand, boy?”

Kane bowed. “Sir.”

“Good. You will find your unit under the crown banner.”

Kane scanned the crowd of sparring soldiers. Countless banners were picketed in a large circle around the training ground, acting as a barrier to the archers beyond. He knew somewhere beyond the sprawling courtyards and buildings lay the Inventors’ Lab, where the aerial and vitrum units would be training. 

Donovan started yelling drill orders to the soldiers, leaving Kane feeling useless as he struggled to find a task for himself. Should he scout out the arena? Leave? 

I am a leader without a unit, he thought bitterly.

For now, yes. Flint chewed on a mouthful of grass, content in his enclosure, but still concerned for Kane. 

I have roughly five hours before I even meet my unit. Kane watched the metal swords flash, and the groan of one soldier as the blunted weapon hit his armored arm. He returned to Donovan. “Where are the other leaders?”

“Group twenty-four! You are slacking!” Donovan bellowed. “You are not laggards! A sloth could cut your knees out!” Without pause, he pointed to the far side of the courtyard. “You can find the other unit leaders, or officers, in the tent over there.”

Kane thanked him, before moving to a light blue canopy tent with a half dozen vitrum chairs scattered about. Each one was taken by an officer or fera. They were all dressed in the pressed blue uniforms of the army. Kane had not been given a uniform.

We will have to let King Asher know this, Flint said.

“Heir Kane,” a man saluted. The others made no move of welcome.

“Hello,” Kane said. “Are these all the officers for our foot soldier units?”

“And archers.” A woman said. Her cape buffalo snorted and shook its head. “But no, this is not all of us.”

Kane settled on the damp grass and tried to make eye contact with each unit leader. “I look forward to working with you.”

“The same to you,” the man who had saluted him said. His porcupine fera was on his lap.

Kane read his nametag, “Thank you, Officer Caleb.” 

Slowly, the group started to thaw. The officers started to introduce themselves one by one, and rekindle the conversation Kane’s presence had put out. He learned that recent army recruits were skilled, but still had a ways to go before they fought in unity. Donovan’s training was making great strides in this progress. The only complaint was the small time frame he gave the officers to their units.

Kane found himself fascinated by the officers’ chatter. Topics bounced around from politics to the evening’s meal, but all with the same seriousness of a strategic meeting. Someone brought out a vitrum map, and they began to stage mock battles against one another, moving their troops here and there.

They’re quite friendly, once they know you’re not an enemy, Flint noted.

At noon, a large platter of sandwiches and refreshments were brought to the tent. A few of the officers shared skins of sharp smelling liquid, which Kane passed along. He looked behind him to see the foot soldiers and archers resting from their labor.

A hulking, bird shaped shadow suddenly crept over him. Kane glanced up to see Briar perched on one of the rods forming the skeleton of the tent. Her talons poked holes in the cloth.

Donovan put a hand on Kane’s shoulder, and he forced down the urge to shake it off.

“Has everything been going well, Heir Kane?” The general asked. “Have you been welcomed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you been provided with necessary comforts while you wait?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is that all you can say?” Donovan’s eyes held a dark spark. Anger, Kane recognized. 

Jealousy, Flint said.

“No, sir.” Kane rose, his own anger at a simmer. Who was Donovan to treat him like a child? He was going to be his future king. 

The general’s piercing eyes no longer pinned him in fear. Kane hid the defiance in his voice with curt civility. “If you’ll excuse me, I believe I have a unit to attend to.” 

Atlas

Why, because the important parts were in Kinnish.

Kinnish.

The West. 

Atlas kept his tone at a whisper. “What do you mean? The plot was in Kinnish?”

Loy shrugged, unconcerned. “A lot of it was.”

“And Elben. Sometimes mixed to keep the conversation coded,” Micah said.

Asher’s hesitation came back to him. Why he had wanted to wait for Kane’s bonding ceremony. What would have happened if they had gone through with it earlier? Would his son still be alive?

I’m afraid we must wait further, until our threats are put to rest. Hudson flinched as a water droplet fell onto his nose. The tunnels had gradually grown worse as they neared the center of the fera arenas. Wood paneling and any other suggestion of what it had been before were stripped and replaced with messy graffiti. 

“That is not a nice word,” Loy pointed to a Kinnish scrawl questioning the lineage of Northern fathers.

Seinish, and even Chestic graffiti made appearances on the stone they passed. Atlas could not determine their age. 

The tunnel suddenly widened. A gaping hole stood where a door had been before. Rusted hinges still clung to the sides of the opening. Monty scoured the area and determined it was safe before the group went through. 

Beams of light came through a slotted ceiling, vaguely showing the stadium seating leading down to a gated area. Mountains of dirt had been raised and flattened, forming a plateau region for past entertainment. Miniature fissures and canyons were frequent pitfalls in the arena. 

Atlas put his arm out, stopping the others from going any closer to the arena. 

“Oh Life,” Micah whispered.

In the center of the arena stood a table surrounded by standing figures. They were clearly in an argument by their raised hands and voices. Atlas was too far away to hear clearly what they were saying.

Suddenly, one of the figures looked up, and froze. His fellows stopped, and turned.

They have nine, we have eight. But their fera look to be weaker than ours, Hudson quickly ran through their odds.

Life help us. Atlas took out his vitrum disk, and changed it into a knife, “Stop in the name of the crown!”

 Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :)




Chapter 46: The Cats

                   

Piper

There was yet another line when Piper went to her training grounds, and a half-hour wait to go with it. She watched enviously from her spot in place as Reine frolicked around her.

A pecking order had already begun to establish itself within the Northern army’s fera. The sole rhinoceros in the group proved to be the largest and most aggressive about his standing in the fera’s eyes. Ranger and his human—demanding to be called only “Paine” although Reine highly doubted this was his first or last name—were nearly second to their commanders, holding a not-so-quiet sway over their comrades. The group would part for them wherever they went, or be pulled out of the way by a fellow soldier. 

From Ranger and Paine went the other creatures. The horses and horned bulls were mostly civil about arrangements, but a few spirited ones rose to the top, and eyed Ranger with thinly-veiled jealousy. Bears, birds, dogs, and others had their own personal hierarchy, but Piper paid most attention to where Reine was; the cats.

Domestic cats, lynxes, lions and tigers were present in this group. Originally, the lions had inserted themselves onto the top tier, with tigers in second, then lynxes and so on. Reine, however, was the only leopard present. And a Northern one at that. This, Reine claimed, put her stake higher than the lions, who were descendants from Chestic stock. 

She had immediately started to undermine the lions on her second day. Leading a pack of dogs their way to scatter a meeting of the cats, before promptly dropping her act and salvaging the broken atmosphere of calm gained Piper a bad reputation and tongue-lashing from her peers. 

This had stopped Reine for two hours while Piper practiced target accuracy by throwing javelins, and later fumbling with a mace on the sidelines as the rest of the army clashed with vitrum staffs. 

At noon, she had stood guard over the carnivore’s meat pile, insisting to eat her fill first until one of the lions forced her out of the way. Although they couldn’t directly speak to each other, the lions clearly showed their contempt for the small usurper. 

It was still the second day, and Piper felt her skin burn where the paired stares of lion fera and their humans bore into her. Reine, you need to stop this.

They were gathering for Cooper and Griffin’s instructions, and her leopard was standing proudly beside her. And what would that be?

The lions are bigger and stronger than you. Just let them have their way with the cats, and stay out of it. We don’t need enemies on our own team. We’re already going against the West, Piper said. Your acting… like a kit.

I’m acting like a well-groomed member of my class, Reine snapped. There are ways and rules that need to be laid down.

What if they are already laid down fine? What if you’re only harming yourself and your group? Piper rebuffed. 

You’re thinking of yourself, Reine’s ears flattened. And what they’ll think of you, because of what I’m doing with the fera.

That’s exactly what I’m thinking! Piper thought in exasperation. 

Reine dug her claws into the dirt. I’m working for both of us, Piper. I always am.

It doesn’t— Piper was cut off by Cooper’s voice.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the inventor spoke through a vitrum megaphone, “we are going to gather into our vitrum-aerial groups once more. Vitrum soldiers, please find your assigned glider partner.”

Piper faced the lake of gliders spread out on the other side of them. Most of them had been shuffled or dragged to their positions, but a few pilots had started to make leaping bounds and short bursts of gliding to the training area. Griffin was encouraging them to use the latter methods to reach the training area from the aerial side of the field. 

Knowing Ivy’s scent, Reine swiftly located her and led Piper along through their link.

“How was your day so far?” Ivy said softly. It was hard to hear her over the greetings around them, but Reine’s ears helped Piper understand. 

“Good, how was—” Piper was cut off again as Cooper started to speak through his megaphone. Her irritation bubbled over to Reine, who growled.

“Let’s get started, champions!” Cooper said cheerfully. “Pilots, your job is to be our eyes in the sky and to protect and lead the assault against any threats.” He smiled as a series of crows and birdsong filled the air.

“Vitrum soldiers,” Griffin took the megaphone from Cooper. “As we’ve said before, you are our last line of defense. You are as important as our Golden Gates, and are here to protect the pilots when they land.” The vitrum soldiers, not to be outdone by the aerial units, gave a cacophony of roars, barks and howls to Griffin’s speech. 

“We’re going to go through some basic techniques—” It was Cooper’s turn to be interrupted as a murmur went through the crowd. “What? What is it?”

Someone spoke up. “There’s a—”

“It’s a—”

“—There’s an announcement from King Asher!”

Cooper looked to Griffin. Both instructors seemed surprised.

A messenger jumped onto the stage with his Eastern finch. The same messenger that had been escorting Piper to her training sessions for the past two days. His blood red finch stood out sharply in the cotton background of the sky. 

“An announcement from King Asher,” the messenger repeated.

“Out with it!” Paine barked. He was hushed by his neighbors.

It was quiet enough to hear the messenger without the assistance of Cooper’s megaphone. “The East and West have recently ceased and barred all travel to and from our Northern territory. They have given us demands to sell them our innovation and war secrets, vitrum being chief among them. If we refused, then war would be declared on us by those kingdoms. As a result,” the messenger started to yell above the outcries, “The Northern territory is now officially at war with the partial union of the East and West!”

A mixed response came from the vitrum and aerial units. Cries of peace. Cries of bloodshed. Cries of sacrifice. 

Piper reeled from the messenger’s words. War? It had always seemed like a boiling threat, something to be gained years from their point. Even now, it did not seem real. 

War, Reine’s roar joined in with the chaos around them. Now, we will confront our enemies! Stand for our justice!

Piper stepped under Ivy’s glider, shielding herself from the madness. 

“This is not good,” Ivy mumbled. Abel fluttered nervously from her shoulder to his perch on the glider.

Piper scanned the faces of her comrades. Each of them held an absolute emotion; rage, fear, joy. Twisted into the way they wished the world to view the situation. 

What was hers?

Kane

Kane admitted to himself that he was horrible with names. They continually slipped his mind. It was not a kingly trait, and Flint assisted him where he could. Luckily for him, the foot soldiers had their names stitched onto their uniforms. Those with higher ranks would gain a nametag. Kane had still not received his from Donovan, but it was not needed. Although those who recognized him simply said—

“Heir!” a woman shouted. Kane whipped from his discussion with an Officer Magnus, who had been giving him advice about what to do for training drills, to see one of his unit members break rank and run towards him. Kane checked for her name. Tabitha ran in light blue script across her uniform. 

Her cautious gazelle fera hung back, but she pressed forward and saluted Kane. “Heir, a messenger just passed me. He is going to call a meeting for all of our units.”

Kane looked to Officer Magnus. “Should we follow this messenger?”

A horn blared from the center of the training field.

Officer Magnus scratched his black goatee. “Does that answer your question, Heir Kane?”

I hear servants running through the palace and by my quarters. There is trouble afoot, Flint warned.

Squaring his shoulders, Kane called to his unit. “We’re gathering. Let’s go.”

Most of his foot soldiers had years of service under their belt, King Asher had made sure Kane would not be made a fool of in his own army, but Donovan had been able to whittle away a few soldiers before he had a chance to properly know them, and replaced them with what the others called “fresh meat.” These unfortunate souls and their fera were not only in the position of being new recruits in a strange atmosphere, but under the leadership of an officer who knew little more than them. Kane could see the pressure was getting to a couple of them already. 

As they walked, he fell back to two sullen soldiers in mid-rank. They straightened and saluted as they saw him. “Heir.”

“What are your names?” Kane asked.

“Naomi,” said the girl.

“Brady,” said the man.

“And where are you from?” Kane asked.

“We’re both from Torin,” Naomi said.

“Ah,” Kane paused. Torin was governed by Lady Harper. “I recently met with your representative.”

Who’s a witch, Flint burst, although the effect was lessened by his soft tone; they were growing farther from his courtyard.

Kane agreed with him, but did not say it aloud. 

The soldiers brightened. Brady wrung his hands. “What did you think of her, Heir?”

What did he think of Lady Harper? He had a truthful answer, and a diplomatic—no, a princely—answer. For only a future prince could muster enough strength to say anything positive about that snake of a woman. 

“She is smart, and knows the workings of the court very well,” Kane managed to compliment. “That cannot be said for all in King Asher’s Council.” Including us, he thought. 

Flint acknowledged this with a thin strand of worry.

Brady and Naomi seemed satisfied as they gathered around a hastily-placed vitrum stage. Donovan was front and center, with the messenger and his Eastern finch to the side. The crowd stretched as far as Kane could see. With new recruits every day from surrounding towns and cities, the North was truly uniting.

“King Asher has declared war!” Donovan announced. Briar gave a rapid ki-ki-ki-ki call. “This is no longer a tea party, soldiers. We’re playing for keeps now.” He folded his arms and nodded approvingly as the units broke into cheers and whoops. 

Kane felt numb, an old dread creeping into his young soul. But it was shaken with the warrior cries around him. Why was he worried, when everyone around him was elated with the chance to defend their home, his realm?

If I’m going to prove myself to my kingdom, it starts now. His resolve solidified, and his raised fist joined the hundreds around him. “For Elbe! For the North!”

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about Rise so far. 


Chapter 47: Fading

                   

Atlas

The silhouettes disappeared into the shadows, leaving behind only the table they had surrounded.

“After them!” Loy yelled. He, Micah, and the five guards started to run. Atlas called back two of the guards to stand with him by the stadium’s entrance. As far as he knew, this was the only opening. 

He was right. As Loy’s group vaulted over the tiered seating, two groups of shadows closed on Atlas’s position. Hudson smelled seven human scents, along with their assorted fera.

Throwing his torch to the floor, Atlas cut and slashed with his vitrum knife. Hudson’s nose helped him identify where to attack. 

Suddenly, the guard beside him cried out and fell. The shadows jumped over the guard, and streamed out into the corridor. 

Atlas fell to his knees and recovered his now dim torch. Through the gloom, he was able to see the guard on her side and curled into a fetal position. Her border collie whined. Hudson took a step closer, sniffing cautiously.

She’s fading, Atlas, he said.

Atlas and the remaining guard gently turned her over to see a precise incision over her heart. The woman opened her mouth to speak, and then her eyes dimmed. She was gone.

Her border collie’s whines grew louder, until it started to howl in grief. Then it ran out of the stadium, its howls turning into frantic barks. 

It’s gone mad, Atlas thought. But then an idea occurred to him. What if it’s mad with vengeance? 

“Loy, Micah! We’re leaving.” Snapping his fingers to the other guard, Atlas started to run after the border collie’s echoes. 

Piper

The aerial and vitrum units were dismissed after the announcement. 

If they weren’t going to dismiss us, Life would do it himself, Reine said. This army gets excited too quickly.

Cooper and Griffin should use that energy for more training, not setting them loose upon the local breweries. Piper kicked a pebble in front of her, sending it skittering into the grass. 

Perhaps we should celebrate as well, Reine purred. She sent thoughts of prime ribs, smoked salmon, and other delicacies. 

Piper mentally swiped them away. The announcement of war is not cause for celebration.

The announcement of defending what is ours is, Reine countered. The North will not bow down to the whims of outsiders!

We are outsiders! We speak Kinnish, and, until a couple months ago, lived there. Piper sighed, So much has changed, Reine.

We have changed as well. Her fera butted her head against her leg. The North is our home.

Piper bit her lip, and nodded.

The Fletcher’s house soon came into view. Piper was surprised to see Skye and Milla on the front porch, alongside Kane and Kit.

“Hey, stranger!” Skye chirped. She looked a bit pale, but otherwise healthy. Madoc made a tight circle over the group, trilling a happy tune.

“Skye!” Piper smiled, and gave the girl a brief hug. “You’re better.”

“I was going to wait another day, but…” Milla shrugged. “She seems good enough to get back in the world. I’ve seen trainees in worse shape when reporting to duty.”

“They let your units out early too,” Kane noted.

“It was quite a shock to everyone,” Kit said. “Arlo already wants to fight, but I’m not too fond of enlisting. Plus,” she laughed, “my parents would kill me before any warrior could.”

A rabbit would not be allowed into the army, Reine sniffed. They would be squished.

Piper glanced at the leopard. They could be used as messengers. Like the finch-boy.

Reine narrowed her eyes at Kit’s gray fera, Maybe. 

“Well, looks like we’re having a ceres night!” Thea shouted from the kitchen. “Come in everyone!”

It took Piper a moment to recall that the ceres, or harvest, night was the Northern equivalent of a hodgepodge buffet. As before, an assortment of bread, cheese, and fruit lined the table. The centerpiece was a great slotted bowl filled with multicolored jams. 

Reine and Sadie were given leftover fish from the night before while the other fera were able to pick from plates their humans prepared. 

As they sat down around the stone dining table, Skye said, “When will Atlas get back?”

Kane slathered a piece of bread with bright blue jam. “I don’t know.”

“He’s been gone all day, with Loy and Micah. They’re… under the city.” Thea chewed slowly on the cheese sandwich she had made.

Kit nibbled on a strawberry, and gave the top to Arlo. “I hope he comes home soon.”

“Underground is where the filth of Elbe have roamed and grown. Let’s pray he comes home alive, and not in a body bag,” Milla said.

Atlas

He was alone with Hudson, the guard, and the guard’s bloodhound. Together, they honed in on the border collie’s barks. It grew more panicked by the minute. Hurry! Quick! It seemed to say.

Are you ready? Hudson asked.

Yes. Are you? Atlas replied.

Always, my friend, Hudson rumbled. His paws thudded on the raw dirt, sending shockwaves up the side of the tunnel. Loud crashes of earth heralded their coming.

Suddenly, the border collie’s barks cut off with a strangled whine. And then nothing.

Atlas put on an extra burst of speed, keeping the last bark’s location in mind. They rounded a last twist in the tunnel to a dead end.

Hudson pressed his nose to the ground. The border collie has been here. His scent is fresh. 

The guard’s bloodhound lowered his head to catch the scent, and then came up to the wall of the dead end. He looked back to his human.

“I think there’s an entrance,” the guard said. “Although the trail cuts off here.”

Atlas scratched his chin and adjusted his helmet. It was slightly dented from a hit he had taken. 

“Hey!” Loy came around the bend. “You left us with two prisoners and a dead lady! Care to explain?”

Two prisoners? Atlas’s hopes soared. 

We need to mark this place so we can return. Hudson wandered back and forth in the dead end.

Thinking quickly, Atlas unstrapped his helmet. He dug a shallow indent in the dead end, then covered it with dirt. “How long can your bloodhound follow a trail?” he asked the guard.

“For many days, sir, depending on the conditions.”

“Good.” Atlas pointed to the place where his buried helmet lay hidden. Fearing his plan would be overheard by unwanted listeners, he only said, “We’ll be back.”

And avenge those we have lost, Hudson rumbled.

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know what you thought of this chapter.


Chapter 48: Explosives





Kane

The sun set in a magnificent blaze, leaving streaks behind in the sky that burned into Kane’s memory. The stars came out in equal glory, showing each and every one of Life’s eyes. Always watching, no matter what form they took.

Kane looked up at the stars. “Are you ever tired of watching us?” 

The stars winked back coyly. 

How many nations had Life seen rise and fall? How many heroes had he seen fail?

How many heroes had he seen succeed?

Kane knew this thought came from Flint, however far away he was in the palace stables. For a deer, you’re awfully cheery. Shouldn’t deer be shy, paranoid things?

One of Flint’s quotes echoed back to him; First impressions are not always the right ones.

Kane tapped his foot on the front porch stairs, mulling over the recent events that had shaken his contained, safe world. His bonding, the threats, the war. Where was the catalyst who had brought this to him? Where was his father?

He remembered, when he was little, sitting for hours on the front porch, waiting for Atlas to come home. His mother and Kit would sit beside him, sharing cookies and watching the dusk fade. 

This was before he understood that ambassadors could never come home, even when they were right in front of you. A part of them forever remained in the adventure. Living in past thrills and future prospects.

And here he was again. Except now he was alone, without cookies.

A thread of hope came from Flint. Reminding him of joyful days that were to come. He would be king, ruling over a prosperous North—

Stop! Stop… Kane rested his head in his hands. I’m not even prince.

Flint tried to comfort him, but it was laced with strain due to the distance. He urged him to come to the palace, before a fit overtook him.

I’m fine, Kane said resolutely. He would wait until Atlas came home.

“Kane?” He startled as Kit’s voice awoke him from his stupor. “Everyone else is asleep. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Waiting for Dad.” Kane massaged his hand; it had become sore after hours of practicing swordplay alongside his unit.

“You should go to bed, or to Flint. You have your unit tomorrow. I can wait for him.” She sat down beside Kane. Arlo brought his paws over one of his drooping ears, and began to groom himself. 

“No. I want to see him. It’s my assassins he’s chasing, after all,” Kane joked.

Kit shifted uncomfortably. “You’ll have to have a royal guard, you know, once this is over. Prince or not, you are next in line for the throne. Asher must respect yours and Flint’s safety. Unless he wants Charlotte reigning after him.”

“King Asher,” Kane gently corrected, “would not want a Harper on the throne.”

Kit shrugged. “There are always suspects in this game.”

“Since when have you become an expert on this?” Kane said.

“Since I started to take my little brother’s title seriously.” Kit’s eyes twinkled brightly like twin stars. “Someone’s got to watch your back.”

“Thanks.” A quietness draped over them like a soft curtain, stretching for an indefinite amount of time. Kane imagined years could pass, and he would stay here, in this moment. Waiting for hope.

It was dawn when they finally saw him. The sun had just started to heat the horizon, setting the edges of the sky on fire.

Atlas half-leaned on Hudson as he came to the house. Kit shook Kane to full consciousness, and together they helped their father inside. He sunk into a chair at the dining table. 

“Thank you,” he grunted. “Why…”

“We were waiting for you,” Kit said. “I’ll go get Mom.” She ran out of the room. Her faint footsteps and Arlo’s scrambling could be heard going up the stairs.

“How,” Kane swallowed, “how did it go?”

Atlas stared at the whitewashed walls. His jaw worked back and forth, filtering his response. “We got two prisoners that are being interrogated as we speak.”

“How large is this group?” Kane asked, wishing he could pet Flint for comfort as Atlas was to Hudson.

“I’m not sure. The shadows down there could hide any number of fugitives. Not all of them are from the North.” His father closed his eyes as Kit and Thea entered. “Know this Kane; we will get to the bottom of it soon.”

Piper

You know, Piper hacked at a cloth target, I think the mace is starting to grow on me.

It should, or we’ll be dead on the battlefield. Reine spread out her paws on the back stairs, inspecting each of her claws and occasionally nipping bits of dirt out from beneath them. 

“You wouldn’t know I spent hours making these for you,” Skye complained from the sidelines. She held a dripping paintbrush in her hands. “Maybe I should just do circles, like in archery.”

Life knows we will miss your carnivorous camels, Reine yawned. Where does she get these ideas? Her nightmares?

“Whatever would be best for you,” Piper said. She wiped dust from her Northern uniform.

“I’d like some archery targets!” Loy exclaimed.

Skye scowled. “When are you going back to the embassy?”

Piper twisted the alea’s pommel, and pocketed its cube version. “Micah’s there already, right?”

“He’s trying to get a message to Nell, saying we’re okay. Do you know how hard it is to get outgoing mail here?” Loy said. Floyd gently knocked his horns on the side of the house, as if expressing his angst through Morse code.

“In case you’ve forgotten,” Skye said flatly, “we just declared war on the East and West.”

“Your Northern messenger pigeons would get shot down anyway,” Loy mumbled. Louder, he said, “Am I right, Pipes?”

Or your bighorn sheep could be shot, Reine growled.

Piper ignored Loy, instead going over and looking at Skye’s newest creation; a scene of thunder clouds over mountains. “Is that the Northern Mountains?”

“Yes. You can attack whatever’s on the other side!” Skye beamed. Madoc fixed the peak of a dripping mountain with his talon.

Piper nodded, mixed emotions churning her stomach. “Yeah.” She looked at the shrinking pile of cloth sacks. They would need to visit Vince the baker again to restock.

Madoc squawked. Skye said, “Your lover boy is here.”

“What?” Piper looked across the field to see the messenger and his Eastern finch. “Oh.” Her cheeks reddened. “He just comes to take us to training.”

“Every day?” Skye’s tone rose suspiciously. 

“It’s only the third day. I don’t even know his name.” Piper crossed her arms defensively. “He’s here to make sure Reine and I don’t run away from service.”

“Mhm.” Skye and Loy shared an impish grin.

Piper’s temper heated. “I’ll see you later.” She pushed through the tall grass, meeting the messenger halfway. 

He seemed surprised at her initiative. “Good morning Piper.”

“Good morning,” Piper grumbled. A temptation arose to walk ahead of him, just to spite the watching Skye and Loy.

Act like nothing is wrong, Reine advised. They will have nothing to hold against you.

Piper rubbed the leopard’s velvety ear between her thumb and forefinger. Okay.

As usual, they walked in silence, broken by the occasional attempt at small talk. The messenger let his finch fly over them, whistling to him in short bursts. 

The earlier conversation with Skye had sparked a curiosity within Piper. “What is your name?”

Keeping his eyes on the path in front of them, the messenger said, “Finch.”

“Finch… because of your fera,” Piper ventured.

“Yes. How observant of you.” 

Finch’s jeer was almost hidden by his respectful tone. Reine did not miss this.

“How long have you been a messenger?” Piper asked. They cleared the tall grass, and made their way across the last ambassador backyard to the Inventors’ Labs.

“A collection of months.”

“Like… how many months?”

“Thirty-five.” Finch smiled innocently, and left them at the edge of the field.

It took Piper a moment to calculate the time. That’s nearly—

Three years, Reine finished.

Atlas

Their underground meeting place had been compromised. That much was clear. So Asher had arranged the Elben Defense meeting in his throne room. With himself present.

He should have always been involved, Hudson said.

We need to get this over with, so I can see how the interrogations are going. Atlas flattened a corner of a map near him. It curled defiantly as soon as he removed his palm.

“Who are we waiting for?” The king asked, although he already knew.

“Cooper,” Donovan’s rough voice grated the air. He had not pleased to miss morning training with his soldiers. Especially on the tails of a war announcement.

“He said he just had a couple things to wrap up,” Griffin said. He nervously adjusted his aviator hat. 

“We may have to start without him,” Atlas prompted. “The morning grows old.” 

“Don’t we know it,” Donovan muttered. A scratching noise could be heard as Briar tightened her grip on her human’s vitrum chair, making Griffin’s blue jay hop to the farthest perch from the goshawk. 

“An excellent proposition, Atlas.” Asher motioned to the maps spread before them. “Proceed.” 

“Right.” Atlas brought out his vitrum marbles, and quickly set up their strategies from the last meeting. “All peaks will be protected from ambush with catapults, archers, and foot soldiers. As a last result, explosives can also cause avalanches. Although the possible risk,” his fingers activated silent explosions, sending animated rocks covering glass soldiers, “is that our own could perish alongside the enemy. Or worse; if they go off too close to the Golden Gates, we could isolate and cripple ourselves.”

Asher nodded, unfazed. “Continue.”

“So we will have to ensure that does not happen,” Atlas stressed. “By not having explosives near the Golden Gates. Instead, this is where our gliders will be based.” He tapped several vitrum marbles to life, sending them soaring over the battlefield. “They will be our eyes in the sky.”

The gliders made a full loop around the battlefield, dropping weapons and generally causing havoc below. As they neared the Northern Mountains, Griffin took over the narrative. “Gliders are vulnerable once they are grounded. This is where Cooper’s vitrum units come in. They will go in groups to retrieve and protect gliders should they lose altitude.”

The Defense meeting turned as the doors opened with a loud BOOM.

Cooper stood in the center of the doors, his hands cupping steamed air. His face looked as if he had bathed in charcoal, and his mustache was in a sorry state. His koala had jumped to the floor at the last second, escaping with only singed fur.

He started to laugh, “Your Majesty, I think I have a way we can end this war quickly. I just need to get another prototype to show you.”
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Chapter 49: Little Heir





Atlas

Cooper placed a glass sphere ceremoniously on the table, then scrambled after it as it rolled towards Donovan, the white liquid inside sloshing. He caught it a second before it dropped into the general’s lap. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you our newest technological weapon.”

“An exploding orb?” Asher frowned. Levi pressed his ears back.

“You say it so solemnly, King Asher,” Cooper chuckled, wiping a bit of soot off his forehead. “Meet the vitrum core incarnate. The source of all our progress, and the woes of all our enemies!” The inventor lifted the sphere so it caught a ray of sunlight. “With this, we can wreck unprecedented chaos from a safe distance. This can do the job of thousands, while saving our own soldiers time and effort on the battlefield.”

“It doesn’t seem very stable,” Donovan said. “It blew off your mustache.”

Cooper lifted his hand to touch the frayed threads of hair over his lip, then smiled. “It always grows back. Besides, these are only weak prototypes. I have put a certain amount of restraint on these vitrum cores. When I take the restraints off, the casualty rate will be much higher than a mustache.”





“It wouldn’t be the first time you blew off your mustache with those things.” Griffin shifted in his seat. “We’re planning to have the gliders drop the cores from above.”

Atlas’s stomach churned. “Near the gates?”

“The ambassador, for once, has a point,” Donovan said. “These cores could cause avalanches near our main source of operations. If you want them on gliders, spread them out on the peaks.”

Update the map, Hudson urged.

Atlas followed his fera’s advice, and had the gliders take off farther down the mountain chain, having the dual effect of widening the glider’s range while protecting Elbe’s entrance from harm. He moved the catapults towards the center instead. “This is what we have.”

They all observed the animated map, watching the future battle take place before their eyes.

“This is good,” Asher decided. “Cooper, make as many of those spheres as you can. The rest of you, continue your assignments of training the soldiers and improving our defense. We are approaching the final stages to our conflict.”

Piper

The next week was spent in grueling repetition. Vitrum soldiers sparred against one another while the aerial units took off from raised platforms, to the tops of buildings, hills, and small mountain peaks. Griffin filled the skies of Elbe with his gliders.

Together, Piper and Reine were able to make progress in their fighting. Cooper often fiddled with glass spheres while he oversaw the sparring units, making dozens of them in an hour. They were obviously for the war, but their exact purpose was unknown to Piper.

Reine eased her aggression over the other cat fera, to Piper’s relief. However, the leopard had successfully alienated them from her kin and their humans. 

Piper sat down on the grass for lunch, blending into a circle of spectators surrounding Paine and the rhino Ranger. 

“They say that the East and West have more than double the soldiers as us,” a young man with a spaniel fera said.

“Bah!” Flecks of bread flew from Paine’s mouth. “Those are lies! Besides, who could beat the strength of our vitrum and glider units?” His rhino’s beady eyes looked for challengers.

I see it’s another segment of Questions with Paine, Reine deadpanned. She chewed thoughtfully on her slab of venison.

Piper shrugged. It’s this, or sit with the cats.

Reine sniffed. This is fine.

“They may not have gliders or vitrum,” a woman spoke, “but the East are said to have the best spies in the land. Combined with the West’s mimicking ability, could they replicate our assets?”

I’ve never considered the West to be mimics, Piper thought.

Perhaps they are complementing the West’s fast adaptability in battle, Reine said. From what I’ve learned, the North has always been jealous of that.

“No. Vitrum does not grow beyond our borders. And if they have gliders, let them try to have an advantage over the Northern Mountains!” Paine spread his arms out. Ranger huffed in agreement. 

“Word has come that Queen Celia said she will have no mercy if she comes through the Golden Gates. What are your thoughts about that,” a girl cried.

Piper felt a tap on her shoulder. She looked up to see a familiar face. “Charlotte?”

“How are you?” Charlotte asked. Her arctic fox, Chloe, had started to show her summer coat of brown.

She hadn’t seen the girl since the day she had signed up for the Northern army. “I’m good. And you?”

Charlotte settled next to her with a sandwich. “Had a bit of family issues earlier, but now I’m back to training.”

“I’m glad you’re doing well.” Piper nodded.

“So what’s this about?” Charlotte looked around at the crowd circling Paine and Ranger.

“Paine claims to have connections in the postal and scout office. As a result, he has open debates and discussions about our fears during lunch.”

I don’t think he knows anything, Reine growled. Piper did not say her words aloud.

A horn blew in the distance, signaling the end of the lunch hour. The vitrum soldiers groaned, but rose for duty. Cooper began to speak through his megaphone even before they gathered around his platform. “Soldiers! Can you guess what we’re doing today?”

“Going out for ice cream?” A voice mocked.

“No! But you’re close!” Cooper took out his alea. “We’re going to have sparring practice!” His megaphone allowed him to continue over the complaints, “Look to your immediate left, and that will be your first partner. Fera will be involved. Remember to use your shields! Yesterday we had too many visits to the clinic. Have fun!”

Kane

Summer had closed upon the Northern valley like a warm, suffocating hug. Heat and humidity made Kane’s new uniform cling like a second skin over his body.

He watched his unit from a distance with a pen and paper, assessing their strengths and weaknesses. Donovan wanted a report from each officer by the end of the day.

Brady: Has good hand-eye coordination. Needs to work on speed.

Tabitha: Performs well with fera-related attacks….

Kane sighed. This is so dull. 

Does not exceed in individual maneuvers, Flint said.

What? Kane blinked.

Tabitha’s assessment, for her weakness.

He jotted down Flint’s thoughts. We have one left.

Zoe: Has mastered basic defensive moves. Needs to focus on aggression in battle.

You said the same thing for Naomi. Flint made a slow lap around his enclosure. 

Well half of them have the same problems anyway. It’s a miracle they all don’t say the same thing. Kane dropped his quill to the side, and rolled up the parchment for delivery. 

“Officer Caleb, would you mind keeping an eye on my unit while I give this to Donovan?” Kane asked. He could have sent a messenger or one of his own soldiers to do it for him, but his restlessness overcame his thoughts of proper procedure. Even for an officer and heir, one could stay motionless for only so long. 

A year ago, he would have been with his tutors on his front lawn studying Queen Sidney’s reign, or the tax rates of fish exports. However awful he had found it at the time, it was worse now that he acted as a puppet officer while his soldiers practically ran themselves. Most of them were old enough to be his parent. 

This is to prove myself to my king and country, he reminded himself.

If only they knew why… Flint said.

Kane fisted his hands, and pressed forward to the army’s central. Traffic had immediately picked up after the war announcement. A tent had been erected to shade the flurry of messengers and officials surrounding the table Donovan had claimed. At first, Kane could only see Briar on a perch above the excitement. Then he began to see glimpses of the general: pouring over maps one moment, taking papers from a messenger, yelling at a poor scribe the next. 

As expected, the officials paid no mind to Kane. Their duties were probably of higher value than unit watching. He forced his way to the front, and slapped down the rolled paper on Donovan’s table.

“My assessment,” he panted.

Donovan sighed, ignoring the clamoring voices around them. “Thank you, heir Kane.”

Shock made Kane lose his stake in the crowd, and he was quickly pushed to the back. He used my title.

Perhaps it was a slip of the tongue, Flint thought. Or people are starting to recognize your worth, now that you are taking an interest in the Northern affairs.

People noticed me before, Kane insisted.

Not by your memories. Unless the baker’s “little heir” comment counts. Flint’s mirth was infectious. You are becoming a true heir, Kane.

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about Rise so far. 


Chapter 50: Nora

                   

Atlas

“The investigations have been fruitful this past week. We have a name.” Asher sat on his throne. “They call themselves Nora.” He spoke in Kinnish for his audience.

“What kind of name is that?” Loy said. “Sounds like something I would name my niece!”

“Your sibling would name your niece,” Micah corrected.

“Nora,” Atlas said patiently, “means light in Elben.”

“Oh.” Loy fell silent.

“We also found out when their next meeting will be; today.”

Adrenaline thrummed through Atlas. “Where?”

“The Oak Sprig.” Asher smiled, and Atlas heard a slight purr from Levi. “I leave this to you, my friend. A unit waits for you at the palace gates.”

Hudson growled. For our son, and the lives lost to this group!

“Thank you, Asher,” Atlas bowed and switched to Elben, “I will not fail you.”

The Oak Sprig was a tall hotel in the center of Elbe. Visitors were drawn to its elegant beauty and refined taste. Arches and gilded vines crawled up the side, forcing faux nature into the city.

They entered on a red carpet, and quickly approached the clerk.

“We are looking for wanted fugitives.”

The clerk seemed surprised, as she should have been, at the sudden flood of royal guards and three ambassadors. “H-how can I help you?”

“What meetings are going on in the next hour?” Atlas said.

The clerk tucked a gray hair behind her ear before opening a leather-bound book. She traced a list of names. “We have two. One on the top floor, and another in the side lobby. But—”

“Thank you, Madame.” Atlas pointed to a side door clearly labeled Lobby for the others and ran towards the staircase. Half of the unit followed him.

Three flights later, they found themselves in a hallway. Hudson grunted in shock.

There are no numbers on the doors.

This forced Atlas to pause. Perhaps this is what the clerk had tried to say. In the finer hotels, unmarked doors were sometimes held for well-known guests to ensure privacy. But an entire floor was new. How were they supposed to find this meeting?

“Check every door,” Atlas ordered. The three dogs in the group jumped to action, but the remaining seven guards seemed at a loss. Most of their fera were large cats and battle-ready animals. One had a miniature pony.

“What’s wrong?” Atlas demanded.

“We do not specialize in search parties,” said the man with the miniature pony. His voice was a deep bass.

“Your job is to assist, right?” Micah said. He held Monty in his arms.

“Yes.”

Loy broke in. “Then assist the search!”

The man with the miniature pony nodded, and divided the group to equally accompany the search dogs. He left them with a woman and her sheep fera. The sheep wore a curious vest of what seemed to be mail armor leading up to a curled helmet, not unlike Floyd’s horns.

“Hello Madame,” Loy purred. He put on grin. “I wonder if you’re single.”

“I understand Kinnish,” the woman promptly snapped in the Western tongue. “And will resort to force should I find you a threat to our mission, ambassador Loyal.”

“Touchy. I think she likes me,” Loy whispered to Micah.

“Loy,” Atlas warned, “Save your love letters for later.”

“Here we go.” Micah shook his head.

“Of course.” Loy swept a hand over his face, and became composed. “I am the epitome of service. Let’s go get the bad guys!”

Piper

Piper waited at the counter while one of Vince’s assistants went to the back to retrieve the spare flour sacks that had collected over the past few days. 

She put them on the glass with a huff, and a puff of flour from the bags. “Ha, you go through a lot of these.” Her hairless cat wore a light vest due to the summer humidity. Today, it was embroidered with wheat fields. 

I wonder where she gets all these coats for her fera, Reine wondered.

Piper smiled. Let’s ask. “Your fera has a great wardrobe. Where do you get the coats?”

“Oh!” The assistant baker suddenly grew shy. “I make them myself.”

“Well, you do a good job,” Piper said.

“Thanks! Have a good day!” The assistant baker radiated joy as Piper and Reine left the shop.

Do you see how easy it is to make someone’s day, even in the midst of war? Piper held the flour sacks close to her chest. 

I have never understood humans’ flippant emotions. You declare wars and make friends in the same breath. Reine narrowed her eyes. That’s why Life gave us the ability to bond. I fear of what you would do without fera.

How did I survive fourteen years without you, Reine? Piper said.

Is that sarcasm I hear?

“Hey!” someone called. “Piper! Whey!”

What did she just say? Reine growled, her mood curdling like milk. 

“Charlotte?” Piper asked. Due to Reine’s sudden mood change, it came off less friendly than she had wanted. She would point this out to her fera later.

“Piper!” Charlotte slowed her run, and stopped before the bakery. “I’ve been looking for you since training ended.”

My name is Reine. Tell her my name is Reine!

“Oh yeah?” Piper bit back the urge to shout out Reine’s name. Stop it. You’re being rude.

She called out the name of the co-product of cheese! I may teach her fera a lesson. Reine eyed Charlotte’s arctic fox.

“Reine and I were just heading home,” Piper said before Charlotte continued. There.

I am halfway appeased.

Well appease the rest of it yourself. 

“I wanted to invite you to a lunch.” Charlotte handed Piper a scrap of paper. “It’s in two days.”

“A lunch?” Piper looked at the address on the paper. “Um… thank you.”

“You’re welcome. It’s semi-casual. So you don’t have to go crazy.” Charlotte patted Reine on her head, and acted oblivious to her flattened ears. “I’ll see you then!”

Piper read the scrap of paper again. A hotel?

It sounds weak and pathetic. Reine dug her claws into the dirt. We should get home, before I run back there and rip my name from her throat.

That’s awfully dramatic, Piper said.

Have someone call me Whey again, and see what happens, Reine growled.

The way back to the Fletcher’s house was unusually quiet. Piper began to see yellow slips tied onto front door handles, and messengers running back and forth. What’s going on?

Reine started to pick up speed. The fear that had fueled them on their way to Elbe returned.

Kit was not reading on the front porch. Thea was not in the kitchen.

“Hello?” Piper called. “Is anyone home?”

Footsteps pounded down the stairs, followed by a light scrabbling of rabbit paws. Kit entered the kitchen with tears in her eyes and a yellow paper in her hand.

“Piper, we’re being evacuated. The East and West have come.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know what you thought about this chapter.




Chapter 51: East and West

                   

Atlas

Ten minutes passed as the guards searched the floor of unmarked doors. The dog fera finally picked up an old scent embedded into the floorboards; one of deep, cold earth.

Tense moments passed as Atlas, Loy, Micah and the guards bunched together and followed the three sharp-nosed dog fera. He recognized the leader of this trio to be the bloodhound that had assisted them underground, and wondered if he had been promoted somewhat during the investigation. Hudson thought this to be a good guess.

They stopped at a door in the middle of the hall, unadorned except for the natural swirl of the wood. 

Loy puffed up his chest, looked at the guard with the sheep fera, and took a step towards the door. Atlas jerked out his arm, and barred the way. 

“Let me handle this.”

Loy deflated, and stood behind him as Atlas went to the door. He knocked on the door with a fisted hand. “Open up in the name of the crown.” His words echoed in the empty corridor. 

Hudson stiffened as a steady clomp of shoes on the floorboards announced the presence of a newcomer on the other side.

The door opened, and a thousand questions bloomed in Atlas’s mind.

Lady Harper stared at them all with an even glare. Her cat fera wove between her legs. “Hello, ambassadors. How may I help you?”

Piper

“The East and West are here?” Kit’s words left Piper reeling. 

Reine acted as her anchor. We are in a war. Did you expect them to remain idle all this time?

“They’re close to the Northern Mountains. The scouts said the army is… big.” Kit looked truly frightened. “King Asher is clearing the city, in case something bad happens.” 

Piper gaped like a beached fish. Her air was gone. “What are you going to do?”

“Follow the king’s orders, and pack. Life-willing, we’ll return, so the furniture and non-necessities will stay. Now you need to… Oh.” Kit paused, and wiped a tear off her cheek. “You can’t leave.”

The army had to stay in Elbe. To protect the North. Her and Reine’s ties bound them to the oncoming danger.

Piper remained speechless, while Reine grabbed onto her fears and swept them away like debris in a river. Don’t act like prey, and we won’t become prey, Piper. Stay with me.

Kit’s eyes stayed on the yellow slip of paper in her hands. Piper thought Charlotte’s invitation in her pocket, and her first coins from the army. Such small things could change the world in a heartbeat.

“Do you… Do you want to help pack?” Kit threw back her hair into a messy bun. She looked remarkably like Thea.

“Yeah.” Piper shifted the empty flour sacks in her arms. “I’ll put these away first.”

Atlas

“What a pleasant surprise to see you here, Lady Harper. Have you enjoyed your vacation?” Atlas said.

“Yes. It’s wonderful to get some fresh air now and then from the Council. King Asher was courteous in his sentence.” Lady Harper smiled. “Have you had any news on Heir Kane’s situation?”

Lady Harper’s cat purred by Atlas’s feet. He wondered if it would bite him. Felines were fickle things.

If it bites you, I will bite it back, Hudson assured him. 

“Actually, that’s why we’re here. May I ask you a few questions?”

Lady Harper kept her tone civil. “Of course, if the crown insists.”

“It does.” Atlas followed her into a cramped, yet tidy, meeting room. Two guards stood by the entrance, while the rest filed in after them.

“Nice place you got here,” Loy said quietly. “Why couldn’t we stay in a place like this? Modern, clean. I mean, the embassy’s not bad but—” Micah elbowed Loy and gave him a pointed look. 

Lady Harper did not offer them to sit, but Atlas did not have time to waste. He took a spot on an overstuffed couch. She sat across from him with pursed lips.

“This room smells like earth.” Atlas gauged her reaction. 

“I’ve volunteered at Elbe’s public garden this week. You may ask anyone there.”

“Deep earth, Lady Harper. Cold earth.” As cold as your blood, he wanted to add.

“Of course it’s cold, Ambassador Atlas. It’s been roughly four days since I’ve been there.” Lady Harper ran her hand over her fera’s fur. “Is there anything else you need to know besides my hobbies?”

She twisted our words, Hudson said.

Atlas sighed. “Nora.”

Lady Harper’s eyebrow arched. “Nora? I am no astronomer, but know of its meaning.”

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. The guards immediately shuffled away into a side room, ready to seize and interrogate whoever entered.

“Answer it,” Atlas whispered.

“What if I don’t want to?” Lady Harper whispered back.

The stranger knocked again.

“Answer it,” Atlas hissed.

Suddenly, Lady Harper’s composure broke. “There are royal guards in here!” she cried.

Atlas swore, and jumped to his feet. He ran to the door, and swung it open. He saw a figure running down the hallway with his fera. It was a bulldog.

No, it couldn’t be…. Atlas slowed as two of the guards and Loy dashed past him. They swiftly tackled and detained the fleeing duo. 

“Who is this?” Loy said, holding the squirming bulldog. A guard held the man’s hands behind his back, and the other had him kneel. 

“Lord Beckham.” Atlas looked down at the Council member. “Why?”

Lord Beckham fought to regain his breath. “I’m sorry, Atlas. I did what was best for the North.” A cough racked his body. “We will have our Queen Charlotte.”

Kane

The messenger with the finch carried King Asher’s request of Kane to the throne room. He was also told that his “soon to be fera” would be given more guards, effective immediately. 

Flint confirmed this was true. I can’t see outside my courtyard now, there are so many. And two are with me, following everywhere.

Something must have happened. Kane left his unit under the supervision of a fellow officer, and went to the palace, where he was brought to the king.

He found his father waiting for him, with Micah, and Loy.

“Hi there!” Loy’s Kinnish shattered his already frazzled concentration. “We’d thought you’d never come, am I right?”

“For Life’s sake, please be quiet.” King Asher rubbed his forehead. “We have news, Kane.”

Kane bowed. “Yes?”

“We found out the name of the underground group, Nora, and its leaders.” King Asher leaned back on his throne. “They are Council members Lady Harper and Lord Beckham.”

All Kane could manage was, “Oh.” Lady Harper being involved on a plot to destroy Flint made sense. Her jealousy of his spot in line to the crown was always clear. But Lord Beckham had never shown malicious intent. 

“And my scouts have just returned to warn me that the East and West are on our doorstep. I am evacuating Elbe.”

“What?” Atlas said. “Already?”

“I’m afraid they mobilized rather quickly after our declaration of war. It seems they have been waiting for this.” King Asher set his mouth in a flat line. “One of my scouts did not return with the others. I want you to set up what you need to, to protect Elbe and the North. Am I clear?”

“Crystal,” Loy said.

“He wasn’t talking to you,” Atlas growled. To King Asher, he said, “I will relay this to our Defense team.”

“Good.” King Asher leaned forward, and exchanged a knowing glance with Levi. “Kane, I am going to assign you a royal guard.”

“When?” Kane asked.

“They are outside the door, and will go with you everywhere. At your home, two will be posted by each entrance.”

Kane wet his lips, and tapped his foot on the polished floor. My freedom…

Our freedom, Flint thought. We need to end this horrible weed inside our borders. 

Kane imagined that weed growing dark leaves. They crawled the walls, up his body, slowly wrapping around his throat. He closed his eyes. Life help me.

When he opened his eyes, he found the leaves gone. His fists shook. “Very well, my king.”
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Piper

Piper stood face to face with a gorilla fera. It stared at her with an unnerving glare.

Reine, she said, this one scares me.

What, you want the man? Reine circled the gorilla’s human, a hulking soldier who repeatedly cracked his knuckles while holding his vitrum sword.

I have an idea. Piper gripped her mace, and lunged at the gorilla. It knocked her away as one would a fly and swung a punch that meant to knock her unconscious. Piper ducked and skipped to the side.

I’m listening. As Piper had made her move, Reine had dodged an attack from the gorilla’s human.

Let’s switch. Piper yelped as the gorilla grabbed her arm. She hit it with her mace, and winced as the gorilla howled in pain. It released her, and gnashed its yellow teeth. 

That’s your plan? I just said that! Reine slashed at her opponent’s legs, ripping his leather training armor to shreds.

If we do it right, Piper tried to hold back a shot of fear as the gorilla pounded an oversized hand into its awaiting palm, we could catch them off guard.

Reine gave an irritated hiss. Maybe.

Ready? 

The gorilla slammed its hands on the ground and roared. It approached her with startling speed.

Piper didn’t wait for a response from her fera. Now! She ran towards the gorilla’s human and attacked. Her mace hit the man’s shoulder, and he stumbled.

By their link, Piper was aware of Reine climbing the gorilla’s back with deadly speed, causing it to rage with pain and annoyance. 

“What the—” The man began to say. 

Startled, Piper hit him in the shoulder again, letting the mace carry the brunt of the force. He fell to his knees with a grunt.

Piper lifted her mace, and brought it down on his padded stomach. It was deflected by the man’s alea, which had turned into a shield. Vitrum clashed with vitrum in a disturbingly beautiful sound, not unlike the deep notes of a wind chime.

“Har har!” the man laughed. “Ya think you’re so clever, little one?” He rose to his feet and started to fend off her crude blows. Piper had to continually flick back her wrist for it to turn into a shield.

Piper started to reevaluate her plan. Do you want him back?

Reine did not reply. She was trying to stay out of reach of the gorilla fera’s crushing arms. 

The soldier made her retreat, step by step, until she nearly collided with their sparring neighbors. They were going to lose.

Piper was starting to consider the best way to surrender without having a concussion when she noticed a flaw in the man’s tactics; he was favoring his right arm. The one she had first attacked.

She twisted the pommel of her mace, and watched it shrink into a cube.

Her opponent grinned. “There we go, nice and—”

Piper quickly turned the alea’s sides, and darted to the man’s right arm even as her weapon grew to its full size. She lifted her mace, and gave a smashing blow.

The man cried out, and dropped his sword. His gorilla threw off Reine, and ran to its human.

Piper stood over the soldier, sweat dripping off her chin. She held her mace over his head.

“We win,” she said.

The gorilla bared its teeth, but took a step back.

“A good match, Miss Piper.”

Piper looked up to see Cooper weaving through the ranks of vitrum soldiers. He clapped her on the shoulder. “A good match indeed.” His mouth twitched, but only stubble remained where his normal mustache resided. “You have worked well with your options.”

Very limited options, Reine said. 

Piper’s hopes lifted. “Will you look at my alea again?” She twisted the pommel of the mace, and let the gorilla and its human go to the medic tent.

“Oh, you seem to be doing fine. Besides,” Cooper yawned, “I have looked at it already, remember? And it is working perfectly normal. To play with it in its current state would be to damage it.”

“Why is it doing this to me?” Piper asked.

“I’m not certain Piper. There are many theories I could tell you, but nine out of ten chances they would be wrong. My teacher, the father of modern vitrum, would have known. Or maybe he too would be stumped.” Cooper tapped his chin. “Perhaps it is your Western blood?”

Piper gawked. “What?”

“Pardon my bluntness, but vitrum tends to work better in the hands of Northerners. We grow alongside it, as they say. So outsiders may experience… Complications more often than the natives.” Cooper adjusted his koala fera on his back. “But take my word as a grain of salt. This is only speculation.” 

It worked fine before we got to Elbe, Reine growled.

“Thank you for your input, Cooper,” Piper said. 

“Always a pleasure, Miss Piper.” Cooper gave a half-bow. “If you have any more questions, I am always at service.” 

Piper watched him go with a cold mixture of thoughts. Was it her Western roots that caused her alea to act strange?

He even said himself it was speculation, Reine said, just as good as a myth!

But what if it’s true? Should I even have this? Piper held the cube in her hands. Am I worthy?

You’ve poured more blood, sweat and tears over that piece of glass than a pagan ritual. Reine’s tail whipped back and forth. I believe you have a Life-given right to that alea.

Piper twisted the sides of her alea, and once again held a mace. She hoped Reine was right.

Kane

Donovan came to him this time. Briar flew above them, making giant, bird-shaped shadows on the hillside.

“King Asher would like to speak with you. I can oversee this unit from here.”

The general left no room for any other response except acceptance. “Thank you, Donovan.” Kane started to jog away, his two guards flanking him. They passed the thousands of sparring soldiers. When they saw Kane, some of them straightened, or tried to pull off a complex maneuver that would be foolish in true battle. In the distance, the muffled thumps of arrows hitting targets told of the archers’ progress on the other side of the training field.

Kane smiled. He had to work with what he had. Flint had pointed out that the guards had made his heir title even more prominent in the past twenty-four hours. It showed he had some weight in the political realm, along with outwardly showing the soldiers that King Asher cared enough about his status for him to not walk alone. That’s what he hoped for, at least.

His mother had been surprised at the guards. She had to calm down Sadie’s barking while Kane and Atlas had explained the new arrangements. Kit had been happy for him.

“Finally, the king has some sense,” she had joked the night before.

Piper had said that Reine was wary of the guards, but understood that Kane needed someone to keep him in line when his link to Flint was strained.

Reine is wise in her own way, I think, Flint said as Kane approached the palace gates. His voice grew stronger as Kane came closer. Oftentimes however, I am not sure if she is jeering at us, or praising.

I’ve heard cats do not give compliments lightly. Kane and his guards were led past the courtyards and to the interior of the stone palace, where King Asher waited. So she is probably making fun of us.

What do they say of deer? Flint asked.

Kane thought for a moment. Deer are elusive.

Yes?

And are wise.

Yes?

And are the best fera in all of Eden.

Flint tossed his head, startling the soldiers in his courtyard, That is an opinion, and you are biased!

Kane shrugged. So I am.

Flint snorted in amusement, and shook his pelt. What do you think King Asher needs you for?

Kane stood before the stone and vitrum doors, tapping his foot as one of his guards knocked and announced his presence. I’m not sure. I was just here yesterday, and thought everything was settled.

The doors swung open to let him into the throne room. King Asher sat on his dais with Levi beside him. Atlas and Hudson stood before the king. Kane took his place beside his father, while his guards stayed in the waiting room before the doors. King Asher’s own guards had the domain of the throne room.

Kane bowed. “King Asher.”

“Heir Kane.” King Asher nodded as Kane rose. “Elbe is evacuating deeper into the North. The East and West are at our doorstep. We have found the leaders of the Nora group, and my soldiers even now are in the process of rooting their minions out of the city.

“Now that Lady Harper and Lord Beckham have been suspended from their duties and detained in their embassy rooms until further notice, we may hold Council meetings once more. We understand there is a highly sympathetic movement for Charlotte Harper to be the head heir. We do not know if this was started by Charlotte’s mother or not, but we plan to question both of the Harpers about it.”

“What do you need me to do?” Kane asked.

“The Council meeting will be tomorrow. I want to know if you will be there.”

“Yes, I will be there.” Kane gave a small bow.

“Good.” His father had been quiet the whole time, and now his rough Elben emitted a soothing strength. Why had they asked if he was going? Did they think he would have hidden away with Flint?

It was a valid path. The last Council meeting ended in a threat to my life, his fera said. If you felt uncomfortable and acted weak, it would be worse than not showing up at all. 

Kane grimaced. I see. 

“This will be another test, Kane. A show of power to sway potential allies. ” King Asher crossed his arms. “Try not to fail us.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about Rise so far.


Chapter 53: Only Human

                   

Piper kneaded the muscles in her arm. Everything in her body was sore. Today, the vitrum unit had helped the foot soldiers set up barricades and catapults outside the Golden Gates. It had been grueling work under the summer sun. Some of the soldiers had fainted from exhaustion. Piper had taken frequent breaks to refill her water skin, and sometimes only stayed awake through Reine’s sheer determination. They were relieved early due to the intense workload.

Only prey faint under pressure, Reine growled on their way home. And then they get eaten. We are not prey.

Showing weakness now and then isn’t a bad thing. We’re human. Piper started to rub her other arm.

You’re human… Reine muttered.

They entered the Fletcher’s kitchen. Kit and Thea were packing in the back rooms. Piper took a seat on the island, and rested her chin on her hands. She stared at a sloppy finger-painting of Kane’s that hung over the sink. She took the artistic liberty to guess it was a vitrum plant in bloom. 

Don’t tell me all Northern leopards are as hard as you, Piper said.

Reine sat at the table by the window, and watched the birds fly outside. Hard would be an understatement of my kind. There is a reason there are so few of us. The best survive. 

So you consider yourself an elitist? 

I was young and untested when I was captured. Reine turned her head to Piper. A defiant spark crackled through her pale eyes. If any of my kin saw me now, they would probably kill me in my softness.

No! Piper almost fell off her chair. There are other bonded Northern leopards.

Are there? Name them.

The other two Daxton Nest had in the Emporium, Piper thought quickly.

Kits, taken from their mother. If that pompous collector kept them alive, then perhaps there are now a few more of my kind in the world. Although their tame upbringing would disgrace our name. Reine curled her lip. I should have stopped that when I had the chance.

Reine! Piper exclaimed. You do not kill kits. 

I know. Reine sheathed her claws, which had started to dig into the chair she was sitting on. I blame that on you.

I will gladly take credit for that. Piper looked above Kane’s childhood painting to check the clock. She pulled out Charlotte’s invitation and matched it. We have to go to lunch.

She went upstairs and into their room. Her closet had few options. Besides her uniform, which she wore now, she had three buckskin pants and four shirts that were hand-me-downs from Kit. Two outfits from Biscay had survived the journey to Elbe and Thea’s tough washing. She now looked to her simple Western shirt. It was a light, joyful green that overlapped and curled slightly at the bottom like the petals of a flower. Paired with one of the white buckskin pants, she hoped to meet the hinted dress code Charlotte had given her with the invitation. 

Well? Piper smiled to Reine as she came out of the bathroom. She closed her eyes to see herself from the leopard’s perspective. 

Passable, Reine said. 

Piper opened her eyes, and twirled in front of the mirror. I think so too.

Reine jumped off her bed, and stretched. Come on. The faster we go to this lunch, the faster it can be over.

Atlas

The Council was uneasy. The hot, still air of summer made them restless and irritable. The Ladies brought out hand fans, while the Lords inched closer to them to get a breeze.

Atlas tugged at the collar of his shirt. Cooper needs to invent something to deal with the heat. Perhaps something that could freeze the air.

Vitrum can do many things… but freezing air? Hudson laughed.

We laughed when Griffin said he could make people fly like birds.

Indeed. I hope Cooper proves me wrong. Hudson lowered himself onto the cool marble floor of the throne room. The vitrum table hid the majority of fera who were sprawled on the floor as well. 

Kane sat beside him. Sweat beaded his forehead, but his son seemed at ease for once. He had stayed in the royal stables with Flint the night before. Atlas awaited the day when Kane would become prince. However, a serious hurdle still stood in the path to his crowning ceremony. 

Asher came from the side room leading to his chambers with Levi at his heels. “Lords and Ladies of the North, thank you for your patience. Without further ado, we shall begin.” He took his place on his throne. “I have sent a letter to each of you along with your summons. It told of the malicious group Nora and their failed attempt at murder.” 

He let the word murder ring in their ears for a moment. “Lady Harper and Lord Beckham were found to be co-conspirators in this plot, and are in custody. Any sympathizers will be found and taken into custody as well.” 

Atlas nodded in approval. Good. Asher is taking a public stand for Kane.

As he should have long ago, before this happened. Hudson closed his eyes to see through Atlas.

“Are there any questions?” Asher said. He scanned the Council. None stirred, except for the fluttering of hand fans. “Now we can move onto the East and West. They are approximately two days away. Atlas, please inform us of our defense’s progress.”

Atlas cleared his throat as the spotlight shifted to him. “Ground trenches, mountain platforms for the gliders, and a safety wall before the Golden Gates have been finished. Catapults are still under construction, as well as the archer stations on the foothills. Donovan, Cooper, and Griffin have reported well for the troops, pilots and archers. We are just about ready for them.”

“What about Heir Kane’s commitment? Is he faring well?” Lady Kylee asked.

Kane surprised Atlas by answering the overseer of Oldport himself. “Yes. The foot soldiers are of top quality. I have courage in my unit.”

“So the battle will be in two days?” Lord Lasker of Bourbon asked. The white feathers of his dove fera were fluffed in fear.

“They will need an extra day or so to set up their camp. At the latest,” Asher said, “we will confront them by the end of this week.”

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.


Chapter 54: Farewell

                   

This must be the nicest hotel in Elbe, Piper thought. She looked at her invitation again. Charlotte’s Elben script clearly said to meet here.

They entered The Oak Sprig on a plush carpet so thick, it swallowed any sound that Piper’s shoes made and sucked off all dirt from the city streets before she even reached the door. Reine’s paws were likewise cleaned.

It’s very high end, Reine admitted.

They were directed to a side meeting room, where two soldiers stood guard. The sound of a lively gathering could be heard beyond the opaque glass of the wall.

“We’re here for lunch.” Piper held up Charlotte’s scrap of paper. 

One of the guards looked at a clipboard. “Name?”

“Piper and Reine.”

He grunted, and opened the door to let her through.

The room was larger on the inside than how it had appeared on the outside. Solid walls of clouded glass surrounded five rounded tables that held chatting members of the luncheon. Servants carried platters of food and cleared away rounds of appetizers.

Piper accepted two miniature sandwiches from a passing waiter, and took out the deli meat for Reine. The leopard lapped up the meat. Roasted ham. Yum. We’ll need to get this from now on.

Don’t form any expensive tastes, Piper said.

Oh, I will, Reine purred. She kept her ears pricked to catch the next server.

“Piper!” Charlotte called from the center table. A thin band of silver kept her blonde hair back. The long pink dress she wore looked overly-elegant for the occasion. Almost queenly. She waved them over. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, how about you?” Piper felt uncomfortable as she noticed Charlotte wasn’t overdressed, but rather she herself was underdressed. The meeting room was filled with what looked to be nobles.

Reine sent a burst of confidence through their link. Stand tall. We are in a room of predators. They will pounce if a weakling is found.

“I’ve been waiting for you.” Charlotte nudged the girl beside her and her mink fera away. She then patted the empty seat. Piper sank into it uneasily. Reine immediately went to the menu laid before them. 

Charlotte called over a waiter. “Piper, what would you like?”

The salmon soufflé, venison leg, warmed cream, and a few more of those miniature sandwiches, Reine said, picking from both the human and fera options. 

You’re going to eat all of that? Piper thought.

Possibly more. We may have to take some things home. Reine swiped her tongue over her muzzle. 

Piper ordered for Reine, and added an omelet meal with sparkling water for herself. She had never had sparkling water, but Charlotte claimed it had a wonderful taste. 

“Elbe is evacuating because the East and West are nearly here. You can call this lunch a ‘farewell for now’ party.” Charlotte held Chloe on her lap. The arctic fox’s summer coat was now fully in, her shade of brown complementing her human’s pink dress. “It’s going to be dull having the city to ourselves, don’t you think?”

“It’s going to be lonely.” Piper frowned, thinking of Thea and Kit leaving. Milla and Skye would go with them, as King Asher had ordered even the remaining ambassadors out of the city. Atlas and Kane were so absorbed in their preparations for the battle; she and Reine would practically be living in the Fletcher’s house alone. It was not something she was looking forward to.

“But we’ll have our friends in the army,” Charlotte put Chloe on the floor. “And with so many people, how can one be lonely?”

Their meal came, and tasted excellent. Reine gorged more than usual, and had to fight to stay awake. Piper felt their roles were reversed from earlier in the day as she encouraged her fera to stay lucid. 

I don’t have to speak to anyone. There are none of my kind here, the leopard spat. The predators we have to fear lack fur and use their muzzles to cough into the air.

We don’t cough into the air, Piper said.

Elben sounds close enough to it. Reine wrapped her black-tipped tail around her paws.

“Any room for dessert?” Charlotte chirped.

Piper grimaced as a wave of nausea seeped from Reine into her. “I’m fine for right now. But thank you.”

“Very well. There is another reason I asked for you to come, other than to be a great lunch guest.” Charlotte lightened her voice into a thin whisper, “I need your help.”

“Yes?” Piper nodded as the servers cleared their plates and refilled waters. She suddenly noticed that they were the only ones at the center table. The other nobles had wandered off to the far corners of the meeting room, huddling into gaggles.

“You know Kane Fletcher, right?” Charlotte asked.

“Yes, I do.” Piper rubbed Reine’s head. Her fera’s ears flicked back and forth.

“I’ve always wanted to pick his brain about how he deals with the high tiers of Northern society. As a lowly soldier, I can only dream of what he must go through. Someday, I want to be a Council member.” Charlotte’s eyes shone. “Tomorrow, as you know, the vitrum units have a day of rest while the finishing touches are added to the army. I’d invite him to a park myself, but haven’t had a formal introduction. And I highly doubt his new guards would let a stranger near him. So I was wondering…”

Piper took the prompt. “If I could introduce you two?” 

“Yes!” Charlotte exclaimed, as if Piper had come up with it on her own. She fell into thought again. “But I don’t want it to seem forced. What if I pass by the meeting place, bump into you, and you introduce me that way?”

This seems complicated, Reine growled. Just go talk to him like a normal person, not this ‘accidental’ meeting. 

“Where would this meeting place be?” Piper said. To Reine, she thought, stop being rude. She paid for our meal.

Reine narrowed her eyes, but said nothing.

Charlotte straightened a crease in the tablecloth. “Oh, how about that bakery near where I gave you the invitation?”

Vince’s bakery? Piper sipped her water. “Sounds good.”

“Wonderful.” Charlotte clapped her hands. “We’ll meet around noon tomorrow.” 

Atlas

A sturdy wagon had been rented for the journey. Most of his heart and home laid in the trunks and people packing them. Thea put the finishing touches on the wagon by throwing a water-resistant cloth over the rectangular bed. 

Once, long ago, June would have been able to pull the wagon. But Milla had hired two young Northerners with horse fera to bring them to the town of Esme to wait out the battle. There, she knew a noble who had promised them safekeeping.

Thea, Kit, Skye and Milla stood with the cart. Atlas, Kane, Piper, Loy and Micah faced them. The Trene ambassadors had refused to go further north than Elbe.

“Thea…” My love. Atlas tried to swallow the lump in his throat. He had left many people behind in his diplomatic adventures, but he was unused to the moments between. When he was left behind.

“Atlas.” Thea had exchanged her apron for a traveling cloak. She had a vitrum disk that could transform into assorted glass knifes, a staff, and reliable tools. The others had similar versions of the disk as well, should they encounter danger. 

They met and embraced once more. Atlas never wanted to let go.

“Aw, com’ere!” Loy put his arms around Thea and Atlas. “Group hug!”

Micah reluctantly translated his Kinnish into Elben, and followed with Milla, Kit, Kane, Skye and Piper.

“You guys are the best,” Loy mumbled. “No one else did group hugs at Trene.”

“Yes, Loy, we did,” Micah said irritably.

They let go, and trickled back to their respective sides.

I wish I could go with you. I wish you didn’t have to leave. I wish… Atlas thought. 

You wish for things we’ve had for the past few months. Hudson gazed at their family. And which we will have again, Life-willing. 

Milla adjusted June’s saddles, and mounted the donkey. Thea helped Kit, Skye, and their fera into the wagon, then joined them.

“Goodbye, my brave ambassadors and prince.” Thea waved as the cart jolted into motion.

“I’m an heir,” Kane said softly.

Atlas mutely waved. He was left without words, only raw determination. The East and West would not win. They would protect their homeland to the death.
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Chapter 55: Flint’s Force

                   

Kane

There was no Council meeting today, and Donovan had needed no assistance as he drilled the foot soldiers into battle positions. It was a good day to be King Asher’s heir.

The East and West were only a day away, Kane said, and all they can think to do is send me to my fera. I could be of help somewhere.

Sometimes you can help by staying out of the way. By watching, and listening, and learning. Flint finished his lap around the courtyard and knocked his antlers playfully against Kane’s arm. Let’s enjoy this day Life has given us!

We can’t go anywhere. Kane looked at the guards around them, and even if we could… His thoughts turned to Thea, Kit, Milla and Skye. That was one of the reasons why he had visited Flint. There was no one home to return to. He felt a dark tug at his heart.

Flint pounced on the rising fit. We can have fun here. Ask the guards to bring you things. How about lunch?

Kane took a deep breath, forcing the fit into the pit of his stomach, where it sat waiting. Waiting for a show of weakness. A chink in his armor. 

He turned to a nearby guard, “Could you go to the kitchens and gather a few sandwiches?” 

And some oats, Flint said.

“And oats?” Kane added. “For—” he caught himself from saying Flint, “—the deer.”

The guard bowed. “Of course, Heir Kane.” She and her meerkat fera exited the courtyard without another word.

Meerkats are from the South, correct? Flint asked.

Yes, Kane said.

It must be cold in the winter months, his fera observed. Perhaps it stays in the guard’s coat pocket.

Kane smiled at the thought. Perhaps. 

Why do people bond with imported fera? Flint mused. Are they aware of that fera’s needs? 

I’m not sure. Kane picked at a blade of grass. The fera trade is very visual. If traders and trappers see a demand for a certain type of animal, they will fulfill it.

Flint’s marble eye regarded Kane calmly. And if an animal decides it doesn’t wish to bond?

Then, under Northern law, it is released. Kane paused in his dissection of the grass blade. Both human and animal must have willing souls, or they cannot intertwine. 

The guard and her meerkat returned with a basket. As she set it down, the guard said, “Heir Kane, you have a visitor who wishes your audience. Should I let them know you are here?”

“Who is it?” Kane asked.

“A girl with a leopard fera. A Miss Piper and Reine.”

Piper

Piper waited as the meerkat-woman told the gatekeepers to part for her. It looked as if both Kane and Flint’s guards were merged, making it seem an obnoxiously large amount of people to watch over a boy and deer. But Kane was no ordinary boy.

The Heir of the North was settled peacefully on the summer grass, feeding Flint a handful of oats he poured from a glass jar. A basket was open beside them, revealing a platter of neatly-cut sandwiches.

I wonder if the deli-meat in those are good, Reine said, reminiscing about Charlotte’s luncheon. It smells like turkey.

“Hey.” Piper sat cross-legged across from Kane. Reine stared at the sandwiches.

“Hey Piper.” Kane sprinkled the rest of the oats on the grass for his fera. “The vitrum units have off today?”

“Yes. The leading officers wanted to make sure everything was set up just-right before… You know.” 

“Does Reine want something?” Kane chuckled. The leopard was inching towards the basket.

Piper rolled her eyes. “The sandwiches.”

Kane pulled out the plate and offered it to Reine. “You can have some. There’s more than enough for all of us.”

Thank Life, the boy has a brain. Don’t mind if I do, Reine said. She grabbed two in her mouth, and set them down to pick through what she wanted. 

Piper and Kane ate their fill under the watchful gaze of the guards. Finally, she said, “I came here to ask if you could help me.”

“With?” Kane wiped crumbs off his shirt.

“Targets for the house. I need more flour sacks from the bakery.”

Kane didn’t question her. “Okay. Do you need them right now?”

Piper quickly glanced at the sky. It was noon. Charlotte would be waiting for her introduction. “Yeah, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” Kane rose with her. “I only wish I were bonded with the deer. He would be able to assist us.”

Piper was confused at first. Did he mean Flint? Then she remembered his continued ruse of not being bonded until his crowning ceremony. As far as she knew, no one outside of their close circle was aware of Kane and Flint’s connection. Right now, Flint was to be seen as a tame pet to the guards around them.

He would have been help to us, Reine agreed.

Piper, Kane and Reine exited the courtyard with five guards, leaving Flint behind. 

Do you think he gets lonely? Reine asked suddenly.

Who? Kane? Piper ran her hand over the leopard’s rosettes as they walked.

Oh, it’s obvious he does. The sadness is plain on his face, Reine said, I mean Flint.

You can’t make out too many expressions with deer. Piper went through the marketplace and neared the end of the strip, where Vince’s bakery resided. I imagine only Kane knows what he’s really feeling.

Flint will do good as a diplomatic fera, Reine decided. He’ll be able to keep the secrets of a nation.

I hope so. They’re going to be crowned soon, Piper thought. Her footsteps sounded loud in the alleyway, and she wondered why the stores were silent. Surely not all of them had left with the Elben citizens?

Reine bristled. Something’s not right. I smell fear. 

The five guards and their fera sensed it at the same moment. One of them let out a cry as a dozen shadows sprung out at them.

Life! Piper yelped. She took out her alea and twisted its sides. It shimmered into a mace, and she swung at one of the enemies. It collided sickeningly with bone and flesh. She pushed down the urge to vomit. 

Then she saw Charlotte. The girl stood at a distance with her arctic fox.

“Charlotte! Run and get help!” Piper yelled. 

Charlotte grinned, her blond hair floating in the slight breeze. “I’m afraid not.”

“What?” Piper said.

No more time for pleasantries! Reine clawed the leg of an approaching attacker, making him stumble. I can’t protect a sitting duck!

Piper deftly turned and smashed the mace on the attacker’s shoulder. Sorry.

Apology accepted, Reine growled. She jumped atop a charging boar and brought it to its knees. Die, swine!

The boar’s human gave an ear-splitting scream as Reine delivered a death bite. Piper’s heart sunk. What if that had been her?

It’s not. We are not prey. Focus on the task at hand, Piper.

Piper searched the thrashing bodies for Kane. She found him battling two thugs with a snake and buzzard fera. In his hand he held a vitrum staff, keeping them at bay with well-aimed strikes. The buzzard fera kept trying to distract him with dives to his face, and the snake slithered to his unprotected side. As she watched, the snake shot forward and coiled around Kane’s leg.

No! Piper and Reine ran forward, but were stopped by their own set of opponents. 

A deep bellow was herd. It was throaty and strong; a battle cry. Suddenly, royal guards were around them. Flint’s force.

Kane

I am here, Flint shouted. He repeated his bellow.

With his pointed tines, the deer cut his way to Kane. He drove away the buzzard and aggressively pawed at the snake on Kane’s leg. It uncoiled with a hiss, then abruptly stopped as Flint stomped and skewered it. It’s human ran away in a blind madness. A swarm of guards encircled them and fought off the remaining attackers. Kane returned his vitrum disk to its original state.

It bit me, Kane looked to his ankle, where two small holes lay. 

It could be venomous. I’m taking you to a medic. Hold the snake for me.

Kane didn’t question his fera. The medics could determine what kind of snake had bit him, and hopefully find an anti-venom should it prove to be dangerous. 

“Heir Kane,” a guard with a horse fera said. “I can bring you to the nearest hospital.”

No, Flint demanded, I will carry you.

You can do that? Kane asked.

Flint’s nostrils flared. Yes.

“Actually,” Kane said to the guard, “I’ll ride my fera.” 

“Then allow me to accompany you.” The guard mounted his horse.

Kane nodded and Flint lowered himself to the ground. Kane clambered onto the deer with the dead snake, and hung on tightly as his fera rose.

People know now that you’re my fera, Kane thought dully. We’re not going to be crowned.

You were ambushed by assassins. I was not going to let you die. Flint broke into a trot down the streets of Elbe. The horse guard was at their side and, after a few minutes, two more ran after them. A ruined heir is better than a dead heir.

We shall soon see if King Asher agrees. Kane grimaced.

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.


Chapter 56: Allegiance

                   

Atlas

Atlas had been discussing last-minute details with Donovan, Cooper and Griffin when he had been called to the throne room.

He walked through the vitrum and stone doors to see his son with Flint. 

Oh no, Hudson said.

“Yes.” Asher glared from his dais. “We have a situation, Atlas. I thought we were done with this nonsense when we caught Lady Harper and Lord Beckham, but it seems another Harper has gotten in the way. Charlotte and eight surviving assassins were taken into custody today, as well as two of your own. Piper and Reine.”

How did they get involved? Atlas wondered. And what did they do?

“Charlotte’s attack against your son brought Flint out of the castle. Then the fera had to audacity to carry Kane through the streets of Elbe to the hospital for an anti-venom. With Charlotte in jail and Kane flaunting his fera for the remaining citizens of the North to see, which— as first heir— should not happen, it seems both my heirs are not eligible for the throne.” Asher stared at Atlas. “I want this to be over.”

“I can’t make the decision for you. I can only advise.” Atlas looked to his son. “I cannot hold your hand through everything.”

“You never have,” Kane said quietly. He put a hand on Flint’s back. 

Atlas felt a pang of grief. I have done all I can.

But maybe… we could have done more. Hudson watched Kane. There is still time to heal what we have lost.

“Donovan has reported you have proven yourself capable of adequate leadership abilities. Charlotte saw you as enough of a threat to try and assassinate you. And you claim to want the title.” Asher shook his head. Levi was as still as a statue beside him. “Do you still want this, Kane?”

“Yes,” Kane said.

“Then prove yourself again to me. Tomorrow I expect to see you on Mount Mizzen with our leaders.” He bowed his head, dismissing them.

They came out of the throne room with mixed spirits.

“What did Piper do?” Atlas asked.

“I don’t know. She was with us when we were attacked. Charlotte keeps saying Piper was there to lead me to the ambush. That she was involved in the plan. But why would she do that? I know she’s Western…” Kane shook his head. “Maybe she’s fooled us this whole time. Signing up for the army, living with us… Could it be fake?”

Hudson?

This is serious indeed, the black bear said. We must find out if it is true. I pray to Life it is not.

Piper

“Please let me out. I’m friends with the Fletchers!” Piper gripped the vitrum bars of her enclosure. “Don’t I get a call?”

“Sorry,” the guard said as she walked away. She carried a tortoise in her arms.

Piper went to the back of the cell, and sat on the glass bench. Reine was curled beneath it.

It’s our word against hers. Piper leaned against the stone walls. 

That witch and her fox should have their tongues cut out. Reine dug shallow gouges into the floor. Calling us traitors, saying we’re her minions. I work for no one.

Who will they believe? We played into her hands. Now, she’s bringing us down with her. Charlotte had been moved to the front of the building, where guards could attend her easily. Her status as the second heir of Elbe was prominent even in prison. Piper and Reine, on the other hand, had been treated as common criminals. All personal items had been confiscated, including the alea.

I doubt she’ll get the crown now, Reine said. 

Piper closed her eyes. I don’t know what to think anymore. I was a fool.

We were both fools, her leopard growled, you fell for her offer of friendship, and I for her wonderful food.

The sharp sound of something clashing against solid vitrum made Piper’s eyes open. She gasped as she saw Flint running his antlers over the bars of her cell. 

“Hey Piper,” Kane said. “Funny seeing you here.”

The irony is all ours, Reine replied. Piper repeated her words. Together, they went up to the bars.

Piper reached out a hand to pet Flint. “I see you decided to let him stay.”

“He wouldn’t go even if I wanted him to. There’s no more hiding.” Kane smiled weakly. Shadows hung under his eyes, showing his lack of rest.

“I heard you went to the hospital for the snake bite. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I just needed a little anti-venom,” Kane said.

Piper drew her hand back into the cell. “Do you believe her?”

She didn’t have to say who. Kane cocked his head towards Flint, listening to something. “It depends. Where do you belong, Piper?”

Cooper’s voice came to mind. Blaming her alea’s behavior on her Western blood. Her own private doubts returned. She had been raised in Biscay. Her parents were from the West. And yet… What had she run away from? Where was she now?

Reine stayed aloof from her thoughts. This is both of our lives. Choose wisely, and I will support you.  

Piper fell to one knee and stared at the ground. She tried to pronounce each Elben syllable to perfection. “I was not aware of Charlotte’s intentions. Judge how you will, but I know in my heart that I am not guilty of a crime against the Northern crown. My allegiance is with you, Heir Kane.”

She felt a hand on her shoulder, and a hoof on the other.

“Forgive us, Piper and Reine, for doubting you. You protected me during the ambush, and we are in your debt. My father is waiting for us. You can come home now.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts of Rise so far. :)




Chapter 57: Poppy





                   

Piper

Piper stood on the Fletcher’s porch, taking in the dawn air. She ran a hand through Reine’s fur. With the change of the seasons, the leopard’s peachy coat had turned into a stunning shade of gold, complementing her dark rosettes.

I don’t have to lay in the sun to ‘tan’ as you humans do, Reine had purred proudly, Life has given me natural beauty. 

I’m sure it’s great when hunting. Piper had grinned as Reine had rambled about how great a death it was for prey to be taken by a golden huntress. She had finally admitted that the color sometimes did alert lesser creatures to her presence. 

Stop replaying that. Reine’s tail tickled Piper’s nose. I know what you’re thinking.

So do I, Piper laughed softly.

“What’s so funny?” The messenger Finch said. His scarlet fera hopped onto the porch. 

Piper tied her hair back into a ponytail. “Nothing.” She stood, and started to walk down the path with Finch. “Where have you been?”

“Must I escort you every day?” he asked.

“I thought that’s how it went.”

“No, maybe just for you,” Finch said. Piper turned to him with a question on her lips, but he had already changed the subject. “The East and West are here, on the other side of the Northern Mountains. They are setting up camp as we speak.”

“What are we doing about it?” Piper caught sight of a red figure in the tall grass surrounded by guards. Was that Loy?

“Practicing, of course. Cooper’s trying out his gliders for scouting and causing mayhem for the other armies.”

Piper squinted her eyes. It was Loy. She could hear his arguments with the guards already, but couldn’t make out what exactly he was saying. 

Finch went to the side of the path to make room for the passing group, but Piper stayed. She waited for them to get closer.

“What are you—” Finch was startled into silence by a hiss from Reine.

“Loy!” Piper called.

The red-cloaked man and his ram fera broke from the guards. “See! What did I tell you people? I am visiting a friend. No need to follow me around like cattle. I will return to the embassy,” he emphasized his Kinnish words with a bleat from Floyd. 

The half-dozen guards muttered and grumbled as they translated his words, holding a private council among themselves. One woman with a sheep fera stepped out of the huddle and saluted Piper. “Do you know this man, soldier?”

“She’s a friend!” Loy exclaimed, not understanding the guard’s Elben.

“Quiet, Gaspar!” the sheep-woman barked in Kinnish. “Or I’ll get your fellow ambassador.”

“Oh, we’re on a first-name basis now?” Loy whistled. “Things are moving fast.” He turned to the other guards. “Keep an eye out for wedding invitations!”

The sheep-woman grew red. She glared at Piper for an answer. 

“Yes, I do know him,” Piper said in Elben.

Imagine if we said no, Reine purred, how fast that sheep-lady would destroy him.

Loy beamed, and draped an arm over Piper. “Pipes and I are old pals.”

“I’m leaving you with two guards as a precaution,” the sheep-woman said in Elben. She gave a brisk nod, and filed out with the remaining guards to the city.

“Who was she?” Piper said, taking a step away from the Trene prince.

“Poppy,” Loy sighed. “Isn’t she great?”

Poppy, Reine chuckled. She’s quite the delicate flower.

“Why does her fera have fake horns?” Piper tried hard to keep her face straight. “And where’s Micah?”

“Oh, running a few errands. But she said her fera has the armor to protect others. I think she did it to copy Floyd. Am I right buddy?” He rubbed the ram’s forehead.

“We need to get going,” Finch interrupted. He jerked his thumb to the mountains so Loy wouldn’t need translation.

“Where ya headed to?” Loy asked. He flicked up his hood. “Who are we after?”

“No one,” Piper followed Finch. “The East and West are here. We’re preparing for battle.”

“Ah! Right.” Loy trotted after them, with his guards a respectable distance away. 

Piper spoke aloud her leopard’s thoughts. “Do you have somewhere to be?”

“Not really. Micah leaves me in the embassy with nothing to do besides practice speeches for Trene. As if I’m not already a perfectly good orator!”

“So you decided to find me,” Piper said in Elben.

Finch laughed, while Loy put on a sour face. “I don’t appreciate your use of Elben. I need Micah to teach me it.”

Piper gasped as she looked to the Inventors’ Lab before them. It had been transformed into a war base in the past twenty-four hours. Gliders took off from the roof, vitrum soldiers had last-minute spars, and archers milled around with their bows. Foot soldiers were also seen starting to pool at the base of the mountains. 

Loy whistled again. “Wow. Look at this army.”

Piper felt a surge of pride as Reine said, our army.

Kane

A sickening ride on the vitrum panel brought Kane, Flint, Atlas and Hudson to Mount Mizzen. Kane blinked away the stars in front of his eyes. Cooper needs to make that better.

When we are kings, we will hire him to do that, Flint agreed.

Cooper, Donovan, and a woman with a sheep fera were already seated at the stone table in the center of the room. 

“About time you showed up,” King Asher said from the belt of windows that wrapped around the wall.

“We’re not the last to the party,” his father commented. “Where’s Griffin?”

“Setting up his gliders.” Cooper played with a vitrum contraption. It seemed to be a small alea, which he continually stabbed at with a pair of glass tweezers. His koala, wide awake for once, sat on the table watching him.

“Is that safe here?” Atlas said.

“Mhm,” the inventor waved his hand, “perfectly safe. Right now.”

“You better not blow us up before the battle,” Donovan muttered. Briar glared at Cooper from the top of the general’s chair.

“Won’t that be a war for the history books.” King Asher showed a rare glimmer of mirth as he settled at the head of the table with Levi. 

Atlas and Kane joined the other leaders at the table. Hudson and Flint took up positions behind them.

“All three armies are gathering. Our foot soldiers and archers are already in place. Griffin should be done soon. Cooper, how are your vitrum units?” King Asher asked.

Cooper stopped his tinkering to twitch his small mustache. “Fine.”

 “Will you be able to lead them from this distance?” Atlas said.

“Of course. I have a special messenger in place for that. He’ll be with us shortly, along with Griffin.”

The woman with the sheep fera looked at the vitrum-animated map Atlas had begun to set up. “Will he be fast enough?”

“Oh, I’m sure of it. Finch is used for everything. Gathering people, diplomatic missions, grocery shopping,” Cooper said.

“I see.” The sheep-woman noticed Flint. “When did the princeling get a fera?”

“Heir Kane,”” King Asher swept a hand towards the sheep-woman, “I believe you have yet to meet our new Captain of Guard; Poppy Milton.”

“I was promoted today,” Poppy announced.

Why does her fera have fake horns? Flint thought.

“Is your sheep trying to be a ram,” Kane deadpanned. Atlas whirled in his chair, shooting his son a scowl. Kane could practically hear the tongue-lashing he would receive. 

But he was done with disrespect from his peers. Charlotte’s attempted assassination proved that. If he was going to be prince, then he would start demanding to be treated like one. Defending himself was one step to the ultimate goal.

“No,” Poppy gave a coy smile, “but she’ll knock the twigs off the head of your fera, if you want.”

“Enough,” Kane heard Flint and King Asher say simultaneously. 

The group turned to the back of the room as the vitrum panel shot down, then came back a few seconds later with two people. Griffin and Finch both looked sick. Kane wondered if it was their first time on Mount Mizzen.

“Finally!” Donovan slapped his hands on the war table. “Now we can get going.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.


Chapter 58: Threshold of Peace

                   

Piper

Finch left them soon after they drew closer to the buzz of the Inventors’ Lab. He had never been one for crowds.

“Where are you going?” Loy radiated the enthusiasm of a boy at a carnival. 

“Um…” Piper was at a loss. “I’m not sure.” Everyone around them seemed to rush to their respective places, like actors in a play.

If it’s a play, then we must find the director. Reine took a few steps forward, her nose twitching slightly. There’s a fear scent leading to a woman at the center of this crowd. I’m assuming she’s in charge.

Piper followed Reine to a woman clothed in what seemed to be blue-tinted vitrum. She roared orders with a healthy sprinkling of profanities to the scrambling soldiers around her. “Laggards! Cooper and Griffin might be away, but that isn’t an excuse to sleep! You over there! Speed it up, or I’ll let Lydia have her second breakfast on your muskrat!” The woman pushed a strand of black hair out of her eyes as Piper came near. “Name your station, soldier.”

“I’m in the vitrum unit,” Piper held out her alea.

“Go get your armor over there,” the woman pointed to a line of soldiers making their way down a ridge. Her lion fera stared at Reine as they passed.

She must be jealous of my spots, Reine huffed.

Piper joined the trickling stream of soldiers down the ridge to a large tent set up for distribution for the army. She was asked her size and station, given a drawstring pack and led to a smaller, private tent. She changed into black buckskin pants and a matching long-sleeved shirt. In her bag, a small slip of paper read: Designed by Cooper. To activate armor, turn on alea or vitrum disk.

How will that work? Piper thought.

Try it out, Reine prompted. 

Piper figured her alea and twisted its sides. A mace was soon in her hand.

Suddenly, she could feel her clothes shifting and hardening on her. Piper quickly examined herself to see that she was now in a full set of clear, blue-tinted armor. Gloves also appeared on her hands. If she looked closely, she could see that the battle gear had a woven appearance, as if every fiber in the armor had linked arms for a single purpose; her protection. She ran her fingernail over the smooth surface, admiring its quality. Wow.

Very nice. I hope I get something like that, Reine said with a touch of envy. The fera turned and groomed her peach pelt. What will protect my magnificent fur? 

Piper was in higher spirits now. I’m sure you’ll get something just as nice.

The leopard ran out of the dressing room. Then let’s go find out! 

Atlas

Troops of various Elben ranks formed up far below the mountain window. Kane watched them with a steady gaze, hands behind his back and golden hair lit by the sun. Flint stood beside him, antlers nearly scraping the stone ceiling. In that moment, Atlas thought his son showed a glimpse of his regal nature. It was how Asher had looked on the eve of his crowning. 

He looked to the king and grunted a thanks as he was passed the note from the opponent. Finch had brought it moments ago from a scout.

Dear King Asher,

Due to clashes of interests, we have decided to cease export of our territories’ products to the Elben-ruled areas of the North. We have come to remove current Western and Eastern products from Elbe to make this separation clear. If you peacefully comply to remove Elbe of all Western and Eastern materials, we will give and retain mercy to your soldiers and civilians. If not, then mercy will not be given.

It was signed with a simple K & C. King Kayden of the West and Queen Celia of the East.

“Celia’s behind this, I know it,” Asher growled. “Kayden’s nothing but a puppet for her.”

Hudson sat on his haunches and sniffed the note. It smells like both of them. I believe that would mean both of them are behind this.

Donovan scoffed as he read the letter. “This is just a fancy way of saying they want to pillage the city!” 

Poppy cursed when the letter was passed to her. “Stupid leaders and their Life-forsaken power quests. Thinking they can just come up to us anytime and declare war.”

“Technically, that has happened multiple instances in history,” Cooper said. “If you take out the tension buildup time.”

Kane peeled himself from the window and joined them at the table. He read the letter and then sat quietly, head bowed. Finally, as Atlas was about to rekindle the conversation, Kane spoke and he knew Flint was assisting him. 

“I’ve been watching the armies below. Regardless of the note, we have to fight them. I don’t think there will ever be mercy for us.”

Donovan set his jaw, and met each of the eyes around the room. “This is it, then.”

“It is. We have crossed the threshold of peace long ago.” Asher scribbled a return note, and gave it to Finch. They all watched the messenger walk to the back of the room, and disappear to deliver the note below. 

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know what you thought about this chapter. :)




Chapter 59: Trumpet Song

                   

Piper

The inventor grinned nervously at the bounding leopard coming towards him and his tent. “I-I’m guessing you’re hear for fera gear?” His tone seemed to imply, You’re really going to arm this fera?

Reine put on a burst of speed, then stopped an inch away from the young man, spooking him back a few steps. “My, he’s excited.”

“She,” Piper hurriedly said before Reine had the chance to correct him. “My fera’s a female.” 

The inventor’s eyebrow rose, but he backed away and returned with a set of large armor made of the same material as Piper’s. Unlike hers, it did not need an alea to conform to Reine’s body like a gel. The inventor explained that this is how the aviators wore their vitrum armor as well.

He adjusted it until it fit snugly on Reine. “There.”

Reine found a mirror and admired herself, turning this way and that to get the best view of her suit. It reflected the light in a way so that she glittered like a living crystal. Her tail whipped to the side. Very nice. I approve.

Piper looked at herself in the mirror and mimicked Reine, turning from side to side to admire her outfit. It fit nicely, while giving her a tougher appearance that she didn’t know she could possess.

Reine returned to the inventor. Now is there anything else? Piper repeated the question aloud. 

The inventor went into his tent and reappeared with two pairs of tiny metal claw tips. “These are the last we have for cat modifications.”

Reine eyed the metal bits and wrinkled her nose. No, no. Those things are for kits. I will use my own claws instead.

Piper thanked the inventor, and found herself following a trio of chatting vitrum soldiers as they climbed at path to the foothills, and then mountains. They talked of glory and past battles, of scars their fathers had earned and ranks they hoped to receive. Piper was content to simply listen until they reached the midway part of the trail for lunch. They welcomed her after that, and made the climb feel less ominous as they traveled to their potential doom.

I would have liked to do more things with my life, Piper thought as she hiked. Fall in love, travel the world, discover new things….

This is not the end of our story, we have only just begun our lives, Reine purred.

So you’ll think we’ll survive this, Piper said.

I am confident Life will protect us. He always has.

They reached the top of the mountain at sunset, where the soldiers were given tents as temporary barracks. The aviators would begin their flight paths in the morning.

Piper sat outside her group’s tent with Reine, observing the sun as it bled into the fading sky, and took its light with it. All of the others were subdued around them, even Ranger the rhino. They knew what was to come in just a few short hours.

Kane

Under mutual agreement, the small war council slept on Mount Mizzen. King Asher had stuffed mattresses and beds brought up for each human and their fera. At dawn, they were shoved down the opening at the rear of the room.

Kane ate a hurried meal of soggy oats while Flint was given a large salad from the ground crew below. By the time breakfast was over, nearly everyone was at the single window pane that stretched the length of the wall. 

Northern troops and the weapons of war were lined up like tin soldiers. The gliders above them took off like clockwork, showing off their strength and ingenuity to the East and West. Each glider finished its loop on a lower platform, and was moved up to its original takeoff place with the help of vitrum soldiers and their fera.

Kane’s smile faded as he saw the opposing army. A mingled sea of red and green looked like a Lifemas party spilled across the foothills. Banners with the East and West’s unique emblems peppered the tents and units. A red river bend in the shape of a striking snake was the East’s proud symbol, while the West carried the familiar curled wave of grass that threatened to crush anything in its path.

Will this be enough against them? Kane wondered.

Flint shifted his hooves on the stone, making a faint clicking sound. I pray so.

As if reading their fears, King Asher said, “We have the advantage of the Northern Mountains. They will never get past us.”

Kane swallowed as their enemies formed up against them. “Cooper, do you have anything for seeing long distance?” 

Cooper tapped his vitrum disk and handed him a pair of newly-formed binoculars. “This good?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Kane lifted them to his eyes, and the armies below came into sharp focus. Orderly ranks led to elevated commanders in vibrant red and green. They waved their hands wildly, directing soldiers this way and that like mad conductors. Their deadly orchestra was almost ready to perform. 

Past the army sat two tents of red and green with a third tent between them. This third tent was larger, and had distinctive stripes showing the partnership of the armies. Kane turned the sides of the binoculars, and zoomed in as a cloaked figure stepped out of the striped tent. A clearly angry woman with shocking white hair stalked up to a nearby commander and pointed to Elbe. The commander saluted then nodded. Her temper cooling, the white haired woman gave a return nod and made her way to a giant serpent shaped trumpet and signaled for a soldier to blow upon it.

Across the plains and up to the Northern Mountains, the song of the giant trumpet was heard.

King Asher took a deep breath as the soldiers below them moved like ants. “The battle has begun.”

Piper

Piper stood, wringing her hands at the edge of the cliff. She was waiting for the next glider to land so she could help drag it back to the higher ridge. Three other vitrum soldiers and their fera lay idle with her. The pause was disheartening. What if the glider was shot down? Then they would have to wait even longer for the next one to come in.

Before she had a chance to question the others, one of the vitrum soldiers looked up. “Hey, it looks like one’s coming in.” They moved out of the way as a glider swept overhead, nearly clipping them, and made a tight turn to land.

“You got rather close,” a girl said dryly. 

“I know,” the pilot snapped. “I think you would be a little shaky too after flying over that pot of death.” She clipped off her belt and examined the few glass spheres in it. The vitrum spheres were filled with a milky white liquid that sloshed when she shook the belt. “Looks like I didn’t use them all this time.”

Piper gulped. The gliders’ main objective was to fly over enemy lines and drop the grenades onto anything below. She didn’t know what the milky liquid produced, but it looked lethal. 

The cube soldiers made a triangle around the glider, and lifted it over their heads. Cooper said that the gliders stayed more stable the longer they were unfolded. The pilot grunted her thanks, and walked alongside them up the ridge. Piper noticed that the aviator’s face and her pink canary were covered in soot. She wondered why.

As if reading her thoughts, the woman gave her an even stare. “Fires,” she said simply. “Battle fires.”

Piper’s eyes widened. “Fires?” she whispered. 

The pilot kicked a rock out of her way. “The battle’s starting to blaze. It’s because of us.” Maybe the milky liquid in the spheres created fire? 

“I’m sorry.” Piper didn’t know what else to say.

I bet she hasn’t heard that yet, Reine said.

“Don’t be sorry. Let’s just pray we make it through the day.” When they reached the top, the woman handed her old belt for a crew to refill, and then clipped on a new one. She approached the glider where the vitrum unit had placed it and paused. She rolled her shoulders and gripped the glider’s bar before giving a grunt and pushing off.

The glider dropped off the ridge, and a few tense seconds passed before white canvas shot up and sped away, back to the battle.

Atlas

Atlas watched the tiny armies wrestle with each other on the map, then looked outside to see the scene on a larger scale. He shivered. 

Kane leaned over the table, and could see that the Elben troops were forming a wedge and foothold between the East and West. “What are they doing?”

“Trying to cut us off.” Kane’s father drew out the miniature Elben soldiers. The representative enemy soldiers swarmed behind the North and cut off the army from Elbe. “Classic flatland strategy. Seclude and conqueror. But,” Atlas added, “we’re not in the flatlands. We have mountains and hills.”

“We need to outwit them while not allowing ourselves to be drawn out.” Asher summarized. 

A tough predicament indeed, Hudson said.

 “It seems our archers are trying to keep that from happening,” Griffin said. “I’ll order more gliders to help them.” He wrote a note, and gave it to Finch. “Send it quickly.”

Finch nodded, and ran to the vitrum platform in the back. 

Piper

Piper watched as another glider went off the edge. I’m glad we’re not aviators. 

Perhaps you would feel different if you had a bird fera. You would learn to love the sky. Reine groomed her tail as they waited for the next orders.

“Okay,” their organizer pocketed a scrap of paper. “Griffin wants us to break up a thick block of soldiers on the left side of the field. Marlowe, Fredrick, Saintburg, you’re up!”

Marlowe. Piper recognized the name instantly. 

Ivy, Reine said as the tiny girl and her sparrow fera lined up along the cliff. She tugged at her harness and checked her flight gear. 

Piper and a few other vitrum soldiers helped her drag the glider to the edge. Ivy nodded her thanks, and mutely buckled on the glass spheres of an attacking pilot. The milky substance inside the spheres frothed and bubbled when shaken. An extra belt full of the weapons were hooked to the bar handle of the glider in case she ran out.

With a grim face, Ivy allowed herself to be strapped into the glider, leaving her feet and hands free to run and steer. 

Piper stepped in front the glider and helped Ivy lift the steering bar to her chest. The organizer gave the signal for the rear soldiers to let go of the glider. A strong wind blew, lifting the glider so that Piper had to hold it steady. “Be strong Ivy. I know I’ll see you soon.”

Ivy met eyes with Piper, and something unsettling burned within them. Fear, sorrow, and another unreadable emotion. 

Something isn’t right. She’s snapped. Piper, get away from her! Reine warned, coming closer to Piper.

“Charlotte sends her gratitude for imprisonment,” Ivy whispered, and in a split-second, tugged at a red rope holding her harness together. The emergency release. Ivy ducked, and let the glider shoot forward with Piper hanging onto the bar.

The glider and Piper were swept off the edge of the cliff.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this cliffhanger… haha. 




Chapter 60: Arrows

                   

Piper

At first, all Piper could see was white. 

Am I dead? she thought.

No, Reine snapped, but you’re going to be if you don’t keep your grip.

Suddenly, everything came into focus.

Piper was looking up at the white canvas of a glider. She looked ahead to see a cliff and her soldier group steadily growing smaller. Then she realized that she was backwards on the glider.

“Life!” she yelped, and hugged the control bar tighter around her torso. Her gaze drifted to the battle below her dangling feet. Elben soldiers were locked in combat with the enemy army. Fera of all sizes slashed and howled at each other. Sharp bursts of light came from explosions around her, and masking everything was a thick cloud of smoke from fires. Piper rubbed two fingers together to see that grime had already started to collect on her skin.

Her glider easily cut through the murky air with no help from its stranded pilot.

Piper’s arms started to ache. I’m going to die! 

Strap yourself in! I can’t help you right now. Reine said. Piper briefly glanced at her situation through their mental link, and found soldiers hemming the leopard into a pen. They were trying to contain the fera in case her human perished. Piper could feel Reine’s worry for her, and anger at the surrounding soldiers. Get out of my way! I have to save my human! she roared.

Piper grimaced, and tried to lift herself over the bar, but only succeeded in losing her grip further. She now hung by her hands. Ah! Her feet hit the tops of a few battle-beaten trees. She closed her eyes. Okay, Piper. Focus. 

Slowly, she turned her hands around and twisted her body so she faced the right direction. Taking a deep breath, she used a substantial amount of her strength to hoist herself once more onto the control bar.

Piper looked up at the glider canvas to see the straps Ivy had reset when she pulled the emergency release. Fighting to keep her position on the bar, Piper reached out with one hand and pulled down one strap to secure half of her body. Satisfied by this method, she shifted her weight and pulled down the other strap to fasten herself into the glider.

Ha! Piper grinned, in awe of her actions. I just did that! 

Her joy, however, was short-lived. During her struggle, her glider had veered closer to enemy lines. Archers clad in Eastern red had spotted the brilliant white of the glider against the smoke. Arrows whistled by her ears, and a few bounced harmlessly off the glider’s thick canvas. But the enemy was not aiming for the canvas. The attacks became heavier, and a few were tipped with fire to try and catch her unbound hair.

Life help me! Piper leaned heavily to her left, and started to turn away. A flaming arrow hit the control bar and ricocheted into the air. The motion caused the buckle of glass spheres connected to it shaking. This gave Piper an idea.

Kane

Finch shot up from the floor. “We have a problem.”

“Besides a war?” Donovan said sarcastically. 

“It seems a pilot went temporary rogue, and let a vitrum soldier fly into battle.” Finch had panic in his eyes as he looked at Kane. “It’s Piper.”

“What?” Kane and Atlas said.

“My Life, you’re right.” Cooper was at the window with vitrum binoculars glued to his face. “She’s getting attacked by archers. But wait… A band of archers are running… With the Trene ambassador? What in Eden are they doing?”

Kane was at his side in a moment, and took the binoculars. He zoomed in on the scene. Just as Cooper said, a band of blue-cloaked archers were running underneath Piper’s glider, with a red-caped one in the lead with his ram fera. Loy. By the way he was jumping and waving his hands, he was trying to get her attention. 

“How did he get in charge of an archer unit?” Donovan demanded.

“You’d be surprised what he gets away with,” Poppy growled.

King Asher pounded the table. “I want this resolved immediately. We don’t have time for these shenanigans; it could tilt the scales too heavily to their favor.” 

Suddenly, the battlefield was swallowed in a blinding light.

Piper

Piper rocked back and forth on the control bar, dodging arrows and feeling her teeth rattle as the glider would jerk against an updraft from the fires below. She couldn’t turn around, for fear of being shot down by the enemy archers. She leaned to the left, making tight circles over the field. In her hand she held the buckle of glass spheres. The milky liquid frothed dangerously in their cases.

“Piper!” a voice called. She glanced down from her dizzying height to see a man in a red cape running at the head of a Northern archer band. 

“Loy?” Piper cried.

“I came to save you. But I can’t! Drop it!” he screamed. “Drop them all!”

“What?” Piper yelled. But she knew what he meant. She had been forming the same plan herself. “I can’t!”

“You can! Do it now, or you’ll die!” Loy stopped running, and let the archers swarm around him. 

I can’t do this. She thought. Her glider was so far from the cliff, Reine was only a sliver in her mind. It was the farthest she had been from her fera since she bonded, and it was terrible. 

More arrows whizzed by, thumping against the glider canvas and scraping her face.

I can’t do this.

Finally, an arrow rang true to its mark and slipped through her armor, burying itself in her side. Piper screamed and instinctively covered her wound with her hand, dropping the spheres in the process. As soon as they broke open, the milky substance seeped into the earth.

Then erupted in mounds of rock and fire.

Piper’s glider was thrown back as the blast engulfed everything around her. She squeezed her eyes tight, and felt as helpless as a leaf in the wind. The canvas and vitrum crinkled around her like paper-mache, folding her into a cocoon. 

She felt the impact as the glider dove into the soil, and then nothing.

Kane

“What just happened?” Kane rubbed his eyes. The explosion had been burned into his memory.

I’m… not sure. Flint pawed the ground nervously, swinging his head back and forth in distress and nearly hitting Atlas with his antlers. I have a feeling many perished. 

Finch had already gone to see if any news came from the ground level. 

Kane put the vitrum binoculars back to his eyes, and surveyed the damage. The eruption had torn through the battlefield, leaving a crater as wide and deep as a small canyon. It seemed as if a giant had stomped on the battle, taken a fistful of Eden, and left the world to recover. 

At first, no one moved. But as each moment passed, people from both sides began to rise. They walked through the chaos. The fires and fallen bodies. The unnatural stillness. 

Then the wailing began. It could be heard faintly from Mount Mizzen, but Kane was certain it was earth-shattering below. Maddened fera and humans alike ran from the field, their newfound sorrow and angst too much to control. For they had lost half of their soul.

Kane felt a deep stirring in his heart, and knew that his fits were nothing compared to the unbroken pain of losing a fera. As long as he had Flint, he had something to live for.

You are the same to me, Flint said, nibbling his shirt.

The war council were all at the window, mutely watching the aftermath. 

“This is war,” Poppy murmured. She put a hand on her sheep.

“This is war,” King Asher agreed. “And now we wait.”

Kane was at first confused by his words. Were they waiting for Finch to come back? 

Look, Flint pressed his dark nose to the glass.

Over the dark fog rose a single white bird with green and red ribbons trailing its path. A messenger dove. Without even reading the slip of paper in its talons, Kane knew what it said.

The enemy had surrendered. 

Remember to comment and vote! 




Chapter 61: Aftermath

                   

Piper

I’m coming. I’m coming. I’m coming, Reine kept repeating as she dashed through the smoldering battlefield. A medic glider flew close behind her, its spare fera straps dangling where the leopard had ripped free. She had apparently convinced them that Piper was worth searching for.

Piper moved, then grimaced as a shard of the glider dug into her rib. Slowly, other injuries started to bloom across her fragile form. She tried to stay awake and take notice of her surroundings. 

Through a gaping hole in the glider frame, she could see there was heavy smoke everywhere. A large and especially dark plume of smoke sprouted far away, like a deadly feather put back into its earthly inkwell. 

Piper shivered in the summer heat. I did this, she said, the horror setting in.

Reine put on a burst of speed and honed in on her human’s location. Stay awake. Stay with me. I’m here. The fera swiftly picked her way across the field of debris, clearing a row of bodies with a single leap.

Piper could see herself through Reine’s vision, and inwardly recoiled. Dark hair matted, body crumpled and hidden within the wreckage of a bloodied glider. She looked dead. Her sense of vertigo increased when she stirred and looked up into Reine’s eyes.

I’m here. Reine nuzzled Piper affectionately, then she backed away. We’re going to get you out of this.

Piper gave a weak nod, and slipped into oblivion. 

Kane

“We did it,” King Asher said. Levi gave a purr.

Cooper neatly folded up the paper for surrender before passing it to Atlas. “Very nice. We’ll sign the proper treaty in a few hours. Then they’ll leave.” The inventor’s koala climbed onto his back.

Griffin hadn’t left the window since the explosion. “The hard part isn’t over yet.” His glass binoculars swiveled back and forth. “We need to send out a cleanup crew.”

“Already done.” Cooper stretched, “My vitrum units are helping to gather a list of survivors to go through the mess.”

“We need to be down there as well,” Atlas said. “Everyone except Asher,” he added to the king. “You need to prepare for the treaty signing.”

As the others discussed further details about the signing, Kane took up his binoculars beside Griffin and surveyed the post-battle scene.

Did Piper do this? Flint asked in amazement.

I… think so. Kane said hesitantly. It was hard to imagine the quiet, respectful girl that had stayed in their house causing the damage before him. He could have pictured her fera doing something foolhardy, but not Piper on her own. Or had Reine somehow been involved in the starting of the explosion? The two shared thoughts, after all.

There is much we don’t know, Flint said slowly, let’s not jump to conclusions.

Kane took a deep breath, and reeled in his accusations. You’re right. 

I might be, the deer said. 

Don’t push your luck, Kane warned good-naturedly. He stopped as a peach blur sped by his vision. Hang on. Was that…

Reine. Flint confirmed as he examined the brief memory.

Kane swept his binoculars in a wide arc until he found the leopard again. She was franticly tugging at the leg of an Elben medic with a penguin fera. What caught Kane’s attention though was what the archer held in his hand; a rope with a ram at the end. It kicked and swung its head at the man.

Is that Floyd? Flint put his large head closer to the window, although he was using Kane’s vision.

No, it can’t be. If that’s Floyd… “Then where’s Loy?” Kane whispered.

Piper

Piper awoke and found herself under thick blankets on a straw bed. Her armor had been removed and replaced with a light dress. Reine immediately rose and stuck her wet nose in her face. You’re up.

Yes. Piper looked up and around her to see that she was in a white medical tent. The taut fabric reminded her chillingly of a glider. How long was I…

Out? Less than a day. Her fera paced back and forth on the earthen floor, creating a tiny dust cloud. They treated your wounds as best as they could. I made sure they didn’t poison you. They gave you a private tent, because they think you changed the battle.

Piper checked her ribs and found an ugly reminder of the battle covering them. Another deep scar was on her leg in a long streak. 

They’ve started cleaning up the battle, Reine continued grimly. The smell of death is strong. The cry of mad fera was in the air for hours and hours after everything was over. Some are still loose on the field. A shiver rippled across the leopard’s pelt. Faint echoes of the aftermath seeped through Reine’s memories onto Piper.

How is it now? Piper asked. 

Manageable. But they are listing the dead. Reine’s ears went back.

With a groan, Piper sat up. She rested her hands on her knees for a minute and pulled on a pair of soft buckskin slippers before hobbling to the tent’s opening with Reine as a support.

Outside, the world smelled of rot and ruin. Piper could see mass graves in the distance, of bodies too torn to be recognized and buried by family members. Those of the deceased who were lucky were stacked in simple wooden coffins.

Her stomach gave an uneasy clench. I did this.

Reine did not respond, but merely flicked her ears to a figure coming closer to them. He comes.

Who? Piper closed her eyes, and switched to her fera’s vision. Through the sharp glean of the midmorning sun, she saw a scarlet bird making loops above its human. Finch.

She opened her eyes as he approached their tent. 

He regarded her with a curious expression, before clearing his throat. “I was coming to check on you.”

He has come twice now, Reine noted.

You let him inside the tent? Piper glanced at her fera.

Of course not, she snapped. But he was kept updated on your health.

“Since you seem to be up and about,” Finch said, “King Asher requested to see you as soon as you were conscious.” He held out his arm. “Would you mind accompanying me to the palace, Piper Amur?”

Piper blinked at his words. Amur was Elben for hope. “What?”

“You like the name?” Finch’s eyes glimmered with mischief. “It’s what everyone has been calling you. Piper and Reine Amur. The heroes of Elbe.”

I could get used to that, Reine purred loud enough for Finch to hear. The messenger smiled, and started to walk them towards the base of the Northern Mountains. Towards home.

But something caught Piper’s eyes. A stich of color in the corner of her sight. She paused, and turned to see a single coffin separated from the rest. The North’s seal of a shining mountain on a blue background was laid atop it.

“Who is that?” she whispered, taking a step to the coffin. What brave soul had earned the King’s attention, for him to treat it with such an honor?

Finch stiffened. “You don’t want to know.”

“Who is it?” she said, her hands fisted.

Silence. And then: “Gaspar Loyal. Prince and ambassador of Trene.”

Kane

I have a complaint. Flint tossed his head as they picked their way through the outskirts of the battlefield. 

And that would be? Kane said.

I dislike being what you call a ‘pack mule.’ The stag’s nostrils flared, inhaling and exhaling the humid summer air tainted by death. It’s uncomfortable. 

One of their armored guards turned as he noticed Flint’s distress. “Heir Kane, is there anything you need?”

Yes. I would prefer if I could transfer this burden to a more suitable fera. Flint eyed the pony of the head guard. 

Stop it. Kane patted the deer’s saddle and baggage. We only need to be like this for the treaty signing. You’ve carried me before, remember?

That was different. The deer’s decorative saddle jingled as the tiny bells attached to it shook. He sighed, I’m not used to being saddled. I think it’s a bit much.

It might be. Kane shrugged. It’s to show off Elbe’s victory. 

Flint tossed his head again.

They soon reached the midway point of the battleground. A vitrum platform had been set up with extravagant glass chairs to hold the leaders and a few escorts. Any other soldiers had to wait below the platform as a show of peace and trust.

Kane’s entourage dissolved into the guards stationed on the Northern side of the platform, and the soon-to-be prince was left to climb the glass stairs alone with Flint. When they reached the top, King Asher and the leaders of the East and West waited for him.

Remember to comment and vote! :) Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.












Chapter 62: Prince

                   

Piper

For the next few days, all was quiet. The Northerners trickled back into Elbe, while the defeated enemy retreated back to their lands. Many of Elbe’s citizens returned back to their homes to find a loved one gone, which caused a fresh wave of grief. 

Kane and Atlas kept busy by preparing for the crowning ceremony. King Asher had declared that Kane had shown outstanding bravery and leadership qualities during the past couple months, and the Council, for the most part, supported his ascension now that Charlotte was no longer a contender for the throne. 

Micah had secluded himself in the embassy to settle Loy’s affairs. It had been decided, to honor Loy’s memory, that Floyd should be brought to Nell and the forest community of Trene. Surprisingly, the bighorn sheep had not gone mad, as most fera did. The ram seemed unfazed about the events happening around him. Even after his death, there was still much that the band did not know about Loy. 

This left Piper and Reine alone. As soon as she was able, Piper roamed the city and helped those who had suffered loss with comforting words, help with moving back into their dwellings, and brought treats Vince had volunteered to make. 

“Amur,” they murmured to her, “thank you Amur.”

Piper kept her distance from the prison, where she knew supporters of Charlotte, Lady Harper and Lord Beckham loitered. With Piper’s clear allegiance to Kane, they hated her as much as the true heir.

A week after the battle, Milla, Skye, Thea and Kit had returned from the safe house in Esme. Tears had been shed for Loy, which was then replaced with a sort of joy and awe as they heard the events of the battle and Kane’s ascension plans.

One morning, nearly two weeks after the battle, Piper was walking through the back fields of the Fletcher house. The tall grass swayed with the late summer wind. With Reine’s senses, Piper was able to taste a faint sharpness to the air. A promise of the season’s change.

What’s going to happen next? Piper wondered. She watched a single stalk stand firm while its brethren swirled around it. Now that the North had successfully repealed the East and West, their place in Elbe seemed undefined. 

Our story is not over, Reine said. We are Piper and Reine Amur; the heroes of Elbe! Do you think King Asher would let us sit out the rest of our days?

I don’t think you would let us sit out on anything, Piper chuckled. I bonded to an ambitious fera.

I shall take that as a compliment, oh complacent one. Reine groomed her golden pelt self-consciously. Someone has to keep you on your toes.

They both looked up as a united choir of trumpets blasted into the air. Piper’s first thought was of war, but understanding quickly followed.

She turned around to see Finch waiting for them. Ever patient and unmoving. 

“It’s time to see the prince,” he said, holding out his arm. “May I accompany you?”

Piper smiled. “Of course.”









“Ladies and gentlemen,” Cooper announced from his glass podium, “Please silence all disks and personal devices during the ceremony. Hearing aids and assisted help can be found…”

Get on with it! Reine growled. I don’t care about the fine print. I want to be entertained. 

Piper rolled her eyes, relieved that others could not hear the fera’s comments. They sat in the front row with the friends, family and highly honored of the royal family. Council members sat directly behind them, followed by the rest of the citizens of Elbe, the North, and a few foreign ambassadors. The ambassadors were watched closely by guards, for their protection from angry citizens as well as protection of the royal assembly.

“Now,” Cooper cleared his throat, “without further ado, I present Elbe’s crowning ceremony for our prince.”

Drums beat a steady pulse into the air, followed by flutes and instruments that sounded like the tinkling of wind chimes.

The drums grew louder as King Asher and Levi walked through the crowd up to the glass stage. King Asher wore an elaborate, dark blue cloak with a golden crown upon his head. Levi also donned a golden crown. A long rod rose out of stage, and the king took it with a sober air. Piper was surprised to find that a tiny version of the Northern seal sat atop of the rod.

Trumpets blared above the base layer of music, heralding the approach of the prince. The crowd stood and was attentive as Kane and Flint walked down the aisle. 

Well he looks festive, Reine said as the deer strode past. From his spindly antlers to a decorative and jingling saddle, Flint seemed to wear a coat of blue. The leopard closed her eyes and laughed.

Stop laughing at him. We’re supposed to be respectful, Piper chastised, then smiled. Flint did look funny.

When they reached the stage, Kane and Flint knelt before the king. 

Gripping the Northern rod tightly, King Asher lightly tapped each of them on their shoulders. He then placed crowns of white gold on their heads. “Rise.”

Kane and Flint rose, and King Asher turned towards the crowd. “Introducing Prince Kane and his fera, Flint!”

“Prince Kane! Flint!” The crowd cheered. “Prince Kane! Flint!”

Kane reddened shyly while facing the audience. Flint gave a joyous shake that sent his saddle and antlers ringing a pure cry. 

As the shout was repeated again and again, Piper looked up to the blue sky in thanks of Elbe’s victory. It was then that she saw the first fiery leaf leap into the air, a sign of the next season.

Fall was coming.

That’s a wrap! ^_^ Now be prepared for book 2: Fall! Make sure to check out my thank-you’s on the next page, and let me know your thoughts about Rise! Who was your favorite fera? What was your favorite chapter/scene, and why? Anything special you’re looking forward to in the next book?
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Anti-Prologue

                   

The sky was a starry wonder to Silas. Messy, yet perfectly aligned to the earth. Cold, yet astoundingly brilliant. He often imagined himself as a star, or perhaps a moon, orbiting the world with Cedric; his bonded human and soul-sharer. 

The duty of a fera never left the forefront of Silas’s mind. He must protect what was his, and honor the boundaries of others.

Yet on this bitingly chill fall night, Silas was torn. Cedric was doing something wrong, so horribly wrong, and he was going through with it. He knew Cedric’s mate, Grace, was against it, along with the dove Julia… But they too, had come to see reason. Sometimes reason was just as cold as the stars.

The girl on Cedric’s shoulders giggled and pulled her father’s short dark hair. Silas winced as each bout of pain raced through their link like a poison. She was now a full year’s of age, and a curious thing at that. Silas had developed patience towards the child, holding back well-deserved bites and growls to gently nudge her away from his bright tail and coat. He supposed humans grew to restrain themselves from a fox’s majestic attire. 

Not always, Cedric chuckled. His breath was caught and crystallized, dissipating seconds later. It reminded Silas of a painting in a museum. Kinn had such great art galleries. Would Cedric’s offspring come to love the joy of domestic and fine art as well? She would be so close to the capital, a few day’s trip, that surely the Guardian would bring her to visit. 

A small chisel cracked Silas’s heart at the thought. They would soon be much farther from Kinn and its modern pleasures. Too far for comfort.

Don’t worry, old friend, Cedric said as he adjusted the girl so she was suspended in his arms. You will like it. If not, we will find another place to stay.

Hopefully Julia will not be eaten. Those lovely feathers are poor camouflage for our future home, Silas replied in dark humor. But your daughter will be safe, at least.

Cedric frowned, his thoughts becoming not unlike a building thundercloud. This was when he became dangerous to his enemies. But Silas was not afraid. Perhaps this would push him over the edge, and make him turn back. Keep what was his.

Silas flicked his tail, and pressed his ears forward. He alerted Cedric to a new scent. Someone was ahead.

The throaty call of a barred owl fell over them. Hoo, hoo, too-HOO; hoo, hoo, too-HOO!

“That’s her,” Cedric whispered, causing even more vapor from talking to wreath around his head.

Silas saw the Guardian before Cedric, and shared his night-sight with him. Her red hair could be seen even in this poor lighting. She wore a thick trench coat with heavily-padded shoulders. The reason for this was quickly apparent as her barred owl landed on her.

“Mr. Cedric, I presume?” the woman asked. She held a slight accent, as if Kinnish was her second tongue. By the way she rolled her r‘s, she could have hailed from Seine, or the populated islands off its coast.

“Lucy Mink,” Cedric replied with a bow, dipping his daughter with him. The child giggled playfully.

“I am always honored by a client’s respectability.” Ms. Mink’s eyes immediately latched onto Cedric’s child, like a bird of prey with a mouse. Silas’s fur bristled. He hated to be rude with humans, but this was no normal meeting or outing for tea.

Silas, Cedric chided. Please, for me.

Taking a deep breath, Silas smoothed his fur and settled into a neat sitting posture.

“I am so sorry of the circumstances leading to this removal. It is unpleasant for all parties, every time,” Ms. Mink continued. Her fera cocked its head from side to side, examining the child. “Do you have the papers I mailed you? Signed and sealed?”

“Yes, of course.” Cedric fished them out of his pocket, and handed them to the Guardian. Such a small gesture for an immense action. Legally in the eyes of Eden, Cedric’s offspring was now no longer his. If they had run from this meeting, Ms. Mink would have the papers to track them down and gather her quarry without question. They had crossed the threshold of no return.

“I’ll give you a moment,” Ms. Mink said, stepping out of earshot. But not out of tracking distance should they flee.

Cedric lowered himself on the grass, and let the girl babble nonsense on his leg. “Papa’s going to go for a while, okay cupcake? We’ll see each other soon. I’ll send you letters every month until you are bonded and safe. Until this is all over.” A well of sadness sprung deep within the man as he hoisted the girl to his arms once more, and trudged to Ms. Mink. He handed the girl over with a kiss to her head, and turned his back.

Twenty steps from their meeting place, the child began to cry.

The well was tapped, and tears flowed freely from Cedric. “Oh, my sweet babe. My sweet Piper.”

What is an anti-prologue? It’s simply an inverted version of the first prologue (although both short scenes apply greatly to both of the Reine books, make no mistake). I hope you’ve enjoyed this to celebrate Rise’s 50k milestone. ;) 

Samantha Maze (7/24/2016)
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