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Pronunciation Guide + Copyright

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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PART 1: Vitrum

Part 1: Vitrum 

A new adventure begins, old secrets are brought to light, and the line between hearts and souls is crossed. 


Chapter 1: Change

                   

Sunlight broke in a sudden burst through the curtains in Piper’s room. It rippled as the disturber of her sleep struggled with being caught in the long strips of cloth.

Life! Reine cursed. She unsheathed her claws, and began to free herself of the curtains. This woke Piper faster than the sun.

Scrambling from the bed, Piper crossed the few feet to the window to untangle her fera. Don’t ruin those! Thea just got them last week.

I know that, the leopard snapped. You think she would have learned, and gotten better quality curtains.

It’s not her fault that you can’t wait for me to rise, Piper chastised, pulling back the curtains to the hooks in the wall. She blinked and rubbed her eyes. 

Reine flattened her ears, and stalked to Piper’s bed. A thought crossed Reine’s mind that she quickly hid from her human.

What is it? Piper crossed her arms. Do I have to pay for something? Damage to property was not out of the question. The curtains had only been last week’s problem. And possibly this week’s too. Piper bent down to inspect the end of the curtains. Thankfully, they were only slightly frayed. 

I have a gift for you, Reine said.

Piper smiled. Ah, so someone hasn’t forgotten my birthday?

Sixteen years is old, even ancient, for my kind. Reine flicked her tail. You would be revered if you survived an encounter with another leopard.

You will live far beyond that, Piper said. She had asked Milla and the Fletcher family extensively on the subject. As long as we are together, we will have matched lifespans.

Hmph. Reine’s ears pressed forward. Again, she hid her thoughts from Piper.

What is it? Piper demanded. She walked to her fera, and put a hand on her soft shoulder blades.

Reine went to the door, and hit the handle with her paw. After waiting for Piper to change into her day clothes and grab her alea, Reine led Piper out of the hallway, down the staircase, and into the kitchen.  

The stove was vacant and cold where Thea usually stood for breakfast. Same was the small inset table by the window, where Kit and Skye would greet her. Atlas and Kane would already be at the Northern palace for their duties, but Piper was surprised that not even Milla was left in the kitchen. Breakfast was one of Reine’s favorite meals of the day, and she only emitted an annoyed growl at the group’s absence. 

Follow me, Reine said before Piper could pry through their mental link. They went through the front door and onto the quiet walkway that ran in front of each ambassador house that ringed the city of Elbe. 

Do you know where everyone is? Piper asked. She followed the leopard along the path, her curiosity piqued.

I recall something about a new glider Griffin created.

And was I in this conversation? Piper pried.

Let me think… Reine slowed, then redoubled her pace. No.

What? Piper laughed. She jogged to keep her place beside the fera. 

Reine stopped and whirled to face her. For Life’s sake, just appre—

The tall grass on their left suddenly rustled. Piper only had a second to reach for her alea in her pocket before the grass parted, and a hearty cheer of “Piper Amur!” filled the air.

Piper shrieked, then blushed a deep red as her and Reine were surrounded by Atlas, Thea, Kit, Kane, Milla, Skye, and their assorted fera. 

“Happy birthday dear,” Milla said. She turned to June, and untied a parcel from the donkey’s back. When Piper took it, the thick, periwinkle paper that surrounded the gift crackled. The gift felt soft and pliable through the paper.

“Go on,” Skye urged, “open it.”

Piper ripped off the paper to hold a looped belt. The leather was embedded with glass stars that peppered the length of it. On the side of the belt was a stiff, shallow pouch in the shape of a cube.

“The pouch is for your alea. For improvement in battle,” Atlas explained. He nodded in approval as Piper put it on.

“And style,” Kit added. “Vitrum in clothing, not just armor, is on the rise.”

Piper took her vitrum weapon from her pocket, and placed it in the belt’s pouch. The stars around her belt glowed dimly before fading. “Do I… need to know of any surprises with the belt?”

“No.” Atlas shook his head. “We only asked Cooper to have the stars for decorative purposes.”

“Do you like it?” Thea said. Her golden retriever, Sadie, wagged her tail next to Reine. The leopard pressed her ears back against the steady buffet of tailwind.

Piper smiled. “Yes. Thank you so much. This was so thoughtful. How did you know it was my birthday?” She had specifically kept quiet about her birthday, for fear King Asher or the Northern population would overcrowd the day. 

After many weeks of celebratory breakfasts, brunches, lunches, dinners and after parties, Piper felt the need to distance herself from festivities. The events after the battle against the East and West had been both fleeting and time-consuming. This was actually the first week where she had nothing planned. And it was exactly how she liked it.

But not Reine.

“How do you think we knew?” Skye grinned. She pointed to Reine.

Piper bit her lip. How long have they known…?

Just a few days, Reine purred. Memories startled to trickle through of the leopard waking Thea in the middle of the night, and dragging wrapping paper into the Fletcher’s kitchen. 

How did she guess with just that?

An image flashed to her mind; claw marks torn through the paper to read 16 = 5 DAYS.

Ah. I see. Piper smiled, and rubbed Reine’s head. You’re one clever fera. Thank you.

Reine snorted. If I wasn’t clever, we would be dead by now. 

“We actually have one more surprise for you,” Kit said.

“Oh?” Piper arched an eyebrow. She searched the faces of the group, looking for a hint to Kit’s words. 

Kit produced a strip of cloth, and held it taut between her hands. “You’re going to have to trust us, okay?” 

Skye brought out another blindfold. “Reine too.”

Skepticism spiked Reine’s thoughts. I did not think this was part of the plan.

Can you go along with it, for me? Piper pleaded. 

Reine fixed her pale eyes on Piper, then the blindfold in Skye’s hands. Her fur lifted, then fell gently back into place. Fine. For you.

Once their eyes were covered, they were led haltingly through the tall grass to a wagon. Kit informed them, and Reine’s nose confirmed, that they had rented an unbonded horse for the trip.

Skye jumped into the back of the wagon with them, her excitement cracking just as loud as the straw underfoot. “You’re going to love this. It’s just going to be us three in the—”

“Best place in Eden,” Kit interrupted. She urged the horse to trot, and they lurched forward.

It was roughly ten minutes before Piper noticed a change in her surroundings. The world was a murky green through the blindfold, but Piper caught flashes of light through the cloth as the cart bounced through the Northern wilds. Did you see that?

Reine peered over one of the wooden boards that penned them in. No. But I smell, and hear…. She passed on her senses to Piper, not finding the words to express it.

The sharp, almost overwhelming, scent of vitrum rolled over Piper; of aloe, which the healer Woodlock had shown her before for burns, oddly mixed with the sweet presence of honey and flower petals. 

At first, Piper could determine nothing for sound above the twittering of birds. But a gust of wind blew, and brought a beautiful noise with it. Thousands of pealing chimes harmonized around them. Glass leaves clinking together like eternal wind chimes. 

They were in a field of vitrum plants.

But Skye did not untie her blindfold then, or when the wagon began to climb hill after hill under Kit’s direction. Earthy smells tickled Piper’s nose.

Reine’s stomach growled. She in turn emitted a louder growl, We must stop, or I will eat someone.

Patience, Piper chided. To Kit, she said, “Reine is getting hungry. It must be near noon. Can we stop for lunch?”

Kit clucked her tongue, and eased the horse to a stop. “No need to. We’re here.”

Skye helped Piper and Reine out of the cart, and took off their blindfolds. Piper gasped.

She stood on a low ridge, surrounded by the fields of vitrum Reine had helped her identify before. In the high-noon sun, the ground below looked ablaze.

Like a lake of fire, Piper thought.

Reine padded to the edge of the ridge, her hunger forgotten. A strain of melancholy colored her silence.

Piper went beside her. What is it now?

I do not want to ruin your special day, the leopard said. But something slipped through her iron defense. A scrap of a thought that Piper wildly grabbed at.

You’re worried about me. Realization dawned on Piper.

Northern leopards are solitary beings. Proud of our independence, and proud of our loneliness. Reine closed her eyes. I have learned that humans are not so. They wish to know everything, even at the price of their souls. I only wonder if they will change if they find what they are looking for.

Reine, what do you me— Piper was interrupted by a shout.

“Didn’t you say Reine was hungry?” Skye teased. “Come on and eat!”

Piper turned to see a blue cloth spread over their rock ledge, covered with bowls of food. Bread, cheese, cold meat, fruits and jellies recreated the familiar harvest, or ceres, night that Northern families often had. In the center of the blanket lay a single-tiered birthday cake. Its off-white frosting shone in the light of the glittering vitrum field. 

Reine flicked her tail, and went to the picnic spread. Piper made her fera a plate of ground beef and lamb before picking her own dish. She would question Reine later.

“Were you surprised?” Kit asked. She held her rabbit fera, Arlo, in her lap. The rabbit munched loudly on a compressed square of hay.

“Yes,” Piper laughed. “This is amazing. Thank you for everything.”

“This is the best birthday yet, huh?” Skye said. She yelped when Kit elbowed her. “What?”

Piper thought back to previous years. Lucy had always given her a multitude of presents, despite their funds stretched thin amongst the other two to three children that lived and left her Biscay apartment. She had never questioned where they had gone, and in hindsight saw herself as very naïve. 

I second that, Reine said.

Piper grimaced. “Yes, this has been one of my favorite birthdays.”

Skye looked smugly at Kit, whose strained expression relaxed. 

They ate the cake in silence, content to stare at the vitrum fields as they blazed fiercely in the aging sun. 

“This is the best time to see the vitrum fields,” Kit said as she packed away the picnic. “They’re in peak right now. Soon the true harvesting will begin.”

“Of vitrum?” Piper gazed out at the sea of glass. It seemed never-ending.

“Yup. Every year,” Skye remarked. Madoc squawked on her shoulder, and took to the air in a flash of green feathers. He made a lazy circle above them, reminding Piper of their journey to Elbe. “How do you think we get enough for all of Cooper’s experiments and our own devices?”

“We don’t have vitrum in the West,” Piper reminded her.

“And you still don’t have it.” Skye smiled. “You’re a lucky Westerner.”

“I believe she’s earned the right to have her alea,” Kit joked. “After all, she is Piper Amur, hero of Elbe, bane of our enemies.” 

Inwardly, Piper winced. Elbe’s enemies included the joint-alliance of the East and West, whom the North had successfully fended off in the battle where she had blown the battlefield to rubble with Cooper’s powerful vitrum spheres. 

On their return trip to the Fletcher’s house, Piper chatted amiably of light topics with Kit and Skye. Of the weather, gatherings for that week, and guesses at what Cooper’s next prototype would be. It was all a haze, however, with Reine’s troubled mind anchoring her happiness. The fera evaded her questions in an attempt to keep her feelings separate from Piper’s. 

Believe it or not, but our souls are connected. Your thoughts, will and emotions affect me, Piper said in exasperation. 

As do yours, Reine sniffed.

Piper pursed her lips, but bided her time. She had dinner with the Fletcher’s, said goodbye to Milla and Skye, and thanked them all for her gift of the belt and celebration. 

When Piper was in their room once more, she dramatically flopped onto her bed, startling Reine.

Now tell me what is wrong, Piper jabbed the demand at her fera.

Reine remained aloof. I have said all I needed.

Piper went to Reine’s bed. She kneeled, so she was at eyelevel with the leopard.

Tell me.

Reine stared at her for what seemed like an eternity, before breaking away. You have changed quickly and dramatically, Piper, since Biscay. Some of this I credit to myself, she noted with a touch of pride, but then I wonder…

Wonder what? Piper pressed.

….If you will continue to change. It is not unheard of. Reine sighed, and glared moodily at the wall. I enjoy our current station and stability in Elbe. We are truly queens here, not prey.

And why are you concerned? Piper ran her hand over her fera’s spotted coat. 

Because I must tell you something. Reine kneaded the blankets, and growled. A low, nervous note that sent goose bumps up Piper’s arms. I can find your parents.

Remember to vote and comment! Welcome to Fall: Book 2 of Reine! We’ve already hit our first surprise. ;)




Chapter 2: Soul-Bound

                   

Piper

Piper recoiled from Reine in a flurry of rumpled sheets and gasps. 

“What,” Piper whispered, “what did you say?”

Reine looked disapprovingly at her now unmade bed. After the battle with the East and West, I decided to investigate your lineage. 

Wh—

It was not easy, Reine continued. Hiding thoughts is not something that comes naturally to me. It is a skill—an art—not a habit. I went to the royal records at night and had a librarian research and show me all King Asher’s known files on Lucy Mink. This was easier. Lucy is well traveled, and has stayed many times in Elbe. Reine paused, waiting for any commentary.

Piper gaped like a fish.

Lucy Mink’s many stops included pubs, jails, hotels, and a single trip to the embassy. A mixed trail, Reine hissed. But hardly surprising for a child trader.

Biting her lip, Piper urged her fera to finish her story.

At the embassy, I convinced Micah to ask around about Lucy. It turns out that single visit to the embassy was two years ago, and where I presume she acquired your alea. Reine’s eyes glittered darkly. Lucy then returned to Biscay.

Piper instinctively reached for her alea, which lay on the nightstand. She remembered Lucy’s trip. For three months she had been left with Mia and an elderly neighbor, Mrs. Anderson. Blythe, the youngest of Lucy’s trio before Piper left, had not yet entered the scene. Lucy had said that the trip was for business, and the girls would have found it boring. She had given them glass, not vitrum, baubles as return gifts. A tiny bear and porcupine, Piper recalled.

How would this help me with finding my parents? Piper asked, sitting cross-legged upon her bed.

Reine spread out her claws, and examined them one by one. Her pride was as warm as a summer midday sun, and she basked in her triumph. Now that she had told her secret, all guilt seemed forgotten. If Lucy has traveled to Elbe before, then she has surely gone to other places as well. Tamerlane, Chesa, Seine. With our newfound power and status, we can force Lucy to tell your heritage. 

And we couldn’t before? Piper said.

Piper, be honest with yourself, Reine growled. Lucy’s “parents” for you were merely strangers with coins. Spare change to throw at a homeless child and her Guardian. 

Taking a deep breath, Piper twisted both sides of her cube weapon and watched it melt and shimmer into the ever-present mace. She slowly turned it, watching the moonlight run over its spiked top. You understand we can’t expect King Asher to send out a warrant for a Western citizen, even if we are heroes. We’ll have to leave Elbe, and go back to Biscay for our questions. 

Reine’s thoughts solidified into a decision, like sand under a lightning strike. Then we will go, and find your answers.

Kane

It had been four weeks since the Battle of the Valley, as whispers were starting to name it. Four weeks of recovery, reinstatement of duties, and new adventures for Kane. 

Four weeks of exchanging letters with the East and West, and establishing a thin cease-fire for the territories. 

Four weeks of hope. Of peace.

Flint went before Kane into the throne room. He had always insisted this since Charlotte Harper’s surprise attack no long ago. The second heir to the Northern crown had nearly succeeded in the assassination attempt to them before the Battle of the Valley.

I refuse to take any chances. Flint’s antlers were lowered slightly as he scouted the room. He nodded, and let Kane come up beside him.

“Still playing overprotective, are we?” King Asher was already seated atop his throne. His albino tiger, Levi, sat beside him on the dais. 

Kane bowed, and Flint lowered his head once more. “Your Majesty.”

“Rise.” King Asher tapped his foot. “To what may I owe the honor of this visit, Prince Kane?”

A warm, tingling sensation that grew in his stomach and ended at the tips of his fingers ran through Kane each time he heard his title. Although it was his birthright, it still felt strange to only hear it now, after thirteen years without it. 

“Flint and I would like to give you the reports,” Kane brought out the noted papers from the satchel on Flint’s back, “for this year’s vitrum crop.”

King Asher then did something surprising. Instead of having Levi fetch the documents for him, as was his wont, he stepped down from his throne and took them himself from Kane.

He rifled through the charts before handing them to Levi. “Hm. A slight increase in production. That is good.”

“Cooper wanted me to relay his request to quarter off…” Kane glanced at a number the Inventor had written in pen on his arm, “field thirty-seven for a growth test.”

“Well Cooper can relay that me here. Life-forsaken fool thinks he can stay in his hovel all day, tinkering with glass,” the Northern king growled.

It is hard to forget they grew up together. King Asher, Atlas, Cooper, Thea, Donovan… Even Milla has a history with this generation, Flint noted.

And we are just starting our own histories, Kane said. If we live to kingship or not, we have already made our mark on the world.

Flint huffed. I would consider that an achievement. 

Kane was in agreement. 

King Asher snapped his finger in front of Kane. “Are you even listening to me?”

It was nearly impossible to recover from his obvious silence. “No, my king.” Kane bowed sheepishly. “Forgive me.”

“In the olden days,” King Asher stalked back to his dais, “rulers could give severe punishment to their subjects. Even for inattention.” He turned on his heel once he reached his throne. “Imagine your fera being plucked and boiled alive, for missing taxes!”

I cannot be plucked. Flint flared his nostrils, and clicked his hooves nervously.

“Now however, things are much different. We have this.” King Asher tossed a coin in the air, making it arc it in a wide semicircle until Kane caught it with fumbling fingers. 

What is it? Flint asked.

Hang on. Kane peered at the coin. It was silver, with small text running around the perimeter that read in Elben:

We are coming. Beware and fear Nora.

When flipped to its tail side, a simple seal of four scattered stars glinted back at him. The constellation Nora.

“I thought my father dealt with Nora before the battle,” Kane said slowly. He allowed Flint to sniff the coin. Nora had nearly gone through with a threat to Flint’s life, if the Trene ambassador Loy had not intervened at the last hour.

“And several of them are in the capital jail. But this proves that there are more.” King Asher looked to the ceiling, and sighed. “There are always more.”

“What should we do?” Kane said. Many had been outraged that he had bonded with Flint before his ceremony, but none had tried to kill him for that. Yet.

“I’ve already sent three units underground to root them out for good. Now that we’ve shown our strength, support for insurgent groups such as Nora have been choked.” The king cleared his throat. “I wanted to show you this to remind you that even though your position is now safe, your life is not. If you ever want more guards, let Poppy know.”

Kane pocketed the Nora coin. “How is Poppy?” 

“Better than Nell,” King Asher replied somberly. “Or the other Trene ambassador. In fact, he should be here after lunch to discuss his departure.”

“And the map?” Kane asked. 

“Yes, Trene will be added to our maps,” King Asher sighed. “We will fulfill Loy’s wish, in exchange for his service and untimely death.”

Kane bit his tongue. It felt wrong to wrap Loy’s death in such a simple phrase. Of the bubbly, and slightly insane, ambassador risking his life on the battlefield to give Piper the final encouragement to drop her stash of vitrum spheres, wiping out the valley and ending the battle less than an hour afterwards. He had been burned on the ceremonial pyre for fallen soldiers, his red cape salvaged for his mother and co-leader, Nell. 

Poppy, the stoic Captain of Guard who had watched over Loy before the battle, had broken into tears at the news. Nell had threatened her own war with Elbe in the letters that followed. And Micah Watershed, Loy’s translator and childhood friend, had sequestered himself inside the Northern embassy, only appearing outside his room for official meetings. 

Floyd, Loy’s fera, had proven to be their biggest mystery. The ram had been found amidst the vitrum-induced wreckage with a broken horn and a lost sense of hearing. His horn had started regrowth, but Floyd remained deaf. Besides that, the fera was fine, which should have not been theoretically possible. Humans, once they gave up their soul gems, were attached in every way to their fera. Their minds, wills, and emotions were intertwined. They were soul-bound.

Floyd, however, had been unfazed that Loy was gone. He continued to eat, drink, and play normally in the royal stables. Northern veterinarians and psychologists had been stumped and amazed by this revolutionary breakthrough in fera-human loss. Micah planned to bring the bighorn sheep back with him to Trene.

Kane, Flint said, our king has a question.

“Do you have anything to add to this meeting, Prince Kane?” King Asher said.

Kane was snapped from his stupor. “No, King Asher.”

“Very well. You are dismissed.” 

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :) This is also the first draft of Fall, so if you see any inconsistencies, typos, etc. feel free to let me know.


Chapter 3: Warriors and Spies

                   

Piper

“You want to leave?” Atlas said. 

That vein on the side of his head is about to burst, Reine deadpanned. Stress is not good for that.

Reine, Piper chided, please don’t think that right now. I’m afraid one of these times I’ll say your comments aloud.

I would consider that to be a blessing, not a curse, the leopard purred.

“Why do you want to leave again?” Skye asked. Madoc flapped onto the kitchen island, and started to peck at stray toast crumbs from lunch.

Thea shooed Madoc from the island. “She wants to find her parents.”

“I think it’s a great idea!” Kit exclaimed. “Another adventure!”

“You’re starting to sound like Loy,” Milla muttered, scraping the toast crumbs onto a plate and laying it on the floor for Skye’s fera.

The kitchen went quiet.

“I don’t like it,” Atlas said. Piper could start to discern when Hudson’s thoughts came into prominence. “Didn’t you want to come to Elbe to escape the West?”

“I wanted to escape my fate,” Piper said, thinking of Lucy Mink. “But now I must find it.”

Reine thrashed her tail in agreement. We are not prey, to sit and wait for others to choose for us. We must take action, like true warriors.

Piper grimaced. Finding my parents. True warriors indeed.

We are warriors. It’s the motivation and action itself that spea— Reine began to growl before Kit interrupted.

“Well, you obviously can’t go alone.” She swiveled her stool so Arlo, her lop-eared rabbit, could see them. “And I’ve never been outside of the North before…”

Atlas pounded the island. “No. You’re not leaving Elbe in the middle of a war.”

“It’s a cease fire right now,” Kit said. “No one’s fighting.”

“You are not,” Atlas ground through his teeth, “leaving Elbe.” Piper could see he was struggling to contain his anger, or rashness. If he was still struggling now, she wondered how he had been before his ambassador training.

Kit has a point. Reine watched the heated topic unfold from one of the benches at the inset window. It would be unwise to wander a warzone without company. Especially now if someone recognizes us.

“We will have to talk this over with King Asher.” Atlas sighed, and tented his hands into a thick triangle. “I’ll make sure he sees his ‘heroes of Elbe’ by tomorrow.”

Kane

Again? Flint looked up with a mouthful of grass. He slowly chewed, and swallowed. Why have we been summoned?

Kane repeated the question to one of King Asher’s prized messengers, Finch.

Finch shrugged. “I don’t ask questions. I’m just doing my job.” His fera and namesake twittered on his shoulder.

“Okay.” Kane stretched, and followed Finch out of the grassy courtyard that Flint had claimed as his room. It was ironically next to the royal stables, where the deer had spent the weeks leading up to the war in house-arrest. 

Flint claimed to have an attachment to the land. It is a reminder of our past, and future.

Kane narrowed his eyes at the deer. Why do you have to be so cryptic? 

I prefer the term wise. Or sage-like. Flint was clearly pleased at this. His mind began to churn. Or maybe astute, intelligent, perceptive, judicious—

It was Kane’s turn to be pleased when Flint stopped himself. The deer had noticed the flurry of servants around them. Oh, it seems the king is busy.

So are we. Kane allowed the throne room doors to be opened for them. The commotion inside made him freeze at the threshold.

His father was waving a fist in the air, while Micah and his badger looked sullen next to an astonished Milla, June the donkey, and Skye. 

Directly before them all stood Piper and Reine. Piper was in a respectful kneel, while Reine bristled in an attack stance beside her.

“Hm. I should probably go now,” Finch said in a low murmur. “You have fun with this.”

Atlas

Atlas’s blood boiled. Hudson continued to pour buckets of calm reassurance onto his conscious, but the open defiance and recklessness of Reine sent his protective nature aflame. 

Does she think they’re invincible, because they helped win one battle? Atlas fumed. She’s going to get Piper killed!

Hudson watched the scene with intense focus. Atlas could feel him assessing the situation. Remember that Piper can make her own choices as well. Reine does not control her.

Atlas raised his fist to gain Asher’s attention. “Excuse me, but do the honored Piper and Reine Amur fully understand the tension they could bring with this? We must think of Northern ties, as well.”

Reine stiffened, and jumped to her paws. Piper winced, and bit her lip. Her leopard must have commented on their dialogue. 

“Going on a mission inside the Western territory is helpful to us. As qualified spies, they could gain unprecedented information about our enemies.” King Asher scratched his chin, and looked to Levi. “Why didn’t we think of this earlier?”

“Since King Kayden took the throne, only two ambassador missions have been sent to the West. Need I remind you they were both disasters,” Milla said.

No thanks to us, Atlas thought. The last time they had seen King Kayden, he had wanted their heads.

“But this mission would not use conventional methods, as Piper explained,” King Asher countered. 

The doors to the throne room opened, and all eyes turned to see Kane, Flint, and Finch. 

Finch gave a swift bow. “Announcing Prince Kane and Flint.” Then exited.

“How nice of you to join us, Prince Kane.” Asher motioned to the scene before him. “We are currently debating an issue of territorial security.”

“Would the Council be needed for this?” Kane asked warily, shifting his eyes from a curled-lipped Reine to the king again.

“Life no!” Asher exclaimed. “That adds another month to all this, at least. We need a decision now.”

Hudson rolled his eyes. He shouldn’t have said that in front of an audience. 

Atlas agreed, but kept his tone even as he said, “I think we should send out an experienced ambassador, or true spy.”

“I won’t let her leave the North without doing something for us. Piper and Reine are the heroes of Elbe! Amur incarnate. The keepers of a royally-bestowed alea. How will the morale of our country stand if we send our heroes out to simply look for parents who may or may not exist?” Asher furrowed his brow. “There must be a reason for their leaving, other than a goose-chase.”

Hudson relayed a thought to Atlas, who immediately voiced it to the group. “Then let a spy accompany her. One who can provide the true work, while Piper and Reine go on their… own mission.”

“Are you volunteering yourself, Ambassador Atlas?” Asher said, putting emphasis on his title.

“A true spy, Asher. Not just an ambassador.” Atlas crossed his arms. “Although I know you use us more often than your little blue brigade.”

Asher chuckled. “It is true, that I have fewer spies than ambassadors and scouts. But it does not mean I use them less. Why, you just saw one now.”

The king’s guests looked around uneasily. Finally, Skye spoke up. “Who is it?”

Asher gave a triumphant grin. “My messenger, otherwise known as Finch.”

Remember to comment and vote! Ah, another bit of a cliffhanger here. It’s hard to restrain myself from writing them. XD Chapter 4 will be out next Friday. Stay tuned!


Chapter 4: Marbles





Finch is a spy and a messenger? Reine was already aligning the new information to their advantage. Since you two are going to be mates, this is a perfect way—

Wait, what? Where did you get that idea? Piper felt herself blush. Finch and I aren’t even dating! They were just friends. After the battle, he had barely spoken five sentences to her, let alone any romantic proposals. 

My kind does not ‘date.’ Reine’s ears flicked back in annoyance. It is a waste of time. You are either mates, or not.

We are not mates, Piper stressed. Please get that out of your head.

It’s in yours, Reine added smugly as Atlas picked up the conversation. “You never told me this. Has Finch always been a spy of yours?”

King Asher glanced at the curtain beside him, and it rustled slightly as the dark-haired boy materialized next to Levi. His scarlet finch fera chirped a sweet melody that brought goose bumps to Piper’s arms.

Reine’s smugness grew stronger.

Stop it, Piper silently hissed. She kept her attention solely on King Asher.

“Yes. I like to keep some surprises up my sleeve.” The king put his hand on Finch’s shoulder. “One qualified Elben spy and messenger. Proven on the court and battlefield. Is this good enough for you, Atlas?”

“I…” Atlas cleared his throat. “I suppose.”

“Good. Now our heroes have an objective I can announce to the public; a mission for the people.”

“Wait!” Skye said. She cowered slightly when the spotlight shifted to her. “So it’s just Micah, Piper and Finch going to the West? None of us,” Madoc spread out his wings on her shoulder, “are going?”

King Asher arched an eyebrow. “Atlas said himself that a qualified spy was best for accompanying Piper and Reine.”

“Skye…” Milla warned.

“But, but,” Skye whipped her head back and forth, catching the eyes of all. “It’s only three people!”

“Your ambassador mission to Kinn, the capital of the West, originally consisted of only three members. Milla, yourself, and Atlas. Why would this be any different?” King Asher asked.

“Because it’s Piper,” Skye said in a small voice.

Piper felt her face redden again. “Um.”

Reine immediately poured confidence through their link, taking away the blush. Say something! Don’t stand there like a star-struck rabbit!

I doubt Kit would agree with that comparison. Piper turned to Skye. “We’ll be fine.”

Skye shook her head, but remained silent. 

“Why were we called here then, if not to assist Piper?” Milla said.

“An excellent question.” King Asher sent Finch back behind the curtains, to the amusement of Reine. It’s like a magic show.

What do you know of magic shows? Piper demanded.

From your memories of Biscay. Reine settled onto her haunches. Honestly, Piper, it’s like you think we were bonded yesterday.

“I gathered you here today to announce a new plan.” King Asher smiled. “Milla, Skye, Atlas, I want you to go to Trene with Micah, Piper and Finch first, and make sure Nell is appeased for Loy’s loss. Happy, Skye? After that, you will continue on to Chesa while Piper and Finch continue on their mission.”

“Chesa? The capital of the South?” Atlas asked.

“I want to make sure we win this war. Right now, we are outnumbered against the East and West. And they know it. Trene and the South would greatly help our cause.”

“It’s true,” Kane mumbled. From a glance in his direction, Piper could tell he was torn about something.

Perhaps it’s because Atlas is leaving again, Reine mused. We’re all leaving, in fact.

Kane

He waited until the throne room was clear before speaking. “Finch a spy? Sending everyone out again after they just got here in the spring?”

“A season is a long time to stay idle for ambassadors. You of all people should know that.” King Asher shook his head. “It’s fall, Kane. We have to establish lifelines now, before the winter snow cuts off communication to the rest of the North. And I had every right to withhold telling the group about Finch.”

“Can’t we… Shouldn’t we…” Kane tried to think of a witty comeback. Something to change the ruler’s mind.

I can’t see a way out of this, Flint said. Unless Atlas, Milla and Skye retire.

They won’t. Kane sighed. “What are we doing now?”

“We’re going to go through with the annual vitrum harvest, and prepare for any conceivable attack our neighbors throw at us. As well as thinking of a few counterattacks of our own.” King Asher’s eyes shone in mischief. 

Kane bowed, ready to be dismissed. “And what about Flint and I?”

“You, my Prince, will help Donovan, Cooper, Poppy and I with the restoration of Elbe.”

Piper

We did it! We’re going to the West. Reine leaped atop a slice of ledge jutting out of the grass. She struck a valiant pose, fit for a painting in her mind. We shall search out our hope. Amur chasing Amur!

Yeah. Piper walked by her fera without comment on her posture, which she could tell annoyed the leopard to no end. 

Reine fell instep behind her. What’s wrong now?

You know. Honestly, Reine, it’s like you think we were bonded yesterday, Piper mimicked her earlier statement. 

Hmph. Well I don’t feel like digging for the answer. There are much more important things to do. When did Asher say we were leaving?

King Asher, Piper corrected, said we were leaving in two days. Not the most generous amount of time to pack for so many days… But we can do it.

‘So many days’ is a nice way to say indefinite. Reine added a burst of speed as they reached the Fletcher’s house. By the sadness in Thea’s face, Piper knew the news had already reached her. Kit was nowhere to be seen.

“Hi Piper. We’re ordering out tonight.” Thea wore a thin smile. Forced. Steadfast. She had gone through this before. “Micah offered to pay. Isn’t that nice?”

“Micah’s coming for dinner?” Piper stopped her ascent to the upstairs rooms. 

“Yes.” Kit’s voice floated from a side room. It was quiet. Defeated. 

Backtracking her steps, Piper made her way to Kit’s location, past the kitchen and dining room. From the walls of scrolls and diagram-riddled desk, she assumed it was Atlas’s study.

Kit was at the desk, playing with a small vitrum sphere. It reminded Piper of the deadly weapons she had dropped on the Battle of the Valley, on the day she had been the judge of thousands of lives. 

When Kit let the sphere fall from her palm, Piper flinched, expecting a burst of light. Instead, the sphere rolled across the map spread across the desk. It wandered aimlessly for a second, before jerking into place and shimmering into a three-dimensional replica of a mountain. 

“So,” Kit said.

“So,” Piper echoed. “You heard?”

“I did.” Kit kept her face hidden by a curtain of blonde. “The messenger—Finch came.” Her fingers reached inside a velvet bag beside the map, and took out several more marbles. She scattered these, and watched as they grew into buildings, trees, and the terrain of Eden. The few vitrum marbles that landed on the Toro Ocean and Bay of Shiloh brought the shores to life with animated waves.

“Pretty crazy, huh?” Piper tried to lighten the mood. “I’m destined to get myself killed one of these times. Runaway, soldier, hero, and now runaway orphan again.”

Kit gave a short laugh. “I wish I could go, too. Be a runaway.”

An awkward silence followed. Piper knew Atlas wouldn’t allow his only daughter to leave Elbe into a warzone, and Piper didn’t blame him. There was a chance she wouldn’t return. They could be taken prisoner, ambushed, caught in a battle, shot by an enemy arch—

Piper, Reine growled. Your friend needs help. This isn’t time for a pity party, for us at least.

“I would never wish my position on anyone. I was lied to for fifteen years, thinking my parents would come back for me. My Guardian tried to sell me, and I had to run. I was lucky I ran into your dad and the ambassadors. Kit, you have a family that loves you. Now I have to find mine.” Piper put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Do you get it? If I had everything you had, I would have never left Biscay.”

“But I want to see more than Elbe. I want to see the world,” Kit pushed back her hair as she motioned to the map in front of them. “Rivers that never freeze, grass that’s never frosted, people who are different than me. How else will I know how to appreciate what I have?”

“By doing just that. Appreciating what you have with each day’s joys,” Piper said.

Kit swiped her hand low and hard across the map, instantly turning Eden into a collection of vitrum marbles and paper. “I don’t think it’s enough.”

Piper bit her lip. “Promise me something.”

“What?” Kit poured the marbles back into the bag, and lifted Arlo from the floor onto her lap.

“Stay safe, okay? Don’t…” she was silent for a moment as a flurry of thoughts passed between her and Reine. “Don’t get yourself killed, okay? If you do something rash, do it right. There’s only one Kit Fletcher in this world.”

“Same to you.” Kit nodded. “I wouldn’t want to lose my friend to a battle when she just won one.”

Remember to vote and comment! :) Chapter 5 will be up on Friday, September 23rd.




Chapter 5: Secrets





                   

Kane

“Up and at’em! Come on, come on, vitrum doesn’t harvest itself,” Cooper shouted cheerfully through his glass megaphone. Kane, who was directly beside him, covered his ears, then switched to covering Flint’s when he realized the deer was in further torment. 

“What do we have to help with?” Kane asked loudly. It was the day after King Asher’s meeting with the group, and he had risen at dawn to meet with the inventor.

Cooper lowered his megaphone, and bit into his breakfast sandwich. His koala slept peacefully on his back, oblivious to its human’s noise. “Hm….Hm…” He swallowed. “Well, you can sort for me. Always need more of those.”

“Sort vitrum?”

“Yes. Only the clearest and brightest make it into production, you know.” Cooper looked out over the fields. Thousands of carts and fera milled across it, pulling circular harvesters that wrenched the glass plants from the ground and piled them into the carts’ rear. At the end of each row, a vitrum pile was gradually being made. By the end of the day, Kane knew each pile would be enormous, and take many days to break down.

Kane had sorted vitrum before, as hired help, but had expected a larger responsibility with his new title.

“Am I getting paid?” he inquired.

Cooper laughed. “That’s a good one, Kane. I knew you had a bit of dry humor to you. We’ll meet back here at lunch.”

Atlas

Clothes? Hudson rumbled.

Check, Atlas replied.

Food?

Atlas grimaced. Milla’s in charge of that. He knew she would be rummaging the royal storage as they spoke, gathering every bit of dehydrated meat, biscuits, and fruit she could stuff into June’s saddlebags. 

Weapons? Coins? Any extra documents? Atlas’s fera asked from the closet doorway. 

Check, check, and… Hm. Opening his nightstand, Atlas weighed two scrolls in his hand. One, tied with a blue ribbon, was a declaration drafted by Asher to Nell, granting official nation status to Trene. The other, tied in gold, was the newest, yet-to-be published, edition of the Northern maps. It clearly outlined and labeled Trene in green ink. Atlas had overseen the project himself in the weeks after the battle, and tried to transfer every detail from his original sketch from the winter before to the current version. Nell, however, was the final judge. 

He put both scrolls into his pack. I hope this is everything we need. 

It’s just enough, Hudson said.

Atlas sat on his bed, the wooden beams squeaking in protest. They were leaving the next morning, and yet he had never felt so underprepared since his trainee days. Kane was gone with his princely duties. Kit had hidden away in her room, as Micah had in mourning. Thea was busying herself under the guise of helping him pack, but he could see the tears in the corners of her eyes when she thought he wasn’t looking. 

His support for this trip was nonexistent. 

I wonder if we’re doing the right thing, leaving now. Atlas held open his palms, then closed his fingers over them. I’ll stay. Milla will lead this mission in my stead.

Hudson was silent. He had put up a thin barrier between them, hiding his thoughts before they slipped through their link. If Atlas concentrated, he could see the bear’s emotions without prying, like the sun through canvas. 

You’re torn. You think we should go. Atlas swung his head to where his fera sat stiffly on the carpet. 

With a sigh, Hudson shredded the mental barrier. Yes, I think we should go. I think we have a chance at ending the war before other generations are involved. Think of Kane, fighting this after Asher. Think of our grand-cubs that he and Kit will have. 

Atlas had a vision of his son and daughter fighting in the streets of Elbe. Fera to fera, sword to sword. No. They wouldn’t—couldn’t—get into Elbe. The Northern Mountains have always protected us.

The East and West came to our doorstep. They will try again, Hudson said, his tone grim. We were lucky Piper surprised them.

Atlas felt a horrible ache in his chest. Thea, Kit, Kane… Will they understand?

I don’t know. Hudson put his head on his paws, freely sharing his misery. 

Atlas hung his head. They will have to.

Piper

Piper had to prepare for the journey the next morning. She had to pack, shower, and then rest. She could have been doing a thousand other things that could have been more helpful than standing in front of a narrow door in the royal servant’s quarters.

You think the messengers—and spies—would be given better lodging. Reine sniffed the cramped hall with distaste. The king could have given him one of the empty ambassador houses. Life knows they need to be filled.

I wonder how many others are in his profession, Piper said.

Reine settled coolly on the slate floor. If he is a rare human, then we are more alike than I perceived. 

All humans are rare. We are each one of a kind. Piper composed herself as she heard footsteps approaching. She was surprised to see Finch round the corner on their right.

One of his eyebrows arched. “How long have you been here?”

“Not long.” Piper crossed her arms. “But I wanted to ask you something.”

“Yes?”

Piper looked at the other doors around them. “Is it okay to ask questions here?”

“Mm.” Finch looked to his fera perched on one of the bird-friendly posts in the wall. “I should probably let you in. On one condition.”

Piper nodded. “Yeah?”

Finch smiled as he brushed by her to his door. “Don’t blow anything up.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.” Piper let a little of Reine’s venom sour her words.

We saved you, you cowardly messenger! Reine spat. Respect your heroes!

He’s just joking, Piper said. 

I don’t think I’m going to let this sarcastic bird-brain become your mate after all.

Instead of dissolving into an argument with Reine, Piper focused on observing Finch’s apartment. If it could be called that.

A walk-in closet would be better, Reine quipped.

It was a two-room lodge with basic necessities, such as a bed, limited kitchen, and enough furniture to eat up any standing room. The air smelled faintly of mint and wheat.

Piper and Reine took a seat on the couch, while Finch sat across from them in an overstuffed chair. Birdseed was scattered on the table between them, which Finch’s fera immediately started to peck at.

How does he not have rodents? Reine said critically. There’s birdseed everywhere. Skye doesn’t get this messy with Madoc.

Piper tried to break the silence that had gathered thickly since they came in. “Reine wonders why you have so much birdseed.” 

Finch gave a lopsided grin. “I’ve got a bird, that eats birdseed. Don’t worry about the mess though. Chip will find every last seed. He likes to think of it as a game.”

“Oh. Well that’s good.” Piper rubbed the back of her neck. “So listen…” She took a deep breath. “If—If we’re going on this trip together, we can’t keep secrets. I don’t want to know if your third cousin has a raccoon fera or anything, but being a spy is a big deal.”

“You’re upset I didn’t tell you before?” Finch wore a wry smile. It reminded Piper somewhat of Loy.

Life, yes! Reine growled.

Piper put a hand on the leopard, calming her. “Yeah, I guess. I just need to know if I can trust you.”

Finch chuckled, then broke into laughter. Piper and Reine stared at him in confusion.

“Why do you think I would tell you that?” Finch gasped as he recovered his breath. “That is classified information.”

“I’m a friend to the king, hero of Elbe, and friend to you…” Piper trailed off. She felt pained that she had to explain this to him. He had been acting so friendly after the battle, but perhaps that’s all it had been; an act for the hero. 

Reine jumped onto the conclusion. Yes! He’s just a pompous fool with birdseed. We’ll make him pay for his mistakes.

Finch softened. “Piper, Reine, don’t worry about it.” He leaned forward, and let his fera jump onto his outstretched hand. “If it helps—my secrets don’t get bigger than me being a spy for King Asher. You can trust me.”

Trust me. His mannerisms echoed that of Charlotte, the second heir and assassin to Kane Fletcher. Before the battle, Piper had been tricked into leading Kane into an ambush that nearly succeeded, if not for the intervention of Flint. 

Piper rose, fighting the anger of Reine and her own uncertainties. “Okay. Thank you for—” She stopped herself midsentence when she remembered he hadn’t served them anything, “Thank you for your time.”

Leading them to the door, Finch gave a tiny bow. “And yours as well, Piper Amur.”

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :)


Chapter 6: A New Heart

                   

Kane

After an entire day spent sorting vitrum, Kane was relieved to be freed from helping Cooper for the morning. Even if the task that had unfettered him was something he would hardly wish on his enemies. 

Atlas, Milla, Piper, Micah, and Skye stood at the Golden Gates of Elbe, letting the morning traffic flow by them like rocks in a stream. Each of them carried a pack, with June holding the brunt of their foodstuffs and the all-important documents King Asher sent with them to secure an alliance with both Trene and the South.

It was happening again. Kane thought the tear in his heart was beyond sorrow. It had been opened again and again with each of his father’s leavings, burned and hardened to healing with time apart, and guarded with any mention of Atlas returning. 

Yet Flint had given him a new heart. One full of life and longing. Of hope that things could become better. That Life was still compassionate. 

But that heart could be hurt too.

If only they could stay, Flint mourned. His hooves left scattered imprints in the dry earth as he stomped them.

If I told you how often I wished that, Kane said, it may overwhelm you.

I am already overwhelmed. Flint swung his head back and forth. His spindly antlers threatened to skew the ongoing traffic, and Kane had to make a sudden jump to stop him. 

Now is not the time for sorrow, Kane thought bitterly. It was the time for staying strong in giving well-wishes to the travelers. They would need it.

He returned his attention to the gang. They had said their goodbyes to King Asher at the palace, then Kit and Thea beside him. The crowd around them, full of fatigue earlier, started to take notice that the hero of Elbe—the Piper Amur— was among them. Some of them stood to the side, watching the proceedings. Kane wanted to yell at them to get away.

But that wouldn’t be very diplomatic, Flint added. Or even princely. 

Kane walked forward, and gave a hug to Milla. “Travel well.”

“Stay safe here,” Milla croaked thickly. June nuzzled his shoulder. Floyd bleated next to the donkey; his lead was tied to her saddle.

He went to Skye next. “Travel well.”

Madoc pecked his earlobe. Skye giggled, “You too, Mr. Prince. Save some vitrum for me.”

Kane gave a mock-scowl, and tousled her braided hair before moving on to Piper. He gave her a hug. “Travel well, Piper.”

“Yeah. I’ll try. Reine hopes you have a good time too. And if any—” she cut herself off. “If anyone kills you while we’re gone, she will kill them twice.”

Kane pet Piper’s leopard gingerly. Flint helped him form a polite response. “A noble proposal. I appreciate the offer, but pray I won’t need it.”

He shook hands with Micah. “Travel well.”

Micah scratched his growing stubble. “Thanks. I’ll try and stop Nell from destroying us.”

A voice came from behind them. “Leaving without me?”

Kane turned to find Finch walking towards them. Something had changed after King Asher had revealed the older boy’s co-profession as a Northern spy. The quietness that had defined him before the battle was edged with cockiness. It rubbed Kane the wrong way.

“No, of course not.” Piper sounded stiff.

“Good.” Finch adjusted his pack, and continued to walk past the group. “Let’s get going then.”

Atlas grimaced. “You heard the boy. We’re off.”

As one, the travelers filed after the messenger. Kane watched them go through the Golden Gates, and out into the Northern countryside. Towards the West.

Kane peeled his eyes away from the Golden Gates to see his mother folded in sorrow, Kit supporting her. It was a quiet sob that escaped his mother.

“Life, keep them safe,” she gasped.

Atlas

They only lasted two hours before Madoc spotted danger.

“Troops,” Skye called.

“Where?” Milla shouted back. The wind from the rolling foothills around them was already picking up strength, trying to snatch their words.

“How many?” Atlas said.

“Um… two units? They’re by a clump of trees ahead.”

“How far away?” Milla stressed. She stopped June to climb onto the donkey. In the case of flight, it would be best of Milla rode the fera, with Floyd running beside them.

Skye had her eyes closed, seeing through Madoc. “Not far.”

Atlas groaned, and grabbed his vitrum disk from his pocket. With a tap of his finger, it changed into a pair of glass binoculars. He lifted them to his face, and was able to see the trees Skye described.

For this trip, they had decided to make a straight shot to Trene. Atlas had packed enough supplies so they would be able to steer clear of small towns and the notable city of Tamerlane. The farther they stayed from King Kayden’s grip, the better. 

We will have to make a wide radius  around them to enter the forest unseen, Hudson said.

Atlas studied the Western soldiers. Or we could wait for them to pass, and continue on our path. 

I doubt the group will be patient enough for that. Hudson gave a pointed look at Reine, who was pacing restlessly in their pause. I fear some of them would become… destructive. 

Piper can control her fera. But Atlas did not feel conviction behind his words. He sighed. “Okay, we’re moving out.”

“What’s the plan?” Milla asked.

“We’re going around them.” Atlas took the lead, and let the others flank him. 

“What if they move our way? Won’t they see us?” Finch said. “Surely there’s another way to go about this.”

“Got any other ideas, bird boy?” Atlas said.

“Actually, I do,” Finch quipped. “How about an early lunch?”

Atlas narrowed his eyes, and turned to the others. “Everyone?”

Piper nodded. “Okay.”

Skye, Milla and Micah also gave their approval. The Trene ambassador however, was the least willing to stop. “How long will this lunch be?”

“We’re not going to time it,” Skye grumbled. “It’s just lunch.”

“Skye,” Milla gave a stern pat to her granddaughter. “Manners. You are an ambassador.”

“Trainees aren’t like they used to be,” Finch said.

Madoc landed on Skye’s shoulder. The girl stared at Finch with pursed lips for a brief second, before her parrot flew towards him in a blur of green.

Finch yelped and batted Madoc. “Life! Get it off me!” He duck and wove, trying to evade the parrot’s talons and beating feathers. His fera hovered above, sending concerned chirps. 

We must intervene! Hudson stepped towards the fight.

No. Atlas put a hand on the black bear. Let them sort this out.

For the moment, it seemed the others had come to the same conclusion. They formed a rough semicircle around Skye and Finch.

It didn’t take long for the fight to end. Skye ran at Finch while he was distracted, and gave him a hard shove. He dropped to his knees.

“Spies aren’t like they used to be,” Skye mimicked. Madoc was on her shoulder once more.

Finch glared up at her. “I’m used for stealth, not crude combat.” No one helped him as he rose to his feet. 

Milla dismounted June and handed out dried meat and fruit without comment. They sat quietly for a time.

Piper broke the silence. “Finch, use Chip to help you next time.”

Skye snickered, then was swatted again by Milla.

“Manners, Skye. We are ambassadors.”

Remember to comment and vote! :) Let me know what you thought about this update. Chapter 7 is planned to be posted next Friday.


Chapter 7: Trene

                   

Piper

Lunch went by without any more scuffles, and the group was once more waiting for Atlas’s verdict as he gazed through his vitrum binoculars. 

A collective sigh was heard as he said, “I think we can enter the forest now.”

Thank Life. I was going to end something, or someone, if we had to wait much longer. Reine tore at the dry grass beneath her.

You already did, Piper pointed out. The bloody bones of several small creatures had been piled at the edge of their midday camp. Reine, Monty the badger, and Hudson had made quick work of their meals.

The leopard flicked her ears. I meant something else, other than prey. 

Searching for something more beneficial to direct her fera’s attention to, Piper took her alea out of her belt, and twisted its sides. The glass cube melted and lengthened into a mace. Cooper said this wasn’t broken. Yet it won’t change for me.

Over the past few weeks, Piper’s weapon of choice was still not the ever-present mace that came with her Elben weapon. But she had learned to adjust to its weight and swing-type. At times, it had even become fun to use it recklessly on the targets in the Fletcher’s backyard. 

After the battle, she had tried to use three other aleas scavenged from fallen vitrum soldiers. Each one had turned into a mace at her touch. She had become sullen rather than angry. Why did the aleas all react the same to her? Cooper had once told Piper it was because of her Western blood, but Reine had argued otherwise.

And I will argue it again, Reine snapped. We are the heroes of Elbe, Piper and Reine Amur. Hope for our allies, and thorn to our enemies. If anyone deserves to have an alea, it’s us.

But I don’t want to use a mace forever, Piper replied. Aleas are supposed to change sporadically, not stay the same. She would have liked to use the butterfly knife once more, or the crossbow. Or her short sword…

Let us be patient, Reine compromised. Then perhaps we can consider other choices.

Piper set her mouth in a fine line. It is easier said than done.

A cold wind swept through the foothills, bringing the distinct smell of fall. Piper breathed it in deeply. Goosebumps rose on her arms. The wind brought to her nose overturned leaves, rain, and a touch of something soft and smoky. A fire in someone’s hearth, far away. Perhaps they were preparing a dinner for family, or a hearty roast for friends. 

She examined the woods they were approaching. Trene’s domain was already in bright decay, with variations of yellow, orange, red and brown alight in the trees. Hardly a speck of summer green remained, and it gave Piper relief. Even if the rest of Eden was still reeling from war, Life did not stop the seasons from changing. It meant one day they could move on, too.

Finch kept a healthy distance from Skye, using Milla and June as a buffer between them. Atlas and Hudson walked at the head, as usual, while Micah flitted in the space between him and the rest of the band. His badger, Monty, shuffled along beside his human.

Piper gradually gained speed until she reached the Trene ambassador. “Micah?”

Micah cast a pair of eyes on her. They were the color of downtrodden mud. “What is it, Piper?”

Piper felt childish for asking, and Reine agreed, although she didn’t outright say it. “Are you scared?”

Monty snorted. Micah’s eyebrows twitched out of their mournful position. He had not been expecting this question. “Scared?”

“Yes.” Piper gave a shallow dip of her head. Reine fed her bits of courage to not let the conversation fade.

“Scared…” Micah rubbed his rough chin. He stole a glance to Floyd. “Scared is not the right word. Dread,” his eyebrows lowered again to sorrow, “is what I feel. Dread for Nell’s wrath, dread for the honorary funeral that must happen, and most of all, dread for what will happen to Trene without our spark of joy. Loy kept us alive, you know, through his insanity. We could always look at him and laugh. Because if he could do the things he did, and survive…” Micah shrugged, “maybe we could live a little more, too.”

“Oh.” Piper struggled to think of comforting words. Reine was of little help in the world of compassion. “Take heart.” An idea occurred to her, and she decided to share her previous revelation. “Think of the seasons. Do the trees give up in autumn, when all falls, and they must start regrowth in spring?”

“There’s winter, when everything’s cold and dark,” Finch deadpanned from over June.

Reine left Piper’s side, and moved next to the messenger, cutting off further interruption.

Thank you. Piper sighed. “No. Life still gives us hope, spring, once more.”

The corners of Micah’s mouth lifted slightly. “Thanks. That was somewhat encouraging.”

“I’m glad.” Piper smiled.

Reine returned to her. That Finch is pecking off more than he can swallow. I will personally choke him if he keeps this up.

Holding back a chuckle, Piper kept her gaze pinned on the forest. On Trene.

Kane

Kane rested his head on his hands. Flint stood in rapt attention behind him, drinking in the details of the meeting around them. Cooper, Donovan, Poppy, and Griffin sat around King Asher in a U-shaped array of long tables. A decorated chair had also been provided for Kane, and a velvet rug for Flint. 

This is my life now, Kane thought in exasperation. Will anything ever be done outside of this chatter?

Flint eyed him. They are discussing the plans for our future. While you’ve been there staring into space for the past half-hour, I have been taking mental notes. Would you be so kind to write them for me?

Kane pinched himself, hoping the tiny bout of pain would bring him to his senses. It did not. He rubbed his eyes instead.

Cooper nudged him with his elbow, and pushed something warm before him. “Hey. Grabbed this for ya.”

Kane blinked. “What?”

“Coffee, princeling,” the inventor whispered. “The drink of Life. Helps me get through these things.”

Or your fera does all the sleeping for you, Kane thought, looking to the koala asleep on the back of Cooper’s chair.

Flint craned his head past Kane to sniff the mug. Is it safe? He lapped the dark substance, snorting it back a second later. Do not drink that. It is horrible.

Thanks for sneezing in it. Kane gingerly pushed it back to Cooper. “Sorry. Flint doesn’t want me to drink it.”

Cooper chuckled. “Okay. I heard he was an overprotective one, but….” he trailed off and shook his head.

Notes, Flint reminded Kane.

I know, I know, Kane took his vitrum pen, and poised his hand to write. Flint relayed to him a list of important points he had memorized from the meeting thus far.

Donovan— Ensure troops are in top condition and ready for defense. Build more mountain platforms.

Cooper— Finish vitrum harvest, then continue upgrade of army. 

Poppy— Train interior and royal soldiers with updated techniques. See above.

Kane looked up as Levi growled. 

“Prince Kane?” King Asher said. “Are you listening?”

“Yes. Just taking notes,” Kane replied. He lifted up his pen helpfully.

“Good.” The king nodded. He turned back to the group. “Griffin, you may continue.”

The aviator was fidgeting with a piece of vitrum. As Kane looked closer, he realized it was multiple shards of the glass substance that Griffin was shifting into a three-dimensional object.

Griffin coughed, and held up the vitrum. It was a glider.

But not quite, Flint mused.

“This is my latest design for our gliders,” Griffin said. With his free hand, he lifted one of the wings so it dipped forward. “Increased control, where aviators can turn on a hairpin.” He lifted the other wing, and two crossbows lowered in front of the steering bar. “A new defense alternative, in case other methods fail.”

“Which I highly doubt,” Cooper mumbled. Kane was reminded that his weapons supplied not only the vitrum units, but the gliders as well.

“Along with this…” Griffin creased his eyebrows as he pressed a side button on the model. He pressed harder, and then recoiled as the glider gave a sharp tinkle, like a wind chime in a storm. It burst from his hands, and proceeded in a straight path towards the king.

King Asher’s eyes widened. The entire room gasped as Levi leapt from his side, and hit the vitrum model out of the air with a terrific smash. The small glider crumpled under the tiger’s paw without any resistance. 

Griffin’s face was in a mask of horror. “Oh Life! Life,” he repeated, “that wasn’t supposed to happen.”

King Asher was composed. Levi returned to his side, ears flat. “I came to the same conclusion. Tell me, Griffin, what happened to the prototypes I authorized after the battle?”

Griffin quivered. “They… malfunctioned.”

“They blew up,” Poppy stated bluntly. Kane blinked. The Captain of Guard had been quiet up to this point. “I was there.”

“They weren’t meant to do that either,” Griffin said bitterly. “Their previous weapon enhancements had been less stable than crossbows.”

Kane wondered what the previous weapons had been. Cooper laughed under his breath beside him.

“What I was trying to show you for the latest model, was that…” the young aviator tugged at his collar. “It can have sensors to avoid crashes. So what happened at the Battle of the Valley, can’t repeat itself.”

“An autopilot?” Donovan ground out. “Is that what it is?”

“In a way, yes.” Griffin met eyes with everyone in the room, then fell back to staring at his smashed vitrum model on the floor. 

“Perhaps you could have assistance,” King Asher ventured. “One who has experience in our Northern technology.”

“I have plenty of experience,” said Griffin stiffly.

Kane sent a sideways glance to Cooper. The inventor was smiling, his mustache curled upwards.

“I would like my funds to vitrum research to not explode. Or crash.” King Asher stabbed a finger at the floor. “Do you understand?”

Griffin sighed, and sat down. “Yes, my king.”

“I can help as soon as the harvest’s done,” Cooper chimed in. He whispered to Kane, “I’ve always wanted to see more vitrum fly.”

Within five minutes, the meeting was dismissed. Kane was asked to be the last one in the room.

“Prince Kane,” King Asher began. “I have an errand for you.”

“Okay.” Kane nodded. “What is it?”

“Before your father left, he gave—” King Asher scowled as someone knocked on the throne room’s doors. “What now?”

Poppy came in, pale and disheveled. “Your Majesty, we have a situation. There has been an escape at the prison.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts for this chapter. :) Chapter 8 is planned to be posted next Friday!


Chapter 8: Eliza

                   

Atlas

The forest was silent when they entered. As it had been the last time…

Before we were captured. Hudson kept his nose in the air, alert for danger. 

Atlas scanned the trees. He hoped his expression was unreadable to others. Adrenaline thrummed through him, giving him the same buzz as before a battle. Are they watching us now?

I wonder the same. Hudson stopped at the base of a tree, sniffed, and continued on. There are no human scents. But then again, living so long in the forest, would the population of Trene take on this camouflage? 

They are truly invisible in their element, Atlas thought grimly. He hoped Nell greeted them with more warmth than her past letters to Elbe. 

Or perhaps less warmth, as her letters were rather heated. Hudson snorted, amused at his own joke.

Atlas rolled his shoulders. Very funny. He slowed, and let the rest of the group encircle him. They watched him with confusion and hope.

“We should keep going,” Micah advised. His badger was investigating the early-fallen leaves around them. “If we want to get to Trene by night, that is.”

“You know the paths of this forest,” Atlas said, his voice a half-question.

“Of course I do,” Micah said. A bit of the indignation that Atlas had first seen the ambassador with seemed to return. “I can lead.”

Atlas made a welcoming motion with his hand. “Then please, be my guest.”

Micah narrowed his eyes, and stalked forward. His feet made a slight swish-swish sound as the leaves whispered underfoot. Monty the badger followed.

“You baited him to lead, mapmaker,” Milla murmured beside him. “You did not trust the path.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Atlas replied. “You said yourself, one must be lost before they can be found.”

“No, it is fine.” His old mentor watched Micah. “But I would be more cautious with Nell. She was not merely Loy’s childhood friend or translator.”

“Noted,” Atlas said. He shifted his eyes to the treetops as Hudson heard a rustle.

Milla nodded. “They are here.”

Piper gasped moments later. “I saw someone!”

This triggered a chain reaction of blurs falling from the trees. The Trene soldiers were cloaked in various shades of fall; yellow, brown, and orange. Their fera charged to fill the gaps between the humans.

And, in the span of three heartbeats, they were surrounded.

A woman cloaked in honey-yellow stepped forward. “You have entered Trene boundaries. State your business.” Her eyes were hard and dark. She carried a small box turtle in a sling under her arm, which also glared at them. 

Micah regarded the group around him with cool calculation. “I see the security has been upgraded. And with you, Eliza, at its head.”

The woman—Eliza— stiffened as if struck. “Not with any help from you.”

“Obviously,” Finch said dryly. Atlas whipped around, and shot a silencing look at the spy.

What is he trying to do, get us killed? Atlas thought.

“Our business is of utmost importance. We are bringing valuable information and property to Nell.” Micah pointed to Floyd, whose lead was still tied to June’s saddle.

Eliza gasped. Her followers were likewise shocked. They hissed and shuffled nervously like the leaves around them.

“Come,” Eliza said. “Nell will want to see this.”

The Trene soldiers moved with the incoming group, escorting them forward.

Atlas wondered if Nell would truly kill them before the trip was over.

Piper

The arch of saplings, the gateway into Trene, passed over their heads with little fanfare. After spending so many weeks next to the Golden Gates of Elbe, Piper found them oddly rustic. Like a child’s twig boat beside a gilded ship.

Trene had not changed since the winter before. The same round, railed platforms hugged the trees around them, the loose bridges acting as their lifelines to each other. On those bridges, Trene citizens and their fera still risked breakneck falls to reach their destinations. In the center of it all stood the giant redwood, where Trene’s leader resided. The spider in her web.

This is Nell’s legacy, Piper thought. She watched the woodland people in their autumn apparel clump on the platforms around them. Watching. Waiting. But for what?

A thin shard of sorrow pierced Reine. They are waiting for Nell’s heir. Their prince.

Piper turned to Milla. The older ambassador had Loy’s scarlet cape concealed in June’s saddlebags, but Floyd was far from hidden. Nearly every eye followed the bighorn sheep as the group made their way under the bridges.

Eliza led them to a ladder that snapped into a staircase. She crossed her arms, and tapped her foot impatiently as they filed past. The turtle cradled in her arms continued glaring at them. Eliza’s hand shot in front of June when Milla started to climb.

“This donkey,” she paused. “Will not fare well on the bridges.”

Milla showed more resolve than she had with Loy. “But Hudson can go?”

“I’m assuming you mean the black bear, which are indigenous to these woods, along with other forests.” Eliza huffed a dark strand of hair from her face. “Should Hudson’s weight prove to be too much for our bridges, he has a chance to save himself with tree-climbing abilities. Which your fera lacks,” she finished pointedly. 

Humans lack tree-climbing abilities too, Reine said.

Not all of us… Piper’s hand hovered over her belt, ready to take out her alea at a moment’s notice. Eliza’s passive-aggressive attitude unnerved her.

Eliza saw her action over Milla’s shoulder. “I hope you do not take advantage of my goodwill, Miss Amur, and have all of you searched right here and now.”

Piper widened her eyes in shock, and let her hand drift to her side. It seems Trene is not behind in Eden news.

Indeed, Reine agreed. 

“I would hate to be left behind,” Milla said.

“And we will not let that happen.” Atlas, who was halfway up the staircase, took a step down with Hudson. This made Skye and Finch have tension with the guards at the bottom. Micah waited above them, an unreadable expression on his face as he held Monty in his arms.

Eliza scowled. “I will discuss this with Nell. Until then, you will go underground.” She looked up at Micah. “Will you join them?”

“I would like to speak to Nell personally,” was all Micah replied. 

“Fine.” Eliza ordered two guards to lead the Trene ambassador away, and took the rest of them with her.

“Interesting,” Finch whispered. He was beside Piper.

“What?” Piper whispered back.

Finch looked at Eliza then back at her. His motion seemed to say, not now.

Why does everyone want to capture us? I do not recall from your memories that this is a human rule, Reine growled.

Peace, Piper said. We will get through this.

Will we?

Piper did not have a comeback for her fera’s question.

Eliza left them at the framed darkness between two birch trees. It was the same entrance Loy had brought them to before his escape, and where they had stayed before. Perhaps it was the only way to the stables.

“You will stay here until we need you or Nell calls. Got it?” Eliza stared at Piper. “I’ve heard of your little escapades, and it will not be permitted here. You are outnumbered, outsmarted, and out of options.”

“We came here out of our own free will,” Atlas said. “As an extension of King Asher’s wishes.”

“We’ll have to find out.” Eliza turned sharply, and stalked away to the nearest spiraling ladder.

“She’s a witch,” Skye spat.

One of the guards jostled her sharply. “You do not speak like that of Eliza.”

Skye’s eyes smoldered as they went underground.

Remember to vote and comment! How do you like the turtle fera? ;) What are your thoughts about Eliza? Chapter 9 should be up by next Friday. Stay tuned!


Chapter 9: Broken Glass

                   

Kane

The prison was in ruins.

Half of it had caved in, while the remaining parts were in a haze of fire and smoke.

 “My Life,” Kane breathed. “Who did this?”

Poppy and the royal guard surrounded them. She pressed something round and cold into his hand. A silver coin.

We have come. Beware and fear Nora.

“They left a calling card,” Poppy said dryly.

With his thumb, Kane flipped over the coin in his palm. The Nora constellation winked back at him.

“Kinda funny, actually.” The Captain of Guard crossed her arms. “The Nora—light—is supposed to guide lost travelers back to their home and hearth. But where is this Nora guiding their followers?”

To somewhere I do not wish to go. Flint was observing the Elben workers as they doused the fire with water, but they appeared to be more stubborn than normal flames.

Cooper was walking around the wreckage, stopping every now and then to collect a piece of shrapnel for the collection forming in his coat pockets. His fera hung from his shoulders like a gray backpack. The inventor had been called in after the source of the damage had been suspected to be vitrum. 

King Asher was not at the scene, but was instead facing the storm of moving several dozen prisoners to a subsidiary holding place from his throne room. Kane did not envy him.

I would not envy our position either. Flint’s emotions wavered between horror and cold shock.  

Two prisoners had escaped. This single fact was the most unsettling of all. For it was Lady Harper and her daughter, Charlotte Harper; the former second heir to the Northern throne. And Kane’s would-be assassins. 

They could have run to their winter house? Escaped by accident, and enjoying their freedom? Kane thought hopefully.

Flint’s marble eyes softened. I enjoy your well-wishes. But I fear they may have more sinister motives.

It was worth a try. Kane set his jaw in determination as Cooper came to them. 

The inventor gave a bow. “My prince.”

“What have you found?” Kane asked.

Cooper pinched the tip of his mustache. “The little gray cells of our king have not faded over time. This is indeed a vitrum explosion. A replica, even, of the incarnate models I made for the Battle of the Valley.”

“How is this possible?” Poppy demanded. 

Pulling out a piece of rubble from his pocket, Cooper traced his finger along the shimmering edge. “Do you see how this glows ever so slightly? It is a special trait of vitrum. My lab is full of this post-explosion glitter. The valley beyond our Golden Gates is now full of it, too.”

“And?” Poppy said.

“Certain measures can be taken to recover this glitter and encase it in normal glass. Although it is weaker than pure vitrum, a large amount can produce damage of this size.” Cooper nodded to himself, pleased.

Kane was baffled. “You didn’t tell anyone about this?”

“Because in order for the vitrum dust to become reusable, there must be no other variables in contact with it. No dirt, grime, or air. So I never thought it would a problem. Or even possible for others to use.” Cooper grinned. “Then, there is the growing trend of vitrum in clothing. Our citizens enjoy the glow in their shirts and accessories when their vitrum disks are near, but the fabric can be burned, and the dust collected.”

Well, there goes that trend. Kane put his hand to his head.

“Are you an idiot?” Poppy growled.

“No.” Cooper’s eyes shone. “But my wife often says I lack common sense. I suppose this is one of those moments, eh?”

“You’re explaining this to King Asher. My head will not go on the chopping block for this… this… Augh!” Poppy stomped away. She started to yell and order around the workers battling the flames.

Kane kicked a rock near his boot. “You never thought to tell King Asher?” he repeated.

“Oh, but I did.”

“Then—” Kane began.

“It’s a trap. A test for our enemies. If they in fact figured out how to gather and use the vitrum dust to their advantage, then they are fools. Do you know why?”

Please enlighten us, Flint said. Kane repeated his words.

“Vitrum is a finicky substance. It is stubborn for some, and changes for others. One of its traits is to remember who it likes.” Cooper grinned. “Vitrum has fingerprints. And my teacher discovered how to read them.” 

Atlas

The group was penned like unbonded fera and left with a middling meal of squash soup and salted crackers. 

“This is ridiculous,” Finch said through a mouthful of crackers. He crunched two between his fingers, and let his fera peck the crumbs from the earth. Skye had done likewise for Madoc, and now ground the leftover food under her heel. 

“Can’t Nell just see us now?” she muttered.

“Reine says the same,” Piper chimed in.

It depends on certain factors… Hudson said. Atlas repeated his thoughts.

“Eliza, namely,” Finch said. “And what happened to Micah? What is his plan?”

“We don’t know,” Atlas barked. Finch narrowed his eyes.

Milla put a hand on Atlas’s shoulder. “We will work this out. Nell’s curiosity will win over hostility. Trene is not a place of barbarism.”

Her words became true hours later. The fire in the center of the underground chamber had burned low, and the members of the group had drifted into sleep. Atlas had taken a personal vigil, with Hudson helping him stay awake.

Eliza slipped in like a thief, with three guards following her like an extended shadow. She had traded her fall yellow coat for an ashen gray color. Her smile was dark, and the dying flames reflected ominously off her turtle’s shell.

“I forgot that black bears can be nocturnal,” Eliza drawled. “If they choose.”

Hudson growled. I was not aware that turtles could be fast.

“Fera can adapt to human nature.” Atlas lifted his chin. “And vice versa.”

Rolling her eyes, Eliza waved her hand, and had the gate to the large pen opened. “You will come quietly, or not at all.”

A small movement caught Atlas’s eye. He turned his head slightly to see Milla on her side, feinting sleep. She winked at him, then made her face go blank as Eliza followed Atlas’s gaze.

“The evidence is needed as well.” Eliza tapped her foot in impatience as her guards untied Floyd and silently rummaged through June’s saddlebags. They came back with the two scrolls for their mission and Loy’s red cape.

An unreadable expression flitted across Eliza’s face as she saw the unmistakable cloak. No one else in Trene had worn red on their incoming, Atlas recalled, despite the abundance of its hues in the fall trees.

We must tread on broken glass, Hudson rumbled.

As they were lead away, Atlas looked back to see Piper on her hands and knees with Reine at a predator’s crouch. She held her alea in one hand, while the leopard’s claws were out to kill.

Atlas gave a shake of his head. “No.”

We cannot win with our odds. Hudson’s bolt of panic shot through them both. Young ones, do not ruin this with rashness.

Eliza whipped her head back. “What?”

Atlas cleared his throat. “Nothing.”

He didn’t look back as they cleared the underground chamber, but a fight never followed.

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :) If a second chapter is not posted by the end of this weekend, then Chapter 10 will be up by next Friday.


Chapter 10: Floyd

            

Piper

The fire had dimmed until only the strongest of outlines were seen. Shapes clouded Piper’s eyes, some of them real, with most imagined. She felt like a child chasing nightmares away.

She dug into Reine’s fur for comfort. You don’t think they forgot about us.

If they did, then they will pay for that mistake with their lives. For we are Piper and Reine Amur! Heroes of Elbe, and bringers of death! To our enemies, the fera quickly added.

Piper closed her eyes. I don’t like ‘bringers of death.’

Well I will not agree to anything cute and snuggly. We are great warriors. Reine purred at her own compliment.

“Life! Why did they just take Atlas?” Skye complained. Her voice was shrill in the darkness.

“Hush, child,” Milla said. She lowered her tone. “You don’t know where listening ears are hidden.”

The wooden pen around them was tall, the odds against them escaping together even taller. Piper furrowed her brows. We have to help Atlas.

We almost did, earlier. Reine’s regret was scathing. 

Atlas’s intensions were clear; we were not to intervene. But now—

Wait. Reine’s head swung to the left.

Piper listened closely. What?

Reine allowed Piper to use her ears. A faint clicking was heard. A jiggling…

Of a lock. Our lock, Piper thought. She pinpointed the source to their pen gate. 

“Finch?” Piper breathed.

A grunt was all the acknowledgement she received. 

Minutes passed in silence. Piper did not know how to pick a lock, and was nearly certain her help would hinder Finch’s progress. But what if he didn’t know how to pick a lock either?

The bird-brain could be doing it for show, instead of sitting around like a damsel. Like us! Reine shoved her muzzle through the pen’s slats. It would take me but two seconds to rip through these twigs.

And another two for us to be captured from alerted guards, Piper said.

And another two after that for me to shred the guards! Six seconds, Reine growled, that’s all I need.

Stealth is key here. Not necessarily— Piper caught herself from tumbling into the dirt. The space where her shoulder had rested was now a vacuum. 

Speed, she finished.

Reine sauntered out of the open gate. It certainly took him long enough.

Piper scrambled to her feet, and closed her eyes to use Reine’s vision. The leopard’s night vision however, was too disconcerting for Piper to follow. Combined with the pace Reine was making towards the exit tunnel, Piper felt dizzy when she returned to herself.

A soft, solid form bumped into her from behind. June.

“You can hang onto the saddle, dear,” Milla whispered.

Piper nodded, then remembered that the ambassador couldn’t see her action. “Thanks,” she whispered back.

Wait for us, Piper said irritably to Reine.

I’m scouting with the scout. Reine was next to Finch. 

He’s a messenger and spy. Not a scout, Piper corrected.

Hm. Maybe ‘scout’ should be added to his job description. As well as locksmith.

Piper sighed in exasperation. Reine…

“What’s happening?” Skye said softly.

“I don’t know.” Milla slowed as they reached Finch. 

They tensed as a slow, hard clap filled the air.

“Very good, Elbens. I wondered how long it would take you to escape your cage.” Eliza came from behind Skye, and put a hand on her shoulder. “I wanted to see if the stories of your escapes were true.” She gave a little laugh that rang oddly familiar in Piper’s ears.  “Come. Nell waits.”

Kane

Kane balked. “Fingerprints… Vitrum fingerprints?”

Cooper bobbed his head. “Yes, yes. And I can read them. So come, princeling. It is time our little trap is sprung!”

Flint tossed a string of caution to the wind. We must report our findings to King Asher, before we go any deeper in this.

Kane put up a hand. “Give me an hour, Cooper.”

The inventor twirled his mustache. “Of course. Meet me at my lab, and I can tell you more from there.”

Kane, and Flint, thought quickly of a fitting response. “Your help is invaluable. Thank you.” 

“Bah,” Cooper waved a hand, “it’s nothing for my king and country.”

They left Poppy and the soldiers to look for any additional evidence while taking their personal guard back to the palace. Kane was silent for the trek, quietly pooling his thoughts with Flint about the attack.

Nora should have been eradicated before the battle. Our pesky weed has grown thick roots, Flint said.

Kane was in grim agreement. My father even went down with a group and investigated…. But for what?

We are missing something. Something important, Flint concluded.

Is Nora working alone, or with the East and West? Is Queen Celia behind this as well? Kane wondered.

Flint flared his nostrils, and dug up the earth with each step. Queen Celia was not at the battle, nor the treaty signing.

Kane slowed. Queen Celia has not been seen since her ascension. A representative was at the treaty signing… Her general.

And no one is concerned about this, Flint said.

If an abnormality becomes routine, then it becomes normal. We were so happy that we turned them away… We didn’t question anything. Or anyone. Kane groaned. We didn’t question anything at all!

One of their guards frowned as they entered the palace gates. “A problem, Prince Kane?”

“No, no…” Kane rolled his shoulders. “I just have some thoughts for the king.”

Atlas

An hour and a half was passed in stifling silence. Nell stared at Floyd. Rested her hand on his horns. Patted his fur. Her face was impassive, but her squirrel fera quailed on the desk, full of emotion.

Her autumn warriors had not been dismissed, and glared daggers around them. Atlas tried to make conversation at first, to have diplomatic contact. But his words met an invisible wall. When he tried to rise, he was forcefully pushed back to his chair.

For the remainder of the time, Atlas conferred with Hudson and kept his expression blank. He felt that his standings were thin, and that his life meant nothing to Nell. Other than the fact that he could provide answers, as clearly shown through Floyd, and the red cape draped over the leader’s desk.

The sky outside was overcast and gray from the open windows. A light drizzle began to fall, promising a chilly day that would be enjoyed best inside. Atlas yearned for a steaming drink to bring comfort. Something strong, in this case.

I wonder if this is her version of torture, this silence, Hudson thought.

The weight of the two documents in his hands felt heavier than lead. Atlas cleared his throat. “Please, Nell. This has gone on long enough. I have closure for your pain. Wouldn’t Loy have wanted it this way?”

Nell did not respond. They sat listening to the rain for several minutes, until a faint clomping was heard. Hudson strained to hear what the commotion was.

Before he could confirm his suspicions however, a knock was at the door. Without Nell’s visible consent, the guard closest to the door opened it.

Eliza walked in, followed by Finch, Piper, Reine, Skye, and Milla. June was not seen, and a worry embedded itself in Atlas. What had made his former teacher leave her fera on the ground?

Nell finally lifted her head. “Do not tell me of your journey, or your wishes. Micah has said enough in your defense.” Her voice croaked from disuse. 

A few of the guards exited to make Nell’s office less crowded. Chairs were brought in, and the Northern group was made to sit.

Nell waved her hand, and Eliza put her action to verbal command. “Clear out, all of you.”

The autumn warriors filed out, but made sure to keep eye contact for as long as possible with Atlas. Watch yourself, they seemed to say. We are still here.

Eliza walked slowly, purposely, to Nell and stood behind her with her arms crossed. Atlas did a double take. Eliza had the same scowl, the same stance as an angry Nell, and her voice… her voice had a certain quality to it that was stronger than her Western accent.

She sounds like Loy, Hudson said.

“You’re Loy’s sister,” Atlas repeated aloud.

Eliza grimaced. “And?”

“I have two children.” Nell paused. “Had.”

Hudson blinked in surprise. The other members of the party were equally stunned.

“What is your verdict?” Eliza asked.

Nell put her palm flat on her desk, and allowed her fera to scurry onto her shoulder. “The ram is truly Floyd, and the coat… is Loy’s.”

Eliza knelt to eye level with the ram. She scrutinized his face, and jerked back when he bleated. “Darn thing was always resilient. If Life struck him with a bolt of lightning, he would still run.”

“That is not a way to address a fera,” Milla said quietly. “Especially if one in the bond is deceased.”

Nell pursed her lips. Eliza rose, chuckling. “You don’t get it, do you?”

Atlas looked to the woman’s fera. Her turtle still glared from its sling under her arm.

“Get what?” Piper said.

Eliza twirled a lock of her dark hair. “My brother never had a fera.”

Remember to vote and comment! Didn’t I tell you before that there was more to Loy than meets the eye? ;) Enjoy this spooky cliffhanger, and tell me your predictions for Chapter 11 (to be posted next Friday)! 


Chapter 11: A Clean Slate





Piper

Time seemed to slow for a brief second, then plunge into a flurry of questions for Piper. Loy never had a fera? What was Floyd, then? Had he chosen to not have a fera? Piper had heard of those who decided to live in solitude—as she had for fifteen years before bonding to Reine—but the cases were few and far between. 

Skye was the first to voice her thoughts. “That’s why Floyd didn’t go mad. He’s just… a normal ram.”

They stared at Floyd. He stared back with slit pupils, and bleated. 

Impossible… Reine thought.

“Floyd was like a fera to Loy in every way.” Eliza put a hand on the bighorn sheep’s head. “Had him since he was a kid, and the thing followed Loy everywhere. Ate with him, slept on the rug, and roughly toilet trained. People assumed Loy had bonded to Floyd, and we never said anything otherwise.”

“Did Loy choose to stay unbonded?” Milla said.

“Life, no. He loved animals.” Nell’s voice grew husky. “His soul gem was shattered at birth.”

No! Piper gasped.

Reine gave a nervous growl.

Eliza’s gaze snapped to the window as a low pound of thunder hovered over the trees. “In the early days of Trene, our medical staff was not what it is now.”

Nell would not add to her daughter’s comment.

Clearing his throat, Atlas said, “Why did you let him go so easily, without the protection of a fera?”

“Do you think only a fera will protect you in this world? Look at mine,” Nell motioned to her shoulder, “what would she do in a fight against wolves? And that one,” she pointed to Chip on Finch’s lap. “Will it sing its opponents to sleep?”

Finch narrowed his eyes, and put his hands protectively around Chip. 

“One can be versatile on their own,” Nell declared. “Just look at my son.”

Piper had a sudden burst of inspiration, and with a quick relay to Reine, said, “Fera have different strengths. Different strengths work best together. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t found Milla, Atlas, and Skye.”

“Loy wouldn’t have made it to Elbe easily alone,” Finch added.

“And look where we are now.” Nell let the words sink into the air for a painful amount of time. Piper noticed her white hair was frizzing with the rising humidity. “What has Loy’s sacrifice gotten us?”

“The world does not owe you itself simply because Loy chose to do the right thing.” Atlas placed two sealed documents on the table. “Although we do respect and admire his actions that day for the North.”

Nell unraveled one, and nodded for Eliza to read the other. When they finished, they switched documents and continued. Reine intently watched the proceedings. Piper stared into the rain, basking in its peacefulness, until she heard the sound of paper flattening on the desk. 

Flourishing a triumphant grin, Nell said, “I’m sorry, but I have a better offer.”

Kane

Kane was alone on the front porch stairs. Flint grazed on the lawn, occasionally lifting his head to ensure Kane was still physically in sight.

“I have a few concerns,” Kane had said to the king. They had been secluded in the throne room, with even the guards excused. 

He had repeated the events of the Nora explosion, including the vitrum fingerprints. 

King Asher had nodded with a visible lack of astonishment. “Very good. Did he say when he would discern the fingerprints’ owners?”

Kane had stiffened with anger. “I am no longer an Heir, my king. Plots such as these would be helpful to know.” He had taken the Nora coin from his pocket, and held it in the air. “I am not a victim, but a prince. The Prince of the North.”

To this statement, King Asher had shown mild approval. “I will keep that in mind. Now with your pardon, Prince Kane, I have some border concerns to attend to.”

After Kane’s dismissal, he had received a messenger from Cooper asking to delay their meeting to the following afternoon. The inventor had apparently misplaced the notes regarding vitrum fingerprints.

What an incredible gift, vitrum. Flint chewed his cud thoughtfully. It grows from the earth, and then can be pressed to make a scythe to reap the next generation. What did humans do before its domestication?

My father would know, and my mother. It wasn’t too long ago that aleas and disks were first made. Kane picked at a hangnail anchored deep in his thumb, wincing at the pain. They say before Cooper’s teacher, Rocco Morris, vitrum was used only for healing.

Flint continued to graze. You have never asked them about vitrum before?

I… Kane looked up. No.

The deer snorted in amusement. 

Don’t judge me, Kane said. 

I would never.

That better not be sarcasm, Kane grumbled.

He was startled as a soft nose bumped against his hand. Arlo nuzzled him again, then hopped onto his lap. Kit settled on the stair beside him.

“So I’ve been thinking about some things,” she said. 

Kane nodded in mute surprise. His sister had been quiet in the time following Atlas’s leaving, hidden away in her room or listlessly wandering the path from their house to the main city. To see her now, returned to a state of subdued optimism, evoked Kane’s curiosity. 

“What things?” he asked.

“I’m going to join the Council.” Kit let Arlo return to her.

“What?” Kane echoed. “How? Why?”

“You’re starting to sound like Mom.” Kit fiddled with a strand of her hair. It shimmered in the sun like gold. “When we were in Esme during the battle, Lady Audrey said she was looking for an apprentice to take her place at Oldport. She said she would pay for my continued schooling. House me, feed me, and sponsor anything I need. I said no at first. My home is in Elbe.”

“What—” Kane began.

“And I still think my heart is in the city. But…” Kit sighed. “I see Dad, and Piper, and Skye—and even you, Kane—having these fantastic adventures and telling great tales. I want to have stories to tell. I want to live, and be remembered.” She waited for his reaction.

“This is your solution?” Kane finally managed to say. What happened to watching his back? Staying together as a family?

“I have to start somewhere new. A clean slate.” Kit clapped her hands, as if clearing them of dust.

“I’ll never see you,” Kane argued. He felt Flint in the background of his mind, trying to work out a measured response before sorrow set in.

“Yes. I have holiday breaks, a summer break, and will come for every Council meeting in Elbe.”

“Then I will call one every day, so you can’t leave!” Kane stood.

“You can’t do that.” Kit’s voice was low.

“Watch me.” Kane turned on his heel, and marched to the door. He went through the kitchen, up the stairs, and to his room. And slammed the door.

Then embarrassment set in. Flint was still outside, in front of Kit.

Thanks for waiting, the deer said coolly. He strode purposely past Kane’s sister and into the house.

Kane sat on his bed for what seemed like an eternity, stewing over his situation. Gradually, a ray of sunlight broke through his fog of thoughts. A memory he forgot to tell King Asher.

Life! Kane was back on his feet, spooking Flint. We need to tell the king about Queen Celia!

Or the absence of Queen Celia, Flint thought grimly.

Quickly skimming his shelves, Kane pulled the book that first came to mind, and raced out of his room with Flint on his heels.
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Chapter 12: Another Offer









Atlas

What offer? How much did it offer? Was she toying with them?

Atlas and Hudson agreed on the first question to ask. “Who offered?”

Nell leaned back in her chair. “I’m glad you still can speak. The offer was made by a joint representation of the East and West. King Kayden and Queen Celia have not only granted our borders and nation status, but more than favorable trading rights and the choice of unbonded fera from any of their trappers.”

“You make it sound as if you already accepted their offer,” Milla said.

“Let it never be recorded that I was an unjust leader.” Nell’s eyes flitted to the map, then to the Northern group around her. “I will allow you to make a counter offer.”

“Even that is generous,” Eliza muttered.

This is not good. Hudson was clearly worried. We need to buy time.

Buy time for what? Atlas thought. We are in the thick of things. There is only here and now.

And what happens after that, Hudson added. Keep them busy, and I will think.

Atlas resolved himself to a new mission, and put a thin mental wall between them, to enclose Hudson in his den of thoughts. 

One way to buy time was talk. “What do you need?” Atlas said.

Skye gave him an incredulous glance. Milla shifted her eyes to him, waiting to see what his plan was. Piper seemed uncomfortable with the tension, while Finch had a faint smile. The spy was at ease in a war of words. Would he be so confident once actions backed them?

“I need miracles. Little miracles in the shapes of cubes and spheres, that can change into unbelievable devices. Loy and Micah kept me well informed of Elbe’s advancements, and at one point I considered kidnapping your inventor.” Nell was smug. 

As if she could ever accomplish that feat! Atlas fumed.

“Cooper?” whispered Piper.

“Yes. That one.” Nell tapped her manicured nails on the desk. The clacking sound irritated Atlas. “But then it came to my attention that vitrum loses its power the farther from the North it gets. By the time a vitrum plant could reach Trene, it would be little more than a pretty weed. Yet you continue to use it in compressed forms to withstand its weakened state outside your borders.” 

Atlas was starting to see where Loy acquired his lengthy speeches. “And?”

“What my mother is trying to say,” Eliza interjected, “is that we want you to make vitrum that can grow outside the North. A stronger version.”

“That’s impossible,” Milla stated flatly. “You are asking for the moon.”

Nell chuckled, and stared out the window. Rain blew inside the room, and spit on Atlas’s map. It was nearly as bad as if the Trene leaders had spit on it themselves.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Nell said. “You will develop that vitrum, or I will let the friendly East-Western soldiers residing below… escort you to our neighbor. King Kayden loves visitors.”

Atlas tore down the mental barrier to his fera. Do you have any ideas? 

Hudson was sullen. No.

Augh! They were trapped. Nell knew it. Atlas knew it. The rest of them probably did as well.

Nell’s grin was close to ecstatic. “The vitrum, of course, is the icing on the cake of granting our borders, nation status, favorable trade, and a choice pick of your Northern fera breeds anytime we need.”

“May we confer amongst ourselves?” Milla asked. “This is a large request.”

“No,” Eliza said. “You may make your choice now.”

Finch spoke. “King Asher may not approve.”

“Then it will be on your heads for agreeing to it.” Nell gave an elegant shrug. 

“Besides not being handed to King Kayden on a silver platter, what other benefits will come from your side?” Atlas demanded. 

Nell examined her nails. “You wish to win this war?”

“Yes.”

“You need information. Experienced soldiers both quick in mind and body?”

“Yes.”

“Mhm… Trene will not openly pledge itself to the North, but we will be ready if you need us.” Nell looked up. “Do we have an understanding?”

This is what Asher wanted; for Trene to be on our side. Atlas clenched his jaw. He will not like the price.

Hudson huffed. I do not like it either. However, Nell is sharper than she appears. This scrawny wood-nymph is taking her revenge painfully, and with purpose. 

Atlas met eyes with Milla. He raised an eyebrow. She nodded.

Turning back to Nell, Atlas grunted. “How long will it take for you to draft a proper agreement, and a copy for King Asher?”

“I will have it ready by this evening.” Nell folded her arms across the desk. “Do we have anything more to discuss?”

“No.” Atlas kept the growl from his voice.

“Then you are free to travel the premise with a guide. You may also be moved from the stables, should you wish.” Nell had her daughter and a band of guards escort them out of her tree hut. They stood at the railing outside, dripping wet with the runoff from the leaves around them.

“Come on, slowpokes.” Eliza adjusted her fera more securely around her body, and ran across the rope bridge with two lead guards, both dressed in the dark hues of a rainy day.

They must have closets full of every color, Hudson noted.

It is a necessity for a culture of camouflage. Atlas took shaky steps across the bridge. The boards underfoot were slick with rain, and hostile to his boots. He was glad the bridges leading to Nell’s redwood had rope rails.

Skye passed him, and then Finch. Piper slowed, and inquired if he was okay.

“I’m fine. Thanks,” Atlas said.

She creased her brows in worry, but was prodded forward by Reine. Milla was the next by his side.

“You never were one for trifle dangers like this.” His former teacher tucked a gray strand of hair behind her ear. 

“I find them unreasonable,” he said through clenched teeth. Step by step, Atlas made his way across the bridge with Hudson to the next platform. From there, they were lead to a second railed platform, this one with a hut wrapped around the trunk of the tree.

Nell doesn’t want us going too far, Hudson thought.

I think you’re right. Atlas could see Nell’s redwood from across the way. It was a warning, a deterrent to any escape— like last time.

“I’m going to the ground with June. Who will come with me to bring back up supplies?” Milla eyed Atlas. “Or stay underground?”

The thought of staying in the stables was tempting, but Atlas could not leave Skye, Piper and Finch alone in the tree hut. He did not trust Nell or Eliza.

Eliza did not wait for the group to sort itself out. She posted two guards by their hut’s door and two more as “guides” before leaving with a victorious air.

“I will go with you.” Atlas found that Skye had already gone inside the hut to explore. Finch and Piper were still dripping in front of the door, although their fera had quickly copied Skye.

“Do you need anything?” he asked them.

“I left my pack with June, could you get that?” Piper said.

“Food would be nice,” Finch deadpanned.

“Got it. And I’m certain Nell will give us an evening meal,” Atlas said to Finch.

“You never know. They say the hungry make the worst decisions, she could be betting on that.”

Atlas waved away the spy’s dry sarcasm. “Just get inside before you catch something. The dead can’t make decisions.”

“She’s probably betting on that, too,” Finch called after him.

Kane

Kane was stopped by a guard at the door.

“I’m sorry, but King Asher specifically asked for privacy during this time.”

The guards Kane brought with him and the ones blocking the throne room door mingled and exchanged small talk. Kane cleared his throat. “Is Poppy here?”

“Captain Milton is on break,” the guard said.

“You can’t let me in? This is of high concern.”

“I’m sorry.” And the guard looked truly regretful. “He said to only interrupt him if we’re under attack.”

Perhaps we should wait, Flint advised.

But this is important! Kane went to one of the benches lining the wall and sat with Flint. A few of his personal guards peeled away from the mingling and took their stations around him.

Is this why the king never leaves the throne room? Kane glanced at the guards flanking the bench. He was able to ignore them most of the time, and at home they kept a perimeter around the house for a comfortable buffer. But they were always there. Eyes behind and before him. Checking the places he visited, questioning citizens they found the least suspicious, and generally making sure he never forgot there were people—his subjects—that hated him. Would kill him, even, to avenge Charlotte’s lost place in the royal lineup.

Or she may try and usurp me herself. Kane wondered where Charlotte and Lady Harper were now. He thumped the book he had brought with him against his knee. Were they plotting their next move? Or trying to get as far away as they possibly could from the Northern hounds?

Flint clicked his hooves on the polished floor. Whatever the case, I will be here to protect you.

Kane did not reply, but waited in silence as his guards trickled back to his side. He watched the clock on the opposite wall. Tomorrow at this time he would meet with Cooper.

Twenty minutes had passed when Poppy returned from her break. She did a double take.

“Why is the prince waiting?” 

Kane allowed the second-in-command to answer. “King Asher asked for privacy while reviewing certain documents.”

“Oh Life,” Poppy muttered. “He’s probably taking a nap.” She waved over Kane, and pushed open the great vitrum-webbed doors.

The throne room was empty. A vitrum table was still shimmering in the center of the floor, with papers and glass inkpots scattered in a loose semicircle. 

A low, deep growl sent goosebumps up Kane’s arms. Poppy’s sheep gave a nervous bleat.

The curtains to the side of King Asher’s throne rippled. Levi’s moon-pale face tore out of the sea of blue. A fang hooked the side of his mouth, ready for a snarl.

“So he was sleeping?” Poppy said. Flint informed Kane that although Poppy acted with nonchalance, fear hovered of her. Fear of the tiger.

Steady steps followed Levi, and King Asher pulled back the curtain above his fera. “No, I was in fact very awake.” He made his way to his throne, reconsidered his path, and went to the vitrum table instead.

Poppy gave a half-bow, and left them alone. Kane straightened his shoulders, and took a seat across from the king.

He placed A Northern History on the glass. “I want to know who Queen Celia is.”

Remember to vote and comment! Let me know your thoughts about the chapter; I love to see them. ^_^ Chapter 13 will be up on next Friday. Stay tuned!


Chapter 13: Shadows

            

Piper

By late afternoon, the rain had stopped, but the leaves continued the downfall with a steady dripping from their stores.

Piper stood on the platform outside their tree hut. A fine mist rose around them, minimalizing the population of Trene to flitting shadows across the bridges.

Her knuckles were white from gripping the railing in front of her. She leaned back, letting her arms anchor her as she gazed at the thin slivers of sky above. 

I don’t know how you can stand the rain, Reine said from inside their hut. Skye had started a fire in the provided stone outlet, and was dozing with the leopard on the wool rug in front of it. It clings, clots your fur with water, and makes you cold.

It’s not raining anymore, I don’t have fur, and I’m wearing a coat. Piper changed directions, and peered over the side of the railing. Far below, groups of gray coats huddled together like misshaped clay, waiting their turn up the slick spiral stairs or conversing in a low buzz. Somewhere in Trene, the agents of King Kayden and Queen Celia were hiding alongside her. Taking refuge under Nell’s wings.

Piper jerked back to an upright position and nearly slipped on the floorboards when a bird landed on her shoulder. Skye yelped from inside, and Reine poked her head out of the door, her claws unsheathed. 

Oh. Reine turned her paws into velvet once more. It’s bird-brain. She flicked her tail tip, and headed back to the fireplace. Let me know when you need stuffing for a new pillow.

I might take you up on that. Piper brushed Chip off her shoulder and glanced to Finch on her right. “Hi.”

Finch put his elbows on the railing. “After this business with Nell… Atlas, Milla, and Skye are going to the South. And we…”

It took Piper longer than a moment to realize he was expecting her to finish the sentence. “We are going to Biscay.”

“Biscay.” Creases formed on Finch’s face. “Your hometown?”

Piper’s lips were a flat line. Of course he knew that about her. King Asher had probably fed him everything about her. Or vice versa. “Yes.”

“May I ask why?”

“Must you ask why?” Piper was becoming irritated by Finch’s demeanor. Once he gained the knowledge he needed, he acted as if he knew the full picture. Perhaps that was a survival skill for a spy.

She shuffled further down the railing. “Maybe we can talk about this later.”

Finch did not follow her. “If we are truly on a mission, I deserve time to prepare.”

“We will prepare tomorrow.” Piper stared in dismay at the mist around them. It was dissipating in the weak sunset.

“You weren’t always this stubborn. The battle changed you.” Piper was surprised to hear bitterness in his voice.

“The battle changed me?” Piper guffawed. “The battle changed you.”

In the back of her mind, Piper could feel Reine barring the tree hut door against Skye. Silently warning the other girl that this fight was not for her.

When Finch did not respond, Piper pressed the topic. “It was after the battle you changed. Stopped being nice to me. Became this… this…” She struggled to find the word.

Reine happily provided her with a selection. Pompous fool, snob, worthless spy, king without a castle, Life-forsaken-bird-brain.

Something short. Piper sighed. “The way you are.”

That was shorter than snob? Reine growled.

Finch stiffened. “I see nothing wrong with myself.”

“That’s the problem, Finch.” Piper passed him to go inside the hut. She closed the door softly behind her.

“Um, what was that?” Skye was at the fire, Madoc pecking crumbs on the table at her back.

Reine herded Piper to Skye, and they both settled on the rug. “It’s just Finch.”

“Sounded like more than that through the door.” 

A piece of wood popped in the fireplace.

“Not that I was listening closely,” Skye said after a minute. “Reine made sure of that.”

She states the truth, Reine thought sleepily. The warmth was starting to steal her away to the land of dreams.

Piper put her knees to her chest. Should she apologize to Finch? No, she didn’t say anything regretful. Was there anything to make this better? Probably not. The spy was stuck in his ways, at least for the moment. What had made him change anyway? Was it an order from King Asher? 

She was about to say, No Reine when she realized the leopard was asleep. Piper had truly been arguing with herself.

Just as in their hut before, a thick tree trunk grew through the center of the room. Unlike their past Trene house, it was unmarked. Piper left Skye and went towards it. She felt the rough bark under her fingertips. Cool and rough, strong and growing. If it had a voice, what would it say? Would it speak of its life from sapling to monolith? Complain of the baggage of Trene? Fear for the day of its fall?

Piper stared at the bark even as the door to their hut opened, and Finch hovered in the threshold. 

“Nell wants only three people at the signing. Atlas, Milla, and one other. I will go, if that’s okay.”

“Have fun,” Skye chirped from the fireplace. “It’s too muggy out for treaties, I think.”

The door closed. Piper let her head rest on the tree. 

If the Finch before the battle could see himself now, what would he say?

Kane

King Asher tented his hands. “I read A Northern History as a student. David Emerson was a great collector of our past. King Rex, my predecessor, had it updated during his reign. I have commissioned my historians to update it as well.”

Kane decided to cut formalities. “But it mentions nothing of Queen Celia, other than her ascension date and a few of her laws. My tutors never answered my questions regarding her, and the libraries are silent on this. Why?”

King Asher rubbed Levi’s ear. “Perhaps we simply lack information about her.”

“Life!” Kane exclaimed. Flint flinched. “My king, this is not time for games. I need to know more about Queen Celia. If she was not at the signing, then where was she? Has she even been seen outside of the East?”

“I am not playing games, Prince Kane.” King Asher’s eyes had hardened. “I wonder if this is just a rabbit-trail to distract you from the larger picture.”

“This is not a rabbit-trail,” Kane half-pleaded. “King Kayden seems to act under the East’s orders. If we have never seen the face of our enemy, the hand behind the strings, then do we truly know who we are battling? Will we ever defeat them if we chase shadows?”

The silence that followed made Flint uneasy. Kane… You may have overheated your case.

The worst he can do is say no, Kane reasoned.

Or potentially take back your crown. Now that would be a first for the history books.

I will not walk on eggshells any longer, Kane said.

King Asher rubbed his chin. “It is true that Queen Celia has not been seen outside of her boundaries, or even by the majority of her people. She does not keep contact with anyone unless for her gain, and speaks with actions… such as her ascension, and this war.”

“What of spies?” Kane asked.

“Out of the five missions I sent there, only one returned, and she was disguised as a messenger and unable to enter the palace gates.”

“We have a Seinish ambassador in Elbe,” Kane countered. “Surely he would know something?”

“She has not used that ambassador since his coming many years ago. Again, she spoke with actions instead of a proper correspondence,” King Asher grumbled.

Surely a country cannot be that secure? Do the natives gossip? Flint said. Kane relayed his thoughts.

“An undercover scouting group was sent to disperse and integrate with the Seinish to discover their secrets. Two weeks later, pelts of their fera were seen hanging from the trees on our boundary side. Like flags.” The king practically spit the words.

Kane wished he could have covered Flint’s ears. His fera lowered his antlers into a defensive position, but caught himself on the table. The bone made a crack, clack sound against the vitrum.

After a second of detangling Flint from the table, Kane composed himself once more. “So… you have gone down this road before the war.”

“I believe every territory has tried to pry the East open since Celia’s rise to power, and I sincerely wonder if Kayden even knows an inch more than we do since his partnership with her.” King Asher’s focus slid to Flint. “What, dear prince, makes you think you can do better?”

“I don’t.” Kane cleared his throat. “But with your help, and a better understanding of the past, maybe we can predict Nora’s next move.”

With a thoughtful mask, the king leaned back in his chair.

He is talking this over with Levi, Flint assumed.

Why should he have to talk it over, when the solution is so clear? Kane thought.

An abundance of caution never killed anyone.

But an overabundance will cripple us all, Kane retorted.

Levi is King Asher’s closest advisor, as he should be, Flint said.

Kane could not argue that, so instead waited as the king came out of his thoughts.

“We will help you.” King Asher rose. “Follow me.”
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Chapter 14: King! King!

Atlas

The document was surprisingly short and to-the-point. Despite this, Atlas, Milla, and Finch each read it over with care to make certain unnecessary loopholes and agreements were omitted. 

The North was to give nation status, acknowledged borders, favorable trade and a choice pick of fera breeds from their territory, along with the promise of developing a vitrum plant that could be grown in Trene soil. 

Trene pledged safe passage through their forest.

However lopsided this treaty appeared, Atlas knew the unspoken agreements balanced the scales. Trene would side with them in the line of fight, and give them any assistance they needed for the war. This treaty was only a reminder of what the North had paid for that loyalty. Should the document fall into unwanted hands, Nell would be safe from her neighbors.

Atlas had succeeded in his mission. 

But as he stood out in the deepening dusk, he felt angry. Angry at Nell for putting them in this position, at the East and West for giving them no other choice. Angry at himself for ever entering this Life-forsaken treehouse village. 

We will put this behind us soon, Hudson said.

We shall see. Atlas bid goodnight to Milla, and followed Finch cautiously across the rope bridges to their hut. The guards that trailed them from Nell’s redwood replaced the ones standing at the door.

Skye slept on the couch—their only true piece of furniture besides the table and chairs—while Piper was curled with Reine in front of the fire. Both of their eyes were half-lidded in shared exhaustion. 

It took a couple seconds for Piper and Reine to register that they had returned. Waving a hand to the table, Piper said, “They brought blankets and pillows for us. And dinner.”

“How generous.” Finch’s words were abnormally clipped. Atlas gave him a sidelong glance. 

Piper ignored him, and leaned back on her fera. “I’m guessing it went well?”

Atlas shrugged. “As well as it could go.”

Finch had grabbed a blanket and pillow, and claimed a spot close to the door.

Farthest from Piper, Hudson noted. They must have had a disagreement. 

Reine-fueled? 

Mm… Hudson regarded Piper with a discerning eye. I wouldn’t be so certain. 

Atlas spread out his blanket near the table, where he could see the rest of the party, and the entrance, without much strain. Skye rolled over to face the back of the couch. Madoc softly clacked his beak above her, eyes closed.

Finch stared at the ceiling while Chip messed with the blanket until he formed a shallow bowl over his human’s stomach. 

“Goodnight,” Atlas said. 

Finch mumbled something inaudible. 

“‘Night,” Piper said.

Atlas waited a few moments before giving his quiet announcement. “We’re leaving tomorrow.”

He heard Piper shifting. “Really?” She did not sound eager. 

“You would like to stay?” he asked.

“I…” Piper paused. “You’ll be going to Chesa.”

“And you to the West.” Atlas waited for her response. 

“To Biscay, yes.” Another pause. “It will be the first time I’ve traveled alone. Without you guys.”

“It’s not far,” Atlas assured her. “And you have Reine.”

“And me,” Finch said.

“And Finch,” Atlas amended. 

Piper sighed. “I guess so. But after Biscay…”

“You will return to the North, and we will be back there shortly after.” Atlas hoped his plan wasn’t too optimistic. Piper would be counting on his word. “Thea will be there, and Kit, Kane, Cooper…. And the whole of Elbe, who will welcome you back with a hero’s feast.”

“Or maybe just a big crowd,” Finch added. 

“Quiet you,” Atlas said.

“It’s okay. I don’t need illusions,” Piper said. 

No one spoke after that.

Kane

Kane tensed as he walked up the dais. Every part of his screamed, King! King!

Except for the part that was Flint. You will be fine. One step at a time. There, he said as they passed the throne, now was that hard?

Kane felt that he did not belong behind the throne. That was for King Asher alone, and perhaps the rare staff member.

Yet who is leading us here? Flint rebutted. 

King Asher’s cape swept the floor in long laps. If there were any dirt on the floors, Kane imagined it would collect quite thickly on the white border.

Suddenly, the cape was gone. Swallowed by the sea of blue that separated the throne room from another world. Kane stared at the floor-to-ceiling curtains.

Flint put his nose on Kane’s shoulder. One step. You will be fine.

Stop repeating yourself. I am fine, Kane said.

Flint stared at him with a marble eyes. Then go.

The curtains were thinner than they looked, and Kane passed through them with ease.

He was blinded at first by a burst of light, but blinked to find himself in a hallway of stained glass windows. He observed them in confusion. Bears on their hind legs, men fighting with spears, and a girl in blue with a silver moon hovering above her head. There was no clear connection between any of the scenes.

“A history of my people. Our people.” King Asher was at the end of the hallway, but his voice carried as if he were beside Kane. “It is made of pure vitrum. Cooper made it shortly after my ascension.” 

Kane put a hand to one of the windows. It was cool under his touch. “It’s well-crafted.”

“He was adept at forming vitrum, even in its early stages. Before his mentor, Rocco, this would have been made of regular glass.” When Kane pulled his gaze away from the stained vitrum, he saw Levi dappled in a blanket of color. He turned to see Flint covered as well.

“What was it like before Cooper? Before Rocco?” Kane said. He spoke softly, although he knew they were safe from unwanted ears.

“There was no vitrum, outside of our doctors. It was an exclusive tool, until Rocco discovered it could be used for other purposes. Innovation, protection. Hope.” A muscle feathered under the king’s jaw. He opened the door behind him, and motioned for Kane to enter.

Kane hadn’t known what to expect, but found that he was mildly disappointed by the small desk and shoulder-height bookcase that furnished the room. A single vitrum scene watched over them; a dark-haired man robed in royal blue before a wide crowd, a white tiger by his side. The man seemed so small and insignificant compared to the mass before him, but he appeared unmoved.

“Is that…” he began.

“Me? Yes.” King Asher coughed. “Considering I am now a part of Northern history… But it was strange to see it at first. Memorials are usually saved for the deceased, not the living.”

Kane nodded in agreement. When we are kings, let’s not have this happen to us. It’s like he’s already in memory in the artist’s eye. 

That would be Cooper’s eye, not just any artist. Flint inspected the stained vitrum. We cannot help it if the people love us enough to create renderings of our actions.

Or a hatred of us. Kane remembered a scene of blood in the hallway, with a murderous man charging with his horse fera. Would his rule be judged in similar taste? Was he to be seen in the future as a thief for going forward with his rightful title? Would Charlotte be seen as a saint?

Sensing his discomfort, Flint fed him a string of peace. Do not worry about the future, for the future will worry about itself.

The solid thump of books brought Kane from his mind. King Asher had piled four heavy tomes on his desk. Where they had come from, Kane could not see. The small bookshelf adjacent to them hardly looked diminished. 

“This is what I have on the East’s history.” King Asher slid two of the books to the side. “They are nearly as old as the North.”

“These are their laws.” He slid another tome away. “And this is a running record of every correspondence between our nations. From King Foster and Queen Adeline, to Queen Celia and I.”

Kane’s eyes widened. “Every letter?”

“Every letter that was bothered to be written.”

“Why? Why keep a record?” Kane said.

King Asher scratched his chin. “I think King Foster had the foresight to see that a rift would eventually occur between the two oldest territories. But we have records for the South and West as well.”

Kane eyed the books hungrily. How much information could he glean about the queen, their advisory, from this? “Can I take these home?”

I can keep them in my satchel, Flint added.

“No.” King Asher’s words were sharp. “These books are highly classified. But you may come back here as needed.”

King Asher walked out from behind his desk and to the door. “Let’s hope your rabbit-trail leads to gold, Prince Kane. Something my guard has not glimpsed from these already.”

The door closed, and Kane began to read.
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Chapter 15: Red

            

Piper

At dawn, the band was at the edge of Trene. Rope bridges swung over their heads, creaking with the weight of early commuters. Birdsong filled the air, and a chill wind nibbled their ears. Piper wrapped her coat closer to herself, glad she had brought a thicker one from the North. 

This is nothing, Reine sniffed.

Says the Northern leopard.

Your point? Reine said.

Your kind is well-adjusted to the cold. Piper watched a fiery leaf make a dizzying loop before drifting to the ground. The final performance of a lone actor.

You forgot to add ‘superior to all other creatures,’ and ‘Life’s gift to Eden.’ Have I taught you nothing?

Apparently so. Piper pivoted on her heel at the sound of crunching leaves to see Nell’s farewell party; Eliza and Micah.

Monty the badger snuffled in the foliage, carving a path for Micah to step in. Reine found this amusing, while Piper was surprised that the Trene ambassador had even shown up at all. She hadn’t seen him since their arrival less than two days ago.

“Okay. I will escort one group to the Southern boundary. Micah will lead the other.” Eliza’s promptness left little room for idle chatter. “Who’s coming with me?”

Atlas, Milla, and Skye sided with Eliza, leaving Piper, Finch and Micah as a somber trio.

A wind kicked up the fallen leaves, twisting and twirling them in the air. 

“I wish it could have been different,” Piper said.

“You’ll be fine. Biscay is a breeze,” Milla said. “Lay low, and keep your Northern things hidden. As you may know, we are not as well-received outside of our gracious hosts of Trene.”

So imprisonment is our best option, Reine noted.

If we blend in, we won’t have that option to begin with. Piper stopped herself. Life, I’m talking about my hometown.

“Are you ready to go?” Micah asked softly to Piper and Finch.

Eliza answered for him. “We’re leaving now. Come on.”

“I will see you soon,” Piper vowed.

“Indeed. Life’s blessings to you,” Milla said.

“Goodbye!” Skye called. She sent Madoc into the space above their heads, where he slowly spiraled upwards, like a leaf defying gravity. 

The two splinters of the band began to veer away from each other.

“Wait, Piper!”

Piper spun to Eliza’s group. “Yes?”

“Remember your alea.” Atlas’s face was of stone; grave and defensive. “Sometimes the highest dangers are the ones we cannot see.”

What? That is a foolish saying, Reine thought. How can you fight a danger that is unseen?

He is advising us to be aware of our surroundings, Piper clarified. She nodded to Atlas. “Thank you.”

As they continued away from Trene, Reine snorted. I could have told you that.

Atlas

“Just because we are alone, doesn’t mean my men are around us,” Eliza said.

“Thank you, you’ve told us already.” Milla patted June’s side. “Trene’s defense has grown since our last visit.”

“Traffic through these woods has grown. So security needed to be stepped up.” Eliza tugged at the sling holding her turtle fera. Atlas had identified the adjustment as a nervous tick.

“None of it had to do with Loy?” Skye whispered to Atlas.

Eliza heard her words. She turned sharply in the leaves. “My brother had nothing to do with this.”

Atlas met her gaze coolly. “The lack of red in Trene proves that.”

Eliza’s face paled. Her lips became small, and her eyes narrowed. “We will be at the border any minute. I cannot guarantee your protection outside our land.”

Hudson had been noticeably silent up to this point. His thoughts opened to Atlas in the moments that followed. I worry for Piper.

Piper? Atlas looked to the bear.

As she said, it will be her first time travelling alone. Although Finch may be a spy, strength is not his forte. 

She has Reine, Atlas said.

And what can Reine do if they are cornered by several Western guards? It would only take three to outnumber them both. Hudson was visibly concerned, with lowered brows and a heavy gait.

What are you trying to get at?

Hudson slowed. I think one of us should go back. Shadow them, make sure they’re safe.

Oh no. We cannot go back. Atlas shook his head. We are crucial to the mission. Asher entrusted us alone. Milla is of great help as a senior ambassador, and Skye is still learning the reigns— she will need this experience. 

Hudson craned his head to the path behind them. I pray they stay out of trouble.

Atlas chuckled. You should not be praying for avoidance of trouble, but their escape from it.

Kane

If the North was considered the firstborn territory of Eden, then the East was its younger sibling by several decades.

While the West had begun as a collection of scattered farmers disgruntled with the North’s soil depletion from vitrum, the East had been aiming for nation status from its creation. People migrated, settled, and worked. Hovels became towns in a matter of years. Cities followed a generation later.

The cities grew roots, and ingrained themselves in the maps to form permanent trading centers. Well-travelled roads marked the history books Kane absorbed. He had been denied these simple facts for so many years, and now had them set before him like a royal meal.

But why has the East been hidden?

A question from Flint. Kane removed himself from his research. I don’t know.

Surely there must be a reason? The deer inquired. 

There must be, Kane agreed. All of this should be public knowledge.

King Asher must have remembered he was in the study, for a servant came with supper sometime later and left without a word.

Flint helped Kane as best he could with sorting the newly acquired information. Important dates. Laws. Flora. Fauna. 

Many of the fera native to the East had trickled into the rest of the territories with trading, but a few were fantastically exotic to Kane’s eyes. Watercolor pictures and sketches showed frogs of every color, short, furred creatures with elongated snouts, and monkeys that had arms longer than their bodies. Kane shared his marvel with Flint at each page’s turn.

King Asher was still in the throne room when they came out of the divider behind the dais. 

“Learn anything useful?” the king said.

“Yes.” Kane rubbed his eyes at the abundance of candles in the throne room. He hadn’t realized how dark it had gotten in the study, and the hallway had been worse without sunlight.

“Good. I’m assuming you will be back tomorrow?” It was less of a question, and more of a statement. 

Kane shifted his weight from foot to foot, thinking. “I plan to be.”

You have an appointment tomorrow with Cooper, Flint reminded him.

Yes. Kane nodded. He gave a shallow bow to King Asher. “Goodnight, my king.”

“Goodnight, Prince Kane.” 

With his guards in tow, Kane left the palace and made his way through the darkness of Elbe. The buildings were asleep, and the stars awake.

I used to love travelling these streets at night. When I was alone, I could go anywhere. Kane’s thoughts came before he could filter them to Flint, and the deer swiveled his ears towards him.

Do you miss being unbonded? Flint asked. Something fragile lay beneath his words.

No! No, Kane said. I have good memories—a lifetime’s worth—before I bonded. But now I have even more to share with a fera. With you.

You don’t need to be alone to have an adventure. A coil of sorrow corkscrewed through Flint. I know that being Heir and Prince has stolen much of the fun and freedom given to humans your age.

I wasn’t the most easygoing kid to begin with— Kane began.

But I will make sure your life is not without its joys. Flint forced the guards around them to stop by lowering himself to the ground. He turned his head to Kane. Come.

Are you strong enough? Kane furrowed his brows when he understood the deer wanted to carry him.

Hm. You’re right. A mischievous twinkle was in the deer’s eyes. You have grown heavier since the battle. I would not be able to carry you now.

You imp! Kane flicked Flint’s ears.

In a flash, Flint was on his hooves. He pranced in place, then bolted. 

Kane looked to his guard. A man with a miniature pony—Homer—clapped his hands. “Go, prince! We will follow.”

With a nod, Kane ran after his fera. 

Each step was lighter than the last, and the grass flew under his feet. Although he could hear the light stampede of his guards behind him, Kane reveled in his short burst of freedom. Flint was ahead, loping with the easy stride of his kind. 

You’re going easy on me, Kane jeered. I should call you Fawn, not Flint.

Flint tossed his head. I am not a fawn! He planted his hooves in the ground, and blocked Kane’s way with his spindly antlers, which were starting to form small secondary tines. 

Kane leaped over the antlers without pause. Ha! His legs burned, but he pressed onwards. In his mind’s eye, he already knew the race’s end; home. 

Flint shared his goal, and regained lost ground easily. Ha, ha! A blur of deep brown passed him. 

Before they knew it, the ground between the city and ring of ambassador houses had been eaten, and their dwelling lay directly ahead.

Kane, desperate to get ahead one last time, took a two-step bound onto the path from the grass. He miscalculated, and stumbled, but clumsily recovered and worked to win back momentum. By then, Flint was at the front porch.

Who is the fawn now? Flint’s nose was slightly flared, sucking in draughts of the night air. 

Kane was visibly catching his breath. Good job. For a deer.

The guards had left them at the perimeter of the house, and Kane was in high spirits when he entered the kitchen. 

A sobbing stopped him in his tracks. It was soft and choking. 

Kane and Flint found her at the table inset to the window. Curtains covered the glass, and a sleeve covered his mother’s face. 

She saw Kane, and gave him an embrace, still sobbing. “Kane. It’s Kit.”

Kane felt the blood drain from his face as Thea showed him a silver coin. 

“Someone has taken Kit.”
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Chapter 16: A Letter

Piper

Micah and Finch were silent on the trek to the edge of Trene. Finch because of their earlier argument, and Micah because of…

Because of what? Loy’s death, still? Piper wondered.

Perhaps, Reine said. She was also subdued, with her ears pricked forward and her tail moving slowly from side to side.

The trees whispered around them, clutching their leaves fiercely as they fought the autumn wind. The faint taste of smoke was in the air, most likely from the forest community behind them.

Piper decided to break the uncomfortable quiet. “When will we be there?”

“We should be at the border in a few minutes.” Micah shaded his eyes. “Biscay isn’t too far from us.”

In Piper’s exodus, the band had traveled halfway through the Western forest before being reeled to the heart of it by Loy. Going in a straight line to Biscay would be significantly faster. 

I think it’s time for my second breakfast, Reine mused. Prey is practically calling my name. 

How long will it take you? We’re almost out of the forest, Piper said.

Hmm… Reine swiped her tongue over her muzzle. Not long at all. 

Piper gave her fera permission to go, and watched her slip away as a shadow of speed and stealth. 

Finch mumbled something beside her.

“What?” Piper asked.

“She’s a beautiful fera,” Finch said.

“Oh. Thanks.” Piper was unsure how to respond to his compliment. Was it a peace offering?

Make him beg for your forgiveness. Reine was hot on the trail of her quarry. Make him pay for his insolence. 

I will not make him pay, Piper argued. 

You cannot let him get away with your previous quarrel. 

But neither will I hang onto it, Piper thought of a comparison the leopard would appreciate, like rotted meat.

Reine flattened her ears, appalled at the thought. 

In the distance, the tree line could be seen. Micah cleared his throat. “We’re almost there.”

Reine… Piper warned.

I’m coming! The fera had caught up to her prey, a small rabbit, and jumped upon it with a growl. It scuttled a hairsbreadth from her claws, and disappeared into the surrounding brush. 

Reine was reproachful as she returned to Piper. I could have made that kill if you hadn’t forced my paw. 

You lost that catch out of your own lack of practice. Elbe has made you soft, Piper teased. There are no ice boxes full of choice steak here, and Thea will not make your meals.

I know that, Reine snapped. But there was no venom behind her words.

Micah, Finch, and Piper gathered by the edge of the woods. The gate to the walled town of Biscay was just a patch of grassland away. Such a thin barrier between rugged wilderness and cultured civilization. 

With fera, that barrier is impossible, Reine thought. We are all wild inside.

A thin smile grew on Piper’s lips. I don’t think that’s such a bad thing.

Finch tilted his head to the side, towards Biscay. “Are you ready?”

Piper tapped her foot, then hugged Micah. “Thanks for saving us from Nell.”

Micah gingerly clapped her on the back. “Yeah. I didn’t want her to kill you before you had a chance to defend yourselves.”

Piper stepped back, and nodded. “You did the right thing.”

But we may be biased, Reine added with a purr. 

“I know. It’s what Loy would have wanted.” Micah forced a grin. “Right?”

Piper nodded again. “Take care of Floyd.”

“Let’s see if Eliza lets me.” This time true mirth was on Micah’s face. “Goodbye, Piper and Reine Amur.”

“And me,” Finch said.

“You too, Finch.” Micah picked up Monty from the ground, and watched them exit the forest. By the time Piper looked back at the gates of Biscay, he was gone.

Kane

No. No, no, no, no! Kane was back on the front porch in an instant. 

His mother grabbed his shoulder. “You’re not going out there again.”

“I have to tell someone. How long—when did this happen?” Flint had to assist Kane in his rising panic. 

“I found the coin on the table a half-hour ago.” Thea rubbed her forehead. “I had been in my room, reading, when Sadie heard something in the kitchen.”

“Where was Kit?” Kane asked.

“She went on a quick walk, looking for you. You never sent a message to the house.”

Kane paced the porch. What would my father do?

We need to tell the guards, Flint said.

I can’t leave the house. Kane stopped pacing.

Then I will go.

You can’t tell them, Kane said.

Flint sighed, and nosed the satchel on his back. You can send a letter.

When Kane relayed his plan, Thea rushed inside the house and returned with a hurriedly-scribbled note. The paper was folded and put into Flint’s satchel.

Kane stared into the night. What if they’re watching us now?

Then these intruders will feel the tips of my antlers. Flint bowed his head, and walked out onto the lawn. He continued this offensive for what seemed to be an eternity. Kane closed his eyes to see through his fera.

Finally, the murky silhouette of a guard could be made out. He was leaning against a pony fera. Homer.

Flint startled the guard. “Prince?”

Homer was guided to the satchel on Flint’s back. He cautiously reached inside, and took out the note. He held it close, then far from his face. Homer pocketed the note abruptly. “You would like me to tell the king now?”

Flint bobbed his head dramatically. How I wish my words could reach human ears.

My wish is the same, Kane said. If only we knew what other fera thought… So many barriers would be broken.

Flint made his way back to them, a great deal more confident. Then your mother would stop eating venison?

Don’t say that, Kane laughed. We all stopped as soon as you came into the family.

Mhm… Except for the travelers. What do you think the dried meat is made of?

You have a sick sense of humor, Kane said.

Reaching the front porch, Flint gave a little shake of his pelt to fight the autumn chill. I blame you.

Thea’s worried face returned Kane to reality. “Are they on their way?”

Kane’s restless fear settled into his bones. How can I joke at a time like this? “Yes. King Asher will know soon.”

Sadie pressed again Thea, and she bent down to pet the golden retriever. “I wish Atlas were here.”

Kane paused. “I do too.”
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Chapter 17: The Door

Atlas

Nell, or rather Eliza, had been wise in their choice of path. The forest opened a healthy distance from Kinn; the capital of the West. Eliza had watched them intently as they left the boundaries of Trene. Had Atlas and his band been captured so soon after the treaty’s signing, Asher would most likely have dropped his end of the deal. 

Although King Kayden would have enjoyed the gift, Hudson said, as Nell hinted.

Well she has no reason to hand us to him now. Atlas bit into the apple he had scavenged from the wild trees fringing the forest. If the West had one positive attribute, it was their abundance of food and greenery. The cornucopia of Eden, one scholar had called it. Atlas found the name fitting. 

I hope my Chestic isn’t too rusty. It’s been nearly a decade since our last mission there. Atlas threw his apple core into a passing ditch. 

They may have changed the basis of their language, if they’re in the same state as last time, Hudson chuckled.

Atlas smiled. The South was just as young as the West, but was less populated due to its harsh environment. Developing towns worked as mini-kingdoms, jealously guarding their homes and wealth. The leaders of each town gathered at the capital four times annually to prevent wars and encourage various reforms. Sometimes, as Atlas had experienced firsthand, the reforms reverted the land, leading to an imperfect, but doable, seesaw system. 

We will be sticking our paws into a hornet’s nest. Hudson slowed to inspect the imprints he made in the crumbling earth. As they drew closer to the Southern border, everything would dry up. The ground. The air. Their chances of ending the mission in a single month.

Atlas hoped Kane was okay. He knew of his son’s inner battles, and feared the princeship would trigger them again.

He has Flint, Hudson reminded him. That deer is wiser and more steadfast than a king. He will keep Kane in check.

We will have to hope that is enough. Atlas sighed. I should have let Milla lead this mission. I should have had more time with Kane.

Regret can only harm us here. Hudson yawned. And perhaps the pull of a long sleep.

Ah, the West’s change can do that to you. Atlas patted the bear affectionately. We’ll be in the land of sun and sand soon.

Hudson shook his head. Hibernation is like a fly buzzing in my ear. Every year it comes with a weaker urge, but it is still there.

Atlas fed him a bit of comfort. The South will be better.

“Atlas!” Milla called. “Do you have a map?”

“That must be a rhetorical question.” Atlas pulled his guide from his pocket. 

“Good.” Milla pointed ahead. “Because we need to be sure we’re heading in the right direction.”

“To Chesa!” Skye cheered.

Piper

You’re paranoid, Reine growled.

Paranoid? Piper adjusted the hood on her cloak. I am taking healthy precautions. 

If someone recognizes us, so be it. We should be honored!

You forget we are in the land of our enemies now. We killed hundreds, if not thousands, of their warriors. Piper shivered, and closed her eyes. Many of them could have been our neighbors. My kin.

Reine made a wide perimeter around a puddle Piper had stomped through. Well, that’s why we’re here, aren’t we?

The gates had been relatively easy to get through. With a fake identification Milla had made each of them, Finch and Piper had breezed into the walled town. Piper had not known the guards, which was a relief. Any experienced predecessors were most likely aiding the war effort.

Finch had been quiet for several moments after their entrance, walking close to Piper. He sent Chip into a light hover over them. Then a change had come over him, like a reptile shedding skin. His gait changed, the hunch of his shoulders, and even a softer expression graced his face. A shock had come over Piper when she realized he was mimicking the natives of Biscay. Her childhood home.

It seemed to work. She received far more second glances than Finch, although all traces of the North had been removed from her clothes.

It’s the hood, Reine said. You’re drawing suspicion. 

And a Northern leopard would not?

Didn’t you find me here? Reine countered. In a place that has a fera emporium, it’s not the animals that stand out, but the people. 

Piper bit her lip in worry. It’s been less than a year since I left. Someone will know me.

We can’t be certain until you take that hood off.

I’m not taking the hood off! Piper snapped.

Reine withdrew slightly, as if stung. She narrowed her pale eyes. Then don’t complain to me about double takes.

They snaked their way across Biscay until the docks were in sight. A pang of sorrow imbedded itself into Piper’s heart as she relived every day of her former life through the steady motions of the boardwalk. Creaking boats. Salty waves. Sour fish and exotic spices swirled around her with each step. The barks of sailors and their fera filled the afternoon air.

When Piper looked to Finch, he wore an odd combination of disdain and respect. “You lived here?” he said in a hard Kinnish which was adjusting even as he spoke.

“Is there a problem?” Piper asked calmly.

Finch shook his head. “I thought you lived somewhere… nicer, that’s all.”

It’s a world better than your bird cage in Elbe, Reine spat. Piper did not rebuke her.

“Do you want to stay here, or wait at the market?” Piper said.

Finch furrowed his brows. “No. I’ll come with you.”

Piper continued onwards past each crammed apartment. For the windows that lacked curtains, she was able to see pieces of strangers’ homes, but yet so familiar to her with their seafaring comforts. Did they have stocked shelves full of Eden-wide fare as well? Had their family members returned each day to tell about a discovered word in Chestic, or present a gift bought from the newly docked merchant? 

Finch backtracked slightly on his word. He melted into the bustle of a nearby boat, but Piper knew he would continue to watch them.

The door was in front of them. The door of Piper’s memories. She hesitated to move closer to it. Her hand hovered over its shining handle. 

Something’s wrong, Reine said.

Piper paused. What? 

Pressing her nose to the opaque window, Reine sniffed it closely. Stale.

Stale what? Piper said.

Stale human scent. Any scent. Reine turned with a twitch of her whiskers. 

Gulls cried overhead. Piper’s heart sank. She wrestled with her fera’s words. No scent? No people?

Reine gave a small snarl. Lucy moved.
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Chapter 18: Breakfast and Lunch

            

Kane

There was no sleep that night for Kane. He sat in the kitchen with Thea and Flint for hours, silently watching the sky turn from darkness to light. 

Kane rubbed his eyes, and rose from the table. His socks whispered across the floor as he went to the ice box and rifled through its contents. He cradled eggs, cheese, and butter in his arms, while Flint nudged a jar of dried oregano to the stove. The deer pressed the vitrum button to activate the flame. Do you think this will help?

I…I think so. Kane let the butter sizzle in the pan before adding the eggs. He watched it cook with dull eyes.

Homer must have told King Asher what had happened by now. The guards hemmed close to the house proved that much. But there was no clear direction or directive other than stay safe.

Stay safe? Kane nearly laughed. Kit was in danger, and the ones left behind were told to avoid the same pitfall. 

Flint had moved to the other side of the kitchen’s island. I do not find it as ironic as you. The king has made a reasonable decision. 

But communication, Kane folded the egg upon itself, communication is key. He won’t tell me anything! I thought I had proven myself in the Battle of the Valley. He placed the crown on my head to show it!

Flint sighed. He is protecting you. 

From Nora? From the Harpers? From the East and West? Yeah, he’s doing a great job. Kane scooped the omelet out of the pan and to the plate. He started on a second serving. You’re doing a better job at protecting me than King Asher.

I am your fera, Flint returned, and am with you twenty-four-seven. The king is the center of a vast network of people. An entire nation. You are not his top priority, and should not expect him to save you every time something happens. 

Kane glowered at the pan. I should be one of his top priorities at least.

Now you’re being selfish, Flint chided. You just spent an entire afternoon in his study, reading classified material others would pay their lives for. A royal guard follows your every move. He pays your father well so your mother has the choice to stay at home. 

Yes, Kane agreed grudgingly. But why must we wait so long?

He will send word soon, Flint said. I’m sure of it.

Kane finished the second omelet, and brought both plates to the table. He placed one before his mother. 

She gave him a weak smile so faint Kane had to search for it on her face. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Kane slid into the seat across from her. He cut his meal into methodical squares, secluding them on his dish before stabbing them with a fork.

This must be what Nora is doing. Breaking us apart before devouring everything… everyone, Kane thought.

No. Flint snorted. They will not accomplish that. Not as long as we breathe to oppose it. 

Kane looked up in surprise as Thea’s fork clattered to the table. She had risen suddenly at the knock on the door. 

Flint peered out the window. We have company.

Piper

“What’s wrong?” Finch fell beside her as Piper backtracked across the docks. 

“Lucy moved,” Piper said. She hadn’t yet settled on an emotion to the situation; sorrow, shock, or relief. 

Reine was furious. This is just perfect! Why does everything have to be so complicated?

Piper bit her lip. I don’t know. We need to think about this.

This curbed Reine’s anger slightly. Yes, we need to form a plan.

“Hey,” Finch said. “Are you even listening?”

Piper blinked. “What?”

“That’s what I thought,” Finch muttered. “Do you have a Plan B?”

“No,” Piper admitted. “But we’re forming one.”

Finch shrugged. “Fine. It’s your fera fight.”

Piper led them to the market. “I thought fera fights were outlawed in the North.”

“So I can’t allude to them?” Finch challenged. 

Piper cocked her head to the side. “Hmm… Nope.” She began to work her way along the market stalls, keeping clear of the ones that had known her best. This narrowed her options to potatoes and raw cabbage for lunch.

“Sarcasm doesn’t fit you,” Finch said.

“It’s more of a Reine thing.” Piper grinned. “But I’m learning.”

“Heroes shouldn’t be sarcastic. It tarnishes their reputation.” Finch crossed his arms.

Reine proposed an idea, and Piper reiterated it. “Heroes shouldn’t have to get their own lunch. How about you pick something from the stalls.” 

Before Finch had a chance to protest, Piper turned on her heel and went in search of a bench to wait. 

We did well, Reine purred as she settled beside Piper.

At least I won’t have to fear the shopkeepers noticing me right away. Piper’s confidence faded. What if Lucy isn’t even here? 

Reine’s tail swished over the cobblestones. Lucy is not a gossip-worthy topic, at least to the general population. To her friends however… They will know more information.

A friend of Lucy’s? What if they’re in dealings with her as a Guardian? Worry rubbed her thoughts smooth. 

Reine’s growl sharpened Piper’s senses. And what if they are? You are not in her care anymore. There is no reason you should be concerned. She will not take you back.

She will not take me back. Piper nodded, and shifted on the bench. She was independent now. Lucy was dealing in children, not young adults. They were safe.

However, who would they ask about Lucy’s whereabouts? Piper could list half a dozen shopkeepers and tradesmen that claimed Lucy as a friend, but she had to be discreet. In Biscay, word could travel fast. If Lucy became aware someone was looking for her, she might go deeper into hiding. 

She needed a night owl. She needed Woodlock.

Remember to comment and vote! Chapter 19 will be up next Friday. Stay tuned. :) 


Chapter 19: Sand

            

Atlas

By their second night of travel, sand was seen. It seemed to bubble up from the earth, like a dry spring, making everything uncomfortably gritty.

When Skye complained, Milla only chuckled at her granddaughter. “Get used to it, dear. You’ll have sand in your ears soon enough, and wish it were only this bad.”

Walking on the sand also proved to be a challenge. As they went deeper into Southern territory, clear paths were swallowed by the uniform paleness of the desert. 

Once they hit the full brunt of the Southern desert, Milla had them switch to nighttime travel. During the day, they rested and were protected by umbrellas of tinted vitrum. In the evening their camp was packed so they could stumble under the moon. 

“Madoc says we’re lost,” Skye announced one clear night. “There’s only sand around us… in every direction.”

Milla clicked her tongue. “That’s why we have stars, Skye. Remember your name in times of need.”

The girl craned her head upwards. “I don’t see the Nora.”

“That’s a Northern star,” Atlas said gruffly. He softened his tone with a look from Milla. “But there are new ones around us. Like…” 

Hudson was staring at the sky. It’s been awhile. There’s the Camel’s Back, Impressa, Pika, the Tower…

“What’s the Impressa?” Skye asked.

“It’s Chestic for strong. It’s their Nora,” Atlas added when Skye’s face clouded. “It leads them home.”

“So we follow that one then?”

“Since we’re going to Chesa, yes.” In the moonlight, Milla’s face shed her time-earned wrinkles. It brought Atlas back to his youth, and reminded him of how he had felt when he was not much older than Skye.

Will Skye be her last student? Atlas wondered.

Hudson watched June plod through the sand. If not Milla’s, then June’s. She looks tired.

It was hard to imagine a world without Milla involved. He would be the next generation of elders. Of masters. Asher had not assigned him a student yet, but that was because he had been in so many crucial missions over the years…

Excuses, and we both know it. Hudson kicked an extra spray of sand. We’ve never had a student because we’ve been selfish with our time. Asher knew we didn’t want one. 

Atlas glanced at Skye, who was eagerly chatting with Milla about the constellations. Would he be annoyed by the generation below him? What if his student was lost, or even perished, during a mission? 

I think it would be much like raising a cub. We never quite got to do that with our own. Hudson turned his head to see Atlas’s reaction.

Atlas felt a lump rise in his throat. No. I—we didn’t. He couldn’t form his thoughts coherently after that. Bits of memory from his time home in Elbe were strung together on a tangle of guilt. It hung on his mind as much as a ball and chain. 

Hudson put a balm on his wound. It’s okay. 

Atlas jumped as sharp talons poked through the cloth on his shoulder. Madoc.

“You didn’t look well,” Skye said. Milla nodded.

Atlas was forced to smile as Madoc nibbled his ear with his beak and tickled him with his feathers. “Okay, okay.”

The parrot flew back to Skye. She gave him a thumbs-up. “Better?”

Atlas rolled his shoulders. “Yes. Thanks.”

Milla and Skye went back to a more subdued conversation of the constellations. Atlas followed along with their lesson. Maybe… After this is over, we can have a student. 

Yes, Hudson agreed. We can have a student.

Kane

Who’s at the door? Kane said.

An image from Flint flashed in his mind. Blue uniforms and armed fera waited for Thea on the front porch. Kane could hear his mother greeting them already. 

“Do come in. Make yourself comfortable.” A troop of five soldiers followed her into the kitchen. They gave polite bows when they saw him.

“Your highness,” the leader of the group said. His raccoon fera peered expectantly at Kane. “I am Will Bishop, and my unit and I are here to inform you of the undergoing investigation for Kit Fletcher.”

He continued with a mute nod from Kane. “Captain Poppy Milton has centered our efforts in the past twelve hours on locating the source of this… action from Nora. As rumored before the Battle of the Valley, Nora seems to be underground. We have sent tracking teams below to route the tunnels that were, unfortunately, left behind in the preparation for the East and West.”

“And?” Thea said after a pause.

Bishop’s eyes darted to his fera before returning to Kane and Thea. “The teams have found no recent developments or tracks. There is no trail to follow.”

“How do you know they are underground?” Thea asked. 

“Civilians have been a great help during this time. Sometimes our best leads come from them.” Bishop scratched his goatee. “In the meantime, you are advised to stay inside, but no longer on lockdown, my prince. If you need to leave the premises, your guards will be doubled until further notice. Do you have any questions?”

Kane was reeling from this new information. “Um…”

We need to speak to King Asher, Flint interjected. Ask him that.

Bishop’s features darkened. “Now, Prince Kane?”

A knock came at the door. Thea allowed one of the rear soldiers to open it.

“Prince Kane?” Homer said. Kane could see his miniature pony trying to squeeze into the kitchen. It tossed its head in frustration when the crowd wouldn’t part, and backed out to the front porch. 

“Yes, Homer?” Kane said, raising his voice to reach over Bishop’s unit. 

“A messenger just arrived from King Asher. He wants to speak with you.”

Bishop ran his hand through his thinning hair. “This day keeps getting stranger.” His raccoon chittered something that made the guard look down sharply. “Yes. Prince Kane, let us escort you to the king.”

Here we go again. Let’s get escorted everywhere. Kane fought the urge to roll his eyes.

It is just a precaution, Flint pointed out.

We seem to have a very cautious king, Kane grumbled.

With good reason, Flint countered as they went out the door. What would you do if your heir and country were in danger?

I don’t know… Fight back a little more? All we’re doing is shuffling around guards like some sort of shell game. We haven’t defeated Nora, Queen Celia or King Kayden. We only stopped them from breaking down the Golden Gates! Kane said. And now they’re going to soften us from the inside, so our yolk will spill out when they crack Elbe’s defense.

Flint gave him a sidelong glance. I think you’re irritable because you didn’t get to finish breakfast.

What?

One of us has to have a clear head in this situation. Flint blew forcefully out his nose. If your thoughts spiral around what we haven’t done, instead of what we can do, we will fall before our stand.

And you think breakfast will help that? Kane demanded.

No. Flint’s hooves crunched the frosted grass around them. But it’s a good place to start.

Remember to vote and comment!


Chapter 20: Plans

            

Piper

The sun was still high in the sky as Piper led Finch through the backstreets of Biscay.

“Should we be concerned if he’s a friend of Lucy?” Finch said.

“You forget that he was a friend of mine as well.” A flicker of doubt lingered behind Piper’s confidence. She had been asked to meet Lucy at Woodlock’s for her purchase from strangers. Had he been a part of the plan, or the dozens of child transactions also conducted by her Guardian?

Was she doing the right thing?

Of course. Reine snaked along the cobblestone with the ease of a predator. And if not, I can slice his lizard into a slimy entrée. 

You don’t think he knows we’re here, do you? Piper tugged at her hood.

Reine shot her a glare. No. It’s only been a few hours since our arrival. 

He’s probably sleeping right now. Maybe we should wait till sunset.

Ah! Reine rounded on her. You humans never say what you mean.

An angry spark surged through Piper’s conscious, triggering an immediate headache. Pain throbbed through her. She stopped and clutched her head, barely managing to stand.

“Are you okay?” Finch asked, but he sounded far away.

As soon as it started, the spark dissolved its rampage and returned to its subtle glow in Piper’s mind. 

Reine was beside Piper, her pale eyes wide. Piper, Piper! 

Piper grimaced. Reine… You did that? Her fera had attacked her through their link.

I didn’t know I could do that. Reine pressed her nose to Piper’s hand. 

Why? How? Piper turned to Finch. “I’m okay. Thank you.”

I was frustrated, and wanted to know what you were truly thinking, not just the thoughts you told me. I could picture opening up your mind like the skin of a mole, and digging through the lies until I found truth. Reine shuddered. I didn’t know I could—that it would…

The lies? I can’t tell you lies; we are soul-bound! Piper stared at the leopard.

“I don’t think you’re okay.” Finch frowned. 

It’s not the lies you tell me, but the lies you tell yourself, Reine said.

What? Piper guffawed. What lies? she repeated. 

“I think you need to sit down.” Finch looked around the alleyway. 

“I’m fine,” Piper stressed.

“Then tell me what you and Reine are discussing.” Finch crossed his arms. Chip cocked his head on his shoulder.

Tell me, Piper pleaded. What lies?

Reine had withdrawn inside herself, not wanting to speak. 

Oh no you don’t. Piper knelt down to Reine’s eyelevel. I know you can hear me.

You think your true parents won’t love you. That when Lucy stole you, or they gave you up, that it was the end of their care for their child. Reine met her with a solemn face. You’re afraid to find them.

Piper was speechless. Afraid? No, she was not afraid of finding her parents. She was apprehensive of questioning Woodlock, and potentially Lucy, but had dreamed of meeting her parents for years. Wished and prayed she were as close to them as she was now.

I’m not afraid, she told her fera.

Reine sniffed. Denial.

You want proof? Piper straightened. I’ll meet with Woodlock and go to Lucy. We will find my parents.

Finch coughed. “Are you done? Or should I wait a few more minutes?”

A chill wind whipped into the alleyway from the main road, bringing leaves in its arms. They swirled playfully around Piper’s feet before drifting onto the cobblestone. 

Piper peered down the next corner, where Woodlock’s door was near. “Yeah. We’re good.”

Finch sent Chip hovering over them. “Lead the way, Miss Amur.”

Atlas

After miles of sand, a beacon of hope appeared in the darkness.

 It was faint at first, and could be mistaken as starlight clustered over the next dune. But it became clearer with each step that this light was manmade.

Atlas’s heart quickened. Could their dry tomb have an end? “Life, is that… a town?”

“Steady, Atlas,” Milla warned. “Remember that all voices here are not friendly. Bandits have eluded us, but this doesn’t mean the natives will be welcoming. We don’t know whose side they’re on.”

As they crested the sand dune, Skye gave a surprised murmur. “Where are the houses?”

Hundreds of perfect cones dotted the relatively flat stretch between shifting hills. Each was the size of a small room, and as they drew closer, found that the tents were made of thick skins ranging from midnight to creamy white. The skins of sand cows. 

Hudson’s ears confirmed this as the wind brought the sound of lowing to them. Sand cows.

“The Chestic are nomadic, mostly.” Milla shifted a blanket on June to show their Northern colors. “They herd sand cows from oasis to oasis, looking for the best pasture. Chesa is one of the only brick-and-mortar establishments here.”

“That’s why their towns are never marked on maps. They’re always moving,” Atlas chuckled.

“Why are they called towns?” Skye said.

“They have a name, defined boundaries with each stop, and a local government.” Atlas shrugged. “It meets the definition of a town, and they insisted.” 

Skye squinted at the light. Atlas was glad she kept Madoc on her shoulder, for fear of the bird being attacked. “What’s this one called?”

“We won’t know until we’re closer,” Milla said. Her silhouette grew sharper, then faded altogether in the town’s torches.

Dog fera began to bark. Shapes rushed out of the tents, a mix of animal and human. 

Atlas was ready this time for the spears shoved in his face. 

If fear was a fera, then spears would be its bristles, Hudson remarked.

Let’s save the analogies for later, shall we? Atlas cleared his throat. Help me not write our death sentence with choppy Chestic.

Before he took another breath, Milla intervened. “Ladies and gentlemen, would you be so kind as to lead us to your mayor?” Her Chestic was calming and warm, a sudden turn from the rough tongue of the North. Skye was visibly shocked.

The welcoming committee mirrored Skye. From their loud Northern colors to their ragged walk across the uneven ground, the warriors had clearly expected a trio of lost Elbens. 

Which was partly true, Atlas thought. 

A woman with a desert fox spoke up first. “Yes… I think so. Who are you?”

Atlas allowed Milla to be their voice. “We are ambassadors of the North, sent by King Asher.”

This evoked raised eyebrows around the Southern group. 

“Truly, you must be from the North,” a man with a ground owl said.

Milla exchanged a confused look with Atlas. “Is that a problem, friends?”

The man with the ground owl started to walk away. “Come. Perhaps our mayor can explain more.”

Kane

“Ah, Prince Kane!” Cooper exclaimed as he opened the throne room doors. “Is our appointment still on? You’ll be glad to know I found the vitrum papers,” he added with a mirthful twitch of his mustache. 

Kane hesitated. Was it wise to continue business when Kit was gone? Shouldn’t all of his efforts be focused on finding his sister?

Hmm… Flint was thoughtful. With the help of vitrum fingerprints from Nora’s earlier attack, we may be able to produce a lead Poppy doesn’t have yet. 

A string to the ball of twine. Kane waved a hand at the dozen guards around him. “Are you okay with more company, inventor?”

Cooper seemed to notice this for the first time. “Life, they’re multiplying by the day. What are you feeding them?”

Kane laughed. “I’ll see you this afternoon.”

Cooper bowed. “Until then, Prince.”

Homer and the rest of his guard stopped at the great vitrum-webbed doors. “Would you like one of us to come with you this time?”

“No.” Kane kept himself from saying this too quickly. “I will be fine.”

“Very well.” Homer stepped back as the doors swung inwards, and Kane left them behind.

From the static air, Kane could immediately tell the king was in a bear of a mood. 

A tiger of a mood may be better. Flint tried to ease the tension that seeped into them.

King Asher was pacing his dais, with Levi mirroring him on the steps below. His arms were in a tight fold at his back, and his features were pinched with passion. He slowed when he saw Kane, but didn’t cease his walk. 

“Did you know, Prince Kane, that I was mentor-less when I came to the crown?”

Kane did in fact know this, but let the king continue. 

“All I had were history books and legends of the mighty rulers who had come before me. Words, Prince Kane. All I had were words.” The king slammed his fist into his open palm. “But what I truly needed were actions. I needed a king who would shelter and teach me his wisdom. A king who led by example, not in memory.” He sighed. “This is what I had planned for my successor. The future king or queen of the North would be safe from harm, and gradually learn their role.”

The king sighed once more, and eased himself onto the throne. “Look where my plans ended.” Levi stalked up to the dais, and laid his striped head on King Asher’s arm. 

Kane didn’t know what to say. How would he comfort his king?

Change the subject, Flint suggested. Get back on track.

Kit. Kit was the reason they were here. Bringing his hands together with a clap, Kane grabbed the attention of King Asher. “We must think of the present, my king. Of the great things that can still be done.”

King Asher shifted in his seat. “Yes, you’re exactly right.”

Flint helped him think of a suitable question. “Now I’m assuming you requested me here because of my sister?”

“Yes. Kit.” King Asher drummed his fingers on the armrest of his throne. “This kidnapping from Nora has already sent shockwaves through Elbe. Many are calling for a return of our heroes, Piper and Reine.” He leaned forward. “I sent a messenger to inform them of our situation, but they could be anywhere in the West. It’s a sizable territory. We will have to make do without the Amurs for now.”

Kane bobbed his head. “What is our plan?”

The word plan sent creases into King Asher’s forehead, but he responded with an even tone. “Before the battle, we only scraped the surface of the ice, but a far deeper pool lies below us. We will send waves of soldiers, Kane. So many waves underground that Nora won’t have the time to slip out of their secrets coves. So many waves that we will catch the faintest scent left by them.” The king looked smug as his back hit the base of his throne. “We will win this time, Prince.”
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Chapter 21: Lion’s Maw

Piper

A sharp click was heard as Piper turned the handle. 

You should have tried knocking first, Reine deadpanned.

I did, Piper said. You weren’t paying attention. She stepped back. A new lion knocker adorned the plain wood. It bared its copper teeth at her.

Reine bared her teeth back at the knocker. Lions. They are called the kings of jungles, but leopards are the rulers of everything else! We are superior. 

You, I believe, Piper grabbed the ring that was snugly in the lion’s maw, are biased. 

Reine flattened her ears at the series of raps that followed. So?

Lions would be quick to prove your statement wrong. Piper let a faint trickle of mirth enter their connection. 

Let them! Reine swept her tail angrily as they waited. Maybe a fight would truly settle the score.

You both would be terribly injured over nothing. 

“I assume you’re talking again,” Finch said from beside Piper. “I feel left out with this secrecy.”

Piper turned to him. “I don’t ask about yours and Chip’s conversations, do I?”

“No. But an entire mission is not resting on our minds.” Finch furrowed his brows. “For Life’s sake, I will leave you two alone and go back to Elbe if I’m not going to matter anyway.”

Piper shrugged. “If you wish.”

Go away, bird-brain, Reine growled.

Finch’s eyes widened in shock, and he opened his mouth in retort before the door swung open.

His shapeless hat had changed colors from blue to green, and he now wore an intimidating pair of rabbit slippers, but Woodlock still wore his half-dazed mask that covered his quick wit and decades’ worth of knowledge from medical subscriptions. 

He gaped. “Piper? Piper Mink?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Piper could see Finch mime, Mink?

That had been Lucy’s name. Lucy Mink.

“Ah…yes. Yes,” Piper repeated with assurance. “How are you?”

“How are you?” Woodlock said. “I thought you were dead.”

“Dead?” Piper echoed. 

“Butchered by the forest bandits, as the story goes. You had an obituary in the Biscay Trade.”

“An obituary?” Piper said.

Woodlock stared at her hard. “But you must have survived. How?” His gecko fera, Ingram, peeked out of his hat. 

“Skill, lots of skill,” Finch spoke up. 

Woodlock’s head snapped to Finch. “And you are…?”

“Smidge, Luther Smidge, at your service.” Finch’s Western accent was flawless. He gave a polite bow.

“Smidge. Hm. I think I’ve heard of that name before. A baking family?” Woodlock asked.

“Actually, those are my cousins,” Finch said. “My family prefers the sea.”

Piper marveled at how easily the lies passed through Finch’s lips.

“Ah, I see. Well that must be an exciting trade.” Woodlock opened his door wider. “Do you have time to chat? It’s getting close to sunset, and we have a little time before clients arrive.”

Piper rested her hand on Reine’s head. “Okay.”

Atlas

The tents were canvases of shadow as they passed, marking their shapes as fast and effortlessly as a master painter. 

If the mayor of this town found them unacceptable, their silhouettes would be their memorial painting. 

The tent flap before them was open in invitation. Southern warriors took positions on either side of the entrance. Atlas knew this formality very well with the introduction of a leader. 

The woman with the desert fox hissed a warning. “Behave, or be killed.”

“Thank you,” Milla said in Chestic. Skye trailed after them like a lost fawn.

Atlas ducked down, and entered the tent while Hudson and June were forced to stay with the guards. Inside, it was furnished with a circular rug and a stout, lavish couch that ran the perimeter of the coned tent. 

On this couch sat a man. He wore a midnight coat that draped over his leather pants. Upon closer inspection, the coat was dotted with iridescent specks stitched into loose, curling patterns. Stars.

The Impressa constellation was strung along the front of the mayor’s coat like a set of fine pearls. Whomever had made the coat had been well-versed in the night sky. 

Milla softly nudged Atlas with her elbow as she said, “Greetings, mayor. We thank you for your hospitality on behalf of King Asher.”

What is she…oh. Atlas met the eyes of the Southern leader. They were a deep brown, but glazed. 

He’s blind. Hudson swung his head, searching—

A screech came from outside, and the entrance flap of the tent was torn open. A white and brown blur shot past Atlas’s eyes and suddenly stilled on a T-shaped stand by the mayor. 

Hudson peered at it closely. Why, it’s a Peregrine falcon. 

The falcon observed them sharply, and in that moment, Atlas knew the mayor was looking through his fera.

“Welcome, ambassadors, to our town of Wisp. If you are from the Northern king,” the mayor spread his hands, “then you must forgive the scrutiny from my warriors. We have been fooled before.”

“Fooled?” Milla said in her smooth Chestic. 

The mayor gave a shaky sigh. “They were here not a month ago. With coats of blue and Northern tongues, they argued a trade deal with me. Their manner was harsh and unforgiving. As cold as their language,” he added.

Atlas had been considering translating for Skye, but stopped after the mayor’s words.

“When I didn’t—couldn’t—give them everything they wanted, they thanked me and withdrew from Wisp. But the group came back the next night, doubled in size, and attacked us. They did not take, but only destroyed. We were in flames.”

Life, Hudson whispered.

Atlas thought back to the winter before, when a similar tactic had been used to cut off trade between the North and West. The attack smelled strongly of Queen Celia. 

“Did they wear masks?” Atlas asked softly. 

The falcon swiveled its head to face him. “On the night of flames, yes,” said the mayor. 

“Then this blue party is not from King Asher. It could be from the East-West branch, or an insurgent group named Nora.” Atlas’s legs ached from kneeling in the low tent, and he longed to end the meeting. 

“I have not heard of Nora,” the mayor drawled.

Atlas risked a glance to Skye, who was nodding off behind them. Despite the restful days and night of travel, none of them had truly adjusted to the schedule. They were all exhausted, and the boredom alone of not understanding the conversation would have put Atlas to sleep. 

Milla followed his eyes to her granddaughter. She gave a small smile. “Maybe we can explain more tomorrow, mayor. When we are a bit more awake to tell you the details.”

The mayor of Wisp scratched his dark chin. “Peaceful dreams, my friends. Tell my warriors to arrange a tent for you.”

“Thank you,” Milla said.

The mayor grunted, and watched them file out.

Kane

Poppy was the first to greet him outside of the throne room. “Prince Kane!”

“Captain Milton.” Kane let the hand he had been resting on Flint drift to his side. “A pleasure to see you.”

Poppy huffed. “Prince, you may call me Poppy.” Her sheep wore its usual armor leading to a size-proportionate set of curled horns. A vein of red had spiraled in the sheep’s horns after Loy’s death. Her silent tribute. 

“Of course, of course.” Kane could never be certain of the Captain was joking or not. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“I would like to ask the same of you,” Poppy said. “Homer has been briefly called to assist an underground unit.”

Kane nodded. Homer’s fera would be perfect for tight maneuvers and fast action. The tunnels were a place for the lithe.

“And I have taken his position in the meantime,” Poppy concluded. “My subordinate is in training, so soon I won’t have to be on guard duty every time Homer is called away.”

Forgotten your role so quickly? Flint teased, reminding Kane of Poppy’s position of a guard a few short months ago. 

Her face grew red when Kane repeated the deer’s thoughts. “A Captain of Guard should be focusing on the bigger objective. I’ve been on strict field work all week, and haven’t gotten a chance to compile my notes.”

Poppy’s complaint was lost to Kane, however. He was already back to the topic of his sister, and King Asher’s promise to retrieve her. “So many waves,” he had vowed. Waves of his wrath to Nora.

Those upbraiders of peace. Those greedy moles! Kane silently shouted. He fisted his hands as they exited the palace. His doubled guards clustered around them. 

Flint kept his tone even. We will end this.

Life-willing. Kane glared at the rosy morning around them. A wind gust edged with teeth cut across his cheek. The Northern Mountains never failed to smith and sharpen Elbe’s drafts. He had read in a legend once that the first Elbens had believed Life dwelled on its peaks. 

He wished he had dressed warmer than the light coat he had grabbed while heading out the door. Shivers wracked his body. Thea would not approve. 

Flint’s emotions colored with worry, then brightened with hope. Look, the Lab is in sight!

And he was right. The solid hunk of the Inventors’ Lab was broken by the neat squares and rectangles of hangars and windows. In the event of an emergency, the Lab could be shut like a clam and nearly indistinguishable at night from the mountains it jutted from. 

Although it wouldn’t come to that point. Elbe would stay open and fight until its last breath. There would be no quiet end for their home.

They would find Kit, and destroy Nora once and for all. 

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. The next update is scheduled for Friday the 17th!


Chapter 22: Learning Through Living

Atlas

The tent was not a prison cell. But neither was it a hotel room. 

“Have we fallen into another snake nest?” Atlas whispered in Elben. 

Milla sat across from him in the gloom. June’s shadow shifted outside the tent. “I don’t think so. Not this time, Atlas.”

Atlas rubbed his knee. “I assumed Skye knew Chestic.”

Milla pursed her lips. “Time has slipped away. I didn’t think she would be in the South on her second mission.”

“Hm. She’ll have to learn through immersion then.” 

“Immersion?” Skye asked.

“Learning through living,” Milla said. “Watch us and the people of Wisp. Be alert.”

“Be alert.” She put a hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn. “I can do that.” 

But be cautious, unless you want your lifespan to end at thirteen, Hudson advised. He watched the town from outside their quarters. Dog fera stood between every other tent like furred soldiers.

Repeating his fera’s warning, Atlas added, “You don’t want to accidentally anger them.”

“I’m sure they’ll love me.” Skye gave a winning beam, her teeth bright. 

“We’ll see.” Atlas inwardly groaned. She doesn’t know anything.

We didn’t know anything at her age. We were at the cusp of something new, something great, Hudson said. 

And death. We rubbed shoulders with death, Atlas added.

She’s headed in the right direction then, the bear said.

Atlas didn’t respond, but grabbed his blanket Milla had provided from June’s saddlebags and curled up on the farthest edge of the tent. A few hours later, Hudson woke him with a gentle prod of his thoughts.

Wisp awakens, he rumbled.

Milla left nothing to chance. She ordered a quick pack of their camp and filed their belongings back onto June. If they had to flee, none of their fingerprints could remain. 

They conferred back inside the tent, savoring the time before negotiations and formalities.

“Okay.” Atlas spread his hands. “What’s the plan for today?”

Milla knotted her snow hair into a ponytail. “Survival.”

“You mean immersion.” Skye copied her grandmother, sweeping her hair slowly up and around her head.

“Both,” Atlas said with a grin. 

A warrior cautiously approached their tent, his pale snake slithering after him. Hudson laid like a statue before the entrance, calm before the newcomers. 

The snake began to trail its human as they came closer. It coiled into itself, and the warrior turned back to nudge it along. 

Hudson chuckled. I think it likes me.

Atlas closed his eyes, and watched the scene through his fera.

The warrior growled in Chestic. “Stay then.” He plowed forward in the sand.

When he saw Hudson he slowed. “It seems the Northerners have brought a creature of night with them.”

Hudson considered this for a moment, then stood. The uneven ground made quick movements difficult, but Hudson persevered until he reached his full height.

The snake slithered back, hissing. Its human bared his teeth. “You don’t scare me!”

Of course. Hudson was level with the man’s waist. Why would I?

Atlas peeled open the tent flap. He kept his Chestic clipped. “Hello? Something wrong, friend?”

Dusting sand from his colorful vest, the warrior growled. “Yes. Keep your Northern fera close, friend. Thorn wants you.”

“Thank you.” With a wave of his hand, Atlas had Milla and Skye follow him out of their tent. 

“And who is Thorn?” Milla whispered in Elben.

“Let’s hope he’s friendly. Or she.” Atlas shaded his eyes from the already bright sun. 

We’ll be fine, Hudson said. We’re one step closer to finishing our mission. One step closer to home.

Piper

Piper sat on the low bench that wrapped around the room. She held a steaming cup of coffee, and placed it politely beside her as Woodlock pulled up a chair to face them.

“So,” he said. “You’re not dead.” His rabbit slipper nodded at Piper from his crossed leg.

Thank you, genius. Reine’s tail angrily swished across the floor. 

Piper refused to let her fera’s attitude affect her tone. “Yes.” She tried to think of a way to twist the topic out of Woodlock’s grasp without being rude. 

Finch was ahead of her. “Times were hard here after the battle. I was away on a charter, but heard of the carnage.”

Woodlock sighed. “Unfortunately Mr. Smidge, I had lots of business after that battle. Mostly from families who had tried to find care everywhere else. Hospitals and private medics alike were swamped, and the out-patient flow has been slow. The woman who caused this—Amur is her name—has a dark heart.”

Piper’s breath caught, but Finch didn’t look her way as he took the reigns of the conversation. “I’ve read that the woman’s bird fera fed on the remains of her victims.”

Woodlock tucked Ingram back into his hat as he lowered his voice. “The papers say she has no fera.”

No fera? Reine said. No fera! By Life—

Piper pressed her hand firmly on Reine’s head. Stay calm. You must not have been seen by the armies.

I should be given credit, infamous or not, Reine spat. How could they not see me? How could they not hear of my strength? 

We are both loved by the Elben people, Piper agreed.

“The North should turn her out if they have a scrap of honor left.” Woodlock scowled. “Our sons and daughters, killed in an instant. It’s revolutionary.”

“Yes,” Finch said in his perfect Kinnish. “Repulsing, really. Amur is a nightmare.”

Okay, that’s a little far, Piper thought. She stiffened when Woodlock noticed her again.

“Where have you been, Piper?” he asked. “It’s been nearly a year. Lucy was worried sick.”

Lucy. The conversation had rotated in their favor. 

She needed to fabricate an answer. Piper reached out to Reine, and their thoughts intertwined. Like a cultured flower, a single idea was seeded and grew roots to fill the backstory.

“I was taken by the forest bandits,” Piper said. “But after a few months gained their trust and escaped to Kinn. There Smidge and I made a deal that if he helped me find profitable work in the city, I would accompany and navigate him through the forest back to the ports. I chose to return to Biscay to see Lucy… But can’t find her,” Piper concluded. 

Was that too much? she said to Reine.

Hm. Maybe a Smidge too much, the leopard thought coyly. She watched Woodlock’s eyes. He believes us though.

“Lucy sold her apartment shortly after your disappearance. She was ready to up and move the girls to Kinn, actually, if I had not persuaded her to stay. I found them a steal on a foreclosing tailor’s shop, and they live above it now. Lucy even took a stab at the business, and runs the place.” Woodlock fixed his hat as Ingram scurried out and clung to his shoulder.

“Wow that’s… great.” Piper forced a smile. “Really great. I’m glad they’re doing well.”

Woodlock looked at the clock on the side wall, and frowned. “Oh, my first appointment should be here soon. Let me write down the name of Lucy’s shop for you.” He pulled a pad of paper from his pocket while Ingram leaped off his shoulder and ran back, lopsided with a thin pen he dragged behind him.

Piper thanked him as they were guided to the door. “The coffee was good—”

“And the talk was better. Thank you for your hospitality,” Finch finished. 

Woodlock chuckled. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Smidge. Best wishes on your journey, Piper Mink. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

As Piper wandered back to the main paths of Biscay, she thought about Woodlock’s parting words. Would Lucy point her in the right direction, act as her shining star?

Oh, Reine’s claws scratched the cobblestone, we’ll make her shine, we’ll make her sing!

Seeing Reine’s intentions, Piper said, we’re not going to hurt anyone.

You’re not going to hurt anyone, the leopard grumbled. But I can.

This reminded Piper of the incident earlier. The attack.

Hm? Reine suddenly found the flower shop to their left of the upmost importance. Woodlock said Lucy owns a place like this, correct?

The attack. How come it’s never happened to us before? Piper said. Why have I never heard of… violence, between bonded souls? She paused. Have there been recordings? Have I not read enough to find them? Wouldn’t Atlas or the others have told me—us?

I don’t know. And I don’t particularly care.

Piper shot a strand of panic to Reine. You don’t care that we could unintentionally harm each other at any time?

I was focusing on forcing something from you. It was intentional on my part. Reine slowed at the next shop, eyeing a pair of gerbils that fled from her sight. And I apologize.

Piper looked down at the leopard. You what?

I… apologize. Reine’s ears flattened. But you are to blame in part, for refusing to listen to me.

Refusing to listen? Piper spluttered. If you don’t remember, we are equal in this bond, and I—

“Talking again? Are we lost, Piper?” Finch muttered in Elben. He kept his voice low and out of range to their neighbors on the street.

This isn’t over, she told Reine. Taking a steadying breath, she shook her head. “We’re not lost. I have the name right here.” She showed the slice of paper Woodlock had cut with surgical precision. Roses Are Red.

“I wonder if their competition has anything to do with violets,” Finch remarked as he slipped back into his Western mannerisms like a second skin. 

His chameleon change brought back Piper’s doubts about Finch’s credibility. If he could lie and shift as the king’s spy, what would prevent him from swindling them?

Reine did not answer the question, but instead gave a light growl as a new shop appeared ahead. Without words, the leopard gave Piper the scents she had picked up of new and old clothes that every tailor would have on hand and display. 

After being a world apart, the underlying scent that Reine brought to her of Lucy almost seemed alien. But Piper had lived in her fera’s shared senses only briefly before being swept away with the ambassadors. She trusted that her fera was right. 

Finch went faster, then allowed Piper to catch up to him. “That’s it.”

Piper glanced at the swinging sign above their heads as they entered. She hoped they were prepared for whatever came next.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. Stay tuned for next Friday. ;) 


Chapter 23: Shh!

Kane

Cooper’s lab could exist anywhere, thanks to his ever-mobile tools. Although an official room waited for the inventor among his fellows, he preferred to pick up and move his space at a moment’s notice.

This made him hard to find.

“Do you know where Cooper is? Head of vitrum?” Kane went from room to room, inventor to inventor, asking this. His guards trailed after him like ripples in a pond.

We’re going to be late. Is he hiding? Kane fumed.

Now why would humans hide? There are no wolves here. Flint flicked his ears. 

Kane didn’t bother explaining. He went to a woman hovering over a glass case. In a bed of dirt, two vitrum leaves laid side by side.

“Do you know where—”

“Shh!” The woman pulled him away. “Sh, sh, sh…”

Kane opened his mouth, then stayed mute. He glanced to the door, where his guards swarmed angrily. They readied their weapons, prepared to strike. Poppy growled a profanity. 

“Your voice waves may disturb my research. I will not,” the woman sucked in a breath, “start over one more time.”

Voice waves. Okay. Kane wondered how he could speak to a woman who only allowed her sole voice. It now came to his attention that they were the only two in the room besides his guards at the doorway. 

A field mouse crept from beside the glass, twitching its whiskers inquisitively. The woman glanced back. “No.” She jabbed a finger at Kane. “Are you a lackey of King Asher?” 

Flint laughed. Lackey! Yes!

How long has she been in this room? Kane frowned. “N—”

“Shh!” The inventor hissed. “The plants will only grow with my voice. It will be perfect.”

Kane blinked in surprise.

“Here, here.” Scuttling over to a worn glass board covered in scrawl, the inventor wrote Yes/No and cleared her throat. “You were sent by King Asher?”

Kane came closer, and pointed to No. 

“Huh. By your coat, I thought you had something to do with him.”

Kane tapped Yes and motioned to his mouth.

“No, you can’t speak. Let me see…” While the inventor thought of more yes and no questions, Kane grabbed a vitrum pen resting on the board’s tray and wrote a name before she could intervene. Cooper—head of vitrum. 

“Ah! You should have let me know in the first place.” The woman shook her head. “Check the gardens. Don’t say thank you. You’re welcome.”

In the twitch of a rabbit’s tail, Kane was back in the main hallway with Flint and his entourage. 

Lackey, haha! Flint closed his eyes in mirth. 

Lackey, Kane muttered. 

Atlas

The mayor of Wisp was no less hospitable than the night before. His Peregrine falcon watched them with intense focus, memorizing every inch of them it seemed, while the man himself gave them a smile. 

“I assume you slept well?” he said.

“Yes.” Atlas kneeled, reconsidered, then crossed his legs. He didn’t know how long they would be sitting. 

Hudson’s snout peeked through the tent flap. It’s only morning, but the heat is beginning to settle. June and I will need shade.

Milla was given this same message from June, for she quickly said, “Friend, do you have stables or a place of shade for our fera to rest?”

The mayor nodded. “Of course. I wondered how your creature of night would fare in the light of day.” 

“Creature of night…” Atlas said in halting Chestic. “Why do you call him that?”

“Usually, your kind of fera stay up in the West and, obviously, North. Animals with heavy coats only live well at night here. Combined with its dark pelt, I would be wary with its health.”

“We have been here before. But I thank you for your concern.” Atlas didn’t mention that they had stayed nearly the entire time in Chesa, which hugged the Bay of Shiloh and provided a constant breeze from the water. It was truly an oasis compared to Wisp’s current location.

A wash of relief came over Hudson as he and June were enveloped by the coolness of a pavilion. Dishes of water, dried beef, and thin grass were set out for them.

“We were told to meet Thorn. If I may be so bold, friend, is that you?” Milla said.

The mayor clasped his fingers together. “I am Thorn, and apologize for not introducing myself earlier. There was still uncertainty about your trustworthiness.”

“And now?” Atlas ventured. 

Thorn shrugged. “You expect me to fully trust strangers on the second meeting? Ambassadors should know better.”

Milla shot Atlas a stern glance. He bowed his head, aware of his error, and let her take the delicacies. 

“Tell me about Nora,” Thorn said. 

Milla was grateful for the change of subject. She began with Nora acting as the final splinter between Northern and Western communication, a vague account of their assassination attempts in Elbe, and their ability to embed themselves in any social circle as seen through the Harpers. 

While she narrated, Atlas kept an eye on Skye. The girl hung on every word between her grandmother and Thorn, but her pursed lips clearly showed her lack of understanding. She would soon have to encounter a different kind of practice besides survival and fighting; learning Chestic. 

Milla will be in charge of that, Atlas thought. 

Hudson’s voice was fainter than normal as their bond stretched. You can be of assistance, too. This will be valuable experience for our own trainee one day. 

Atlas realized that Milla had stopped talking. Thorn closed his eyes, and even his fera looked thoughtful. 

“After your story, I am inclined to think this was an act of Nora.” Thorn smoothed his starry coat. “But what if King Asher has sent you to… clean up the cow dung, as we say. What if these attacks were truly by the North?”

No! Hudson rumbled. Atlas was surprised by the bear’s anger, which burned along their bond like flame on a rope. He kept his own facial expression in check as Thorn’s falcon scrutinized the room. 

“Why would you think that, friend?” Milla said softly. Her Chestic was as quiet as the whispering sands around them. 

Skye caught onto the tension. Madoc wilted on her shoulder.

“Why would I not, when I saw with my own eyes what happens when you trust creatures of night.” Thorn sighed. “You have given me much to think about.”

“We have the same enemies. It comes down to if you recognize what evil is, friend.” Milla bowed her head, then met the glazed eyes of Thorn. “We appreciate your hospitality, and it will not be forgotten by the North. Our goal is to head to Chesa, and you are welcome to accompany us.”

Thorn was silent for a long time. “You are bold, for thinking I believe your words.”

Atlas stiffened. Hudson.

I’m coming. Hudson stood, shaking off a layer of sand that had blown into his fur. June was alert beside him.

Thorn chuckled. “Because I do.” 

Remember to comment and vote! Stay tuned for the next update on the 3rd!


Chapter 24: Mushrooms

            

Piper

Leather, cloth, sweat, body odor, and a light covering of sweetness filled the single-roomed shop. Reine quickly identified the sweetness as autumn flowers, which seemed to pop from every corner and hang from planters on the wall. Roses, although rarely seen in fall, predominated the mini-meadow, with the main assortment framed around a banner forming the high-calligraphy of Roses Are Red. 

Under the banner, a simple desk grew from the floor. Cloth scraps and full pin cushions littered its top, along with a silver bell. The paper beside the bell read, ring for service. 

There was no one else in the store. A crisp wind blew through the open door, wrapping Piper in a tight chill. Winter seemed to hover just above them, like a hawk over its prey. 

Or a leopard, Reine said indignantly. She flexed her claws on the floorboards. 

Piper glanced at her reflection in the silver bell. Did Lucy truly think she was dead? Would she be ready?

That shouldn’t be a factor here, Reine growled. Ring it!

A sharp peal made them jump back from the desk. 

Finch crinkled his nose as he set down the bell. “Don’t let Reine kill me.”

Oh no. Reine settled neatly on her haunches. I’m pleased.

Piper took a step back as a familiar rush of feathers beat the air. “Hoo, hoo, too-hoo; hoo, hoo, too-hoo.”

Lucy’s barred owl slipped across the desk and caught himself with his beak. He flapped uselessly against the base while footsteps hurried from another room. 

“Reef!” Lucy hissed. In a single motion, she scooped up the owl and placed him on a side perch. “What did I say about…” She looked up. “About landing.”

Piper wished to shrink inside her cloak. I shouldn’t have left Elbe.

Reine raised her chin. We meet again, Lucy.

Reef cocked his mottled head. Lucy whispered, “Piper?”

Piper shuffled her feet. “Um—” Reine nudged her. “—Hi.”

“Piper?” Lucy repeated. “Piper?” Her face was wrinkled into incredibility. 

“That’s her,” Finch grumbled. 

Lucy came from behind the desk and paused. The woman quivered like a plucked string.

What do I do, what do I say? Piper blinked away tears, trying to keep her emotions as smooth as the surface of a lake. 

Reine gave a guttural growl. It was full of raw power, and Piper felt a searing anger in her fera’s mind. 

You, Reine said. You, who dared lie to my human for years. You, who stole her life away. You, who tried to sell the heroes of Elbe! The leopard filled the space between Piper and Lucy. Give me one reason not to water these flowers with your blood.

“You’re upset. I understand.” Lucy gave Reine a few inches. Reef flew to Lucy’s shoulder pad, careful to not tangle himself in her scarlet hair.

They stayed in this tense stance for several moments, before Piper took a shuddering breath. “I have questions that need to be answered, for your sake,” she rested a hand on Reine’s back, “and mine.”

Lucy stared at the bristling leopard. “What do you want to know?”

Kane

Beside and adjacent to the Inventors’ Lab were two public gardens. Kane had to search only the one next to the lab to find Cooper.

He had set up his desk in the middle of one of the walkways, ignoring the looks from other inventors as they passed. Cooper’s koala was awake, and held up an alea curiously while her human braided three strands of raw vitrum into a cord.

Kane decided to open with bluntness. “Who is the ‘shh’ lady?” 

Flint peered at him. That bordered on rude. You have to start using formalities one day, Kane.

Cooper smiled as he put the finishing touches on the vitrum braid. “Ah, you met Eleanor. She’s a fun one, eh?”

“Why does she… Require silence?” Kane shook his head. 

Cooper arched his eyebrows in surprise. “She didn’t explain the voice waves?”

“I heard about the voice waves,” Kane said flatly. 

“Good to know she’s still working. Eleanor’s been studying the cultivation of vitrum for many years now. But recently, she’s been treating vitrum like carrot plants.” Cooper shrugged. “Just because you plant leaves in soil, doesn’t mean they will create a new growth. Everyone knows they’re more like mushrooms anyway.”

“How are they like mushrooms?” Kane asked. “Flint wants to know.”

Flint snorted. I said no such thing.

Cooper put the braided vitrum in one of his desk drawers and turned his back so his koala could climb on. “Vitrum has a complex and very hardy root system. When they are harvested each year, we only take the tip of the iceberg, per say. The majority of the plant is still underground, unharmed and ready to pop up more glass leaves. I like to compare them to the mycelium of a mushroom.” The inventor had a twinkle in his eye as he said, “Is that enough information, Flint?”

Kane grinned. “He thanks you.”

“Well,” Cooper pinched a corner of his desk, and it shimmered and dropped to the ground as a vitrum disk. He pocketed the disk. “Your tardiness aside, shall we get down to business?”

“I couldn’t find you,” Kane said in defense. 

Cooper made a motion of swiping a fly away from his ear. “We’re going to the Golden Gates.”

“Why?”

“If you don’t know by now, then you’ll have to wait and see.” With a twitch of his mustache, the inventor strolled away.

Atlas

Atlas licked his lips, then spat out the sand that ran across his tongue. One thing he would look forward to in Chesa would be solid walls and floors to ebb the constant stream of sand. He must have ingested half of the Southern desert by now. 

You and I both. Hudson stared forlornly at his water dish, which, despite frequent changing, was already accumulating small islands of sand. 

They were under a wide pavilion. In the center was a low table, where Thorn and his falcon took the head. Atlas, Milla, and Skye sat on one side, while four warriors of Wisp watched them with varying degrees of hostility on the opposite side. Thorn had convinced his town to stop thrusting weapons at them, but the Northern blue on their clothes was a reminder of the false attack from Nora. 

“Thorn is a trusting man,” one woman with a sandpiper hissed, “but do not expect the same grace from our fellow towns.”

“We are ever in Wisp’s debt,” Milla assured the warriors. She nodded demurely to Thorn. “And its wise mayor.” 

“Our yearly circuit ends in Chesa,” Thorn informed them. “I suspect the other mayors will keep in time as well. If all goes according to plan, you will have a chance to meet with us at the capital.” He waved a few of his townspeople over, who added jugs of water and dried sand beef to June’s packs. “From this direct path, you will encounter few oases. Pace yourself, and these provisions should be more than enough to reach Chesa.” 

“How long do we have from here?” Atlas asked.

Thorn chuckled. “Friend, you will learn quickly that you cannot be so precise as to label things in days. You will count in steps, rests, and meals until solid ground is met.”

This sent an unsettling chill down Atlas’s spine. He allowed Milla to give the closing speech of thanksgiving, and rose when it was required. They were ushered to the end of the town’s tents, where the Wispen warriors made a show of force by coming out in full. 

Atlas did not hesitate to give a little bow. “Goodbye, friends. Thank you for your hospitality. Life’s blessings to you.”

“Life’s blessings.” Thorn’s fera observed them acutely as they left.

Atlas did not look back until he was sure to see only sand.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :) Stay tuned for the next update on the 10th!


Chapter 25: Fingerprints

            

Kane

The Golden Gates glittered darkly behind them. Above, the clouds twisted and seemed unsure of themselves.

Bodies and war machines had long been removed, but the air held a charge that made Kane feel on edge, as if an enemy were near.

Flint felt it too. I don’t like this. He pressed closer to Kane, his antlers ready to intervene. The guards behind them drew closer.

Kane shifted his feet, scattering a hardy layer of frost from the grass. “Cooper, I don’t think we should be here.”

Frost? Flint craned his neck to inspect the earth. He sniffed, and sneezed. This is not frost.

“We can leave if you wish,” Poppy said quietly beside him. Her fera gave a nervous bleat. “There is no formal commitment.”

“Actually, there is.” Kane fought a frown. “I’ve been waiting for this meeting.”

Cooper had crouched at the gentle slope below them. He activated his vitrum desk, and pulled out the strain of braided vitrum Kane had seen earlier. With a simple knot, Cooper laid the braid on the grass, and waited. 

Kane sat on the rise above the inventor. He worked his thumbs for a few moments. “What next?” What are we doing? Is what he truly wanted to ask, but he had a hunch Cooper would avoid that one. 

Cooper whistled a low tune. It was slow at first, then picked up speed with each refrain. The lyric-less song spun around itself like a puppy, tapping a spring of forgotten joy in Kane’s heart, and fighting away the gloom of the season’s change. Poppy hummed alongside him.

As Cooper sighed to catch his breath, the sun broke through the cloud barrier to shine a few scant rays among them. 

Kane’s thoughts hitched as the braid shimmered before Cooper. A fuzzy image appeared over the looped vitrum, hovering in static like a trapped butterfly. Kane feared it would dissolve before coming to clarity. 

Cooper rubbed his forehead. He deftly reached behind him, and pulled out another braid of vitrum. With the stealth of a fera hunter, he threw the new loop over the old. The image immediately sharpened. Flint took a few steps closer, poking neat divots into the dusted grass.

“What is that?” Poppy whispered.

Kane followed Flint, then knelt next to Cooper. “It’s a person.”

The inventor nodded somberly. “It is, my prince.”

A glass woman was seen running with her panther fera. She was smiling, and the panther leaped joyfully beside her. 

“It’s a soldier… Right?” Kane was encouraged by a nod from Cooper. “This area, these remains… were part of her alea, or vitrum weapon.”

“The vitrum remembers who it likes.” Cooper’s shoulders were bowed. “This battlefield is full of memories.”

Kane examined the vitrum dust around him. It stretched far out of sight. “Oh Life.”

Poppy and the other guards crowded around the glass woman, frozen in her happy run.

“You can do this anywhere?” Poppy asked.

“Anywhere vitrum fingerprints can be read.” Cooper took a knife and broke the twin loops. 

Kane watched the glass soldier disappear. “So we’ll know who set the jail explosions.”

“That’s what I’m hoping. But I had to show you first.” Cooper pocketed his vitrum disk. “I had to be sure.” He hefted his koala onto his back. “We can go to the jail site now, if you wish.”

Kane hesitated. With such clarity, they would immediately be able to tell who set the explosion that freed the Harpers. There was a possibility it could be someone in their own court.

Flint pawed the vitrum dust. It’s better to know your enemies than to be stabbed in the back. King Asher has already paid a hefty price. Now we have a chance to prevent that.

Kane bobbed his head. “Okay.” 

Piper

What do you want to know?

Everything. She wanted to know everything. What fera did her parents have? Did they even have a fera, like Loy? Had they been kind? Were they truly merchants? Was she even from the West?

Reine scanned through these questions in the blink of an eye. No. Stay on task. We can’t trust her information about them, we just need to know where they are.

Right. The last time Lucy had promised her parents, they had not been parents at all. 

Piper felt the alea inside her coat; she had hidden it after stuffing her vitrum belt deep within her bag. “Where are my parents?” 

“In Kinn.” Lucy fumbled with a button on her shirt, her locks covering her face.

“No,” Finch said. “We checked there.”

Lucy’s head shot up. “You must have not looked hard enough.”

We didn’t look at all, Reine said. 

Puzzled, Piper waited for Finch to make his point. 

“We were very thorough. Ask any of the authorities and record keepers these past few months.” Finch pulled out a worn paper from his pockets. 

Something changed in Lucy’s eyes. She examined her nails as Reef shoved off from her shoulder, and disappeared behind the front desk and display. “You may have not checked everywhere.” 

Reine had given Lucy space while Finch talked, but now only Piper’s will held her back from drawing blood. So are you lying, Guardian? 

A few seconds later Reef returned with a crimped paper in his talons. Lucy unfolded this paper with pursed lips. “Their last address was Kinn, in a well-populated part. You would have searched it.”

Piper’s attention shifted to Finch, who merely shrugged. “That was how many years ago?”

“That’s all I have to give you.” Lucy splayed her hand on the desk. “Piper, who is this?”

Piper had forgotten the name Finch had told Woodlock, and knew he wouldn’t want her to reveal his real one. “A friend.”

“I’m sorry you can’t find your parents. But this is all I have,” Lucy repeated. She fell quiet, waiting for their response. 

“Who were they?” Piper finally said. 

Lucy crossed her arms. “What?”

“I… need their names.” Piper felt rooted to the spot. “And then we’ll leave.”

“How could you thoroughly search Kinn if you didn’t have their names?” Lucy calmly tucked her hair behind her ear. “You’re lying.”

Finch grimaced. “To be fair, you were lying first.” 

Lucy glanced to Piper. “You have an interesting choice in friends.”

You have an interesting career choice, Reine growled.

Lucy clicked her heels, thoughtful. “And if I’m not able to give you their names?”

“I’d like to see that paper.” Finch stuffed his hands in his pockets, contradicting his words.

Reef snatched the paper from Lucy, and flapped to his pedestal. 

“You’re not going to see anything. I don’t know if it will go to good intentions.”

Piper bit her lip. “Lucy.”

Her former Guardian watched her. “Yes?”

“You took care of me.” Piper brought her alea from the folds of her coat. “Gave me a key to a new life.” She twisted the cube’s sides, and kept her focus on Lucy as it grew in her hand. “Now I need your help again. So I—” Piper swallowed. “So I can know.”

Lucy’s eyes were saucers. “A knife.”

“Ah.” Piper’s head jerked down to see a clear butterfly knife in her palm. “Yes.” 

Where’s the mace? Reine asked.

You think I know? Piper thought. 

“Amazing.” Lucy went to reach for the knife, and Piper drew back. Hurt flickered across her face. 

Piper exchanged thoughts with Reine. Taking a shallow breath, she offered the butterfly knife to Lucy.

It hovered between them for an agonizing moment, before Lucy gingerly took it between her fingers. She flipped it over her knuckles slowly. “This glass is stunning.”

Should she say it was once a plant?

Finch saw the words on her face, and shook his head.

Lucy returned the knife. “I’m glad you’re enjoying my gift. Maybe… you’ve earned another.”

Reef was suddenly in Piper’s face, flapping his broad wings before her. She closed her eyes to see through Reine, and able to watch the owl shove the paper into her hand and retreat to Lucy’s shoulder. 

“Stay safe, fly well. Don’t let your associations precede you.” Lucy slid back behind the counter. “It’s not every day you see an Amur.”

Finch walked by her, and tugged her hood. Piper spun quickly and flicked up her disguise. 

I shouldn’t have shown her the alea. Regret filled Piper. She knows who I am.

Reine was still in the shop. She backed out slowly, never showing her tail to Lucy until her paws hit the cobblestone. Then she will know that we are not to be trifled with.

Piper and Finch were already down the next street by the time the leopard caught up to them.

“Okay, we have a lead. Now we can leave.” Finch watched her closely as Piper flattened out the page on a side wall. 

Dear Ms. Mink,

Attached you will find the needed papers. I hope you will find them sufficient. Piper has a strong opinion of green beans, and will not have them with her meals. A soft light in her room will also be a precaution against nightmares, as she is used to city lights. If you could keep her well acquainted with both exotic and domestic fera, that would be ideal for her eventual choosing. 

For any questions, please forward letters to:

56 Jetty St., Seine

Thank you,

Cedric and Grace Glassing 

Remember to comment and vote! This is the end of Part 1. Stay tuned for next Friday, when Part 2 begins. :)


PART 2: Glassing

Part 2: Glassing

A family is sought, a family is lost, and the end draws near.


Chapter 26: Questions and Answers

Atlas

They switched back to nighttime traveling. Atlas had nearly lost track of days.

“The moon’s made a full rotation. That’s a month, right?” Skye waited for their response like a puppy with a reward. 

Milla nodded. “It’s been a month since we left home.”

Atlas disliked how everything was turning into a lesson for Skye. “Can you tell us how many days we’ve been in this sand pit?”

“I don’t know what phase the moon was at…” 

“Two weeks.” Milla shot a stern look at Atlas. “We’ve been here two weeks. And three days since Wisp.”

They had stumbled upon one oasis since leaving Wisp, although it would be better categorized as a glob of spit from the heavens. No vegetation had grown around the water hole, and Atlas had been surprised when their water skin refills had not drained it. 

You’re praying for that glob of spit back, aren’t you? Hudson said. 

Atlas tipped back his water skin to receive a mouthful of refreshment. He offered the skin to Hudson, who happily opened his mouth.

The nights were chill in the desert compared to its sunny days, but Atlas longed for the true oasis of Chesa and the Bay of Shiloh. Each step brought them closer to their haven, while the sand swept their trail away with an invisible broom. 

Madoc, who had been circling their little troupe, abruptly came down on Skye’s shoulder. She flinched. “Madoc sees tracks.”

Atlas turned to Milla. “They have to be fresh.”

“How many were there?” Milla said.

Skye calculated on her hand. “They were muddled, but I would say at least a half dozen.”

What kind of prints were they? Hudson asked. Atlas relayed his question.

“Hoof prints, paw prints, footprints.” Skye shrugged. “All there. We couldn’t pick out exactly what kind of animals there were.”

They came over the next rise to see the fresh tracks ahead. Atlas searched for the nearby party, but only gained a fistful of sand to his face. 

Milla hid June’s Northern colors. “Bandits, I bet.”

If they were caught by travelling thieves, they could be held for ransom by their status to the king. It would stop their mission indefinitely, immediately. 

A hot anger bubbled under Atlas’s skin. Their mission was too important to be stopped.

“There is an oasis ahead,” Skye said. “They’re probably headed towards that.”

“Thanks for mentioning it before.” Atlas forced civility to his voice. It was time for a refill to their water skins, or they would have to start dipping into their reserves from Wisp. 

Milla sloshed the water in her own container. “We’ll have to make a detour.”

Atlas gazed longingly at the tracks before digging his boots firmly into the sand, and plowing away. He took the lead, keeping the Impressa constellation in sight. 

This better be worth it. I’ve had enough of this sand, he grumbled.

Winning a war? Saving our home? Hudson thought. Oh yes, I think so very much.

Kane

The city, for one of the few times in Kane’s memory, was quiet. Sounds seemed to be muffled under the dreary sky. Everyone in their right mind was inside to escape it. 

As Cooper re-knotted his vitrum braids, Kane examined the rubble of the jail. Elben architects had been held back by Poppy’s appeal to King Asher to conserve the evidence. 

If only we knew where the Harpers were now. Kane looked at the Northern Mountains. Maybe they’re already out of our reach.

Flint withheld any comment, but his undercurrent of uncertainty was enough.

Cooper threw the first braid down. 

What if it’s just some Nora soldier? Someone we would never know. Kane crossed his arms. How would this help us then?

Poppy and the other guards gave a quiet murmur as the second braid was tossed inside the first, sharpening the glass image to clarity. 

It was Charlotte, with her artic fox fera Chloe. In the picture, the fox was beginning to turn its winter white. Her human demurely knelt and then quickly stepped back, as if her life depended on it. The loop continued until it was clear that the rings had captured the last act of Charlotte before their escape. 

“She set the explosion.” Poppy jerked her head in a stiff nod. “But will it show how she got the weapon to do it? A visitor? A guard?”

Cooper pulled a final vitrum braid from his pocket. It was the smallest of them yet, but just as intricately done. He knotted the ends together, and laid it gently over the other two, making a bullseye pattern. “Haven’t tried this. Let’s see how it goes.”

The miniature scene widened. An outline of a cell could be seen, along with the pressed face of Lady Harper and her cat as they eagerly watched Charlotte through a screen of vitrum. Kane was nervous to see the excitement in Lady Harper’s glass face. The joyful hate smoldering in her eyes. 

Perhaps Nora was not their major concern. 

Kane hit the earth as Flint bowled into him. Danger! the deer’s thoughts shrilled.

The ground seemed to roll beneath them, trying to buck its inhabitants as steadfastly as a mad horse. Kane had nothing to hold onto. He tried to curl into a fetal position, but every attempt ended in a sprawl. A rock cut his cheek, and another bruised his shin as it swam with the motion around them. 

It ended in a rumble, and Kane realized that a constant roar had pounded over them like a wave. 

Flint’s eardrums rang, and it took some time before the fera could gain his bearings. The guards, Poppy, and Cooper all stayed low. Kane was afraid to move.

Was Cooper talking? Yes, it seemed the inventor was trying to say something. Kane crawled closer for a better hearing. 

“That was a vitrum attack,” Cooper said, eyes wide. “We should be dead.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts for this chapter, and stay tuned for next Friday. :)


Chapter 27: Goodnight

Piper

Biscay was no longer safe, now that Lucy knew their whereabouts. She could set a number of troubles their way that Reine wouldn’t let Piper list, lest their spirits run low. 

She is a lair, and not to be trusted. Why should we go to the East? Piper said.

Hmm. Reine examined her claws. Let’s throw some darts at a map, and see if any other location is better than one from a valid letter. 

What if she forged it? Piper asked.

I still don’t see the difference than darts on a map. Now are we going to build a fire, or will I have to watch you shiver to sleep? Reine parried. 

Piper huffed, and tucked her coat close. How’s dinner coming along, master chef?

Just finishing up, Reine purred. She sent an image of several mice and a small, mostly chewed mammal now unrecognizable. 

Mice. Thanks. And what did you have?

I don’t bother with names. It was prey. Reine swiped her tongue over her jaws. 

Piper carried a bundle full of sticks to their campsite. She placed them in a shallow pit surrounded by rocks. Where’s Finch?

Don’t know. But if he doesn’t come soon, I will eat his share. Reine swiped her jaws again.

A twittering red blur shot over them, followed by crashing underbrush below. 

Finch added an armful of sticks to Piper’s pile, along with more substantial ones he stuffed underneath. He sprinkled a thin layer of nature-dried hay on top for tinder, and took out his vitrum disk to set it alight with his pocket-sized flamethrower. 

He leaned back on his heels. “Not bad, if I say so myself.”

Piper gave him one of the sticks she had reserved for skewers. “Have a mouse.”

Finch took one look at the bloody mess Reine left beside their dinner. “Oh lovely. I’ve lost my appetite.”

Is he sure? Reine moved closer. 

Piper swiftly grabbed two of the mice from their lineup and pulled them onto the spear. “Reine said she will eat them if you don’t.”

Taking her words to heart, Finch grabbed a trio of mice and put them over the fire. “Okay. Have at it.”

Reine stole the rest away with a sweep of her paw, and all that could be heard for the next few minutes was the popping of fire coals, and mice sinews between a leopard’s teeth. 

It was dusk, and the sound of bird lullabies soon turned into the night singing of insects. Piper gave her mouse a twirling flourish before taking it out of the heat. A year ago, she would never have touched a wild mouse, let alone have one pass through her lips.

Finch nibbled thoughtfully on his kabob. “We’re in the Western woods now. Near Trene’s domain, if I’m not mistaken. We can go North and head through the plains, South and take our chances going around, or straight back to Nell without a bribe to get us out.”

Piper stared at the fire, her thoughts churning in a slow stew. 

“Unless,” Finch offered, “you’re done?”

No. Piper turned suddenly, making the spy recoil. “That’s not an option.”

Finch sighed. “I thought you’d say that.”

They stared at the fire a little longer, watching its waving hands dim. 

“You’re dead set on this, huh?” Finch said. 

Piper didn’t need to be asked twice. “Yeah.”

“Well, how far will you go?”

Piper arched her eyebrow in question. 

“If we don’t find them in Seine, what will you do?” Finch threw his skewer into the embers. “We’ll be going into hostile land. Far more hostile than Trene and a sleepy port town. It’s the maw of a monster, Piper. Chance—alea—won’t save you this time.”

Piper fisted her hand around her alea, now securely in her belt. “Yes.”

Finch was quiet. “That’s it?”

How could she explain to him the burning desire to know, and be known? To wrap and hug her fears until they shattered into the tangible satisfaction she had fought for sixteen years?

I don’t think you can. Reine cleaned the bones around her. It sounds silly. Hugging fears.

Piper’s stick joined Finch’s in the fire. “I think so. I don’t know.”

“Then I have no choice, do I?” Finch gave a thin smile. 

“You can leave. I have Reine.” For the first time, the proposal sounded less freeing.

“If I came back without the heroes of Elbe, I would be flayed by the king.” Finch shrugged. “I don’t know about you, but I would like to die by more exciting means.”

Under a leopard’s claw? Reine said.

You’re not allowed to kill him. Piper met eyes with her fera. 

Reine looked away. I was joking.

No, you weren’t. 

Finch hadn’t noticed his invisible brush with death. “I think going North again would not only be the fastest, but the most sure proof way we’ll make it to the East alive.”

Piper nodded. “Okay. Let’s do that.”

His next question waited until the fire was down to a mess of embers. “So you have more than just the mace now, huh?”

Piper took the alea from her belt. She twisted its sides to hold a surprisingly light crossbow. “I don’t know what changed. Is it because we’re out of the North?”

Finch scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Do you remember our fight in Trene?”

A bit of irritation came with the memory, although Piper assumed that stemmed from Reine. “Yes, I remember.”

He was an airhead, Reine said stubbornly. 

“I was right. I think you’ve changed from the battle.” Finch kept his eyes on the coals. “You’ve grown quieter, but confident.”

Piper didn’t feel particularly confident. 

“Do you think the alea mirrored you somehow?” Reaching a hand to his shoulder, he pet the top of Chip’s head. The little bird made a pleased noise. “Like, it was stuck. You were stuck?”

Reine was defensive. Is he trying to pin our situation oh-so-neatly?

Piper was curious. It was nice to lay something in the open light, when the rest of her world was in turmoil. With a flick of her wrist, she turned the crossbow into a spiraled shield, then just as effortlessly changed it back into its cube state. “I’ve never thought of it like that. When did you become a theorist?”

“Just trying to connect the dots, that’s all. It’s my job.”

The spark of warmth between them died. Finch wasn’t truly concerned about them, he was just forming a report for the king.

Finch saw the shift in her face. “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant—”

“It’s late.” Piper pulled the blanket from her pack, and settled a few steps away. Reine slid in the space she had been. “Goodnight Finch.”

The spy said nothing.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. The next update will be on the 14th. Stay tuned. ;)


Chapter 28: A Northern Girl

            

Kane

Bandaged and bruised, Kane, his guards, Cooper and Poppy stood before the Northern throne.

King Asher’s eyes were steel. “Who could have pulled off a vitrum attack in our own city?”

Cooper rubbed his black eye. “Strategically, it was a smart move. The farther vitrum is from the North, the weaker it becomes. If they were to use it at all against us, which they did, then it would be best at its source.”

“But who?” King Asher near roared. 

“You’ll be happy to know I was able to do a brief fingerprint scan on the former jail site. Charlotte Harper’s prints have been replaced by a nondescript agent of Nora with a dog fera. I think the attack had been planned to remove Charlotte’s presence.”

Kane turned his head down the lineup. “How would they know to do that?”

“Before our meeting, I had misplaced my vitrum notes. I don’t think they were misplaced in the first place,” Cooper concluded. 

King Asher fisted his hands. “There goes that edge.”

“Do you think this ends our cease-fire with the East and West?” Poppy said.

“If it was by Nora, they are not openly apart of the joint East-West. They’re a third party.” King Asher furrowed his brows. “How is our terrier team routing the vermin?”

Poppy made a small bow. “Homer has given me a report just recently, saying they are still searching.” 

“We need to find the culprits of this attack immediately. Cooper, Kane, stay here. Poppy, get me Donovan and Griffin and—” King Asher paused. “Atlas isn’t here.” He waved to the rest of the guards. “You are dismissed.”

Atlas

Afternoon light shone through the tinted vitrum over them. Atlas writhed in the shadow below. 

I hate this Life-forsaken sand! Atlas threw his fist in the sifting earth. He couldn’t sleep, and he couldn’t stand. Every movement he made would wake up Skye or Milla, who had their own trouble sleeping in daylight. Punching the sand hadn’t helped.

“Atlas,” Milla said sternly.

Hudson sat a little ways away, where he shared his large vitrum umbrella with June. Temper, temper.

Temper yourself, Atlas muttered. 

Hudson snorted. You’re acting churlish. 

My mood has been earned, I assure you.

Has it? Hudson asked. This mission has gone very smooth in my mind. Trene fared well, along with Wisp. We have Chesa ahead, worry behind, and only have to follow the stars. And you’re worried about sand? the bear sniffed.

Hudson’s approach made Atlas simmer, and then cool. You’re right.

I am aware I’m right. Hudson put a paw over his nose. Now we can sleep.

Piper

Piper shifted her pack from one shoulder to the other. She nodded to Reine. Can’t you carry a pack, like Flint?

Reine laughed. A beast of burden? No thank you.

Maybe she could cut a strip of canvas from her bag, and add pockets to—

No, Reine said adamantly. I will destroy your belongings, trust me.

So you’re saying a horse would be more helpful.

A horse would not give you dinner. But if you prefer it over a queen, be my guest. Reine held her head high.

Piper smiled. I think it’s a little late to change my fera choice. She shivered as the early winter air sliced through her hair. The long days of summer now seemed like a dream. When had the seasons changed?

Why are humans obsessed with rhetorical questions? Reine flattened her ears. It’s annoying.

Finch kept his eyes on the gray sky. “It’s too early for snow.” It was the first time he had spoken since last night. An entire morning had passed in tense silence. Piper had eaten her dried lunch while walking.

Piper risked a glance through the thin forest canopy. She didn’t know how Finch could keep his focus both on the sky and picking through the forest floor. Then again, she didn’t know much about him at all. 

Ask him a question then.

The stray thought from Reine came as a surprise to Piper. I thought you didn’t like him.

I like this silence less. The leopard thrashed her tail against the underbrush. It’s making this trip longer than it should be.

Piper jumped over a log, only to land in a pile of half-decomposed leaves. She fought back a hiss as the wetness seeped inside her boots, and plowed onwards. “Who are your parents?”

Finch didn’t hear, or pretended not to. She repeated herself. “Who are your parents?”

“Ah.” Finch looked up again. Maybe checking in with Chip, who scouted ahead for them. “My father was a professor under King Asher. He taught mathematics, but also went to the West for court cases against Northern merchants. To make sure the numbers were right in the hearings.” He scratched his dark hair. “My mother was a guard. Had an alea just like you. I used to play with it when I was little. She had Cooper put safeguards on it, so I wouldn’t hurt myself.”

Piper realized he was talking in past tense. “Do you see them still?”

Finch gave a short laugh. “No. It’s been four years.”

“Did you leave home?” Piper asked.

“No,” Finch said. He cleared his throat. “Let’s talk about you.”

“I thought King Asher told you everything about me.”

“Hm, not quite the case. The king gave me your records. But you can only learn so much from that.” Finch shrugged. “And no, it did not mention your parents’ whereabouts.”

He had answered the question before Piper could confer it with Reine. 

Bird-brain’s quick, noted Reine. 

“There’s not much on your records anyway,” Finch admitted after a minute. “You’re sixteen and haven’t been a wanted criminal or national hero before this.”

“I assume you have the same track record,” Piper said. 

Finch shot her a sly smile. “Why do you think a shrimp like me would be working for the king? Because no one else would hire. I have a history.”

“I doubt the king would hire you just because the baker didn’t.” It was Piper’s turn to laugh. “But maybe he felt pity for a shrimp.”

“Your Reine is showing,” Finch said. “I can always tell with your comebacks.”

Piper shook her head. “No. This is me.”

Although I’m flattered you thought of me, Reine half-purred. I should be given more credit for things. Underappreciation has been my bane in life.

Their conversation fell away, but it was no longer stifling for the winter wind to be louder than them. As Piper thought and planned for their route ahead, Reine slipped into her mind. 

I’ve been thinking about last night, the fera began. How Finch talked about a change that could have caused the alea to unlock.

Yes, Piper said. And?

And you may have in fact caused it. The leopard seemed unsure. It was a new experience for Piper to see her this way. 

How? Piper narrowly avoided walking into a tree, and made sure to shadow Finch while she talked with Reine. 

Instead of speaking, Reine poured a series of images into their link. The attack between them; the moment before they saw Woodlock; the second they met Lucy. 

Three events in close succession. I think something changed within that time that the alea picked up on. Cooper once said vitrum only liked Elbens. Perhaps the alea recognized something it sees in the North.

A Northern leopard? Piper joked.

Or, Reine said somberly, a Northern girl.

Don’t forget to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. Today is Good Friday. Remember the sacrifice, and the freedom we have now because of Jesus. ^_^ I hope you have a great Easter! 


Chapter 29: Homeland

Kane

In an all-too-familiar rush, the cabinet council of King Asher was spread like a deck of cards before the dais. All in vitrum chairs, behind vitrum tables, and given vitrum pens. 

“I want an immediate response.” The king paced before them, his tiger at his heels. “There will be no hesitation in the face of open attacks.” He stopped and pointed to Donovan. “Are your troops ready?” King Asher didn’t wait for his reply. “Send them out. Follow the trail. Hunt down the filth that attacked us, and bring them to me. Dead or alive, am I clear?”

“Of course.” Donovan jotted down the note on his paper. His goshawk, Briar, glanced down from her perch atop his chair. 

“Go now,” King Asher said.

Donovan nodded, and rose. The doors to the throne room opened and shut behind them. 

“Poppy.” The Captain of Guard stood at her name. “Make sure the city is secure. I don’t want a mouse slipping out.”

“Yes, my king.” Poppy saluted, and left with her sheep. 

“Griffin. Cooper. Tell me the progress on the gliders.”

“Well,” Cooper said, “Since wrapping up the vitrum harvest—which I considered to be very plentiful this year—I’ve been assisting Griffin in my free time. I am pleased to announce that our progress is seventy-percent there.”

“No explosions,” Griffin chimed in. “And they don’t crash into walls.”

“They crash into floors while avoiding the walls,” Cooper said. “But we’re developing a way for it to keep it balance and position. A compass, if I may.”

“But it’s much more complicated than a compass,” Griffin assured the king. 

“You don’t need to convince me of the project’s worth. I needed an update. And Cooper said seventy percent. That’s thirty percent off from where we have to be. I would suggest making it a high priority, if possible, Mr. Cooper.”

The inventor curled his mustache. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

Griffin looked slightly dejected, although he had been scolded. 

“Seventy percent is also great progress from a short while ago.” The king dipped his head to Griffin. “You’re doing well.”

This made the aviator’s spirits rise. His blue jay perked up on his shoulder. 

“So get back to work.” King Asher set Cooper and Griffin free in a lighter mood. But when he turned to Kane, his face darkened. 

“Are you okay, Kane?”

Kane gave what he hoped to be a princely smile. “Never felt better.”

“You had a weak vitrum bomb hit you. I wouldn’t call that an improvement to your health.”

I agree with the king, Flint said.

You always agree with the king, Kane thought. 

I do not. The deer cut him a sideways glance. But he is king for a reason.

Chance is not a true reason. A mystic fire to decide the kingship is the same as picking from a hat.

But chance is often the catalyst that precedes reason. He is a good king. You are a good prince.

I want to be better, Kane said.

We will be better.

“Do you have anything to say to that, Prince?” King Asher asked slowly. 

“I don’t.” Kane walked out from behind his vitrum table. “I want to know what I can do.”

“You can rest and recover.” The king said it as a command, but Kane decided to treat it as a question.

“I’m fine. You sent Cooper and Poppy out after the attack, so I can play some part.” Kane stared at his king, defiant. “I can do just as much as them.”

“No, you can’t. As always, your eagerness comes before your fall, Prince Kane. You must exercise some caution. I don’t wish to find another successor anytime soon. It was stressful enough with you.”

Neither Kane or Flint had a response to this. 

“You will not leave the palace until this attacker has been found. Your mother will be brought here as well.”

To prevent another Nora capture, Kane understood. Thea was their only family left. This realization weighed heavily on his shoulders. Where were the others now? Mila, Skye, Piper, Atlas? June, Madoc, Reine, Hudson? The spy, Finch? Were any of them even alive, or was he waiting on their ghosts?

Atlas

It was night. The Impressa was right over their heads, but Chesa was nowhere in sight. This gave Hudson some concern, but Atlas for once was his rock. They had been here before. He knew the great Southern capital would be upon them soon.

I don’t smell the Bay of Shiloh, or any water, Hudson rumbled. 

Let’s wait. Atlas met the sparkling eyes of the Impressa constellation. Maybe another day and we’ll be there.

Life help us, Hudson said. Can you ask Milla if we’re close?

Fine. If it will appease you, Mr. Fera, Atlas said. “Milla, what is our distance to Chesa?”

“Please stop.” Her words cracked like a whip. Atlas was in silent shock. He slowed beside her. They rested atop a sand dune. 

Skye had a shared confusion on her face. Atlas decided to not speak aloud, but observe their surroundings. They were atop a higher rise, removed from the ones around them. The sand marked the wind’s position, making a grainy sea that rolled and splashed against itself like waves. Now above its movement, Atlas was forced to respect the shifting screen. It could leave them helpless in a second.

Hudson regarded it in his usual detachment. There is a possibility we are lost.

We have our map above us. Atlas gestured to the stars. I, for one, know we’re not lost.

“Atlas,” Milla said softly. “Please lead.”

Atlas’s eyes snapped to his former teacher. Her face was drawn in fatigue, and a weakness she hadn’t show before now hung on her like a second skin. It startled Atlas so suddenly he asked, “Would you like to ride June?”

“June is tired. And she’s already carrying our packs.” Milla shifted the donkey’s burden.

Reaching out, Atlas unclipped several of the bags, and slung them over his own shoulder. At Hudson’s consent, he too carried a good remainder of their belongings with ties along his back. Skye mutely took up her own share.

Milla watched them curiously, and was rendered speechless when June was left with only a few water jugs. The donkey was visibly relieved. 

“Thank you,” she murmured. She went on her fera, and her eyelids lowered. Atlas knew June could navigate without assistance, but hovered close as they went back into their journey. 

She is not well, Hudson thought. 

Atlas squared his shoulders. We will be in Chesa soon. 

But after all these days, “soon” was just another promise the desert swallowed with the wind.

Piper

A Northern girl.

The fire cackled Reine’s words each night, the rays of sun spelled it in the sky each day, the wind whispered it in her ears with each step across the Western plains. 

She was in her homeland, but not home. 

Piper reacquainted herself with the alea’s forms every chance she had. Reine allowed her to assist in hunting with the crossbow. When it appeared, she would practice swings with the mace around the campfire. In her spare moments, she would use the butterfly knife or short sword to carve crude faces out of twigs, forcing herself to use the weapon as an extension of her hand. 

“You’re getting pretty good,” Finch remarked one morning. They had just finished packing from the previous night, and were double checking their supplies. “Maybe even better than before the battle.”

Piper was continually flicking her wrist towards herself to activate the alea’s shield. She had Reine attack it once, just to test its strength, and the shield had withstood her claws like a roof to rain. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. But I don’t think that will help us get bread.” Finch put their foodstuff back into his pack. “We’re going to pass Tamerlane today. That will be a good place to fill up.”

Piper paused. “I can’t go there.”

Finch chuckled as he slung his pack over his shoulder, Chip already in the air. “You can go to Biscay—amongst your past neighbors and family—yet not a full city? You can blend into the crowd.”

“They’re closer to Elbe,” Piper pointed out. “And someone will match my name and face. I don’t want to endanger us both for some bread.”

Finch shrugged. “Have it your way, Amur.”

Piper nodded, and they set off.

A few short hours later, they arrived at Tamerlane. There were hills to the northern side of the city, but from the south, west and east, all was the uniform flatness of the plains. This meant Piper had no cover from the wind, unless she wanted to cling to the white walls of Tamerlane, and risk a guard questioning her. 

So she stayed under one of the few trees on the plain, while Finch pulled on a hat and pocketed enough coins to restock their food.

“Don’t let Reine kill anyone, okay?” Finch chuckled. He saluted her, and jogged off towards the city. 

Piper watched him go. Did we do the right thing by staying behind?

Perhaps. Reine yawned. Perhaps not. She jumped up to a high branch in the tree, and sprawled along its length. If he is captured, or dies, it will not be my fault.

Giving a sharp glance up, Piper frowned. It won’t be my fault.

I never said that.

Piper scuffed her shoe on the dry soil. The fading grass blew around them like smooth hair. The fiery scent of fall had died away to something much more bitter. Charcoal, grit, and fear. Eden was losing its colors, even the ones that hovered in the air. 

After Tamerlane, there were only little towns separating the West from the East. Pebbles in their stream of travel. This both thrilled and worried Piper. They were close to their goal. Very close. But Piper would have to form a plan of action for when they crossed the line to the East.

Do you have any ideas? Reine said sleepily. 

Find my parents. Go home. Piper settled under the tree, and pulled her knees close. 

Reine yawned again. That’s a short list… but manageable. 

Piper picked dirt from under her nails. What would they do after returning to Elbe? Continue the North’s defense? Would she ever stop?

She paused. Will we ever stop?

What? Stop what? Reine blinked down at her. 

The war. This running and hiding. I want to walk without fear, and run without falling. Is that too much to ask? Piper wondered. 

Reine peered at her from her perch. Even if we defeated the East and West now with a swipe of our paw, there would still be evil. In this world, there will never be perfection. 

I’m not wishing for perfection. Only safety. 

Reine’s lip curled into a snarl. You have a Northern leopard as your fera. Do I not protect you?

Perhaps. Piper’s lips snagged on a smile. 

Do I not fulfill all the duties of a fera?

I’m not sure there are exact duties—

Do I not! Reine hissed, act with the best interest for us?

Slightly confused, Piper shrugged. Sometimes you’re selfish.

The grass rustled beside the tree. Piper turned all too late to see a sword, and then a face appear. He was dark and leathery, the folds of wrinkles not making him fragile and worn, but nightmarish. A few of his dull yellow teeth peeked through his grin.

“My, my.” He licked his lips. “Are you alone, girl?”

Piper’s eyes widened. She reached for her alea, but before she took another breath a muffled thump caught her attention. Reine now sat proudly where the sudden danger had been, ears erect and eyes closed. She is in fact not alone.

You killed him! Piper said as she ran to Reine. Oh Life, I told Finch you wouldn’t kill anyone. 

Reine dug her claws into the man, and he groaned. He’s alive, she reported. 

Something slammed into Piper from behind. She was turned on her back, and stared face to face—

With another Reine.
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Chapter 30: The Thief

Piper

Reine jumped off her quarry, and rushed at her mirror image. The two collided over Piper in a series of snarls and slashes. 

As she watched, however, Piper noticed that the two were not identical. The new leopard had a larger frame, filled with pure muscle and power. For the first time, Reine seemed outmatched. She had to revert to speed, the one thing she held over the newcomer, to dart in quick attacks.

Their spots were also different. Where Reine had tight rosettes, the other leopard had a broader design, with its spots stretched to their extent over its pelt. 

Mesmerized by their fight, Piper nearly forgot her own. She heard the brush rustle behind her, and had her alea open before the leopard’s human had a chance to return to his senses. 

He stared at the crossbow she aimed at his face. His nose was flattened under a vitrum arrow. “I failed to check for a fera. My mistake.” He cleared his throat. “But if you let me go, Taft won’t hurt your friend.”

Piper gave a long blink to see through Reine’s eyes. Her fera was disabled, while the other leopard kept her pinned. They were both as still as death. 

“What do you want,” Piper ground out. 

The stranger counted off on his hand, “Food, coin, any useful trinkets that can be sold. Your crossbow would fetch a high price, let me tell you that. I would appraise it at—”

Pushing his nose harder with her crossbow, Piper growled, “Go away, and don’t come back.”

The thief grew serious. “Go ahead, kill me. Taft will slice your fera open as soon as our bond is gone. Probably you too. He was wild before me, and he’ll be murderous without me.”

Reine’s breath was shallow under Taft. I think he speaks the truth. A sliver of fear, so faint Piper barely noticed it, slipped through their link. 

What can we do? Piper asked franticly. 

Well, you can’t give him the alea. Reine showed her fangs to Taft. We owe the North that much. Give him our coins.

But we need that for supplies, Piper protested. 

We need our lives too, Reine argued, and I don’t think these thieves will let us go without one of those things.

The thief’s eyes grew bright as Piper lifted the crossbow from his face, but still within shooting range. “You’ve considered my offer.”

“Your ransom,” Piper clarified. 

“I don’t care what you call it. What will you give me, girl?” The thief said.

Piper regarded him for a moment. He wore a shirt of sackcloth, and pants that had a rainbow of patch repairs. Like her and Finch, a pack seemed to hold all his earthly belongings. His toes poked out of his shoes. Surely he would have better clothes if he were an experienced criminal.

“How often do you rob people?” Piper said slowly. 

“None of your concern. What will you give me?” The thief repeated. 

“Am I your first robbery?” Piper pressed.

“None of your concern!” The thief snapped. “Choose your next words wisely, and Taft will leave your fera alive. What will you give me?”

Her finger rested on the trigger. 

Do it, Reine said.

Piper took a deep breath, then shot the crossbow. 

The thief screamed and rolled to the side, clutching his face. The vitrum arrow lay a hairsbreadth from where he had been. 

“Life!” the thief cried, “By Life she’s going to kill me!”

Taft was off Reine and by his human in a heartbeat. Piper now had them both under the crossbow’s range. 

Reine bolted to her feet, and began to circle the thieves.

“Tell me your name,” Piper said.

The thief glared at her. “Tennyson.”

“Tennyson, Taft. Leave and don’t come back.”

“I don’t think so. You may have the upper hand now, girl, but we will wait here.” He showed his yellow teeth in full. “And we will wait for you to tire.”

He appeared to carry no other weapon than his fera, which was enough force in itself. Coming to a quick kneel, Piper kept the crossbow aimed at the man and leopard. “I can wait, too.”

“But you can’t sleep,” Tennyson crowed. “Or eat, or relieve yourself again!”

“We’ll see.” Piper smiled. With one hand, she kept the crossbow aimed, while the other snaked to a side pocket on her pack. She took out a dried strip of meat, and chewed it with relish in front of the thief. 

Tennyson scowled. “You’re pathetic.”

“Am I?” she said.

When she finished her snack, Piper continued the stalemate with Tennyson for a length of time. The cold sun inched across the sky, while the clouds ran across their sapphire field, hurrying to an unknown destination. Reine’s patience thinned, while Piper multitasked between staying alert and keeping her fera from breaking the fragile peace. 

Where is that bird-brain? Reine hissed. She paced back and forth around the thieves. I will make a cape out of his finch’s feathers.

That would be a small cape, Piper said. 

No matter! The satisfaction would be in the task. The grass moved beside them, and Reine’s ears swiveled to the sound. 

Finch appeared with Chip. He swore. “What’s this?”

“Finch, meet Tennyson and Taft. Tennyson and Taft, Finch.” Piper waved her hand from one party to the other. 

“Oh lovely, company,” Tennyson grumbled.

“Why are they here?” Finch demanded. “Were you attacked?”

“Yes, we were. And they won’t leave.” Piper frowned. “So we’ve been waiting for you.”

“Are there any more young travelers we should meet?” Tennyson said. “I’m starting to be concerned we’ll be outnumbered.”

“Have you shot him yet?” Finch asked.

“She has,” Tennyson said before Piper. “And I want that weapon. I know a trader who would pay a year’s rent for that.”

Piper lowered her voice for Finch’s ears only. “He wants my alea, and we can’t get them to leave.”

“Have you thought about shooting him again?” Finch whispered.

“The leopard will get in the way. He’s already proven to be stronger than Reine.”

“Well it’s an Eastern leopard, what do you expect? You would need a larger cat to beat it. Smart thief.” Finch worked his thumbs. “How can we get rid of them?”

This last part was spoken loud enough for the thieves to hear. “Give me the weapon!” Tennyson said. 

Piper played with the crossbow’s trigger. “You really want it?”

Tennyson narrowed his eyes. “Don’t shoot me again.”

“Then leave,” Finch said. 

“No.”

“Okay,” Finch cracked his knuckles. “You’ve forced my hand.” He pulled a small, thin tube from his jacket pocket. Piper reconized it from her readings, and scrambled backwards. 

Get out of range, she told Reine. 

“Ha! You’re a fool if you think that will hel—” Tennyson was cut off by a dart in his stomach. He winced, and pulled it out before an identical dart hit Taft. The thief’s eyes widened, then were hidden under heavy lids. He collapsed in a graceless heap, Taft falling beside him. 

Stuffing the tube back in his pocket, Finch said, “Would you believe me if I said that was the first time I’ve used these?”

“Good aim,” Piper said as she did a quick sweep of their camp. All of their belongings seemed accounted for, including her alea secured in her belt. 

“I’ve always wanted to use it.” Finch grimaced. “We have two hours tops before the stuff wears off. How’s your running?”

Why don’t we just remove them from the equation now, Reine thought. 

We’re not going to kill them. But… “Can you shoot them again?”

“I don’t think that will give us much more time.” Finch brought the dart gun to his lips, and spat two feathered missiles into the thieves. “However, let’s hope it makes them groggy.”

Piper looked at Tennyson and Taft once more, somewhat mystified by the leopard, and nodded in farewell. 

Then they ran.
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Chapter 31: Water

            

Kane

The next few days were disappointingly busy. Soldiers found the bomber that had hit Kane, but he was only a corpse by the time they spotted him in a mountain crevasse. He had killed himself, and the fera was nowhere to be found. Gone mad, most likely. 

Underground, there were still closed doors everywhere. Homer and his pony made an appearance in the throne room, but only to deliver poor news. Kit was still gone. Mystery was as thick as fog, and no light was able to penetrate it. 

Kane studied the ancients in King Asher’s study. Thea came in occasionally to check his progress. He had a few of his father’s maps transferred to the palace, where he could compare the past with the present. 

He drew conclusions, brainstormed with Flint, and carried around a tiny notebook to jot down ideas while he walked the royal halls. 

Thea half-joked one morning over breakfast, “You’re becoming a little scholar.”

Kane crunched into his toast, while Flint dove into a bowl of greens. “For Kit.”

Thea immediately sobered, and said softly, “Yes. For Kit.”

His mother shored up walls of courage, especially in front of the servants and king, but Kane saw through the masquerade. They were both sorrowful spirits with nowhere to go.

Days became colder, and nights colder still, however Kane and Flint took what few liberties they had on house arrest, and wandered the handful of open bridges above the courtyards. His guards had been reduced in King Asher’s domain, on account of there being royal eyes and ears at every corner. 

Kane pretended he was a dragon from a fairytale, sucking in the winter air and releasing it with a heavy puff. 

Stop sighing, please, Flint said. You’ve been doing it all day.

Kane glanced back to their three guards. The trio was chatting—and chattering their teeth—in good humor. Neither Poppy nor Homer made up their band any more. Kane’s life rested in the hands of vague, highly-trained acquaintances. 

Flint knocked his antlers on a passing arch. Don’t forget me, your fera.

Kane tried to change his mind to something other than brooding. Northern deer shed their antlers, right? 

In the winter, Flint said. But I know bonds change many things. Perhaps mine will stay a bit longer…

Kane stopped, and leaned against one of the low walls. The stars seemed far away tonight. Distant to the angry anthill of people below. 

Does Life see this? Does he care? Kane wondered. Does he know my sister is missing, and the North is buckled against the East and West?

Flint looked up with him. I know he does. Life knows every thought, every action. 

Are you so sure? Kane said. 

Have faith, Kane. The deer swung his marble eyes towards him. It’s to Life’s credit we’ve made it this far.

Kane clenched and unclenched his hands. But I need help now.

His fera pawed the stone under them. Have faith, he repeated.

They stayed side by side in silence, until the wind grew too severe. One of the guards suggested them going inside. 

“The king would not be pleased if you caught a cold,” he said.

Kane grimaced, and pulled his coat closer. “Of course.”

An hour later, Kane found himself in bed under candlelight. He had been allowed to take one book per evening into his quarters from the study. Tonight, the letters between the kings and queens of old were light, flippant things. Exchanges between friends, he thought. But then again, in the infancy of Eden, family lines were stronger than territory ones. Intermarriage was common back then, and before war meetings there were reunions of cousins, siblings and older generations. 

Marking his page for the next day, he closed the book and laid back in his bed. Flint, who had been moved indoors since the attack, nuzzled his hand. 

Is it Kit? The deer asked.

If I had let Charlotte be in my place, would things have turned out better? Kane replied.

You know well the answer to that, Flint said gravely. That girl carries deceit like another fera. She fooled many.

What if we’re fools?

Flint paused. You know the answer to that, too.

Atlas

“I see it! I see it!” Skye whooped. Madoc shrilled loudly over their heads.

Atlas jerked to attention. He had misheard Skye’s words at first. Bandits?

Buildings, Hudson clarified. He took some of Atlas’s fatigue through their link, instantly clearing his mind. 

What? Atlas blinked, then rubbed his eyes. 

Before them was the city of Chesa. Capital of the South. The last stronghold of neutrality in this war.

It was not walled, for anything made to last usually was in a losing battle against the sand, as Atlas had come to learn. Chesa’s buildings were loosely spaced and airtight within. Their exterior was plain and smooth like a sea-worn shell. Despite the city being young compared to the North, it gave off the feel of being older than Eden itself. 

The streets were barely visible as their group plowed through them, sending ripples of sand up doorsteps. Curious faces peered out of the shutters above them.

Atlas ignored them. He was at the head of this mission, and he had to complete it. 

There was no palace expecting them. There weren’t even guards to stop them. All military force was still spread across the desert with the moving towns. Chesa was an empty husk until the next meeting with the Southern leaders. A placeholder city. 

More like a town, Atlas grumbled. His bones and flesh were weary, but he forced himself to the far side of the capitol, where his destination lay. 

“Atlas. Atlas.” Milla shook his shoulder. “Snap out of it. We’re here.”

He blinked, and found his knees were on the ground. Milla was off June, and Skye was ahead of them. Playing, splashing in…

Water! The Bay of Shiloh! Hudson rumbled gleefully. The bear was a blot of ink in the crystal water surrounding them. He ran at Atlas, skidding to a stop and sending a wall of a wave to him. 

Atlas spluttered, then looked to his hands. They were cupped, with a still pool resting inside. He brought it to his lips and drank. 

You didn’t know what to do once we go here. You fell to your knees—Hudson sent him a mental image through their link of him falling—and were like that for a while. Milla had to wake you after June was watered. 

Why didn’t you wake me? Atlas said.

I wanted to give you a slight peace of mind. Let a human break the spell. The bear dipped his nose in the water. I forgot how wonderful the Bay of Shiloh was. It’s little wonder why this is the capital. 

Atlas took another mouthful of water, then splashed his face. He rose to his knees with a groan, then made his way to Hudson, and beyond. The bay was at his knees, then his waist, then his elbows. His fera would not follow, but kept a mindful distance. 

Relax, and I will be right here, Hudson said.

Sinking gratefully into the refreshing cool, Atlas let the water clean his clothes and body. His fatigue made everything a hazy blur until Skye was beside him. 

“Milla wants to talk to you,” she said. Her young eyes were widened with an emotion Atlas was too tired to place. 

He turned and stopped, his clothes still making a slow twirl around him. 

Along the shore of Chesa, dozens and dozens of citizens stood. Some of them were armed, some of them were not. Those that appeared to be a part of the Chestic militia were hurriedly prepared with weapons that belonged in the farming family. 

A pitchfork and harvest scythe were pointed to Milla, who had been dragged ashore with June. She looked perfectly at ease, but a string of nervousness played in her voice. 

“Atlas, would you come here to meet our hosts?”
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Chapter 32: Simple Questions

            

Piper

Reine was far ahead of them in the flight. Her paws devoured the plains, each length she jumped equaling easily three of Piper’s. The leopard poured her energy into the task. Pure anger fueled her dash—and a sizable chunk of embarrassment she refused to accept. 

Piper knew her thoughts would be as faint as her voice at this distance, but she tried anyway. Taft was bigger than you, stronger. That’s because he’s a different kind of leopard! He could beat any Northern leopard by far. Don’t be upset!

I am upset! We’re running again! Reine let out a frustrated roar. And I can’t fix it this time. We’re running—because of me!

We’re fleeing because we want to lose those thieves. I don’t think they would follow us into the East. They’re not known for their friendliness to strangers.

Even with King Kayden and Queen Celia on peaceful terms? Reine snarled.

I don’t know. But the East’s reputation is questionable enough for Tennyson and Taft to think twice about crossing the border. Piper looked up as she ran. The sun had moved closer to its evening resting place, burning the sky with its descent. 

Finch looked up with her. “I think they’re awake now. Our head start’s over.”

A curse played on the tip of Piper’s tongue. She didn’t need another trouble added to her list, especially when they didn’t have a map or clear plan of what they would do in the East. She would go to the address Lucy gave them, but then what? A more foresighted plan had to be made.

Her foot caught on a jutting piece of sledge, and she fell. Reine was so far away and self-absorbed, Piper was unsure if she noticed. 

Finch helped her, his breathing labored. “We’ll slow our pace.” He huffed, sending Chip to ruffling his feathers. “It’s times like these when I wish we had a horse fera.”

This gave Piper an idea. She scanned the wide plains around them. It appeared as lifeless as the moon. “Do you think there are any towns before we hit the East?”

Taking out a worn map from his pack, Finch frowned over the replica of the West. “Well, it’s hard to tell where we are in this mess of green. But, if I were to take a guess…” He started walking. 

“What?” Piper kept pace beside him, rubbing her skinned knee. The wind blew her hair wildly around her face. 

“There’s one, possibly, a mile away.” Finch returned the map to his pack. “Recognize the name Swiftford?” 

“Um, not really. I never went far from Biscay.”

“Right, right. That was in your file.” Finch waved the topic away. “Why do you want to go to Swiftford?”

“We don’t need a horse fera to get away from Tennyson and Taft. There’s always someone willing to sell an unbonded horse. At least, I hope so,” she said. 

“Hope is better than nothing.” Finch shrugged. “It’s your mission, I’m just here to make sure you don’t get killed. Lead the way.”

Atlas

Water rolled down the knife handle and collected at the tip of the blade for an agonizing second. Atlas tried to keep himself from imagining it as blood as it dripped on the floor. 

A scruffy young man swung the knife freely around Milla, as if conducting a private orchestra. “Who are you? Why are you here? What do you want?”

Common, simple questions. Atlas could answer these in Chestic, with Hudson double-checking his pronunciation. “We’re ambassadors for King Asher of the North, here to speak with the South’s leaders for their gathering. We want peace.” He put his palms forward in a show of amity.

Once Atlas had come out of the Bay of Shiloh, he and Skye had been moved with Milla to the nearest building for questioning. Atlas was still sopping wet, and Skye slyly wrung her hair in the corner. 

“What is that?” The scruffy man, whom Atlas had dubbed Armadillo after his fera, pointed to Hudson. 

“That’s Hudson, my black bear.”

Armadillo unslung the pack he had taken from June. He fished through the pack until he pulled out a vitrum disk. “And this?”

“A tool,” Atlas said.

“What kind of tool?” Armadillo growled. He poked it with his knife.

Atlas was unconcerned. The vitrum could withstand his probing, as long as he didn’t shatter it from a high place. “Others in this room may have heard of vitrum.”

The vitrum disk was passed from hand to grimy hand around them. A few bit it with their teeth, as if it were gold. Chestic questions glided through the air like spider silk, but there were so many it tangled into a low murmuring, and Atlas couldn’t make out distinct voices.

Armadillo acted as their mouthpiece. “What do you wish to speak to our mayors about?”

Milla had the vocabulary and finesse for this. She addressed the whole group. “Friends, we are here on a mission to strengthen your land in exchange for help.”

“Strengthen?” Armadillo scoffed. “We are strong enough.” His knife flicked close to her throat. Atlas would strangle the man if he hurt Milla. “And help you with what? Is the great North in peril?”

“I’m afraid that will be discussed more at the gathering,” Milla said. “But you will also be rewarded for your hospitality, rest assured.”

Armadillo spat next to Milla’s shoes. “Northerners, bah! Coming in uninvited, bathing in our bay, expecting our help. We owe you nothing.”

Milla’s face was calm. She looked past Armadillo, to the group lining the peeling plaster walls. “My former apprentice and I have been here on a previous mission, although younger generations may not recall it. We came on request of your mayors to settle squabbles and act as a fair jury. Our services were thanked, and we did not require payment. But if we perish under your hospitality,” she let the word linger, “expect retribution from our king.”

A middle-aged woman stepped forward. “I remember you.” She swallowed. “My house is your home, ambassadors.” 

Atlas hid his shock. Milla has a way with people.

It could be said the same of us, Hudson thought. Sometimes, anyway. 

Armadillo nodded. “Linden. You’re willing to take…” He flicked his knife to Milla, then to Atlas and Skye. “This?”

“I am.” Linden shuffled her feet.

This sent a new ripple through the semi-hostile group. With the approval from one of their own, they seemed to crumble into indecision. Armadillo was losing sway. 

“We’ll have guards!” Armadillo said.

Atlas’s heart sunk. So Chesa would be another Trene. Milla didn’t say anything in their defense. 

But Linden did. “They will be my guests. I don’t think they’ll need guards.” She asked the group, “Do they look dangerous to you?”

Do they have a leader? A mayor? Hudson wondered. 

I thought it was Armadillo, but Linden seems to have taken the floor easily enough. Chesa had a mayor last time we were here… Atlas waited for the group’s decision. 

One by one, the Chestic people turned their eyes from Armadillo for direction, and to Linden. 

Atlas let his shoulders slump in relief. Maybe they would stay in one piece until the mayors arrived.
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Chapter 33: Critter

            

Kane

Donovan’s steps were measured and heavy besides Kane’s, and even more so compared to Flint’s light gait. Together, with a trio of Kane’s guards, they clopped and clicked their way to the throne room. 

King Asher was on his dais, with Levi sitting complacently next to the throne. “Kane. Donovan.”

They each rose from a kneel at their name. Kane glanced to Donovan, curious. 

What do you think he has that’s so important? Kane wondered. He had been practically wrenched from his room without warning.

King Asher gave a look to Kane’s guards, who excused themselves from the room. “You found something?”

Donovan pulled a tattered parchment from his pocket. “This was found not too far from a mad dog fera. The one—Cooper has informed us—that was bonded to the bomber. Apparently it was a last effort, but the dog was lost on our mountain paths.” He unrolled it carefully. “In Kinnish, it reads, ‘I have been cornered, but the prince is injured. Take care of Quimby.’” 

“Short and sweet,” the king drawled. “But hardly worth a meeting, Donovan.” 

“You didn’t let me finish,” Donovan said curtly. “We let the dog go.”

Kane blinked. What?

I think there’s more to this, Flint thought.

King Asher said, “And?”

“We followed it. It was trying to go home.” Donovan gave a wicked grin. The grin was one of a hunter. Kane looked to Briar perched on his shoulder. Or a bird of prey.

“And?” King Asher prompted. 

“The fera brought us to a nest of them. We kept one alive that was willing to talk. You know what he said?” Donovan rocked on his heels, his expression cooling. “He said there was never a cease-fire. Paper policies don’t apply to them. So you know what this means?”

Donovan paused. “We’ve been in a false peace, Asher. Think of Nora. They’re coming up through the cracks, into the walls like roaches.”

King Asher tented his hands. He said softly, “What do you suggest?” Levi was very still by the throne. 

“We’re outnumbered two to one. We’re surrounded by knots and knots of troops ready to hang us. There really are slim pickings. Atlas may be your man for defense,” he cracked his knuckles, “but I’ve always found that actions speak louder than words. I say act on the offense, my king. Fight while we still have air to breathe.”

Kane was gripped with a sense of detachment, as if he were watching a past scene from future eyes. He wished his father were here to add his input, or Piper her insight to the West, or Milla her great wisdom. Something, someone, that would make this situation better. But there was only Donovan, King Asher, and he. Three souls to determine the fate of thousands. 

Life help us, Kane thought. 

King Asher bowed his head, then lifted it slowly. “Then we must fight.”

Piper

There was not much to the town of Swiftford. Nestled in the tall grass of a nearby river, it boasted five barns with pairing silos and barnyards. One building in the center of these barns acted as its trading post, hospital, pub, and limited grocery. It was a puzzling arrangement that forced Piper to vault over locked chests and sacks of flour to reach the counter at the far end, where a kindly clerk—or bartender, Piper wasn’t sure—waited for them.

“You’re slower than the last visitors,” the woman chuckled. 

Piper slid onto the high bench next to Finch. She rubbed the back of her head, where a hanging lantern had swung into it. 

“They had bigger fera too,” the woman added. “Ah, gone are the days when someone would be happy with a cat. Now all they want are elephants and alligators, eh?”

“I have a cat,” Piper said with a smile. 

“So you do, lassie. But it’s not any cat, is it?” the woman leaned an elbow on the counter, tucking a strand of hair under her bandana. “A leopard. Get her as a kitten, yeah? Shipped in a tidy box?”

A tidy box? Reine demanded. Do I appear tame? She unsheathed her claws so they lay even on the wood.

Piper shook her head. “She was half-grown when we were bonded.”

The woman grunted appreciatively, and straightened. “Name’s Mary. What can I get for you today?”

When Piper looked to Finch, he bobbed his head to encourage her answering. “Do you have any horses? For sale?”

“Unbonded fera, eh?” Mary tapped a beat on the counter. “Not too many of those out here. But the few that I know are of quality.” She snapped her fingers, “You seem like decent folk. Maybe I’ll help. How many do you need?”

“Two.”

Mary screwed her eyes shut like a little girl, then showed a toothy grin. “Yeah, I think two farms could spare one unbonded horse each. I can’t leave the shop, but I can let Critter show you where to go.”

A rustling in the jars above Mary’s head grabbed Piper’s attention. Behind the glasses of candy and boxes of crackers, a brown blur shot along the shelves. It made a mighty leap to the counter, and ended up in Mary’s rescuing palm instead. 

Mary eyed them shrewdly. “You don’t mind following a chipmunk, do you?”

I don’t mind them as a light snack, either, Reine said. 

“Of course not,” Piper said. She put a hand on Reine’s head in warning. “We’re grateful for—”

“Critter won’t slow for slowpokes,” Mary informed them brusquely. “So keep up, and he won’t leave you behind.”

The chipmunk scurried off the counter and into the maze of the shop. Piper and Finch watched Critter go in surprise. 

“What are you waiting for, a miracle?” Mary said. “He’ll show the way. On with you!”
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Chapter 34: Coral

Atlas

Skye splashed in the water with Hudson and Madoc, alternately running and charging at them as they sent waves towards each other. 

Atlas sat in the sand with Milla and Linden. He breathed in the breeze blown in from the sea, happy for the first time in weeks. Truly happy. 

I can tell, Hudson said as he stomped through the bay, you’re smiling.

And so he was. Atlas closed his eyes, and was content to doze. 

They were in Chesa, and now half of their full mission was complete. All they had to do was wait for the towns and their mayors to trickle in. 

Through Linden, they had been given some grace from the natives. Some had even come up to Milla asking questions and spreading her answers like messenger birds. Each day, each hour, their little group was becoming less of a fearful novelty. Armadillo glowered at them in the streets, but he was alone in his anger. 

He cracked his eyes open when Milla started speaking. “We can’t thank you enough for everything, Linden. Food, shelter, safety.”

“You’re welcome.” Linden’s Chestic was soft. She rubbed the chin of her sandpiper fera, and watched it run choppily away. “I think the mayors will be here soon.”

“How soon do you think?” Milla ventured. 

Skye came inland with a tired grin. She flopped onto the sand next to Atlas. “Oh, I think I like this place.” Her rough Elben was an undertone to the Chestic conversation between Milla and Linden. 

“I don’t know…” Linden kept her gaze on Hudson, who waded out after Skye. “The desert takes and gives time.”

That’s about as vague as you can get, Atlas decided. 

We do know the effects of the desert though. Hudson was having trouble with the sand matting in her paws. He tried to flick it off, but that only encouraged more sand to clump on his fur. It’s a place beyond time.

“Perhaps a few days?” Linden predicted. “But that would be a great feat.” 

Milla shifted in the sand. “I may come back here, after this is over.”

Atlas, who had been half attentive at this point, opened his eyes wide. The subject had changed quickly. “What?”

“Ah, so you are listening,” Milla chuckled. 

“You’re not leaving the North,” Atlas said. 

“I can’t be an ambassador forever and you know it,” was her reply. “I’ve been globetrotting since before you were born. It’s high time I rest.”

Linden slipped into their talk, for it was still in Chestic. “Whatever you decide, my doors will be open to all of you.”

Atlas stood. “Thank you, Linden.” He marched off with Hudson trailing behind, his anger bubbling.

You’re upset she’s making plans. That’s understandable. The bear huffed, However, I don’t know if we’re dealing with it well. 

I didn’t want to yell at her in front of our host. Or argue. Atlas left the sand of the beach to the sand of streets. The sidewalk was seen in small patches under its grainy sheet, but there was enough of it for Atlas to have an idea of where it roamed. 

Over the past few days, he had reacquainted himself with the two sections of the small capitol. The residential side was a collection of closed buildings. Windows of brittle, opaque glass were the only gaps in the uniform browns and whites of the houses. 

A child nearby was scolded for leaving a door open, and it shut with a bang. A symphony of windchimes from the houses sang their high peals, mixing in with a gull above. 

An unbonded dog, scraggly with age, hopped into an ally. The rattling of a snake, most likely bonded, could be heard through the walls of a house. 

The air was heavy and humid from the bay. Atlas found himself gravitating towards the shade of the buildings, and hurrying across the stripes of sun like a beaten lizard. 

He passed Linden’s doorway without stopping.

Where are we going? Hudson asked.

I need more time to think.

Hudson looked up, squinting against the sun. But there’s nowhere to go.

There was a second part of Chesa that Atlas hadn’t seen since his boyhood. This was the business section of the capitol, with shorter buildings to hold the taut canvas and linen of merchants. It was not much different than the small town Piper had come from. Although the shopkeepers could be a bit pushy. 

“Here!” A string of pearls was thrown to him. Atlas caught it with one hand on instinct, and returned it to its brethren on the table. 

The merchant smiled coyly. “Prices are so good, my jewelry is flying off the shelves! Do you have a special lady in mind?”

“You’re lucky I didn’t run with those,” Atlas snapped in Chestic. He didn’t have enough grasp of the language to argue further with the man, so he walked away quickly. 

Foolish, foolish man, Atlas thought. I’m an ambassador, not a tourist. How could he be so trusting?

Well, if you ran, the desert would stop us. Or the sea, Hudson said. 

Maybe, Atlas grumbled. He kept a safe distance from the other vendors, should they decide to start throwing more of their wares on him. A blanket littered with coral piqued his curiosity, and he slowed to admire the multicolored figurines. 

“Look while you can,” the vendor said. “They passed a law saying I can’t harvest coral anymore. Bad for the fish fera. Ha! I think they just want to mock me for my success.” He seemed to remember he was talking to a customer, and added, “Closing sale, if you want to know. Everything’s half off. I’ll be a fisherman after this. Then we’ll see what’s bad for the fish!” he crowed. 

Atlas spotted the vendor’s cat fera in the shade. “Does your fera like this plan?”

“Oh she’ll stay on land. Always has.” The vendor swept his hand over his collection. “What’ll you have today, friend?”

Atlas pulled a coin out of his pocket. “This will buy two?”

The vendor eyed the silver with greed. “Yes, friend.”

Atlas didn’t like being called friend to the future fishmonger, but he saw the source of the vendor’s bitterness in the hollow of his exposed stomach and fera’s thin pelt. He wondered how long they had gone without a meal. 

“Okay.” He kneeled close to the coral. Some had been chipped into simple shapes, while others had been left in their natural state. Bone white, muddy brown, ashen gray, pale yellow, all the colors of death looked back at him. 

Despite being intriguing from a distance, the coral no longer held its appeal to Atlas. He frowned, and tried to pick one from the batch, but ended up staring at them in silence. 

“I have a few in the back, too,” the vendor offered. “Nice ones from my last round. Got ones that look likes trees too. Real nice selection,” he repeated. 

Atlas tossed the silver to the center of the blanket, and rose. “Keep it, friend.”

The vendor cocked his head to the side. “What do you want?”

“Nothing.” He thought better of it, then said, “Don’t kill any fera for me.”

They went away and out of the hawking shops. The rest of Chesa’s business side was thin compared to its market, with a few independent craftsmen scattered about. Past this was the line in which sand and sea met. In this empty space, Atlas knew a grand pavilion would be made for the mayor meeting. It would fit the whole of Chesa along with all the wayward towns. The poles would be as thick as elephant legs, and the canvas large enough to block out the sun and create its own temperature.

A shiver of excitement went through Atlas as he imagined seeing it once more. 

Atlas, Hudson said.

Hm? He glanced down.

I’m weary. Let’s go home. Hudson was sweltering in the heat. Atlas could feel his discomfort as if it were his own. 

I’m sorry, Atlas thought as they retraced their path. I forgot—

It’s fine, Hudson sighed. I just can’t stand the heat like I have before. 

Atlas encouraged his fera onwards to Linden’s house. Inside, he cursed himself and fretted over Hudson’s health. If the bear became ill, what would he do?

It was a relief when they finally entered Linden’s doorway. Hudson settled on the cool stone, and lapped at a dish of water Atlas poured. 

When Atlas left Hudson to rest, he was greeted by a tense quiet at Linden’s table. Milla, Skye, and their hostess all wore drawn faces. 

“He’ll be fine,” Atlas assured them in Chestic. 

“It’s not that.” Milla switched to Elben so Skye could understand, and Linden was cut out. “We have company.”

As she explained, a surge of adrenaline churned through Atlas. Fight or flight. Defend or dispute. 

The ambassadors to the East and West had come. 

Remember to comment and vote! Do you have any predictions for the next chapter? ;)


Chapter 35: Horses

Kane

The king’s decree moved fast through the land. Soldiers were called to arms, families made plans to evacuate, and full preparations for war were made. 

This would not be a simple battle. 

Kane would not have a unit this time. He would not have the heartbreak of watching his loved ones go away. They had already left months ago. 

He would not fear for his crown—just his life, this time. Nor would his concern be to hide Flint. 

A new set of responsibilities weighed on him; that of a prince and brother. Daily, hourly, he sat in on war meetings of varying scales. All the heads of court circulated through the throne room. Poppy, Donovan, Griffin and others sent in reports and were given new objectives by King Asher. 

Every drop of down time Kane pooled to research. He devoured the tomes from King Asher’s study and watched history unfold through the letters of kings and queens. In his mind’s eye, he saw castles rise brick by brick, and families harden and crumble like stale bread under the lure of power. 

The letters of each generation grew shallow, less willing to talk. They became formality instead of familiarity. Kane knew the end was near.

And then, the letters choked out to the barest of greetings… and stopped.

It had been painful for Kane to watch. Oh Life. Why are we in this century?

Every generation has its struggles, Flint consoled him. 

We happen to have one that spans the whole of Eden! Kane said in exasperation. He thumped the book he was reading close. He buried his head in his hands as a knock at the door told him he had to leave soon. 

He scruffed his neatly combed hair. I can’t take it—can’t do this anymore. I am consumed by my duties now.

Flint watched him, not speaking. 

Kit would have come in the door, settled on his bed and let Arlo hop around the room. She would have smiled, and invited him to a walk. She would have brought him meals in these days of solitude. Or forced them to a small family dinner with Thea. 

“Kane, what are you doing?” she would have said. Arlo would have nudged Flint’s feet, or jumped into Kit’s lap. 

“Trying to find you!” Kane shouted. He blinked as his voice echoed back to him.

A soldier cracked the door open. It was Bishop. “Prince Kane? Are you okay?”

“Yes. Fine.” Kane waved his door shut. 

Flint sensed his mind working. What are you thinking?

Kit will be found. I’m going to look for her myself. 

We’re going to leave house arrest? Flint narrowed his marble eyes. 

No, we’re going with the king’s permission. 

Enlighten me, his fera said. 

Bishop opened the door again. “I’m sorry, Prince Kane. You’re needed at the throne room.”

Kane nodded, and grabbed the book on his bed. Well, we’re going to leave without his permission if this doesn’t work. 

Piper

Don’t kill it, don’t kill it, don’t kill it, Piper found herself repeating to Reine as they chased the chipmunk through the tall grass.

I have self-control! Reine snarled.

Why do I have to remind you not to kill something then? Piper sparked. 

Why do I have to remind you of bravery? Reine said.

Bravery’s not killing things all the time! Piper said. 

Reine muttered as she ran, Why do I have such a boring human?

Piper curbed her anger before she thought something truly regrettable. They needed to stay on track with Critter, Mary’s chipmunk. Thankfully, Finch had not become sidetracked. 

Critter had led them to a milky white barn that stood over the fields. At one point, it looked to have been gilded with yellow paint, but now its former glory was in peeling wood. 

A young farmer was stacking firewood when Critter ran up his arm. He first exclaimed loudly, then laughed when he discovered who the fera was. “Wha—What, Critter?” The farmer adjusted his broad hat when he saw Finch and Piper. “Hello there. I’m guessing Mary sent you my way?”

“She did,” Finch said in his mimic-Kinnish. “She said you might have an unbonded horse to spare?”

The farmer turned his head to the barn. “I may have one I could bear to part with.”

“How much would you sell him for?” Finch knocked one of his boots against his legs to clean his heel. It was a subtle move, but Piper thought it to be a unique mannerism of the plains’ locals. By acting like them, did he hope to gain their trust faster? Or was it just another layer to his disguise? 

“How much do you have?” the farmer asked. 

Finch dug through his pack until he found their stash of coins at the bottom. He took three coins of gold, and flashed them in the light. “If we can get the horse today, this is yours.”

In an hour, they were back at Mary’s shop six coins lighter and two horses heavier. She even came to the door, and gave a thumb of approval. “You did good, travelers.” 

Piper pressed a gold coin to her palm. “Thank you for your help. We were never here.”

Mary gave a chuckle. “Secrecy, eh? Don’t worry. You’ll only have to worry about Critter talking, not me.” Her chipmunk chirped on her shoulder, and slipped under her bandana. “Now are we going to wait for these people to come, or are you gonna get a move on?”

Piper climbed on her horse, with Reine circling in the tall grass nearby. “Thank you.”

Mary made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go!”

I agree with the chipmunk lady. Reine started ahead, unnerving the horses as she passed. Let’s go.

Piper urged her horse forward, and they continued their journey to the East.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts for this chapter.  


Chapter 36: A Stalemate

Atlas

Atlas was not a man of patience. Milla had tried to stretch this virtue over the course of his ambassador training, but his nature had reformed like a rubber band. 

He wanted to put words aside for once, and fight. 

The two ambassadors from the East and West were rumored to be in the business side of Chesa. Staying with Armadillo, whom Linden called Jestin. 

They had sent three requests to Armadillo’s residence, asking to meet with the other ambassadors. Each had been denied with irritating civility. 

“Fine, we’ll wait. It’s a stalemate,” Milla announced. “A pity we have to use this tactic.”

Atlas had a much coarser way of phrasing it. 

Since his heat spell, Hudson had preferred to stay inside Linden’s house with its cool stone floors. Atlas used his restlessness to ferry Skye to and from the Bay of Shiloh. He would bring the girl to the market as well to explore the stalls.

A well of free time often bubbled up in the space between Skye’s need for a chaperone around Chesa. In the second, much hotter floor, of Linden’s house, Atlas practiced his cartography. 

The rasp of brush to parchment calmed him, and cleared his mind. He drew Chesa as he knew it, with its sifting streets and low halls. Linden helped him with official names. For the ones that didn’t have names, Atlas sketched in improvised ones.

What do you think I should name this one? Sand Street?

You can’t name them all Sand Street, Hudson said with a bit of mirth. He was splayed out on the stone floor below. Linden had started to call him her bear rug. 

Watch me. Atlas dipped his vitrum pen into the inkwell and wrote in the blocky letters of Elben. Instead of what he had told Hudson, the words that dried said Coral Street. 

Hudson yawned. Good, good. 

Atlas worked on his map of Chesa for another steady hour while Hudson dozed. They had a supper of spiced meat and rice, then Atlas brought Skye to the bay again. 

The stars winked through the dusk, growing brighter as time passed. Atlas took off the sandals he had bought at the market, and let the waves lap his feet. He watched Skye play with Madoc.

The girl would laugh and throw water into the air. Madoc would fly through the spray and then perform acrobatic loops with shimmering feathers. Occasionally, Atlas would call out a pattern for Madoc to fly. 

Without Hudson to act as sentinel, Atlas was absorbed in watching over his charge. He was caught off guard when someone hastily sat next to him. 

“Where’s your creature of night?” the coral vendor asked. His cat fera wove between them, purring. 

“Black bear.” Atlas didn’t want any superstition hovering over Hudson. It would only widen the gap of trust from him and the Chestic people. “And he’s tired.”

“Been tired for a week?” the vendor said. “I haven’t seen him at the market.”

“I don’t know why you would be concerned.” Atlas gave him a sidelong glance. 

The vendor shrugged. “Just curious.”

“Curiosity killed the cat.”

“Not this one.” The old man scratched his head. “I came to tell you something.”

“What is it?” Atlas turned his head this time. 

“You know Jestin? Well, he’s been holed up with those two ambassadors for some time. They’re close to where I sleep most nights. Anyway, they all came out yesterday. Jestin was showing them the city, introducing them to people.”

Atlas clenched his jaw. “I see.”

“You’ve got a good head start on relations with our city. I can hear it in the gossip, and see it in their eyes. Don’t let them catch up, you hear?” the vendor cackled, then fell silent. 

Atlas saw the man wait expectantly. “I don’t have any coins right now. I’m sorry.”

“Ah.” The vendor deflated. “Well, I wasn’t looking for coins anyway. It… was a favor to return.”

“Thank you.” Atlas nodded. 

“Your welcome, friend.” The vendor grinned, then went away with his fera. Skye came out of the water a few minutes later. 

“Who were you talking to?” she asked. Madoc cocked his head on her shoulder. 

Atlas dusted sand off his clothes as he rose. “A friend.” 

Kane

King Asher was discussing troop placement today. It bordered on dull to Kane, and he didn’t see the reason he needed to be there other than as a secondary royal audience. 

Flint, as usual, paid attention to what was being said and filtered only the most important details to Kane. 

You know, you’re lucky I do this for you, Flint said.

I am lucky, Kane agreed. You’re my closest advisor. 

I’m your fera. I should be. Flint stood a little taller. 

As the meeting drew to a close, Kane reminded himself of the reasoning behind what he was going to do. Kit had to be found. 

He waited until the room was clear, and walked from behind his vitrum table. “King Asher.”

“Prince Kane.” The king nodded for him to speak. 

Kane swallowed, and held the book in his hands tightly. “I would like to be allowed to help with the investigation for my sister. In exchange,” he said quickly as King Asher’s lips formed the automatic no, “for information.”

This surprised King Asher. “Information? This isn’t a matter of bargaining, Kane. Can’t you see I’m trying to protect you?”

“I can’t stay here forever,” Kane said. “I just can’t. I need to do something.” He took a deep breath. “This is my kingdom too.” 

King Asher appeared indifferent, but Kane could tell he was thinking by the way Levi’s tail flicked back and forth. “Tell me what information you have.”

“Agree to let me help first.” Flint fed Kane a string of courage that he clung to. Without it, Kane felt as if he would fold like a house of cards. This was the king’s patience he was trying, after all.

King Asher sighed. “Are you seeking danger, Prince? Do you find a thrill in death?”

Quite the opposite, Flint thought. We’re hoping to prevent the death of Kit.

“We haven’t even gotten a ransom for Kit. What do you think that means?” Kane demanded. “They know we want her back!”

King Asher clenched his fists on his throne. “Kane, we’ve searched the entire underground system. There is nothing but dead ends. Have you considered…” He paused. “Have you considered she might be gone?”

Kit? Gone? No, that wasn’t a possibility. 

“We have so many patrols underground now, to make sure Nora can’t come up through the streets again. We would have seen her by now, Kane.”

“Why did it take Kit’s capture to make that happen?” Kane said. His voice was rising, he could feel it. 

King Asher narrowed his eyes. “Nora has most likely joined the groups hiding on the other side of the mountains. We’re taking the offensive, and pushing back. I’m hoping Atlas was able to get someone to help us, but we can only assume that we’re alone.” 

But my sister! Kane wanted to scream. He said, “Are we giving up on Kit?”

Levi’s tail swished in longer, faster sweeps over the dais. King Asher leaned back. “We won’t give up, Kane. But I don’t think she’s in Elbe anymore, if she’s alive.” He let this statement sink in before adding, “Now what was that information you wanted to trade?”

“I never had anything.” Kane looked to the book in his hands. “I only know what’s in the past.”

“History repeats itself more often than you think.” King Asher scratched the top of Levi’s head. “Even though we try to learn from our mistakes, we fall into the traps our grandfathers avoided.”

Kane turned, and went to the doors with Flint. “Let’s hope we learn from this one, then.”

Remember to comment and vote! :) As of this Monday, updates will be a bit more sporadic due to my recovery, but I will try and post every other Friday. Stay tuned!


Chapter 37: Frigid Darkness

Piper

Reine took the lead in their troupe, with Piper falling in second and Finch behind. They rested when the horses rested, and spoke little. 

At night, they ate and slept in the frigid darkness. They didn’t know where Tennyson and Taft were. A fire would act as a beacon to not just their pursuers, but also any other curious travelers. 

A cold emotion bit Piper from the inside just like the winter nipping their faces. It threatened to stop her heart that beat so fast, and freeze her soul solid. Fear made her pause. 

Reine anger was a fiery coal during this time, melting her indecisiveness and reminding her of their purpose. Your parents, Piper. Don’t you want to find them?

I do, Piper said through chattering teeth and hunger as their provisions waned. Stopping at towns was risky, as it added another breadcrumb to their trail. Piper and Finch rationed and bided their time as they raced across the plains, but it soon became clear the horses were faring better than them. 

“We need to stop and restock.” Finch dumped out their food in their camp one night. It was even more reduced than Piper had thought, and she cringed. 

“I can go alone,” he offered.

“No.” Piper shook her head. “Last time…” Last time they met Tennyson and Taft. 

I could fight them again, Reine growled. The big brute lacks wits! 

He has brawn, though. 

Reine sunk to her haunches. That’s irrelevant. 

You’re being delusional. Piper braided her hair, and tucked it in her hood to preserve heat. She had forgotten what it was like to be warm, except through the thick-furred Reine. Her veins were icicles, and her skin snow. 

Reine sniffed the air. Speaking of such, we should be getting our first snowfall soon. 

Piper watched the sky above them. It appeared to defy Reine’s prediction with a show of bright, clear stars. Was it the season that made them brighter, or the fact they were in the middle of nowhere? 

Curling up beside Reine, Piper tucked her blanket close and shivered. Each breath she had announced itself in a cloud. 

“My father used to tell me stories,” Finch said on the other side of Reine. Chip was inside his coat, peering out inquisitively. “Stories of cloud people that lived in the mountains. They were mute and mischievous. They fed off the cold breath of us Northerners, and stole our words to speak. If you spoke loud enough, they would have to echo it back…” Finch gave a soft laugh, “I won’t say how many nights I spent yelling at the mountains just to hear my echo.”

Piper laughed with him. She thought for a moment, then said, “Lucy told us there were trolls under the docks. She claimed to pay them enough for us to pass each day, but at night they would snatch children if they couldn’t pay the toll. I believed it for probably longer than I should have, and was nervous even the night I went to get Reine.”

“How much did she have to pay the trolls?” Finch said.

“You know, I never asked,” Piper laughed again.

They sat with the backs on either side of Reine, and looked at the stars. 

Finch wrapped his blanket closer. “So tomorrow, we’ll make a run and risk seeing Tennyson for food?” 

Piper smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”

Kane

Either his bluff had caught the king’s concern or the meetings were too trivial for his attendance, that Kane was not called to the throne room for three days. 

It was peaceful, to be woken by his own internal clock rather than an urgent servant. The first day, Kane cautiously crept around the palace, waiting for his freedom to be snatched at any moment by a passing soldier. But he was left alone, and he dined with Thea for lunch and supper. 

She had been grateful for his time away from royal duties, and asked him a great many questions that Kane was sure even King Asher was still figuring out. 

The second day, Kane grew restless. He read for a while in the king’s study, then paced the palace some more. By noon, his chances of being called to a meeting appeared slim, so he took a risk.

Bishop had become a near-permanent fixture in his trio of guards. He was sensible, and knew his role well. Which was why he was understandably pale when Kane told him his request. 

“I think I already know his answer,” Bishop said. 

Kane was adamant. “Ask him anyway.” 

Bishop frowned, and sent one of his guards away to the throne room. They waited in the hallway for several minutes.

“Aren’t you in the least bit afraid?” Bishop asked. “It wasn’t too long ago you were hit by our own weapon.” His raccoon chittered in concern at his human’s feet. 

If we have fear, there is no room for bravery, Flint said. Kane repeated his words. 

Bishop paused. “Well, I don’t know if I would do the same in your position.”

“Do you ever get to leave the palace?” Kane said.

Bishop looked to the ceiling, knowing where this was going. “Yes.”

“I haven’t since the attack. As you know,” Kane added. 

That was the end of the conversation until Kane’s third guard returned. His message was surprising. “King Asher says you can leave with a double guard.”

The rest of his second free day and into his third resulted in nothing but Kane walking through the city and ambassador ring around it. He stopped to talk to people, stopped to listen, hoping on hope that something new would come to him that wasn’t already circulating in the king’s halls. 

From those that talked to him, he gathered baskets of rumors and bushels of theories from the grapevine of Elbe. They ranged from the conservative to fanciful, and with this information Kane was able to gauge the temperament of the city. These facts he brought to King Asher’s table when he was called in after his three-day hiatus. 

“Elbe is with us,” Kane decided. He was alone with the king. 

From his throne, King Asher gave a grim smile. “I should hope so.”

“I mean, they think we’re doing the right thing. They’re ready to protect their homes and families, and end this once and for all.”

Kane was happy with this news, along with Flint. However, the king only looked tired.

“I wouldn’t speak to them once their sons and daughters and husbands and wives are on the other side of the mountains. This is the calm before the storm. All of our planning and preparation will come to a head shortly. When we strike, we will pour all our energy into it. Casualties,” King Asher finished, “are a necessity.” 

Kane fidgeted nervously. “Do you know when we will fight?”

“While you’ve been on vacation, banners from the East and West have been seen with Nora clusters. They’re now openly supporting them. And I’ve sent scouts as far as Trene to see what the rest of Eden is up to. I expect a full report from them in the next few days. From this report, we will act.”

What can we do? Flint wondered. 

“Is everything ready? Troops? Tactics? Weapons? Rations?” Kane asked. 

“All we are waiting on,” King Asher said gravely, “is that report.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. 


Chapter 38: Twenty-Four

Atlas

The first town of the South moved into Chesa a day after his conversation with the coral vendor. 

Once the sand cows were fenced in with the town’s banner, the people filed down the streets in a steady trickle and unlocked doors with keys from their pockets. In the evening, laugher and rejoicing could be heard from most buildings as neighbors and family reunited. Atlas hadn’t realized how empty Chesa had been before. 

And this is only one town, Hudson remarked. Chesa will be quite full when they all get here.

The North had nineteen official representatives from their towns and cities to make up Asher’s council. Chesa was expected to have roughly twenty-four mayors, with their roaming towns, tents, and sand cows. 

Atlas had forgotten how bustling the South’s meetings were. His ambassador training came back in clarity, and the awe of the sand city with it. 

The second town came in soon after the first, with the third and fourth on its heels. More pens were erected for the jealously-guarded sand cows, and the trickle of people turned into a stream. Skye was no longer alone when they went to the bay, and showed off Madoc’s acrobatics to the other young swimmers. 

A week after the first town was spotted, the fifteenth town trudged over the dunes to the great oasis of their capitol. New vendors reopened their shops from the last year, and the business section of Chesa became crowded with buyers. Atlas was pleased to know the coral vendor had cleared his shop with the rush of returning Chestic, and had started to grow his fishmonger trade—fera free, he assured Atlas. 

Milla and Atlas set aside time every evening to meet one of the returning mayors. They would enter tents of every size and color to speak with skeptical and guarded leaders. Milla did the majority of talking, while Atlas would add in a helpful point here and there. Hudson, without fail, captured the attention of every first impression. Reverently and sneeringly, he was called a creature of night. Atlas was starting to believe this meant nightmare. 

Perhaps this will help us gain respect, Hudson said after a lukewarm meeting with the mayor of Picket. 

Or they’ll chase us out of Chesa with pitchforks and torches, Atlas muttered. Haven’t they seen bears before? You weren’t called this half as much last time.

Maybe we didn’t have the ears for it, Hudson remarked. When I look back, we were very naïve. 

Atlas didn’t accept this answer, but continued his efforts with Milla to form bonds with the incoming towns. A few of them, when they entered the meeting, already had their hearts as cold as stone to them. These mayors, Atlas discovered through conversation, had ties to the other two ambassadors. 

When entering meetings with leaders, ambassadors wore the colors of their territory. Atlas, Milla, and even Skye had caps and breathable shirts to announce their allegiance before they arrived. Atlas kept his eyes keen for the red of the East or the green of the West, but never saw the telltale clothing to identify their rivals. 

Milla was worried by this. “They’re being underhanded, Atlas. This is certainly a new world, and our enemies are not giving up anything. Not even their faces. But we will wear our ambassador clothing with pride, because the North will not hide.”

It was a refreshing relief when Wisp came in the second week, as the twenty-second town. Thorn greeted them warmly. “So my supplies brought you far.”

“They did indeed. We can’t thank you enough,” Milla said. 

“My niece says you’ve been excellent guests,” Thorn continued. His falcon—Thorn’s eyes—were of high scrutiny, but Thorn’s expression was open and trusting. 

“Your niece…Linden?” Atlas broke in. 

“Yes.” Thorn grinned. “She stays in Chesa to watch over our houses while we are in rotation.”

“She never said anything to us.” Milla politely tried each food item Thorn had offered them. Atlas mimicked her, but found some of the meal hard to swallow. The sand must wear off their taste buds. 

Then I’m shocked we haven’t lost ours yet, Hudson joked. 

“House watchers usually don’t announce their presence. They’re the keepers of our permanent wealth, after all.”

Milla nodded. “I understand.”

Thorn’s fera looked to him, and the Wisp leader smoothed his starry coat. “I suspect our meeting should start soon. I would rest and consider what you’re going to say to our group as a whole. We are patient people, measure twice and cut once, but do not deal lightly with whom we consider fools—and our grudges can last generations.”

Atlas had heard similar advice before, but the weight of it settled just as heavily on his shoulders. “Thank you, Thorn.”

“Now go, friends,” the Wisp mayor said. “Don’t let us down.”
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Chapter 39: The Report

Piper

Finch could not find a Western town this close to the border. The plains around them had slowly been giving way to lower, dense brush and dirt that held to a shade of night. 

“There’s nothing on the map,” Finch said from his horse. Piper was on the ground with Reine trying to figure out if the berry bush near them was poisonous. They were in disagreement. 

In my kithood, I ate berries such as these, Reine thought. 

Yes, but that was in the North, and they were called blueberries, Piper said. We’re almost to the East now. It’s literally a few miles away, and I don’t think these are blueberries.

I don’t think they would kill me, Reine argued. Berries are made to be eaten. 

Don’t be ridiculous! Piper jumped to her feet, and stormed back to her horse. Come on, let’s go.

“Are you even listening?” Finch sparked from his mount. “We may need to go to the East to find food now. We’re at the end of the West.”

Piper paused, her foot in the stirrup. It would take too long to double back to the plains. But who knew if the East would accept any traditional currency they had? What if they found that killing them would be easier than haggling?

The true danger settled into Piper’s bones. They didn’t know anything about the East, and yet they were going to enter it willingly. A new world, one with unfamiliar rules, lay just in reach. 

And they needed food. The clench in Piper’s stomach confirmed it. Reine had been less and less successful in her hunts. Now they were considering berries–

Piper whipped around. “Don’t eat those!” she hissed to Reine with her voice and mind. 

The leopard snapped her teeth shut just shy of one of the berries. 

You may die if they’re toxic! Piper thought shrilly. Do you understand?

Reine growled. If I die, that will be my fault.

Fuming, Piper pulled herself up on her horse. Then don’t let me see it. She turned to Finch. “Where’s the nearest town?”

Finch seemed a little pale from her outburst. “There is no current map of the East. We’ll have to find it ourselves.”

Piper went forward, past Finch, past Reine. “Then let’s find it quickly.”

Kane

His two-day outing had apparently been a minor hiccup in his house arrest. The next time Kane asked to leave the palace, Bishop came back with a shake in his head. 

“Afraid your luck’s run out,” the guard said. 

At least we were allowed those two days before, Flint said helpfully. 

I don’t want to hear it. Kane went back to his room and read more of the histories. They were all starting to become muddled in his mind, and he began to wonder why he cared about the deeds of the dead. 

Thea invited him to lunch with her, and he went reluctantly. She kept the chat light and in the realm of weather and crops until the end.

“When are we going to fight?” she asked quietly. The servants cleared their plates from the small dining room, and left without a whisper. They knew when topics became too serious for their presence. 

Kane worried his fingernail on the table, going against the grain of the wood. “We’re waiting for something to happen. I don’t know if I can tell you what.” Especially with ears around we can’t see.

Thea pet Sadie, and nodded. “I see. And then?”

Kane looked up. “Then we act accordingly.”

A diplomatic way of putting it, Flint said. Very princely. 

Kane brushed the compliment away. I don’t know if that’s a good thing right now.

His mother folded and refolded the napkin on her lap. “Have you heard anything about Kit?”

The question sank like a stone in Kane’s stomach. He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “King Asher… doesn’t think she’s in Elbe anymore. He doesn’t know—isn’t certain—if she’s…if she’s…” Kane wished he could tie what he was going to say in a neat bow to place on the table. Then he could leave without the repercussions. It would be so simple. “If she’s alive or not.”

Thea’s face was impassive at first, like she didn’t hear him right. Then his words registered, and he could see her thought process as her face crumbled like wet sand. “What?” A sob wracked her voice. 

“I—he—we, can’t find Kit. She’s gone.” Kane felt his own face furrow in regret, although his feelings were oddly detached. He had already grieved so long in private, now he was scraping a well with no water. His mother’s open sorrow cracked something in Kane, however, and a pang hit his heart. Kit should be with us right now. 

Flint said nothing, but let his head droop in the shared sadness. 

“No. This isn’t right.” Thea wiped her tears with her napkin. “I’m going to speak to Asher. He can’t give up on my daughter. He can’t.”

These words echoed in Kane’s mind long into the evening. He assumed the next day Thea’s fight with the king had ended the same way as his, because there was no update about Kit’s search.

Kane and Flint were called to the throne room at noon. They found Donovan, Poppy, Cooper, Griffin, and many other officials seated at vitrum tables around them. The tables glittered like jewels in the sun. Kane found a seat with his name in front of it, and waited uneasily. He was the closest to the dais. 

Apparently, he had been the last to come. King Asher gave him a knowing look, then opened a thin, tightly wrapped parchment Levi had held in his mouth. “I’m afraid right now we do not have the luxury of ferrying in our Northern Council. I feel a sense of responsibility for this, and have gathered our fine Elben leaders here in their stead, men and women of courage who serve every day to make our territory safe.” He met eyes with each of them, getting to Kane last. “And now, you will all be in witness of our latest report in the Nora and East-West threat. It is from here, that we will decide what action to take next.”

The soft crinkle of the parchment was the loudest sound in the room. 

King Asher cleared his throat. “By our scouts reaching from here and the Nora knots all the way to the woods of our recent allies in Trene, they have concluded that the joint alliance between the East and West has come to full fruition, and they are in a war mindset. They mean to attack us again.”

Kane held his breath. Flint blinked slowly. 

“We will mobilize our troops, and protect what is ours. Those who are in disagreement, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Casting his gaze around the room, it seemed the group was in general unison. None of them wanted to do this, but what else could they do? Nora would act as a battering ram until the East and West arrived, and then they city of Elbe would be outnumbered and overrun. They were cornered. 

“Then it is decided.” King Asher rolled up the report. “We will start our counterattack today.”
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Chapter 40: Canopy

Atlas

All of the Southern towns had arrived in Chesa. The city was full with people inside, and surrounded by their stock on the outside. Everything was noisy and smelled both foul and sweet. The sand was losing its hold on the streets as thousands of feet trampled and swept it to the side. 

Atlas smiled as a man next to him shouted in surprise. He had been thrown a string of pearls by a vendor, and went to the stall to return them. I’m glad we’re not the only ones here anymore.

It was an exceptionally cool day for the South, and Hudson had braved the heat to join Atlas. Yes. It’s a good thing. 

Whispers and stares still followed Hudson as they walked down the market, but it was nothing compared to the first influx of towns. They knew the bear wouldn’t hurt them. 

The great meeting is this evening. Shouldn’t we be preparing? Hudson asked. 

We are preparing, Atlas assured him. By watching the creation of our test.

As they gravitated closer to the edge of Chesa, Atlas could see the enormous swaths of canvas being pulled taut by teams of men and fera. When the wood poles under the canvas came to their full height, they sunk into the sand with a loud hiss. Atlas wondered what trees had provided the timber for the tent’s skeleton, and where they had been found. 

Gradually, like a mountain waking, or a wave building, the tent rose. Fluttering and graceful, it towered over its workers. Its shadow was thick and dark. The holes in the canvas were shown in pinpricks of light. A forest canopy in the desert. 

As soon as it was considered stable, workers swarmed like ants under the shade. They had a curious way of moving things that Atlas had not seen on his last visit. 

It appeared to be barrels they were moving at first. Wooden, tight panels bound with stiff rope. Hundreds of these barrels were rolled and placed side by side at a remarkable pace. Then the workers proceeded to untie the barrels on the top and bottom. Fera scampered along the tops of the barrels, helping their humans. 

The barrels broken apart in the middle, splitting open in a curved way that reminded Atlas of a pair of ribs. These two sides the workers encouraged to their full extension, although they were still slightly curved at the ends. With grunts and hollers, the teams flipped the barrels so the hooked ends dug into the sand. Before Atlas knew it, lines and lines of tables appeared from just a few hundred barrels. 

The invention was clever. It saved the set-up team hours of hauling more permanent furniture from the city, and it could be easily stored. The North was not the only territory with bright minds. 

One of the rows was clearly reserved for a makeshift kitchen. A woman in a bright apron was the head of her own private anthill, directing the placement of pots, pans, and fire pits with a spoon. Atlas chuckled when he heard her yelling. It reminded him of the Captain of Guard, Poppy, back home. 

When it seemed the most exciting preparations were over, Atlas waded through the watchers that had trickled in as they saw the tent rise. 

What are you thinking? Hudson said. 

I think… that we are going to witness something grand tonight. Atlas walked with a slight spring in his step. Something that may change the world.

Piper

The air was changing. Piper noticed its subtly along with Reine. It was becoming warmer and stickier, filling in with mosquitos as the trees of the East swallowed their sky like a coffin’s cover. 

It was darker, and Piper had to take a couple hours for her eyes to adjust. In the plains, she had constantly squinted against the sun. The horses had to be led through the vines and underbrush, so in the case that they lost their footing, Piper and Finch wouldn’t be thrown. 

Reine took a wide radius around them, looking for prey. She caught a swamp rabbit far from them, but it was so small Piper let her have it alone. 

I’m not used to this territory, Reine admitted. The brush makes different noises, the scents don’t tell me who is edible, and the light is horrible. 

Piper tripped over a vine, then sighed. You’re trying your best. None of us know this place. 

Above them, monkeys and other animals Piper had not seen before ran across the bridge-like branches. Where Trene’s bridges were manmade, these were thickened and weakened with time. 

For lunch—if it could be called lunch without food—they stopped in the roots of a giant tree. Finch guzzled water, and Piper started to worry about their supplies for that, too. 

“Why haven’t we seen anyone?” Piper’s voice was low. “I thought the East killed intruders on sight.”

“Sight is the key word.” Finch winked, and opened up the map from his pack. “See here, we entered from an angle that not many patrols are posted.” He looked up. “Patrols are pretty much the only thing we know about the East’s habits.”

“But you think,” Piper spread her hands out, “there would be someone in these woods?”

Her companion squinted at the trees around them. “I would call this a jungle.”

“Finch!”

“I know, I know.” Finch laughed. “It is odd we’ve gone so far without seeing anyone.”

Or anything, Reine chimed in. The prey is extremely thin. Perhaps the trees are carnivorous?

Piper found this idea so funny she shared it with Finch, who only frowned. “There are plants who eat insects, but I don’t know if they’re here.”

She widened her eyes at the jungle floor, half-expecting a vine or flower to latch onto her boot. 

“Let’s keep moving.” Finch elbowed her. “If you stay still too long, the flesh-eaters will find you.”

Piper crinkled her eyes in a smile, but wasn’t sure if he was joking. 
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Chapter 41: Colors

Kane

Kane’s leash was a short one, but often extended in loopholes. He and Flint were continually scheming to figure out ways to help the king’s attack against Nora from the outside of the palace.

Today, they were with Cooper. This request had taken four automatic no‘s within the week, and it was only a triple guard and Cooper’s agreement that he would not let them out of his sight that they were with him now. 

The triple guard were dressed as ordinary soldiers, spread out along the rocky outcropping to reduce suspicion. If they had been clumped around him, it was just as well as a target for the danger below. 

Kane was also in disguise. He wore a blue flapped hat in the style of an aviator, and a common coat to blend in with the others. Flint’s royal saddlebag had been replaced with the sheet gray blanket of a service fera. 

He straightened as Poppy made her way down the line, questioning his guards here and there and laughing with others. Her sheep fera with its artificial horns followed quietly. 

When she reached Kane and Flint, who was a little off to the side to further reduce connections, she nodded. “Everything okay?”

“Everything outside the palace is okay.” Kane grinned. 

Poppy chuckled. “If you don’t pull any cliff jumping exercises like our heroes of Elbe, I think you should be safe. I have to check on the city’s guards. I’ll be back soon.” She turned on her heel, and went to the trail leading down the mountain. 

Cooper had a twinkle in his eye beside him. He waited until Poppy was gone to speak. “Now that the boss is gone, we can have some fun!” 

Kane peered over the rail of the cliff. He could feel the eyes of his guards follow him, ready to run to his aid.

Thousands of feet below them, a cluster of tents were burrowed into the ground. Twin flags of the East and West flanked the camp. Directly next to the tents, a glint of silver could be seen. Gear, Kane had learned, that Nora was using to scale the Northern Mountains. They worked at night, and often moved their climbing camps to avoid detection. 

Cooper and Griffin had been assigned to getting rid of the camps by long-range means. Griffin was currently at the other end of the mountains, working with his team to find and uproot the threats. 

“How do you think we should take them out?” Cooper shouldered his koala, and walked over to his vitrum desk, which barely fit between the wall of the cliff and the safety rail. “Colorful? Silent? Explosive?”

“No avalanches,” Homer said. He had been moved just that morning back to Kane’s unit. Kane was happy to have a familiar face back on his team. “I don’t want to bring the whole mountain down.”

Cooper stroked his mustache. “I would like to have a little fun with this. I’m sure the prince would agree?”

Kane shrugged. 

“See,” Cooper said. “Now you can’t argue with the prince.”

Flint went close to the rail, then backed away. If we’re too loud, wouldn’t that alert other invading camps?

That’s the point, sort of. We want them to be wary. Kane watched Cooper tinker with a vitrum sphere. There was no liquid inside, as he remembered from the last battle, but resembled a clear marble. We want them to stop doing this. 

“You can choose the parting gift this time, Prince Kane.” Cooper brought a pen to him. There were tabs on the side of the pen in a variety of colors. Mint green, dark blue, light pink. As many colors as the jam his mother made on ceres night. 

“What do they do?” Kane asked. 

Cooper adjusted the fera on his back. “You’ll find out. Just pick a color.” 

Kane twisted the pen around, observing each option he had. What do you think?

Hmm… Flint closed his eyes to see through Kane. What about the red?

Kane saw the tab his fera was speaking of. It was a deep ruby, the blood of jewels. Something seemed final about the color, as if nothing would make it move from its secret intention, whatever Cooper had that be. It seemed dangerous. 

“Ah, the red?” Cooper said, following his gaze. “You might like the show that one puts on.”

With a tinge of reluctance, Kane handed over the pen. Cooper deftly stabbed it into the vitrum sphere, and pressed the pen hard. The sphere filled a quarter full with red liquid before Cooper removed it. He offered the sphere to Kane. “Would you like to do the honors?”

Kane stepped back. “No.” Flint was of a shared mind with him. 

“Very well.” Cooper went to the railing, and dropped the sphere unceremoniously over. Kane rushed over to see what would become of the camp. 

He saw the vitrum sphere bounce down the mountainside, and then break like an egg on the bottom rocks. The red liquid looked black on the earth as it seeped underground. They didn’t have to wait long for the show. 

The earth bubbled and became soft. Already the rocks around it sank into the soil and the climbing gear was folded into the earthy batter. Then the softness radiated out to the tents, and the thin canvas and stakes began to sink. People moved inside, awoken by the shift in the ground. Yells immediately followed. Words in Kinnish. Words in what Kane believed to be Seinish. 

One man struggled out of his tent, but couldn’t escape the trap around him. He too, was quickly swallowed.

The earth bubbled again, and then was still.

“I wouldn’t go down there for at least three days. Spread the word,” Cooper said. 

Kane was horrified. “Would it have taken the mountain?”

“No.” Cooper scratched his head. “At least, not just one sphere with the red filling.”

Flint was frozen beside him, no longer a distance away. This… is a new warfare. 

Cooper’s good at doing that, Kane thought grimly. To the inventor, he said, “When did you come up with this?”

“After Piper’s experience with the vitrum incarnate, I wondered if the liquid inside each weapon could be enhanced. After varying degrees of pressure, I found the power of the vitrum could be changed. The colors are for classification purposes. Really, they’re all as clear as glass.” Cooper was proud as he looked over the railing again.

Kane gulped. “This is very powerful.”

Cooper winked. “It may change the outcome of the war, even as we are outnumbered.”

They did not find another Nora camp the rest of the morning, and Kane reported to King Asher in the afternoon. After that, he went to the king’s study to read. 

Stray thoughts tugged and worried at his concentration like mad fera, until he was forced to consult Flint. I don’t think there’s anything in these letters anymore. The king was right. 

Flint nosed the book Kane was reading, keeping his antlers far from skewering him. What are we looking for, exactly?

A way to end this war faster. I thought… I thought maybe the past could help. They seemed to have something right. 

Do you think Cooper’s new weapon will solve that? Flint wondered. 

I don’t know. Kane closed the book. It’s a way to make them stop attacking us, but what will we do after that? Will they ever listen to us? Respect us?

I think, the deer said, that we will have to unravel more layers before it comes to that. With Queen Celia a mystery, we can’t talk with her. You can’t negotiate with a myth. And with her pulling the puppet strings, we will have to cut them off to find her.

Kane was unnerved by his fera’s answer. He didn’t like the idea of a slow fight. It would mean more lives, more strain on their territory. It would cripple them.

After they grew free of Nora, the king had hinted at going to the East. Kane was behind him on this. They would have to go, and dig out Queen Celia. 

Find the head of the snake, and grind it under their heels.
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Chapter 42: Our Home

            

Piper

It wasn’t until night that Reine found something. Piper could hear the pig’s squeals from far off, and it echoed louder in her head through their fera link. 

The pig was a rough, bristled thing that was impervious to the barbed ferns and soft dirt Reine dragged it through. When she finally came in sight, Piper’s stomach rumbled at the thought of a real meal. 

Finch brought out his vitrum disk, and turned it into a small hunting knife. “We’ll have to take what we can, and bury the rest.”

Piper had started to stack wood for a fire, then paused. “What if this works against us? What if this acts as a beacon?” 

“We can’t eat pork raw. And we can’t not eat.” Finch made a little mound of earth with his foot. “Got a third option for me?”

Piper did not. Nor did Reine, who was ready to tear into her kill. 

I don’t have the patience or weakness of stomach to wait for a pig to cook. Give me my share now. Reine swiped her tongue over her maw. 

Piper took out her alea, and informed Finch what she was going to do before unlocking the weapon. She was delighted when it shimmered into a short sword. Using the alea like a large knife, she carved off the pig’s head and limbs for Reine and left the torso for Finch to disassemble. 

They were both left sticky and exhausted as they sat over the fire and watched the pork sizzle in its own fat. Finch’s vitrum disk had been especially helpful when it turned into a clear pan. It was much handier than shoving the rubbery meat onto sticks. 

Reine polished off her share, but still had leftovers when all was finished. These Piper had her bury with some regret. Their own meal was bland without seasoning, but still felt nourishing after so long without food. 

There was still so much of the pig left. Piper stared at it across the fire for some time, debating on what they should do with it. 

“We can cook some more, but all of it will take forever,” Finch said. He cut the next round of pork thin to fit side by side in the vitrum pan. They shriveled and grew dark, almost to burning when Piper took them out of the heat. She knew pork on its own would spoil fast, but perhaps in an imitation form of jerky it would last longer. Milla’s insistence on dried food for trips now made sense.

“Looks like we’re having charcoal for breakfast, lunch and dinner.” Piper’s announcement made Finch smile. Just then, Reine’s ears pricked, and her head shot up from a doze. Danger. 

Peach, spotted fur flashed in the corner of Piper’s eyes. A lumbering shadow followed it in semi-stealth. 

She looked to Finch, and her heart sunk. Tennyson, she mouthed. 

The Eastern leopard and thief circled the fire, not giving themselves away. The silence of their pursuers made the situation ominous, and Piper felt a shiver of fear. 

Reine broke the fear with a low growl as she rose. Her teeth were bared, and her aggression clear.

They had been found after all. 

Atlas

The night around them was soft and comforting, like a blanket in the South’s endless summer. The stars tonight were paled in comparison to the much closer torches and nests of fire pits scattered throughout the sand town. 

Everyone was celebrating. Neighbors, strangers, family and friends would greet each other and share the mirth of the event over food and drink that freely flowed from the doorways. Countless eyes were alight in joy, while matching mouths were ever turned in smiles. 

“Don’t eat anything unless you see it prepared before you,” Milla whispered, and repeated the warning to Skye. 

Atlas was the spearhead of their trio as they wove through the crowd. Skye, a small and awed creature, stayed close to them as she drank in the sights and sounds. Chesa had been slow to rouse, but now it was awake and hungry. 

They went past the residential and business sides of the city to reach the great pavilion where the heart of the night lay. Where it had been an anthill before, now it was a storm of servants and workers as they scrambled to seat the towns of the South. Flurries of cooks chopped and stirred under the direction of the head chef. Islands of waiters clumped together as they received their orders, and melted back into their streams between the tables. 

At the far end of the tent, where guards and fera abounded, a slightly more elaborate table was set up with permanent chairs, most likely imported from the city. Settled at this long table were the people of importance Atlas and Milla had to persuade. Mayors and their families made up the majority of this seating, with some favored dignitaries from their towns. 

Milla gave the waiter a garnished card that had been sent to Linden’s house, and they were ushered to three seats in the middle. Atlas had his back to the main event now, and this unsettled him. Hudson made sure to face the crowd, preventing the chance of a surprise audience. 

It was loud, and Atlas wondered how they were supposed to talk of anything meaningful when half of it was gobbled up by the collective conversations. 

Milla was again in his ear. “We will be here for a long time. Pay attention, so we will not miss our chance.”

Atlas glanced to Skye, who already appeared bored by the buzz of Chestic around them. She stared at the canvas over them, her eyes connecting the lines where the swaths were sewed together. In a way, the canvas was just another constellation. 

Hudson shifted in the sand at his feet. You are apprehensive? 

I’m not excited at the thought of a waiting game, Atlas said. 

Hudson shifted again, trying to get comfortable. It’s one night. A marathon of a test. But we can do this. For Thea, Sadie, Kit, Arlo, Kane, Flint, Asher, Levi, Piper, Reine, the North, he said. Our home. 

Yes. Atlas looked around, surveying the table. For our home.
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Chapter 43: Blade

Piper

Piper worked fast. She kicked dirt onto the fire, smothering it so their movement was hidden to Tennyson and Taft. The horses whinnied and pulled at their ties.

Stuffing the charcoal pork deep into her pack, she jumped up and twisted her alea. It deadened into the weight of the mace, and she planted her feet into the ground to await what came next.

Finch had his vitrum hunting knife at ready, she could see that much in the dimness. The fire was still dying between the clods of dirt, slowly fading in its own smoke. 

Tennyson laughed. It was low and gritty. “You gave us a run for our money, but we’re here now.”

Piper closed her eyes, and saw through Reine. The fera’s vision helped her see through the darkness. Reine crept closer to her, swinging her head slowly to catch—

Tennyson came out of the trees at a run, Taft with him in stride. The opposing leopard gave a wild challenge, a sprawling cry that spiderwebbed through the air. 

Reine roared back, a solid shout of thunder. Piper lifted her mace, and swung. 

Tennyson bowled into her, knocking the wind from her lungs and forcing her to the ground. Taft smashed into Reine, and the fera’s vision blurred. Piper opened her eyes to swing madly at Tennyson. Again and again. 

But he had something this time. A wooden board. A shield. With this, he was able to avoid being clubbed by the mace while attacking Piper with its sides. Piper had to keep activating her own shield to counteract this. 

Reine rolled with Taft, slashing and biting until they broke apart. Taft gave his spiderweb cry again and raced towards Reine as she did the same. They met halfway, both rearing and aiming for the throat. 

Piper felt a sweat break out on her forehead. Tennyson and Taft were both larger and stronger than her and Reine. They were only biding their time until the end they both knew. 

But there was one advantage they had. 

Tennyson cursed as a blur of scarlet masked his face, angrily pecking and screeching. It was Chip.

Across from them, Taft howled in pain, spinning to see Finch with a bloody knife. The spy’s face only now had a look of fear. He had just realized he had the leopard by the tail, and he had cut it at that. 

Taft’s wounded tail slapped Reine as he turned, and Piper’s fera took the distraction by pouncing on the larger cat, biting his fur. 

Piper came to herself just as Chip was lifting away from Tennyson’s face. She bashed her shield in his face, wincing as she saw his nose break through the clear boundary. When he opened his furious eyes, she hit him again with the shield.

Finch and Reine were holding Taft off, but barely. Taft was a thing of power, and their attacks were only making him angry. 

Piper took a risk, and turned her alea off completely with a turn of the mace’s pommel. Oh Life, please let this work. She quickly got to her feet as Tennyson was regaining his bearings, and activated her alea again. Instead of the crossbow she wanted, the short sword was in her hands.

She held it close to Tennyson’s throat, pinning him to the ground. His breath was shallow, his eyes wide. 

“You,” he panted, “surprised me.”

Piper felt sick, but her voice failed to show it. “Call off Taft.”

She could feel him behind her. A presence menacing without words. Reine confirmed this by sending an image through their link. Piper didn’t dare look back, or she would be lost. 

“I’ve explained this before… that he’s your problem,” Tennyson said. This was always his way out, his final card to play. “If I die, you will have a big problem.”

“I don’t plan to kill you,” Piper spat. “So get that out of your head. But,” she had Reine help her as she leaned close to whisper, “I could bring you right to the edge of death.” 

Tennyson laughed, and the bulge in his throat rose to tap the blade. “You had me for a second, girl, but now I know you’re fibbing.” 

Reine took a step to them as Taft did the same. They were on a delicate string, with each reacting to the other. 

It was Piper’s turn. She held the blade to the skin, and dug slightly. She couldn’t do this. She had to do this. It was life. It was death. 

It wasn’t hers to take. 

Taft was another step closer to them. Reine was a second behind. 

Piper, she said. You have to do this.

They were in the battlefield again, with Piper hovering over the enemy and Reine so far away. She had the weapon, had the motive, but couldn’t take the leap. Loy was below her, yelling to his death. Piper, Piper!

“Piper!” Finch careened forward as Tennyson wrenched her blade out of her hand and held it over her head. He flashed his rotten smile once more.

She was wrenched back as Taft grabbed her shirt. The dark earth knotted in her hair as she was dragged like the pig Reine had brought earlier. 

Life! Piper struggled in the manner of a beached fish, trying to free herself from Taft’s teeth. Reine slammed into the enemy leopard, and Piper was able to scramble away. 

She lifted her eyes to see Finch make a leap for the alea. It had turned back into a cube in Tennyson’s hands, aware of the changed person. 

Tennyson used it as a weapon anyway, crushing its sharp edges into Finch’s shoulder while slamming his wooden shield against him, pushing him back. 

Finch curled into himself, clearly in pain, before lashing out with his knife. Chip flew in front of Tennyson’s face to mask his sight. 

Piper frantically searched for something to fight back with. Branches of all sizes littered the ground. Piper sifted through a stack of them, and ran to Tennyson. 

She came up to his side, and put all her strength into the swing. The branch acted much like the mace, except it crackled in protest when it made contact. 

Tennyson crumpled in a howl. Taft broke from Reine, and pelted to his human. 

Piper picked up the dropped alea, and watched it shimmer into a crossbow. “Surrender?”

Reine came to Piper, and sat next to her. Exhaustion radiated from her bones. If they do not, I will kill them.

Tennyson bared his teeth. “What are you waiting for? Kill me.”

Taft stood over him, daring them to. 

I’m tempted, Reine growled. 

Reine’s bloodlust was strong, but Piper’s caution was stronger in her own mind. No, I—

That’s when the hissing began. A great body of a sound that swarmed in the underbrush. 

What? Piper turned back and forth. She backed away from the noise, but it surrounded them. 

Reine tugged Piper to the trees. Climb! Climb!

Pulling herself up slick branches, Piper didn’t stop until Reine’s panic ebbed into wariness. 

Finch had apparently gotten the same warning, for he was in a nearby tree. 

Tennyson was on his feet, with Taft circling quickly, by the time the grove below erupted in a writhing mass. Blues, greens, yellows, browns and every shade of a tropical rainbow slid along the ground. They moved in unison, as an army. 

Piper swallowed. She knew what this was.

Monkeys swung through the canopy, screaming. Lithe shapes crept along the high branches, some in the form of big cats. 

Reine unsheathed her claws, ready to fight, before blinking in surprise as the fera swarmed past them. They dove into the former camp, a waterfall of fury. Trampling, screeching, howling, the fera created chaos. 

Their horses from the West finally tore from the trees in madness, running from the scene.

Piper watched in awe as the army made even Taft lower himself in defense. It was a sudden and swift change, as sweeping as a wave. 

“Tennyson and Taft!” a voice bellowed. “Prepare to die!”

The media is what Taft would look like. Remember to comment and vote! Let me know what you thought of this chapter. :)


Chapter 44: Tortoise and Hare

Atlas

For the first time since their arrival, the ambassadors of the East and West were seen. They wore heavy capes and gear, despite the heat. Perhaps it was to make up for all the nights they slunk in common clothes to make deals. 

They were, unsurprisingly, seated on either side of Armadillo, who would bridge them into every conversation he had. The perfect seatmate. 

It was quiet on their side of the table, but Milla kept it comfortably civil with small talk she threw to the mayors and their favored like life rafts. It kept them from sinking into an untrusting silence. 

The meal was continuous, and more in the realm of a bottomless buffet than a true three-course banquet. Servants knew to wait for empty plates before giving suggestions for further appetizers, main fare, and finally dessert. 

Atlas poked at something that had eyes on his plate. It was a dessert, and he had been informed it was a delicacy to many towns. This had not been on the menu during his last stay in Chesa. Do you want it? He asked Hudson.

Hudson regarded it skeptically. I think I saw it blink. You may have to kill it for me.

The mighty predator, brought low by a… Atlas poked it again. A squid, he decided. 

If that’s a squid, then I’m a Southern mayor, Hudson said. 

That would be helpful right now. Atlas tried not to look bored. The tables behind them were starting to clear as the Chestic brought their celebration back to the city. With the food finished, there was nothing left for them to do under the great tent. That is, until tomorrow. 

Introductions aside, Atlas found himself in a tangle of politics. Each mayor had their own quirks, and moved at their own pace. Trying to herd them all to a common conversation was harder than moving sand cows into pens. There was no official mediator to keep the discussions in check. 

The strong mayors, however, stood out like lighthouses in a fog. These included faces such as the mayor of Picket and Thorn. It was these few who would have the final say, Atlas thought. 

The other two ambassadors seemed to catch his idea, and weaseled their way into common topics with the strong mayors. Atlas fumed, but then simmered as he realized their grasp of Chestic was just as tedious as his. They were hobbled in a one-legged race. 

Milla continued her easy chatter with their side of the table. With a start, Atlas saw their faces in softened shades. Amusement, approval, and even light trust dusted their expressions. Like a tortoise on an impossible track, Milla had eased her way gradually into the mess.

The hares, meanwhile, were drawing back with Armadillo and clinging to their followers. Atlas, this time, had little to do with their winning of more than half the table… other than talking of sand cows.

To this, Hudson said, They want an ear to listen to their stories. 

And it was true. As Milla cut through the diplomatic tangle, Atlas tied up loose ends behind her. He heard of talented children and grandchildren, horror and love stories of sand cows, and creative ways the natives dealt with the heat. 

Most often though, he heard of melancholy. It was at the edge of topics with middle-aged mayors, but for the old and young leaders it shone brightly. The young yearned for a future, while the old longed for the past. All they had were their towns with the never-ending scenery.

Yet those snippets of sadness were overshadowed by a blanket of pride. Pride for the sand cows, which they worked hard to keep. Pride for the bond of family, which outstretched to the town as a whole. Pride for the ability to survive, where many others failed. 

Atlas would have never understood the Chestic pride for survival before he had undergone it himself. Twice. It was a primal badge of courage that leveled all who entered its domain.

It was a common enough struggle that, with time, could unite the South to their cause.

Piper

Piper was stiff. Reine was tense. Together, they watched in awe as the army of snakes and jungle creatures came out of the night, circling and churning around the two victims in the middle. Tennyson and Taft were the eye of the storm. 

The leader below was just a voice at the moment. “Traitors. Liars. Thieves—”

Not very good thieves, Reine remarked. 

“—Conniving, ugly brutes!” the voice finished as it crashed through the underbrush. Piper could feel the hatred pulsing from the person and fera not far from them. She could nearly reach out and hold the emotion. 

Someone has a bone to pick with them. Piper shrunk back. 

“How did you ever—” the voice was feminine, “—have the nerve to return here?”

From their vantage point, Piper could see the thieves’ faces, but not the newcomer’s. Tennyson gave a half-scowl that he probably believed to be intimidating. Taft walked back and forth in front of him, occasionally swiping at a snake that came too close. 

“I was looking for something,” he said. 

“Tell me what, and I’ll wait to wring your neck.”

Tennyson looked up. Piper’s breath caught as his eyes came near. He would call them out, and their impossible luck would die with a splutter and choke of a dozen snakes around their necks.

But he didn’t stop at the trees, and passed over them as if they were leaves. 

Confusion came from Reine as Tennyson returned his gaze to the speaker. “Hope. I was looking for hope.”

Amur was Elben for hope. Piper blinked.

“We’re not playing metaphorical I-spy!” the woman below snarled. “I’ll find out what you were looking for, you miserable wretch, and then you will die.”

The woman gave a signal of some sort, and the army cleared away, taking Tennyson and Taft with them. Thick crashing and bouts of Seinish confirmed that a ring of soldiers had surrounded the space where their fera had attacked. 

What just happened? Piper thought. The darkness was thick around them.

As the last of the noises faded away, Reine said, We were saved.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. ^_^


Chapter 45: Kings In Training

Kane

Atop a mile of rock with a band of vitrum windows separating him from war, Kane watched the world turn. 

He had been in Mount Mizzen for three days. It was more exciting than the palace, and he was able to act as the king’s eyes and ears while he served out meetings like a short-order cook. 

Everything was moving so fast, and yet the battles seemed to be in slow motion. Down the row of the Northern Mountains, Cooper’s spheres fell in a steady trickle against the enemy camps.

Nora had started to climb in daylight, boldly throwing their grappling hooks and sending scouts to discover secret mountain passes. It was like plugging a leaking barrel. Kane was certain a few had entered the city already. 

The Golden Gates had been closed. Evacuations were in full effect, the city pulling back with the tide of fear. The few Nora agents who made it to Elbe would have to navigate through the stiff units of soldiers, both above and underground, and far stretches of cold land to hurt civilians or royalty. 

Even now, Kane’s triple guard took up the majority of the space in Mount Mizzen’s war room. Only one official was with him, and that was Griffin. 

He and his blue jay were peering out of the band of vitrum, watching the gliders take off to search for more Nora clusters. A few of them went further, making sure the enemy was not receiving backup.

The threat of the East or West coming over the horizon was shared by many. King Asher probably saw the vision most. He wanted constant reports from Kane.

Occasionally, Kane would leave when Flint grew restless. The deer disliked the cave-like atmosphere of Mount Mizzen. He needed grass under his hooves, and fresh air in his lungs, something the palace actually provided through its courtyards. 

Griffin cursed, which brought Kane’s mind from the palace. “They’re not fully calibrated. If my aviators weren’t skilled themselves, the gliders would smash right into the side of the mountains.”

“I’m sure Nora would appreciate that.” Kane smiled, then changed it quickly into a serious frown when he saw Griffin’s face. “Which is what we’re trying to avoid.”

“We’re sending them out too early. The king…” Griffin sighed. “He’s asking a lot when we have little.”

“That’s what imagination’s for, right?” Kane’s second attempt to lighten the mood fell flat. 

Tough crowd, Flint noted. 

“My men could die if a glider malfunctions. I take that personally.” Griffin returned to the window, his reflection grim. 

Griffin was the youngest of King Asher’s officials, in his mid-twenties, but was tied with Donovan as the most somber. Kane wondered if his blue jay balanced him with joy, as Flint did with him, or merely added to his demeanor. He watched it flutter from the stone sill of the window to Griffin’s shoulder. 

In fact, he had never bothered to know its name. “What do you call your fera?”

Griffin kept his focus on the events outside. “Matilda.”

Kane had assumed the blue jay was male, but swallowed the realization in stride. “Is she your go-to for flying?”

Griffin shrugged. “She’s a natural.”

Was that dry humor, or a factual statement? Kane looked to Homer. The guard mimicked Griffin with a shrug. 

Why do politics have to make things ten times harder than casual conversation? Kane fumed. He couldn’t talk to a fellow leader without the tension of a fight.

Because you’re not talking about ice cream, you’re talking about lives, Flint replied.

Kane made a lap around the table in the room, collecting his thoughts before circling back to the window. He said nothing.

Slowly, his guards lined the vitrum window with him. Some were curious, some already knew what to expect. For the fera that couldn’t squeeze between the soldiers, they peered over shoulders or sat on the sill. 

Cooper’s vibrant explosions sent rumbles through the room like aftershocks. Nora camps were hit with all kinds of imitation disasters. Quicksand, like the one Kane had picked. Lava, sandstorms, geysers and even a contained tornado whipped around the area Cooper designated through the vitrum spheres. 

Kit had once tried to color the wind. She had thrown up powdered chalk on their front lawn, tracking the invisible currents as they blew from the Northern Mountains. 

Kane felt as if Cooper were trying to track death with his colorful weapons. Pinpointing its location with each burst of a vitrum sphere. 

Nora was fleeing. Kane didn’t need a report to tell him this. Cooper’s inventions had once again turned back the invaders. But this was only the beginning. Griffin was not just fretting about his gliders crashing into mountains, but staying above Western plains. Or Eastern jungle. 

Behind Nora’s tailcoats, the King’s scouts would be searching and staking out land to camp. 

The North had never done this before, from the memory of history books. A part of Kane still questioned King Asher on this. To take a new step… took courage.

Now that Kane was here, he wasn’t sure he had it. He wasn’t the one making decisions, however. Not yet. They were kings in training. Learning from the past to survive the present. Learning from the present to shape the future. 

Atlas

It was dawn, and Atlas clung to awareness. Skye, beside him, wilted in the morning sun.

Milla showed not a scrap of weakness as she continued her dance of talks. Those that were with their cause now had open appreciation, while their enemies were subdued and sullen. The table of twenty-four mayors was mostly to their side. A few whom had shown hostility before had even been swayed. 

The waiters now started serving breakfast. Atlas was even too tired to pick at the bread and fruits before him. Hudson gladly took his share. 

He watched the sun creep above the Bay of Shiloh. The water turned to fire under its reflection, and blotted out the early-going washers and fishermen. Soft noise, like the gentle hum of insects, came from the city behind them. Chesa was preparing for another day. 

The table had been laid bare sometime after midnight. Each plank of the barrel it had been, each knot of wood, showed a unique craftmanship that Atlas was starting to see as pure Chestic. Rugged, resistant, reliable. 

Hudson smacked loudly on a chewy piece of fruit. Some of their food carries the same traits. He spat out a rubbery peel. 

Atlas took another look at the table. His work had been finished for a few hours, his seatmates having left. Armadillo and the other two ambassadors had given up just a half hour before.

Milla met eyes with him, and gave a nod. They were free to go. Their task was over.

Atlas gently ruffled Skye’s hair. “Hey, we’re going home.”

Skye blinked, rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Oh…”

Her grandmother stood, and led her away from the table. “You slept through history, dear,” she mock-chastised. 

Skye yawned again. “Did we win?”

Atlas glanced to Milla, gauging her reaction. The sand whispered eagerly by their feet, as if it too wanted to know. 

“Well,” Milla said. “It looks like the North will have some help from the South, and that’s enough for me.”

Piper

They stayed in the trees until it was certain there were no more snakes—and humans—that lingered. 

Reine waited for Piper at the jungle floor, her thoughts as worried as a doting mother whose child just scraped death. Let’s go! We have to leave. 

I’m here. Piper jumped the last foot to the ground, and rose. Her hands shook. She steadied herself with deep breaths. When she looked over to Finch, he appeared in the same state.

“Why didn’t they capture us?” he said in wonder. 

“I think Tennyson and Taft were their priority. Plus,” Piper pointed to Chip, “you have an Eastern finch. I have a leopard that could pass for an Eastern one.”

“Why didn’t he…” Finch trailed off. “Tennyson didn’t turn us in.”

Should they go after him? The question was unspoken, but still conveyed clearly. 

“I imagine,” Piper paused. “I imagine they’re going to Seine to imprison them.”

Finch thought for a moment. “We shouldn’t be too far from the capitol at this point. Maybe…”

“We could pay them a visit,” Piper said. She had experience breaking out of jails, even as just an observer.

Finch grinned. “It’s not out of our way.” Chip twittered happily on his shoulder. The night made it hard to see him.

No, Reine said. She leaped in front of them both, claws unsheathed. We’re not going to save the people who just attacked us. What kind of logic is that?

But we would have been taken captive by the East if they had spoken up, Piper said. Why would they do that?

I don’t particularly care, Reine growled. My concern is your protection. She sniffed to Finch, and his, sometimes.

“She doesn’t want us to go,” Finch concluded. 

“No.” Piper crossed her arms. I feel some responsibility for this.

My conscious is clear. Reine refused to move, keeping her pale eyes on Piper. The shadows made her spots meld into the jungle around them.

Your conscious is connected to mine, Piper reminded her. 

Then half of a clean conscious is fine. Reine was adamant in her choice. Piper knew the leopard would use force if necessary, or make the remainder of the trip a nightmare. 

“The verdict?” Finch asked after a minute of tension. 

Piper uncrossed her arms. “We’re going to Seine anyway. If we can help Tennyson and Taft, we will.”

Reine glared at her before swishing into the path the soldiers had made. We shall see.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :)


Chapter 46: Bridges

Piper

They traveled into the morning. Piper was weary, but unable to rest. Spiders of fear crawled up her back, giving her the same paranoia as when they were chased by the thieves. If they stopped, something bad would happen. Time would take them in its jaws, and never let go.

As they came closer to Seine, the jungle floor became soft and stuck to their shoes. When the ground became more water than earth, bridges sprung up with the trees. 

Where they had met hardly a soul in the wilderness, the bridges were a place of high traffic. Merchants and an uncomfortable amount of soldiers in red stomped over the marsh with their fera. 

Piper hesitated when she saw the bridges. It was a highway to Seine, but would they be captured by exposing themselves? Could they blend in with the Seinish? Not a shred of official blue was on their clothes, and they were certainly tattered enough to pass as a commoner, but one mistaken step would mean potential death. 

Finch was silent as he assessed the Seinish. He was studying them. Piper could already see him experimenting with expressions, seeing which ones he would mimic. 

Piper fidgeted nervously. Despite being protected by the cover of trees, she still felt uneasy. I don’t know if this will work.

Reine looked under the bridges. Unbonded fera line these waters. She spotted the snout of a crocodile. How’s your swimming?

Crocodiles or soldiers. Piper was unsure which one she preferred. 

“Okay.” Finch rubbed his palms together. “I think I’m ready. Although I don’t know their accent too well. We’ll have to refrain from chatting.” He flicked up his hood, and Piper did the same. “It should be smooth sailing to Seine. The bridges are safe enough, I think. Don’t speak, and don’t—Life help us—tick off a soldier. Any questions?”

Piper sighed. “No.”

No, Reine said.

“Here we go.” Finch stepped out of the trees, and melted into the crowd with Piper. 

Kane

Winter was a moody mistress. She was often cloudy and distant, the only breakthrough to dump snow on a chilled Eden. Wind gusts were her sighs, and the drab colors a reflection of her grimness. 

Today, however, she showed a kind eye. The skies were blue, the clouds a pleasant frame, and the temperatures above freezing. 

Kane smiled over his triple guard. He was on an unbonded horse next to Flint. The knoll on which they stood was small; one of the last ripples of hills that signaled the Northern territory. Before them stretched the Western plains. 

Light tents had been picketed across the flat land, looking more like forgotten tissues than war camps. Their blue flags waved boldly, but no one was there to challenge it. They had only been set up for a half-day. Kane didn’t even know if the West had seen them yet. 

It was actually happening. After so much talk, the action was almost stunning to Kane. King Asher’s plans were coming to life before him. 

Homer trotted up to their grassy island. He was beside his pony, and customarily refused to ride an unbonded mount. Perhaps his fera was offended if he did. 

Flint snorted. I don’t mind it. He eyed Kane’s chestnut horse. If the horse tries anything funny, it will have to deal with me.

“Everything is going smoothly,” Homer said. “We’re going to rest and leave in the morning.”

“And a report?” Kane asked.

Homer nodded. “A messenger is already on her way to Elbe.” 

Kane was glad that tonight’s report was settled. It was hard enough keeping the king convinced that he could be responsible outside of the Northern Mountains. As long as he was with one of the officials and his triple guard, he was given a longer leash. Slowly, King Asher was trusting him.

The freedom was so sweet. He wanted it to last forever.

Maybe he’ll lower my guards to a half dozen, Kane said. When I can prove to him I’m safe.

Flint let a trickle of mirth slip through their bond. And I’m going to take up painting. 

Your antlers could be tipped with cotton—we could make them into paintbrushes fairly easy. Kane chuckled. Flint closed his eyes in laugher.

“Something funny, Prince?” Homer said, brows furrowing. 

“Yes.” Kane kept his gaze on the gray world with its blue roof, a smile still on his lips. “I think after this is over, my fera will take up painting.”

Homer was polite. “I wish him the best.” His pony looked up at Kane’s horse, ears swiveling back. 

Kane scanned the field of tents, dreading leaving his seat of overseeing. But he had to find an official to trail, or King Asher would reconsider his choice. Far down the line, he saw a goshawk circling. It was more likely than not Briar, Donovan’s fera. 

He rolled back his shoulders and grimaced. It was going to be a longer day than he thought. 

With a word to Homer, he set off towards camp. Flint was able to match his horse stride for stride. 

Are you nervous? Flint said. 

Nervous? For?

The fact that we may not make it to the East. Flint made sure to set his hooves down hard, sending his saddlebag ringing. It was more effective than a herald, for the soldiers quickly made way for the prince and his dozen guards. That the West will stop us not far into the campaign. 

Kane saluted back to a few soldiers who stood rigid for him. Donovan and King Asher may already have an idea about that, as well as planning for a defense in case Elbe is attacked while our main army is away. My job—our job—is to make sure the king’s orders are carried out, and to send progress reports back. 

Wouldn’t that include making sure the plans satisfy the king’s orders? Flint said. 

Kane dug his fingers into the reigns. When you put it that way…

We’ve been given a chance of leadership as an extension of King Asher. I don’t think this is a time to be passive. Flint looked at him with marble eyes. Before bonding, Kane had seen the eyes of deer many times without thinking much of it. But now, he saw a spark of intelligence as clear as any human’s in them. It was the eyes of a tactician, an advisor. 

Donovan, or any official, wouldn’t appreciate me ordering them around. Kane felt a stone form in his stomach as they came under the shadow of Briar flying. 

We would be keeping them inside the king’s wishes, that is all, was Flint’s reply. 

Kane saw Donovan up ahead, entering a large tent. We’ll keep them in the guidelines if we have to. But I don’t think it will be needed often. 

Flint looked at him again, but said nothing. Kane’s stomach sunk. He prayed to Life that his fera was wrong. 

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :)


Chapter 47: Bright Ideas

            

Piper

Piper almost pushed Reine into the water when it burbled. She didn’t even know if the murky substance below them could be called water anymore, thickened by algae and infested by mosquitos. 

What was that? she nearly shrieked aloud. 

Reine nudged her along. Another crocodile. Keep moving. The natives don’t pay mind to them, so neither should we.

Piper repressed her shaking nerves. She looked around to see if anyone noticed her scare, and found a questioning Finch. 

Nodding subtly to say I’m alright, Piper kept her head low and continued along the bridge. Try as she might, her eyes always strayed to the spaces between the wooden planks. Water had always been harmless, helpful to her. Now it stared back with wild eyes, hiding its inhabitants. 

It was disturbing. Piper started to doubt their decision of taking this route—even if it was the only dry one to Seine—but Finch had whispered he thought they were halfway there. If they went back now, it would take the same amount of time to finish the bridge. 

They wolfed down the charcoal pork from the previous night, and stopped only when the current of people ebbed. No one arrested them, or even gave them a second glance. 

The morning sun grew old, and gradually crept down its ladder to rest. It was a rare moment when Piper and Finch were the only travelers in sight, and they deigned whisper in Elben. 

“How much farther until we see Seine? Have we passed it?” Piper murmured. 

Finch’s boots clunked over the boards as he slowed. “I heard the saying once, ‘All roads lead to Seine.’ I think the bridges end at the capital.”

Piper nodded. “And then?”

Finch gave her a sidelong glance. “You’re the leader here, captain.” 

They would go to an address over a decade old, and hope the original tenants were there. If not… Well, that was the end of Plan A. 

We’re on our way to the city of our enemies, and don’t have a Plan B. Reine bit back a growl. Great. Just peachy. 

Do you have any bright ideas? Piper asked the leopard. Because you never seem to be out of retorts. 

Her fera muttered something foul, and then, I’ll think about it.

Piper walked a few more steps before Finch hissed. She turned around, and found he hadn’t moved. Was there something in the bog? She was afraid to peer in.

Finch, thankfully, pointed to the land opposite of them. “Look.”

Squinting, and then shading her face from then sunset, Piper saw a thin sliver of brightness on the bank. It was stuck in a mangrove tree. 

No, it was growing on the tree. Paper-thin vines were spread across the bark like veins. Along these vines bloomed equally small leaves. They were transparent. As clear as glass. 

Piper stared at the plant. When she craned her head back to Finch, he was already looking at her. 

“You don’t think…” she said.

“I think we should find out.”

Piper glanced at the water separating them from the marsh bank. “What about crocodiles? Water snakes? Parasites?” 

Finch tapped the bridge with his foot. “There’s a reason this thing doesn’t have railings. You can leave anytime.”

“I doubt that’s why it doesn’t have a railing.” Piper bit her lip. “I don’t like this.”

“You don’t have to,” Finch said. “But I’m not going to pass by something that could be a danger to our home.”

She could stay on the bridge and watch him swim to the other side, but to be honest with herself, she was curious too. The plant appeared to be vitrum, alive and well where it wasn’t supposed to grow. Had the East somehow replicated their treasured weapon?

Perhaps, Piper thought suddenly, that had been why the East had been secluded all these years. They were trying to perfect the art of vitrum that the North had a head start on.

She had to know for sure.

“Okay. You can lead this time.” Piper waved a hand to the water. 

“No, no. Ladies first.” Finch smiled.

Piper bowed in mock-theatricality. “Age before beauty.”

“I think you’re older than me. So let’s rephrase that,” Finch said. “Heroes first.”

Piper pursed her lips. She was out of comebacks, and Reine was purposely silent. 

“I’m not going first,” she finally said. 

“I know. I just wanted to see how long it took for you to get mad.” He grinned, and jumped into the bog. 

Ugh! Reine recoiled as the slime hit her. Finch had jumped too soon for them to get back. 

Piper’s thoughts turned dark as she imagined ways to punish Finch. Her alea was even involved in the payback when Finch popped above the surface. 

“It’s deep here, but no crocs so far.” Finch gave a toothy grin. Piper didn’t tell him there was bits of algae in it. 

She scanned both sides of the bridge to be certain no one was watching, and slipped into the water. It was just as cold and slimy as she had assumed. Goosebumps immediately lifted on her body as she swam madly for the marsh bank. Piper imagined far below them, in the murky depths where even the sun’s rays couldn’t reach, a river monster waited for his dinner.

Reine was ahead of her, and shook like a dog on the marsh bank. I will smell like swamp forever, she mourned. 

Piper felt cold and sticky as she came fully out of the water. When she tried to wipe the slime off her skin, it came off in layers. “Oh, lovely.”

Finch was kneeling at the mangrove tree, inching to his full height as he traced the clear vine. “It looks exactly like vitrum. It has to be it.” Chip, who had waited on a tree branch for them, fluttered to his shoulder. 

Glad to know we didn’t have to cross the water in the first place, Reine grumbled. She groomed her paw, and spat the algae to the side. 

Piper touched the vine in awe. “I’ve never seen it grow on a tree before. I thought they were like…”

“Mushrooms? Cooper compares them to it all the time,” Finch said. “I don’t know how they cultivated it here. Vitrum is only able to grow in the cold. At least, it used to.”

A glint of something bright caught Piper’s eyes. The last reflection of the sun. She turned, and gasped.

“What?” Finch spun with her to see beyond the mangrove tree. 

Hanging from branches, clustered in roots, lay the vitrum plants of varying size. They glistened like living jewels. A queen’s purse spilled. 

For yards and yards the wild vitrum grew, as dense as a glass forest. Piper covered her mouth. 

“Oh Life,” Finch breathed.
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Chapter 48: Fish

            

Atlas

A knock on the door revealed a friendly face.

“Congratulations!” Thorn’s falcon shot into Linden’s house. 

Atlas ducked, then retreated to the table. “How nice to see you, friend.”

“You’ve gained the respect of many of us.” Thorn was radiant. He nodded to Milla. “You, especially.”

Milla pet June to hide her face. “It was a group effort.”

Skye understood the excitement in the air, if not the Chestic language. “So we did win!”

“The North is still in danger,” Atlas corrected her quickly in Elben. If there is still a North.

I’m sure Asher wouldn’t let his kingdom fall without us, Hudson said.

It reminded Atlas of their seclusion in the South. He suddenly felt worried. If something were wrong, a messenger would come. 

If it made it through the desert. If it made it past bandits.

We have to leave, Atlas thought. We’ve stayed too long. 

Hudson agreed. We will gather our allies, and head to the North.

Linden spoke to her uncle. “How many have pledged their towns to the North?”

“Seventeen. Quite a feat,” Thorn said.

Seventeen out of twenty-four. Atlas whistled. It was quite a feat. He hadn’t even been sure they had gotten half of the mayors’ support, despite the smiles at the table. 

“We are meeting again this afternoon. I hope to see you there.” Thorn was still in the main hall, not yet to Linden’s kitchen where the rest of them sat. He went back to the doorway as his fera switched shoulders. 

He turned, his glazed eyes sweeping over them all. “The ones who are not on your side are on Jestin’s. I am on yours.”

Milla pursed her mouth. “The lines are drawn.”

“We will see you this afternoon,” Atlas assured Thorn. 

The mayor gave a shallow bow. “You will.”

The questions and restlessness Atlas held made the morning go by at an agonizing pace. Milla and Linden finally sent him out to cool down. 

You can’t “cool down” in a desert, Atlas grumbled. 

Hudson, who was still inside, changed positions to get a more comfortable part of the stone floor. Why don’t you visit the bay?

No. Too crowded, Atlas said. 

The market?

Crowded as well.

The… Hudson fumbled for a place to name. There were few choices in this city. They must still have the great tent up.

It’s being prepared for the meeting—the one this afternoon. Why don’t you come out? Atlas asked.

Hudson arched a thick eyebrow. I’m not the one who was kicked out of the house.

You’re apart of me, so that means you were.

Linden and Milla seem perfectly fine with me here, Hudson rumbled contently. 

You’re a lazy sack of bones, Atlas said. 

Hudson yawned. Good try. I can tell you don’t mean it. Let me rest until the meeting at least.

Fine. Atlas stood with a swirl of sand. He bit back further bitterness, and went to walk the streets of Chesa. 

His steps were aimless, at first, but he soon found himself at the business section of Chesa. Then the market. Then the stall closest to the bay. 

“Ah! You caught me just before I went out again. I’m getting such good coin, I’m hardly at the booth long enough to sell it.” The fishmonger flashed a smile.

“That’s great, friend.” Atlas returned the smile. He clicked a piece of silver on the table. “This is for your help the other day.”

The fishmonger pat his exposed stomach. It was flat, with the start of a bulge, instead of sunken in. “Don’t need it. We’ve been eating like kings.” His cat fera rounded the corner of a post, purring.

“Save it for when the tourists leave,” Atlas insisted. 

“You forced my hand.” The fishmonger took the coin off the table. He peered at Atlas. “Now that the main hubbub’s over, are you leaving?”

“There’s a meeting this afternoon…” Atlas trailed off. “After that, we’ll see.”

The fishmonger quickly ducked, and rose to let something heavy fall on the table. “Well, consider this a farewell gift.”

Atlas looked at the wrapped fish, and chuckled. “Thank you, friend.”

“Heh, heh,” the fishmonger laughed. “Have fun in your travels.”

A few minutes later, Atlas offered the fish at the door. “There isn’t a password to get in now, is there?”

Milla’s eyes were alight in mirth. “The fish should suffice. For now.”

Kane

The further the Norther Mountains were, the more worried King Asher’s letters became. They demanded updates and schedule records Kane hadn’t even lived through yet. 

You think he was my mother, Kane said. 

They were deep in Western territory now, riding the fine boundary line between a large procession on their side, and trespassing on another.

Spies were following them, that much was certain. The bright eyes in the darkness and occasional glimpse of green or red in the day confirmed it, but the spies stayed far back from the rear guard’s vitrum weapons. 

Thea could be providing some of the questions, Flint chuckled. 

Truth be told, Thea was probably still trying to organize a rally to find Kit. Kane hoped she succeeded in finding a lead while he was away. 

They were all away, Kane thought. Atlas in the South, Thea in Elbe, he riding the line of the North and West, and Kit… Somewhere. Alive.

Kane went down the checklist on the fluttering page in his hand. “Rear guard count.”

“Unchanged,” Homer said beside him. He kept a steady pace with Kane’s horse.

“Overall head count.”

“Unchanged. Wait,” Homer paused. “There was a deserter last night. Caught, and being returned to Elbe with an escort of two. So that means we’re out three soldiers.”

Kane put a small -3 to Elbe, on the page. It had taken him nearly this long to perfect the multitasking of writing and riding. “Okay. So that gives me an idea of the moral.”

Homer confirmed this with a nod. “Slightly low.”

“Are they afraid of the West? The East?” Kane scratched his head. He looked over the mass of blue around them. A true sea of bodies.

“Some are conflicted about the idea of going on the offense… of leaving Elbe.” Homer fidgeted nervously on his horse. But he didn’t have to worry about Kane’s opinion, he had circled the very same thoughts. 

They will have to deal with the king then, Flint said. 

Kane sighed. “I’ll put homesickness down. Last one for this morning,” he glanced at the checklist. “How is our progress?”

Homer pointed ahead to the center knot of the procession. Mule fera—both unbonded and bonded—were loaded with supplies and tents not carried on the backs of soldiers. It was hard to miss them. They appeared to be small, snow peaked mountains taking a leisurely stroll. 

“That’s a question for Donovan,” Homer said. 
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Chapter 49: Magical

Piper

Piper was the first to breathe. There were vitrum in all forms around them. Vines, flowers, and roots of perfect clarity. It was amazing. 

We need to hide, Reine said. I can hear people coming down the bridge, and it would not be wise to be spotted here.

Piper relayed this to Finch, and they came upon the agreement of going further into the jungle. 

“I think we should try to find the source, if there is one,” he said. 

Could there be a source to this? As Piper tripped, pushed, and waded through the vitrum, she imagined it was spread throughout the whole of the East. What would this mean for the North?

Fireflies winked at her through the glass. Their light reflected and bounced off the water and vitrum, making a galaxy far closer than the one above. 

It’s magical, Piper said.

Reine sneezed as a firefly landed on her nose. Magically irritating. These things won’t leave me alone. I will have to make an example of one soon, to show the rest what waits for them.

I don’t think fireflies work that way. Piper passed through a vine curtain, sending the stars shivering.

“How far do you think this goes?” she whispered. Piper was afraid of speaking too loud. The scenery around them seemed fragile, despite vitrum’s strong qualities. 

“I don’t know,” Finch murmured. He slowed. “Maybe the source for this all isn’t here.”

It was the first place they had found vitrum along their swampy boardwalk. However, there could be more past this outlet. Turning back was tempting. More than tempting, actually. It made sense. They could always loop back if they got to the end of the road emptyhanded, and delve deeper into their find. 

As Piper was about to suggest this, Reine hissed and pressed herself into the mire at their feet. Incoming!

Incoming what? Piper thought as she quickly ducked down. Finch saw her warning, and did the same. 

Fera. People. A cat. Sensory details flooded Piper with information. There was the snapping of branches and a scent of fear as the newcomers came closer. They soon came within range of Piper’s human hearing, and passed by without stopping. 

Piper came to eyelevel with the nearest root to see who had missed them. 

Orange and black was the only glimpse she could caught before it disappeared behind a curtain of vitrum vines. A tail, she thought. 

Finch confirmed her theory. “That was a big cat. An Eastern tiger.”

“Do you think it was a soldier?” Piper whispered. Maybe somehow Seine had already gotten wind of Northern intruders, and were combing through the jungle. 

“No.” Finch shook his head. “No coat of arms or uniforms that I could see. But…”

“But what?” Piper asked. 

“I think—I think that was Tennyson and Taft,” he said. “With them.”

“What?” Piper looked to the vitrum curtain. “Were they captured again?” Questions bubbled to the surface of her mind, but none with answers Finch had. He was in the same boat as her.

“This night keeps getting stranger and stranger…” Finch sighed, and released Chip to the air. “Only one way to find out what trouble they’re in now.”

Kane

Kane hardly had to ride cautiously, or even attentively, in camp. Soldiers would move mountains out of his way once they heard Flint’s saddle. 

Traveling was a different world. There wasn’t room to move out of rank to keep the steady flow of army traffic. Units were well-oiled cogs that fit into the greater machine of simply trekking across the flatlands. 

Kane had to cut his way out from the back of the army to outpace it on the rim, and then reenter to fight his way to the center. It’s where he should have started that morning, but he had been occupied with checking in on their food stock for King Asher. His triple guard didn’t make things easier.

In the midst of apologies and second-explanations, Kane wondered if sending a messenger fera would have been easier than asking in person. 

You probably should have considered that before, Flint said. 

I thought that’s what I had you for, Kane replied. 

I can’t possibly think of everything.

Oh? Kane winced as a stray elbow hit his knee. It was from one of his guards. He struggled to keep his horse from spooking. At least you admit it.

I’ve never claimed to be a know-it-all, Flint sniffed. 

Never said it aloud, Kane amended. 

You’re saying I’m arrogant? Flint balked. They were almost to the mass of mules that carried the army’s provisons.

No, Kane said. You just have a lot of confidence in what you know. 

He could feel a chill creep through their link. It was a cold anger. Flint’s calm monotone was more unnerving than if he had shouted. 

Then you can deal with Donovan this time.

Kane had no more time to talk as his guard opened up, and the head of the army stood before them.

Atlas

The night before, at the very table he sat at now, Atlas had doubts if the North would be offered a blink of help from the lukewarm mayors. 

Now, with Thorn’s information, he was near certain of seventeen helping hands. Seventeen, he reminded himself, out of twenty-four. 

Hudson was pleased as he chewed on the fish by Atlas’s feet. This is much better than the dessert. 

It’s your second lunch and fish this afternoon, pace yourself, Atlas chided. 

I’m building sustenance for when we’re out in the wilderness, Hudson said in defense. 

We’ll be traveling with seventeen towns. Life willing, they should have some food.

We’re not certain, Hudson said. 

Atlas grinned. You big glutton. 

Building sustenance, Hudson said. 

A gavel was pounded on the table. It was the first sign of authority Atlas had seen amongst the leaders. The man who had gathered their attention was clearly an elder of the group. Atlas had forgotten his name, and felt ashamed. They had exchanged introductions already.

“This is a matter of subjectivity,” the elder said in Chestic. “You may stay or leave, and it will not be frowned upon. Those who choose to leave with Ambassador Milla, Atlas, and Skye, will do so as soon as they can. Those who stay in Chesa will continue with their normal route when this is over.” He meant of course, the ceaseless sand cow migration. 

“Any questions will be addressed now, or stilled until the next meeting.” The elder appraised the table. 

One hand was raised. “And those who wish to leave with the East and West?”

Atlas stared at Armadillo. He shot back a challenging glare. 

“Then they may also meet at an arranged location.” The elder nodded. “Any more questions for this topic?”

There were none, and the meeting continued on facts such as water distribution and grain storage. Atlas, Milla, and Skye were released at this point. 

“That was bold of him,” Atlas muttered. 

So it was, Hudson growled. 

“We would have done the same thing in their position.” Milla squared her shoulders. “What we need to focus on now is helping our allies pack if we can, and prepare for the journey back.”

Atlas had a slice of fear rip through him at the thought of crossing the barren sea of sand again. But Hudson gave him some comfort. We’ll have experienced guides this time. Ones who live and breathe the sandy air. 

Yes. Atlas looked to the great pavilion billowing proudly behind them. 

He couldn’t wait to go home. 
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Chapter 50: Track

Kane

He shouldn’t be intimidated. He shouldn’t be worried. He had done this many times since their campaign. But with Briar screeching above them and Donovan looking increasingly impatient, he had to say something quickly. 

“Doyouhaveprogress?” he blurted.

“What?” Donovan snapped.

Flint was smug, but said nothing.

Kane cleared his throat. “What’s our progress today?”

Donovan sighed atop his horse. “Same as always, princeling. A little bit every day. We should be at the Eastern borders in less than a week.”

“Thank you.” Kane hid his embarrassment by writing down his notes on the checklist. 

Flint was still smug. 

Oh, shut up, Kane muttered.

I haven’t said a word.

He stayed in the nucleus of the army until they staked camp for the night. Then he, Flint, and their triple guard made rounds in the camp, forming paths that would be worn by the time they left in the morning. 

In the dark, and if Kane was wistful, he could picture the peaked tents as mountains. Islands of the North in the flatness of the West. They were so far from home. It was hard to believe they were straddling the line between two territories, when the land spoke otherwise.

And we just keep going. Kane knotted his tent’s doorway, saluting the guards a goodnight before retreating to seclusion. 

Flint folded his legs under him. He was careful to keep his antlers away from the already-patched places of previous rips. We’re almost there. Donovan said it himself.

You’re right. Kane changed into his nightclothes, and kneeled onto the thick mat that served as his bed. The stark canvas of their wall was toasted into a tan by the torches outside. He watched them flicker and blow with the wind. I thought this would be…

Easier? Flint finished. You should know wars are not easy. 

I know. Uneasiness churned in his stomach. It’s just—King Asher was willing enough to let me go, after all this time. It means he’s strained.

He’s doing all he can, short of leaving Elbe. If he were to leave Elbe, I’m sure the Council would have to be called for it.

We’re walking into danger, I know it. Kane laid on his back, brows furrowed.

Flint huffed. At least we know what we’re getting into. We asked for this, after all.

Piper

The scent was fading. It seemed to be swallowed into the vitrum, sinking into its leaves like Piper’s boots in the marsh. 

The crumbling, waterlogged land was no help to Reine’s tracking. She circled the mangrove roots, and finally clawed at them in irritation. 

I hate vitrum, she spat. It knows what you want, and does the opposite.

Piper instinctively reached for her alea. It’s saved our lives before.

I think there is intelligence in these plants. More than should be warranted. She glared at the glass vines. They reflected her spotted snarl. 

“The trail’s gone cold,” Piper told Finch.

“But it hasn’t even been an hour.” Finch was perplexed. “It should be fresh.”

“Reine can’t guide us any further.” Piper scuffed the mangrove root. “We’ll have to go by visual clues, and pray it comes back up.”

Night crickets sang around them, along with the occasional brup of a frog. Piper strained to see Finch’s expression. 

“Visual clues?” he finally chuckled. “Piper, it’s the middle of the night.”

“Your vitrum disk can turn into a torch, right?” she asked.

He took out the clear disk, and it morphed into a small canister. “A flamethrower.”

For a brief second, Piper wanted to use it to light their way. The curiosity that stirred inside her begged to be satisfied. They just needed to go a bit farther. 

But the flamethrower would act as a beacon to anyone, or anything, nearby. Anonymity was their best weapon in the East, and a strange fire would only draw attention.

Piper groaned, and pressed her palm to her forehead. 

“Maybe we should wait till sunrise,” Finch said.

And wait for the trail to grow colder? Piper thought.

It’s already dead. The vitrum ate it, Reine said. Birdbrain is right. We should wait for light.

You’re in agreement with him? Piper said.

I’ve already said why, Reine sniffed. It’s pointless going on. 

Piper couldn’t argue with her as the hope faded. She was too tired. “Okay.”

They slept in hour shifts until the sun was up. Piper felt no more refreshed than the night before, and Finch saw it too.

“We should lay low, and rest some more,” he said.

“No.” She shook her head. “We have to keep going. The trail…”

Is dead, Reine reminded her. Visual clues now.

Finch sent Chip to the vitrum canopy to scout. “If you look too tired, we’re stopping.”

Piper played a radiant smile. “I’m in peak condition, coach.”

“Coach. Ha,” Finch took the lead this time, parting aside clear vines and reflective leaves. 

Piper noticed that the vitrum here came in a variety Elbe’s fields lacked. Besides growing in creeping vines and exotic flowers, the very glass inside them differed. Some were opaque, others see-through. A curled flower they passed held a web of fractures, as if shattered from the inside. It showed Piper’s face as a puzzle.

Amazing, she thought.

“Look at this,” Finch said. Piper joined him to see claw marks cutting the carpet of tree roots around them. They were slanted diagonally. 

“We should head that way.” He pointed to the east.

Reine hovered over the tracks, then began to scratch into them.

“Reine!” Piper cried with her voice and mind. 

The leopard stepped away. We must keep in mind whom we are following.

Reine’s claw marks were deep, but thin lines in comparison to the tracks. Their quarry had weight and strength on Piper’s fera. Tennyson, Taft, and whoever they were with would easily overpower them should it come to a fight. They would have to stay back if Tennyson held any grudges over his capture. 

Or if Tennyson’s friend disliked being followed.
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Chapter 51: Sand Cows

            

Atlas

In Atlas’s opinion, the South had too many sand cows.

It was one matter to see them penned beyond the city, and another to successfully round them into a protected, movable herd while keeping the seventeen towns appeased. 

Seventeen counts and recounts were included to make sure the town’s livestock was accounted for. At least seventeen panics from each town when accusations of theft were thrown into the mix. Theft of sand cows could mean a death sentence for the guilty. 

Milla was currently in the midst of sorting out another argument while Atlas and Skye looked on from a dune.

“Can we go?” she said. A wavering pitch entered Skye’s voice, threatening to dip into a whine. 

“Can Milla make a new record for breaking up a fight?” Atlas said. He watched Madoc wilt on her shoulder as Skye sighed.

The ever-present sand swirled around them. Behind them, Chesa could be heard. It was significantly quieter than days past. Firstly, because the grand meeting was now over. 

More importantly, because the majority of the city was in front of them. 

Atlas sighed. This is harder than convincing them to join us in the first place.

The war will be over by the time we leave, Hudson agreed. 

They saw Milla bark a Chestic curse, and physically separate the two cow herders she was dealing with. To each, she gave stern words and pointed looks. Atlas could hear the words “adults” and “sand cows” in the mix. Each of the herders bowed their heads. Milla grew softer, coaxing them to shake hands. 

And then she was back, dusting off her Northern blue shirt and buckskin pants.

“Fifteen minutes. She didn’t break her record,” Skye mumbled. 

“What was that?” Milla said. She went to June and took a swig from their water gourds. Soon, Atlas would have to refill them again at Chesa. 

“Just keeping track of your hourly pay,” Atlas said lightly. He adjusted his cap that blocked the already-burning sun.

“Retirement is looking better every day.” Milla rubbed her shoulder. “You know, I’m not the one leading this mission.”

Atlas knew what she meant. “Do you think I can settle fights with the vocabulary of a seven-year-old?”

“When I’m gone you’ll have to. Life knows you have the best grasp of it after me.” Milla rummaged through June’s saddlebags, then snapped them shut. “Do you recall the term for immersion?”

“Learning through living,” Skye chirped.

“I recall it.” Atlas sifted his boots to the top of the sand. Hudson copied him with his paws.

“Then stop being afraid of what you don’t know,” Milla tossed him a water skin, “and help me figure out which cow brand belongs to the town of Pike.”

Piper

Piper was awoken from her daydream by a smack in the face. 

Reine sniggered beside her. I was wondering if that branch would catch you.

Thanks for the heads up! Piper thought. 

I cannot help if you can’t see what’s in front of you, the fera purred. 

I was thinking about why the East hasn’t harvested this, Piper explained. She let a passing vine drape luxuriously across her arm. You think this would be on every soldier, and with this much, in every home. A conservation effort, perhaps?

Reine gave her a sidelong glance. I don’t think the territory trying to destroy everyone would be concerned about plant life.

Finch was close to the ground, examining another set of tracks. “I think they’ve come this way often. Or there’s a stampede of big cats around.”

That would be a prowl, or a pride, or a streak, or a leap, Reine said. 

Piper gently corrected him. Finch rolled his eyes. “Of course. I forgot I was talking to Miss Cat.”

“You mean Reine. The leopard,” she said curtly. 

“Whatever you call it, they went that way.” Finch pointed ahead. “I don’t know how close we are to them, but I hope they have food.” They had used the last of their reserves for breakfast. Lunch would be boiled swamp water and anything Reine caught. 

Reine sniffed the tracks. Still no scent. The vitrum really did absorb their trail. 

That’s when her ears pricked. She became rigid, her neck bent forward. 

What is it? Piper held her breath, and listened through her fera. 

Far away, with a noise fainter than the morning birds around them, there was a short melody of two notes. It sounded once more, and then was still.

The noise could only be the attempt of music, or a signal. Either way, it was manmade. And where manmade things were, there were people to go with it. 

Piper took Finch’s hand, and raced after Reine. 

They followed the shadow of what was once music, using Reine’s memory to pinpoint it. Piper bobbed, wove, and occasionally was taken down by branches and roots. Finch fared better, sometimes having to double back to help her up. 

“No,” Piper said after the second time. “Follow Reine. I’ll know where she is.”

Finch nodded, and continued the chase. Chip still hovered in the trees, fluttering in the canopy to check her progress. Piper smirked. For all his indifference, he couldn’t let her fall behind. They were a team now.

Reine was too focused to comment. She was aware of Finch stumbling after her, and that Piper was growing further behind. 

Piper sent her a quick thought. Keep going. I’m fine.

Her fera scrambled like a natural, jumping over roots and propelling herself over the gaps of water as if she had grown with the vitrum vines. If she were larger, perhaps she could pass for an Eastern leopard. Perhaps that’s why they hadn’t been caught yet.

A root caught the tip of her boot, sending Piper into a sprawl. She spat out earth, and propped herself on her elbows. 

Piper. Reine’s voice was faint. 

What? Piper said. Why had they stopped?

You should see this. Reine sent her an image through their link. It was a hovel—a house draped in vitrum. 

Someone lives here.
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Chapter 52: Tribes

Atlas

Day one through four were repeating nightmares. The tribes were barely civil when their property wandered from one group to the next. Fera and unbonded dogs were crucial fixtures during this time, helping set boundaries in the midst of movement. The tension burned in the back of their throats like bile, and rest fled from them. 

By day five, a system had been set in place as the group waited to leave one at a time through breakfast. This made sure the sand cows would stay with their owners, and lessen the chance of theft accusation. 

Atlas looked over his shoulder to the towns snaking behind them. They were nearly a mile long in total. He wondered if anything like this had been attempted before. There were no written documents to tell him otherwise, and the Southern maps had lacked stable places. 

He looked ahead, and there were still more people. The men dragged lightweight sleds with their family belongings while women and children wore backpacks. Those who were bonded to pack animals—which was a popular choice—gave even more of their burden to fera. 

A boy raced past Atlas on his mule. Waterskins and saddlebags jostled on the fera, acting like tassels flapping in the wind. It reminded Atlas of the finery Flint wore when Kane was crowned. 

“Atlas!” Skye yelped. 

He spun quickly, senses alert. “Yes?”

Milla’s granddaughter was riding June up the line. She had cried out when the donkey had slipped in the sand. Madoc flapped above her, ever watching. “You have to move to the back. Milla wants me in the middle.”

Atlas nodded. He had been waiting for this order. “Are you sure you’re ready? There are more people here. If a fight breaks out, you’ll have to run back to us.”

“Relax,” Skye said. “I have two fera with me. Technically,” she patted June, “Milla’s right here.”

“Okay then.” Squaring his shoulders, he trudged past June and Skye. Hudson was ahead, eager to get to the end. 

Thorn will be there. And shade, he said. 

Atlas grunted. Skye better not try any heroics. She’s getting more comfortable around the Chestic.

She’s picking up their language as well. Must be the parrot in her, Hudson chuckled. By the end of this trip, she may know more than us.

I’m not here to become Chestic. I’m here to get support for the North, and end this war.

Why learn the culture? It’s not as if we’re ambassadors, Hudson said. 

We’re well-rounded. And that’s sufficient for this task. I’m a cartographer, not a linguist for all of Eden. 

Between the crowd moving past them and their steady pace, they reached the end of the line sooner than they thought. Thorn was under a tarp propped on poles stretched across four camels. His portable shade made the space highly desirable. 

Atlas and Hudson slipped into the coolness. “How is everything?”

“No fights. We’re doing well.” Thorn’s fera cocked its head on his shoulder. “And the middling quarters?”

“Hard to keep track of them all. But peaceful.” 

“You have a brave apprentice going out there.” Thorn smiled.

“She’s not mine. She’s Milla’s.” Atlas grimaced back. 

“I see.” Thorn patted the mule he was on, urging it to go faster. “Have you heard word from the front?”

“Not since the morning.” Atlas had Hudson help him with the Chestic, recalling their past lessons. “She… is focused on getting to the West as soon as possible, and informed me before that we may not hear from her until tonight.”

“Why are you not there, mapmaker?” Thorn asked. He knew that much about him.

“I’ve given her the route, rest assured. Anyone can follow a straight line, and your people can navigate through the desert better than I.” Atlas didn’t mention how Milla could break up a fight with words, but not fists. Skye would warn authorities quickly if one arose, and he could get involved if need be, but his old mentor was best where she would be respected. 

“I see,” Thorn repeated. 

Do you see? Hudson chuckled. 

Atlas scowled. Careful. His falcon could blind us both.

He can’t hear me, but he can see your reaction.

“You are upset. Milla appears to be the leader of this ambassador mission, but that is not so? I imagine some frustration could stem from that.” The Wisp leader nodded.

Atlas decided not to correct Thorn. “Milla was once my teacher. I continue to honor her choices. She has more experience than I… with the Chestic culture, the language.”

“So you will regain control once we enter the West?”

Atlas was slightly surprised at the question. “We work as a free-flowing unit, my friend, giving and taking advice. Much like your Southern towns. We are each our own town.”

Thorn made a little hm sound. Even his falcon closed its eyes in thought. “That is good to know.”

“I’m glad—” Atlas was cut short by a scream. Then another. 

Danger, Hudson said. 

Thorn’s fera shot out of their mini-pavilion, soaring above the trickle of towns. Arrows began to streak across the sky. 

“Raiders. It’s okay,” Thorn said.

Atlas watched the arrows thunk into the canvas over them. “Okay?”

The line didn’t even stop as a band of dark runners came over the dunes. Their fera slithered, skid, and bounded towards them at an alarming rate. Atlas tensed. They would be attacked without defense. 

Hudson came closer to Atlas, ready to protect and fight, when Thorn’s fera gave a screech. At the signal, warriors peeled away from the main group. 

Archers began to shoot the raiders, sending volley after volley out. Behind them, in the center of the line, Atlas could see something stirring. It was…

Alive? Hudson questioned. 

Suddenly, all Life broke loose. 

Barrels were rolled past the archers, smashing into the raiders and knocking them off their feet. They split in the middle, and flattened to release Chestic warriors and their fera. The warriors gave battle cries, and chased after the raiders. Most of them carried heavy, intimidating objects. Maces, bats, a flower pot, crowbars. 

It was enough to send the enemy back up the sand dunes. Atlas watched in awe as a cleanup crew ran to collect the barrels. “What…”

“We repel raiders in rotation. This is one of our methods.” Thorn’s fera returned to his shoulder.

“You use a different method each time,” Atlas said. They continued walking at their shifting pace.

“More or less.” Thorn waved ahead. “Now, they are preparing for the next attack.”

Atlas saw a group pouring pitch into hand-sized barrels. They reminded him of Cooper’s vitrum incarnate that had won the last battle; portable death. “Impressive.”

“All while moving the town, too.” Thorn’s voice had pride in it. “It has taken generations to get to this point, my friend.”

“You are experts at travelling. We could learn from you.” Atlas dipped his head.

“It is common sense put into play. Just as we are expanding our knowledge, and our loyalties.” Thorn’s smile was sly. “We hope to make the South a stronger power. Our children and grandchildren will hold weight in the world, and their favor will be sought.”

“Your favor is already sought. Why do you think Milla, Skye and I are here?”

“To save your home, and end a war. And we will help with that, but if we are to see the next year, there will be changes. Improvements. You will see,” Thorn said. 

Atlas saw the man’s starry coat ripple like a flag. Thorn seemed like a man of impossibilities, of importance. He brought a piece of the night wherever he went, lived in a home without roots, and saw with eyes that were not his own. After the war, Atlas would be interested to see what his plans were for the Chestic. 

For the time, the North’s plans would take center stage. 

Kane

Kane couldn’t imagine living in the West. It was as flat as a monotone voice. There were no trees, no mountains at its heart. To survive, one had to build from the ground up.

And what do you think our forefathers did? Flint asked. 

Kane was at the edge of tents, looking as far as possible. Miles of unbroken land was all he could find, a sea of fire in the sunset. They had more resources.

This land is called the cornucopia of Eden. Flint scuffed the dirt with his hoof. We are on the best soil in the world. Anything can grow here.

Except vitrum, Kane added.

Flint gave him that much. It’s a land for the daring and hopeful. 

Kane crossed his arms. He couldn’t imagine a world without vitrum, but now they were passing a place where it had never grown. Some Kinnish had never heard of it. 

He thought of Cooper, throwing his colorful death from the Northern Mountains. Of Nora, clinging to their goal in hate. Of King Asher, turning gray from the stress of counteracting and planning attacks. Of King Kayden and Queen Celia, somewhere in the territory around and ahead of them. 

And of their current goal to face the heads of this East-West hydra. It seemed foolish, to leave their territory under siege while spreading thin across unfamiliar land. Besides the enemy scouts, they hadn’t seen a hair of the West. They were being watched. It unnerved Kane.

It’s like they want us to keep going. But if we go back, King Asher will send us back, because we have no proof. What if there’s something ahead?

There is something ahead. Flint’s head bobbed. Our enemy—our standoff and resolution. 

Why not stop us now? Kane wondered. 

I think the East-West want a battle.

By bringing it to their doorstep, as they did to us? Kane narrowed his eyes. That doesn’t make strategical sense. 

Hm. Perhaps… there is a homefield advantage. Flint stiffened as a gust of wind burst upon them. With it, came new scents. 

Kane’s eyes widened as he saw something streaking towards them, dark in the growing dusk. It was a bird. No, a glider—

Flint plowed into him as it clipped the air over their heads. Kane hit the ground hard, and gave a shout. What is that?

A fera. I think. Flint scrambled to his hooves, brandishing his antlers to the aerial threat. 

“Archers!” Kane cried. “Help!”

Three of his guard already had their bows ready, and let their arrows soar toward the flapping blur. The nine remaining soldiers formed a protective wall between it and Kane. 

“Take it down!” one of the archers barked. The commotion caught the attention of nearby tents, and more archers appeared next to the original three. They worked in sync, as one archer reloaded his bow, another took his place to shoot. 

The shadowy creature was not able to dodge the sudden volley of arrows, and went down in the grass. Soldiers closed in around it, with Kane and Flint following. 

“We’re bringing this to Donovan,” one soldier said. The badges stitched on his shoulder showed him of higher rank than the rest. 

Kane pushed past the others. “Is it…”

“Dead, yes. And its human gone mad somewhere far away.” The soldier lifted the fera gingerly, and Kane now saw its identity. 

It was a bat the color of smudged charcoal. Open, beady eyes stared past the arrow in its chest. On its feet, black metal sharpened to a point glinted darkly. It had been armed to kill. 

Kane was aware that a certain degree of assassination attempts plagued his title. However, being attacked solely by an armed fera was new. 

“Y-yes,” Kane said. “Donovan should see this.”
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Chapter 53: The Cellar

Piper

Piper teetered on the roots of the mangrove trees, staring across a shallow moat that was clearly manmade. Its perfect bend to curl around the island in the center was a deliberate boundary, as certain as a picket fence. 

The house on the island was less convinced of its origins. Vitrum vines, flowers, and—dare she call them—weeds had a firm hold on the log cabin. Glass grew through the two windows, and pooled at its base to mingle with its brethren. The house looked as if it were crying. 

“Looks abandoned,” Finch said softly. 

Piper would have believed the same, had Reine not been feeding her a constant stream of very recent scents. “I think someone’s here. Maybe they went out.”

“For a few years, yeah.” Finch dropped down from the mangrove branch as Chip returned to his shoulder. “Good news; we haven’t been followed. Same news; we’re alone.”

“He checked everywhere?” Piper said. 

“He did a one-eighty behind us. Nothing to be seen.”

Piper nodded. “Then we check the house.”

“Still think it’s abandoned.” Finch shrugged. “But whatever you say.”

“What if it’s the source for all this?” Piper waved her hand to the swath of vitrum around them. 

“Looks to me like the vitrum took over the house, and the people moved. I think we’d find, I don’t know, something more… glassy than this, if it were the source.” Finch jumped into the moat, and splashed across. 

Piper was glad to find this water was much cleaner than the one by the bridge highway. The slime and grime accumulated through their trek lifted from her boots and floated away in rings. 

Reine lowered into the shallow water until only her face was above it. I don’t think this will remove all the filth. It’s still murky water.

At least we won’t look completely like vagabonds, Piper said. She splashed some water onto her hair, trying to get the dirt out.

We’ll just smell like one. Reine came to her full height, and stalked to the opposite bank. With her fur plastered to her skin, she appeared much smaller. Piper was reminded that, despite the voice in her mind, her fera was petite compared to other big cats.

Anyone can be a muscled brute. It’s wit that makes or breaks them. Mind over matter, Reine snapped. She shook water onto Finch. 

“Hey!” He gave a pointed look to Piper. Chip was fluffing out his feathers on a nearby branch, clearly peeved. 

Piper laughed, and made the rest of the way across. She watched the house with a touch of wariness. It seemed deserted, as Finch noted, but also alive. It held a rustic warmth that couldn’t exist in something forgotten. 

She came closer, testing the door—which was locked—and peered inside the broken windows. Benches and overturned tables laid between shadows. Her silhouette covered a painted teapot. A fox and dove were curled on its sides. 

“Hey,” Finch called her over. “Is this a door?”

His boot had caught on a handle designed to look like a root. The ruse would have worked, had not the paint chipped away to reveal its silver iron. He tugged, and the outline of a large square was shifted through the soil. They moved back, and pulled it open together. 

It was a cellar. A yawning mouth with a jagged tongue… leading down. 

Finch lifted the door higher. “No handle on the inside. If this thing shuts, there’s no telling if we’ll get out easily.”

“We could prop it up on a root?” Piper suggested. 

“And Life help us if it snaps. No.” Finch crossed his arms. “I’ll stay up here if you’re going in there.”

Are you afraid of the cellar? Reine teased. 

Piper decided not to repeat that. He makes sense. 

Reine huffed as she went down the first few steps. Cowardice covered by chivalry. Bah!

The walls were damp and fuzzy with moss. Water splashed under Piper’s boots and rippled under Reine’s paws. She counted down eleven steps when the light behind them wavered.

Piper looked up. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” Finch coughed. “Chip thought he saw something.”

At the twentieth step, the sunlight was so dim Piper had to close her eyes and rely on her fera. How far does this go?

To the center of the earth, Reine mused.

Piper didn’t like that thought. Well there’s nothing important down here so far. Maybe it’s just an old food storage. 

Or a dungeon. Skeletons would be a nice touch. 

What? Piper balked. 

Reine sniffed the slanted walls. Nothing’s been down here in a long time. Or the vitrum has swallowed the scent if it’s not recent enough. 

Piper recoiled as she kicked a stone and sent it clicking down the abyss. The light behind them shifted again. 

“Piper—” Finch yelled.

She looked up just as his silhouette was tackled by a large shadow, and the cellar door slammed shut.

Atlas

Atlas paced the length of his tent twice in the appearance of patience before flipping the door open. 

Hudson turned his head towards the movement. Still not here.

We don’t need an official escort for dinner, we’re too informal right now with traveling. He sighed. Who has a banquet in the middle of the wilderness?

It’s not the wilderness to them, I assume, Hudson said. 

Atlas shuffled the sand under his feet. I’m going to see Milla and Skye. See if they know what this wait is about. It’s suspicious.

I don’t think it’s suspicious at all, Hudson rumbled, but followed him anyway.

It took only a few minutes for them to find Milla and Skye’s tent. A small blue flag perched on their dwelling like a cake topper. Atlas had one on his tent as well. 

He stood outside their room, trying to recall the proper etiquette if knocking on the door would rip it open. He turned to June, standing beside the tent. “Hi.”

Milla’s voice echoed from inside. “Come in, Atlas.”

Leaving Hudson outside, Atlas entered and was surprised to find his feet cushioned by a circular, coiling rug. He looked up to find Milla settled on a plush folding chair, and a barrel table like the one used for the great Southern meeting covered in dainty appetizers. A candle even burned at the center of it all.

“I’m pretty sure we didn’t have octopus in our rations,” Atlas said. 

“The South gave us these!” Skye said excitedly. She gnawed more of the dark bread fisted in her hand. 

“I got a rolled-up pallet for my bed, and a tent.” He crossed him arms.

Milla smiled. “Don’t be upset, what’s ours is yours.” 

Can I have some? Hudson thought. 

Atlas started forming a hill of dried meats on his plate. “Why do you think they’re having a banquet?”

“Chestic decisions and announcements tend to revolve around grand meals. Perhaps they’re prepping for something of that degree.”

That sounded about as appealing as sand soup. Atlas finished compiling his dish, and shoved it outside for Hudson. “I see. Should we be worried?”

“On the contrary. This could be good news.” She pulled her silver hair into a tighter tail. “That should be the messenger now.”

Atlas closed his eyes to see through Hudson just as a girl with a dog came to a stop at their tent. She cleared her throat, and spoke in clear Chestic. “Ambassadors?”

“Coming,” Milla replied. She motioned for Skye to rise, and scramble out the door. Atlas followed. 

If the messenger was surprised to greet three ambassadors when only two were supposed to appear from the tent, she didn’t show it. “Are you ready for dinner?” When she was given the affirmative, the messenger led them to the clearing at the center of the camp. 

A bonfire was roaring, trying to devour the headless and limbless sand cow skewered on the spit. Cooks fretted over it, throwing herbs and rubbing oils on the meat with gloved hands. 

Hudson’s interest piqued. When will that be ready?

You have a stomach for a brain. Don’t you remember the meat I just gave you? Atlas thought. 

Hudson chuckled. That was a small first course. 

They went past the spit to a herd of barrel tables. Closest to the fire was a group of well-dressed Chestic. Seventeen of them, to be exact. 

Atlas’s eyes flitted to Milla, who met them. The wrinkles around her face tightened. 

Thorn, thankfully, was the first to see them. “Friends, please have a seat.”

They took their places at the barrel tables. With the rest of the leaders in a semicircle around them, Atlas had a strange sense of foreboding. It felt like a trial. 

“Is there something wrong, friends?” Milla said. Her words were soft, but her expression was calculating. She was testing the waters. 

“There is a slight dilemma. We have one member of our party who questions the ethics of this trip.”

“Your tongue is made of silver, Thorn,” the mayor of Picket said. “I am questioning the safety of this trip. My town is my family, my future. We are a day away from leaving the South, and I want to make sure we are not heading into something bigger than all of us.”

This was news to Atlas. They had cut through the Southern desert faster than he could have imagined. Then again, they were traveling with professional natives. 

“We are headed to a warzone, I had thought that was clear. You were pledging your help to our cause.” Milla splayed her hand on the table. “There are three territories—the majority of Eden—preparing if not already engaged in battle. We invited the South to assist our standings in this place, in return for access to our ideas and advancements, along with better trade.”

The mayor of Picket was sullen, his features sunk in thought. A dull gray parrot rested on his shoulder. “The East is large. The West is large. And you don’t even have the full of the South.”

“We do have Trene, a secluded nation inside the West,” Atlas said. “With them, our numbers are theoretically equal to our enemy.” He hoped his Chestic came out as formal as he wished.

Milla pet June beside her. “I think as long as we are a working unit, the risk is smaller.”

Thorn nodded. “That is true.”

The mayor of Picket rose. “You haven’t convinced me that this is worth it. Trade is something we can build without the North’s help. Your promised ideas are only in your mind until they’re on paper. Anyone can give these kind of favors. I, for one, do not see my family dying for this.”

They watched him walk away, sending ripples of sand in his wake. 

And then there were sixteen, Hudson thought. 

Atlas clenched his jaw. Why did fear come at the most crucial times? He raked his gaze over their remaining allies. 

“Anyone else with Picket?”
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Chapter 54: Seinish

Kane

Donovan was rigid in fury. They were all a garden of statues before the limp fera on the desk.

Kane wondered what the fera had been like, before resorting to killing. It had surely been innocent once, at the beginning of its life. Bats were not known to be naturally hostile. But you could never truly know their thoughts until you bonded. Perhaps it had always harbored a dark side, honed to a sharp tip like the claws on its feet. 

Donovan dangled the pair of claw extensions like a charm. “Is this the first?”

The first attack. Kane nodded. “I believe so.”

“There have been no reports otherwise,” the guard next to Kane concurred. 

“I’m glad the assassin was taken down before it could become a true threat.” Donovan rubbed the pale beak of his fera. Briar closed her eyes. “This cannot happen again. Archers will be needed more now than ever. Along the perimeter, in the camp. Spread the word.”

When only Kane’s guard was left, Donovan frowned. “Are you sure this was the only one?”

“The only one that attacked us,” Kane said. 

But there could be other fera, Flint pondered. Kane repeated his words. 

Donovan sighed. “Well, I knew they were going to throw something at us. Wasn’t quite expecting this,” he pushed the bat to the side, ruffling its velvet wings. “But it’s almost too late. We’ll be at the East in less than two days.”

Kane nodded. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Keep the troops encouraged, and don’t get yourself killed. Asher would wring my neck if we lost you now.” Donovan grinned. “But something tells me your deer will make your death a hard feat.”

Flint tossed his head, nearly ripping the tent. You are correct.

Piper

Piper pounded on the cellar door. “Finch!”

She flinched as Reine slammed herself against the wood. The leopard growled. It must be barred.

No… She pressed her hand to the barrier. “Finch!”

There was no reply. 

Reine clawed at the door, splinters raining down on them. He could be dead by now.

Do you always assume the worst? 

I’m a pragmatic. Even in the darkness, Piper could see the glint of Reine’s snarl. You’re welcome.

Piper put a hand on Reine’s head. Do you hear that?

Her fera stopped, and pressed her ears forward. This immediately sharpened Piper’s depth of the noises coming from the other side. 

Shuffling vines. Grunts. A swear. Was it Finch?

“Life!” the voice spat. “Can’t you understand me? Or are you deaf?”

No, this voice was deeper than Finch’s. When she listened closer, she realized the Elben uttered was laced with a clipped accent. Where Elben was as harsh as gravel, this accent was the grass growing between. Seinish. She had never heard it mixed with Elben before. 

“Are you deaf, Northerner?” the voice repeated.

It struck Piper that he may be speaking to her, but before she could answer, Finch could be heard just above them. She was surprised when he used his true language. “I’m not deaf.”

“Good. Then listen closely. Tell us how you got here, and I won’t turn you in to Seine.”

Piper’s breath caught. If they met Queen Celia, they may never return to the North. 

Finch knew the weight of the threat. “We came from the main waterway, and saw the vitrum.”

“And you just followed it here?” the voice said. A rumbling growl came with it. What kind of fera was that?

We may have found our tiger, Reine said. 

Piper squinted through the wood. There were pinprick holes of rot. Or he found us.

“You must be miracle trackers.” The voice didn’t sound convinced. “Who sent you?”

“We came of our own accord.” Finch was not giving ground easily. 

“Tourists and miracle trackers. An appetizing coincidence.” Something heavy creaked on the far corner of the door. A step, a paw. 

He was going to set the tiger on Finch. Piper and Reine threw their force against the door. “Let us out!”

“You have something bigger down there, something more powerful than your little fera bird. We saw it.” A firm stomp came from above. “So you’re going to stay down there, okay?”

“Afraid to fight fair?” Piper called. Inside, she wondered how a tiger could be intimidated by a smaller leopard, but perhaps they hadn’t seen her fully. 

“Just waiting for backup,” the voice said. “Then we’ll talk about your chances of seeing the sun.”

Another voice floated from a distance. “What’s this?”

“Northern tourists,” their captor said. Piper started to pick out subtleties in his voice. How he hesitated on longer Elben words, and paused after each sentence despite his irritation. 

When she had lived in Biscay, she had heard Seinish often on the docks, although had never gained a firm grasp. It wasn’t twisted in delicate loops like Kinnish, or churned smooth like Chestic. Seinish required caution, because one syllable could mean a thousand depending on its pairing, and sounded choppy in comparison to the other languages. 

The rest of the exchange between the newcomer and their captor was lost as they reverted to Seinish. Piper strained to translate, but couldn’t figure anything out at their pace. Maybe Finch had an advantage with his Eastern fera, or perhaps Chip had been hatched in Elbe and was just as clueless as them. 

They ended abruptly. In that moment, the silence was loud. 

Reine sensed anger rolling just on the surface. They disagree.

It could have been five minutes or five hours before a splashing was heard. Whoever was coming was making their way from the bank Piper and Finch had crossed. 

“Oh, hello. About time you showed up, huh bird boy?” Tennyson chuckled. Taft gave the equivalent of a laugh with a rough purr. He switched to Seinish, said something quickly to the others, then went back to Kinnish. 

“We have a lot to talk about, you and I.”
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Chapter 55: An Ally

Piper

Kinnish. Elben. Seinish. There were too many dialects being interchanged like coin, making her head spin. 

“Bring her up,” Tennyson said. 

The door was raised suddenly. Piper cupped her hand over her eyes. It was late afternoon, and the sun was not directly over them, but filtered through a thousand shards of living glass. Everything was dazzling. 

Reine helped her in the moment, letting Piper use her sight as they came to the surface.

“And you were scared of her,” Tennyson elbowed the man next to him. “Afraid she would catch Otis by his tail?” 

“Shut up,” the man growled. Piper, with a start, realized he was slightly younger than her—a mere boy. Maybe fourteen or fifteen, although his height and voice made him seem much older. His hair was dark and scruffy, and a sprinkle mustache dusted his upper lip. 

The tiger’s hygiene was better. Rusted orange was tied down to the cat in black belts, the fur stretching into a wide disk of a face with piercing green eyes. He was large, but, like his human, not as old as Piper has assumed. Something was unfinished about them both. They were too new. However, it could be said the same of her and Reine. 

“There’s still one more guest to this party,” Tennyson said. “And they’re on their way.”

Piper felt her hands turn into fists. “We could run.”

“But you won’t.” Tennyson smiled. “Because you feel indebted to me for saving your hide against Seine.”

“Not indebted enough to stay hostage,” Finch switched from Elben to Kinnish, cutting the scruffy boy from their conversation. 

“You have questions,” Tennyson fired back. “And we have answers.”

“To which questions?” Piper said. 

Tennyson winked. “That’s for me to know, and you to find out.”

Atlas

No one else had left with the town of Picket, although the space they created was widely felt.

Atlas was shocked. Milla was not.

“Should have gotten a blood oath from them all,” she muttered. “Less diplomatic, yes, but quite effective. It would have tied them to us.”

“Shouldn’t they want to join us willingly?” Skye said. 

“Blood oaths are willing, it’s just hard to break one.” Milla sighed. “But it’s too late for it now. If we ask for blood oaths, we’ll appear paranoid. Our trust could be threatened.” 

They were walking into the West, each step shaking off sand and landing on firm earth. The endless train of Southern towns must have easily carried half the desert with them. 

Hudson was especially pleased. I’ve decided snow is far better than sand.

Tell that to the sand cows, Atlas said. We’ll have to make sure they don’t freeze as we get closer to the Northern winter. They would lose the Southern towns if the cows—their livelihood and wealth—began to die. Perhaps a town could stay in the southern West with the sand cows while the rest continued to help Asher. 

That would lead to suspicion immediately. Remember when we started from Chesa? The fighting over which sand cow is which will be extraordinary. Maybe worse than the war we’re going to, Hudson chuckled. 

It seemed the golden lifeline they had grabbed was fraying. If they situation did not benefit the South, they could return to their homes without excuse. There was no long history in their friendship, a brotherhood tying them to the North. It was opportunity driving their assistance, nothing more or less. 

This could be the beginning of a stronger North-South bond, Hudson said helpfully. One that could last for generations, written in text as a great event.

If it falls apart before we reach the North, it will be a great waste of time. Atlas was waiting for the end of the line to catch up to them. Skye had switched places again, and they were going to walk with Thorn. 

I don’t think it will fall through, Hudson said. If anything, we’ve gained a valuable ally in at least Thorn. The other mayors respect him and his town of Wisp. 

They spotted Thorn and his entourage coming down the path. He no longer needed a canopy; there were now enough Western trees to cover them all. This close to the South, it still felt like late summer. The heat would melt away rapidly once they climbed deeper into the West, close to Trene territory. 

Yes, Atlas thought as he watched Thorn. At least we have an ally. 
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Chapter 56: Apprehension

Kane

Grass swayed with the wind. Back and forth it danced to a tune Kane couldn’t hear. 

Flint could hear the subtle whistle of the wind and its currents. He could map them out in his mind like game trails others used to hunt his kind. 

My herd migrated through here. I remember this part. 

Kane couldn’t tell one patch of the West from the next, but through Flint was able to see a faint path. Oh.

We were picked off during our travels. I’m surprised we were as large as we were when you found me. Flint huffed, a small cloud coming from his nose. It’s strange that I don’t feel quite as… a part of them now. I don’t think I would join them if they passed by.

You better not. Kane pat the deer’s side. We have to end this war.

They were close to the East, so close that the earth itself was starting to change. It was darker, sparser, more wild. Untouched for years by the other territories of Eden. 

The Northern army stamped their boots and tightened their coats, but it was not the cold they were fearing. A shiver of apprehension quaked through the ranks. Kane hoped the East-West branch felt the same. If help didn’t come through, the North would be alone in hostile land. He wondered if they would be given any quarter by the enemy. 

We can’t believe we’ve already lost. We haven’t even begun, Flint thought. 

Kane kept this in mind as they marched, as the air grew slightly warmer, as a humidity fought the winter bite. The plains began to show something on the horizon; a sea of twisting jungle. How a new terror seized his heart as a very different sea rippled before them, clad in green and red.

The final battle was less than a mile from them, and there was no turning back.

Piper

It took little time for Tennyson’s words to come into effect. 

At first, all Piper could hear was the crunching of underbrush. Reine swiveled her ears to pinpoint the source, but Piper couldn’t find it. “What…?”

Tennyson’s smile grew wider, and he folded his hands behind his back. The tiger-boy looked bored. Finch was just as confused as she was. How had three people slipped by Chip’s scouting?

Finally, the silhouette and then hazy form of a person came through the sunset. He was clad humbly in an off-white artisan apron, his hands tucked behind his back like Tennyson. The newcomer peered cautiously through wire rimmed glassed, lips pursed.

Walking with him, stride for stride, was a magnificent fox. Its muzzle and face were frosted with age, but something far older twinkled in its green eyes. Intelligence beyond the wildness of a new or even middling fera. 

It unsettled Reine. I’ve never liked foxes. Too smart for their own good.

The fox was a reminder of Charlotte Harper’s fera. Piper’s heart stirred with wariness, and she found herself siding easily with Reine. 

“Tennyson,” the newcomer said with a nod. 

“Cedric,” Tennyson gave a small bow. “Silas.”

The fox dipped his head. Piper half-expected Silas to speak for himself. 

The man—Cedric—circled them. He touched his grizzled chin when he saw Finch, and pushed his glasses closer to his face when he reached Piper. She took a step back, and Reine filled the space between them. 

Give her room, she said.

Cedric understood Reine’s growl well enough, despite his curious expression. Silas sniffed the ground where Piper had been, and sneezed. 

“Tell me…” Cedric began in a cautious Kinnish. The tiger-boy seemed to wake up when he heard him speak. He asked something in Seinish.

Cedric ignored the boy, and kept his focus on Piper. “Tell me, what is your name?”

Her name? Piper bit the inside of her cheek. Names were powerful things. If this man knew her true identity—Piper Amur, hero of Elbe—he could surely use it against her. They would be brought to Seine, and be imprisoned. Killed.

But Tennyson was not in good graces with Seine, that much had been shown. And if Cedric was with or harboring Tennyson, wouldn’t that mean he was against Seine too?

“Piper,” Cedric said. She looked up, and his silver eyebrows rose. “That is your name.”

She nodded slowly. 

“Piper.” The man had excitement now. “Please come with me.”

They walked back to the cabin, where Cedric took out a key from his apron. Piper caught eyes with Finch as the door swung open. 

Reine flexed her claws. I’m ready.

Piper was not.

Remember to comment and vote! Who do you think the fox is, eh? ;) 


Chapter 57: Fox and Dove

Atlas

To avoid the worst of the Western winter, Atlas and Milla made sure the towns stayed close to the edge of Eden. There, a warm sea breeze was always given by the coast, and the growing humidity from the East could be felt. 

Thorn and the other mayors asked questions about the East, but Atlas and Milla kept the answer unchanged; we don’t know. What were their weaknesses? Their strengths? Their food and customs? 

“All we know is patrols,” Atlas said one night. He laid out a map, and pointed to parallel lines of different colors. “We know how often they check their borders, and how many soldiers are in each unit.”

“Like lines in the sand,” Thorn muttered. His fera cocked its head to peer at the map. 

“Exactly.” Milla wrung her hands, a rare sign of worry. “And we don’t know what’s beyond it.”

“We’re a day away from passing the East. We should be cautious on our way to the North, give them a wide berth.” What Atlas didn’t say was the show of numbers that would be flaunted to the East as they trekked by. How the vibrant clothes of the South, and their lowing livestock, would shout to the rooftops that there was another player in this game. That the North had evened the field. 

“We will treat them like raiders, should they attack us.” Thorn nodded. The candlelight in the tent cast his face in shadow. 

“Hm. A bit stronger than raiders. They aren’t just a rouge band of thieves, but an armed nation. Prepare every rotation of attacks you have, just to be safe,” Milla said. “We don’t want casualties on our side.”

“Of course.” Thorn turned away from the table, his coat a rippling night. Then he paused. “You are brave for doing this, ambassadors.”

Atlas thought of a thousand responses, but none of them could be formed quite elegantly in Chestic. He didn’t need Hudson’s help for what he finally decided to say. “I know.”

Piper

It was dark, and damp, and moldy. Grime grew between the gray bricks like plaque. Water dripped from the roof. If Piper hadn’t been convinced the cabin was abandoned before, she was now. 

Her first step ended in a sharp break, a crunch far more precious than snow. She recoiled as she saw her boot had crushed a leaf. It was, or had been, solid glass. 

Cedric continued past her. “Don’t mind the glass. It grows on trees.”

The leaf had been made of sturdier stuff than the vitrum plants in Elbe. Perhaps the shattered leaf was a paperweight? But then she thought of the glass on their way here. It had moved and bent underfoot just like any other vegetation, as rugged as normal brush. How many kinds of vitrum were there?

A growl that was deeper than Reine’s brought Piper quickly back to herself. The tiger and his boy were now in the doorway.

“Move,” the boy said. 

His manners are better than his appearance, Reine said. She curled her lip and let a fang show.

Cedric was now at the end of the cabin, where he seemed to hold another key. This one was as clear as crystal. “It’s going to get bright.”

Piper shielded her face as a door swung open. After a second, she could see that the cabin was now open at the end. She walked cautiously through it, eyes wide. 

Here, the vitrum was thick. It hung so dense in clumps and sheets that it seemed to wall out the world beyond. Even Reine was stunned. 

This is strange, she said. 

Silas the fox was their welcome break from the glass. Piper followed his red pelt closely as they drifted through the glass. It clinked softly against their clothes. 

“What do you think?” Cedric said. His Kinnish was eerily fluent.

“How do you know Kinnish?” Piper replied. 

“I used to live there,” he said.

“How did you get here?”

“The East has always been kinder to us than other territories. We were able to slip through the cracks easily enough.”

Piper pondered this as they came around a bend where the vitrum ebbed. The dark soil and greenery was a sudden contrast to the bright tunnel they came through. 

Here there was a second cabin, identical in every way to the first… except here was not a sense of abandonment, but of life. There were clothes hanging from the roof to a nearby tree, the windows whole and frosted, the door open and with a woman in the doorway. 

A dove flew in from the clothesline to land on the woman’s shoulder. She laughed and swept her dark hair to make room for it. When she looked up, her face contorted. Was that fear? Confusion? Recognition?

“Grace,” Cedric said. 

And then the pieces fell into place. The letter from Lucy. The Kinnish. 

“Cedric and Grace—Glassing?” Piper whispered. Finch snapped to attention next to her.

Cedric cocked his head towards Piper. “That’s a name we haven’t used in quite some time.”

Piper was stunned into silence. Reine’s thought broke through her pause. 

Say something, she growled. It’s your Life-forsaken parents.

“Um—” she began, but was shushed and quickly pulled into the house. 

The woman with the dove put a finger to her lips, then shut the door. When the windows and drapes were closed, she whispered, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Piper blinked in the now dark room. “I can… tell.”

“Are you Piper Amur?” the tiger-boy said in Elben. 

She bit her lip, looked to Reine, then nodded. “Yeah.”

Cedric took up Elben to include the boy. “And the stories are true?”

“I don’t really—”

“Is someone going to thank me?” Tennyson muttered. “I’ve been risking my neck to reunite you four.”

“Of course, old friend,” Cedric chuckled. He pat him on the shoulder. “Our gratitude has no bounds.”

“And that means your wallet, too.” Tennyson grinned.

All the large fera made the room cramped. Piper inched closer to a side door as the group spread out. The woman with the dove—Grace?—began to place candles on the sills and table. 

Her hair matches yours, Reine noted. And her nose. But you seem to have Cedric’s eyes. 

You seem to be more concerned about our similarities than they are. Piper watched the group bicker about how much Tennyson was owed while Grace put away the extra candles. The room was now well-lit, their shadows silent giants on the wall. 

Finch was beside her. “I thought your family was going to be boring.”

“Why?” Piper said. 

He smiled. “Because you are.”

She pinched his arm. “Reine is not afraid to murder you. Right here, right now.”

“But you’re her conscious.” He didn’t need to say more. She turned away as Tennyson roped her back to the conversation. 

“Weren’t you grateful for my help?” he called. “Think of the Seinish, how I kept their attention on me.”

“Yes, I’m grateful,” Piper said. 

“There we go! Ups the price another hundred.” Tennyson rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. 

“Are you some kind of bounty hunter?” Finch asked.

“I do a lot of odd jobs. And I happen to be friends with these people.” Tennyson switched to Seinish for a second to say something to the tiger-boy. He laughed. 

Piper was confused. “Why are we like this?” She motioned to the closed curtains. 

“Privacy, dear,” Grace said. She sat at the head of the table. “Any animal outside could be a fera.”

“You don’t seem surprised to see me…” Piper finally said. 

“Your reputation precedes you.” Cedric settled next to Grace. “And Tennyson has kept us informed.”

She felt her eyes widen. “For how long?”

And why haven’t you revealed yourselves? Reine had her ask.

“Since the Battle of the Valley. That’s when we sent Tennyson out. And,” Cedric said. “As prisoners of the territory, we couldn’t meet you before now.”

“They already want my head for leaving,” Tennyson added. 

Finch held his hand up. “Take a step back. Prisoners of the territory.”

“We’re in a gilded cage,” Grace said softly. “But we make the most of it.”

Piper’s head was spinning, but Reine had more questions. How were you captured? Why are you here?

“Why did you leave me?” Piper whispered. 

Silence was the darkest curtain over the group. The eyes of all three big cats winked in the gloom. Reine, Taft, and the tiger.

“Why?” she repeated. 

“We had to.” Cedric’s neck bobbed. “The East would have killed you.”

“What?” Piper and Finch said. 

“We made our fortune in the West,” Cedric’s voice had lowered. “And the East came to us. They threatened you, and we knew you had to be hidden. Miss Mink was highly recommended, and we knew you would be safe. Then Queen Celia came for each of us, and we had nowhere to go. We’ve lived here for fifteen years.”

Piper bit her lip. “Did you know Lucy dealt in child trading?”

“Or arson?” Tennyson said. 

They all looked to him.

“She’s a known arsonist.” Tennyson shrugged. “Sets fire to anything, for a price.”

“This is too much. Please keep it simple.” Finch chopped his hand into his palm. “Fifteen years ago, you gave Piper to Lucy to protect her from the East. The East then came after you, and somehow you ended up here. Then you lived like this until your daughter survived and won a battle before sending a bounty hunter to find and bring her to you. Do you understand the gap here?”

Grace put her head in her hands. “We’ve been trying to work our way free. We thought it would only be a year.”

Piper took a step forward into the light. “What work?”

“Vitrum.” Grace looked up, her dark hair falling past her shoulders. “We’ve been making vitrum.”

Remember to comment and vote! The puzzle is coming together. ;) Any predictions on where this will go? 


Chapter 58: Glass Leaves

Atlas

Hudson yawned, and it spread to Atlas. I’m tired.

We’re all tired, Atlas said. It was dawn, and the last of the stars were still in the sky. A rosy violet painted everything in soft tones. At this hour there were no edges, no hard lines.

No hearty breakfasts, Hudson added with a sigh. Half-dreams of honeyed treats and smoked meats filled his head.

Atlas held out a handful of dried jerky to him as they walked. Eat up. We have a ways to go.

The lowing of sand cows bubbled up from various parts of the traveling line, sometimes all at once for a mournful song.

I miss the North the most right now, when we’re almost done. It happens every trip. Hudson took a bite of the jerky, chewing thoughtfully. 

Atlas was of the same mind. But the irony was that as soon as he settled back home, the itch for adventure would return. He would go to Asher again, looking for the next mission. He wondered if Milla was plagued with this too, and if she would ever truly retire. 

“Friend,” Thorn said beside him. Atlas climbed out of his mulling with effort. 

“King Asher is the current ruler. Prince Kane is next in line. But then who will lead?” he asked. “How do you choose them?”

Atlas was quiet for a moment, debating on if he should tell the mayor. 

Every Elben citizen knows of the tradition, and are not sworn to secrecy. A curious mind has a right to know, Hudson said. 

They watched the sky turn brighter. Atlas rubbed his bristled chin. Hudson helped him with the Chestic. “There are many ruling families in the North. Like your mayors, we have the Council. They come from our towns all over the territory.”

“But they don’t move. They have roots,” Thorn mused. “And no sand cows.”

“Yes.” Atlas nodded. “And when it’s needed, we prepare the names of all the Council families and put them in a fire. Those that survive are candidates for the throne. There are always just two names that make it.”

“You burn paper to pick your rulers?” Thorn’s smile was clear, even in his silhouette. His fera stared at Atlas intently. 

“Paper? No.” Atlas searched for the Chestic word. “Leaves. Clear leaves with our names on it.”

Thorn laughed. “You are a strange people. Living in the snow, using leaves to choose your kings and queens, never moving towns.”

Atlas shrugged. “The same could be said to you. But it’s our home.”

Thorn dipped his head in respect. “Of course.”

They walked in silence, appreciating the new day. They would be in Elbe before they knew it, and Atlas’s heart was light, as if he weren’t holding the world for once. 

Hudson was the first to notice the vibrations in the earth, pounding a steady rhythm. It shook the pebbles near them.

Further up the line, towns stirred. Whispers flitted from one mouth to the next. Bird fera flew above, some carrying messages. One came to the rear, where Thorn was. 

He unrolled the scroll, and translated the Chestic. “Drums. War drums.”

“What?” Atlas said.

“There’s trouble up ahead.” Thorn looked worried. “We have to stop.”

Piper

The room was still eerily dark despite the candles. Piper felt confined, trapped, although there were only warm faces around her. “What do you mean vitrum?”

“You made all the vitrum outside by yourself?” Finch asked. “How’d you transfer it from the North?”

“Please sit,” Cedric motioned to a chair at the table. Piper approached it cautiously, and placed her hands atop its back. “It’s true that vitrum only grows in the North. Always been that way. Not only must it need the exact soil from that territory, but the temperature and short seasons that time its growth.”

“How did the East get it?” Finch pressed.

Grace narrowed her eyes. The dove on her shoulder mirrored her.

Reine stifled a laugh. It’s how you look when you’re mad.

“Let him explain,” Grace said coolly. 

Cedric waited a beat before continuing. “We were working on the lower layers of King Kayden’s court. Trading stocks under supervision, keeping count of minor inventory. We came in contact with many ambassadors trying to get through to Kayden. As we worked with some of the Northerners, we became aware of their glass spheres and cubes that they relied on, and were curious of its origin.”

The man leaned forward. His eyes were alight with excitement. “And we made a list of every possible factor that goes into plant growth. We made charts and graphs of weather patterns and soil quality. We even travelled to Elbe, and smuggled a vitrum sapling home.”

Finch’s mouth was in a hard line. Chip looked anxious, his beak snapping. 

Cedric didn’t notice. “We made a contained environment for the sapling. And it failed after a week.”

Grace’s voice slipped in effortlessly. “So we tried again, and again.”

“We graphed leaves and mixed spores with Western plants for months until finally…” Cedric took a breath. Piper could see the moment revived in his face. Pride. Amazement. Joy. “We did it.”

“You made vitrum,” Finch said. 

“One clear leaf on a tomato plant. It was enough for King Kayden to notice.” Grace folded her hands on the table. “But when we went to replicate what we’d done, it didn’t work. That’s when the East came, and thought we could do it under pressure.”

“And you did.” Finch shifted closer to them, the light making his dark hair shine. 

“We had one leaf of vitrum that grew in the West. Here, they blossomed out of control.” Cedric’s grin was to his ears now. He reminded Piper of Cooper. “Vines and flowers and shrubs of it.”

Grace’s fera fluttered to the top a cabinet near them, startling everyone out of the story.

“But it’s not vitrum,” Grace said. “It’s just glass.”

Reine growled in confusion. Piper spoke up. “What do you mean just glass?”

Tennyson peered out of one of the curtained windows, sending a solid line of light cutting through the kitchen. Grace tapped her fingers on the table. Cedric coughed. Silas the fox walked out of the room.

They had been talking in both Kinnish and Elben throughout the conversation. Enough so that the tiger-boy understood what was going on.

“You have a vitrum device, right? A weapon?” he said.

Piper put her hand to her pocket. “Yes.”

“Our plants are just plants. If you try to turn them into any shape, they’re just that.” He furrowed his brow as he spoke Elben. “There’s no… shifting.”

No changing shape. There could be no aleas or vitrum spheres from common glass, no matter if it was made from sand or living growth. The plants around them were just for decoration, a dazzling shadow of a Northern miracle. 

When she looked to Finch, he was hiding a smile. The North’s magic had been contained after all, even if they had nothing to do with it.

“I don’t know how we got here unfollowed.” Tennyson was at the door in two strides. “There’s not even a monkey in the trees watching us. Something’s going on. Queen Celia’s planning, and that’s never good.”

“You know Queen Celia?” Piper said. 

“She’s gone a lot. But I’ve met her.” Tennyson opened the door, and took a cautious step outside. Taft mirrored him in stealth. “I’m going to do some snooping. You guys have fun.”

And he was gone, leaving Finch and Piper with her family. 

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. :) Happy Thanksgiving!


Chapter 59: Fools

            

Atlas

Oh Life, Atlas thought as he came to the front. 

They would not be passing by the East. In the far distance, the Northern Mountains could be seen. But between them and the territory line were hundreds of thousands of soldiers. Red, green, blue. 

Why was Asher here? The battle lay before him in an all too similar layout to his vitrum maps. Tents were like islands in an unstable tide. The only boundary keeping the two sides from clashing was a bald stripe down the center, something so fragile it begged to be crossed.

If the East-West and North hadn’t seen then before, they would now. The South was spread thickly on the border, swarming amongst themselves, trying to figure out what to do.

“Your call, Atlas,” Milla said beside him. 

It was too late to turn back at this point. Someone would chase after them. “We’ll have to go around the Western side, and merge with the North.”

Milla nodded, and started to talk rapidly in Chestic to the mayors near them. She had Skye ride June through the mass of towns, relaying the message. Slowly, like a gear shifting, the towns began to roll forward. They had the sand cows in the middle. If they survived, it would be a pain to untangle the ownership of the cows again. 

Thorn kept pace with them. “I see the North.” 

He didn’t mention the East and West, who were greatly outnumbering the blue. A heavy dread settled on Atlas. 

Asher must have been hard pressed to go on the offense. He was advised to do this. The king was not an aggressive person, but could be swayed with reason. 

Maybe Elbe had fallen. 

No, Atlas shoved the thought from his mind. They would be on the extreme defense in that situation, saving their families and ties, not spending the last of their strength. 

It still baffled him that the North would go so far from Elbe. They must have crossed miles and miles of hostile territory. Who knows how many troops were lost. 

And who was leading them?

That’s when Hudson picked up a familiar scent. You’re not going to like this.

Antlers rose over the soldier sea. Under the rack was a lone deer. 

Atlas felt his jaw drop. “Flint.”

Kane

They had sent a request for help immediately. All too quickly the reality of the situation was crashing around them. 

They had walked into a trap. A foolish, fatal—

Utterly fantastic move, Kane thought. He was under one of the last trees on the Western plains. An impromptu command base had been set up. Donovan and others were rushing around, digging trenches and setting up defenses. Walls of shields, walls of fear.  

But what they really needed to do was turn back. Run.

King Asher had sent them to death, and Kane was at the head of it. With a great chunk of the North taken out, would Elbe survive? Surely Cooper’s vitrum weapons would hold them off, but for how long?

They needed Cooper here now. Kane had written that much in his request. Would the king see his panic in the blocky letters of Elben? 

The messenger bird had been wrapped in lightweight leather armor, to prevent it from being shot down. This would also slow its progress somewhat. Life willing, the bird would be at the Northern Mountains by the next morning. 

They could be slaughtered by tomorrow morning. Tents ablaze, men on the ground, fera running mad. 

Flint shattered this image. We need to be brave. 

I don’t feel brave at the moment, Kane said.

Are any of us? Flint shot back. He took in the two armies camped out of the Eastern jungle. They were waiting for the North. 

Kane’s thoughts started to chase themselves again. We were fools. King Asher was a fool. The North will die because of us.

Flint stomped his hooves, startling the triple guard around them. We can’t give up, Kane. There’s so much more we can do on this earth. 

That’s when he heard his name. “Kane? Kane!”

He turned his head, and his heart sank. “Dad?”

His triple guard went to block Atlas, but then backed away when they realized who it was. The ambassador wrapped him in a bear hug. “Kane, why are you here?”

Kane pulled away. He looked to the armies, then back to his father’s worried face. “The king let me go.”

Atlas put his hand to his forehead. “Why did Asher let you leave—”

“Because I’m prince, and I have to help end this,” Kane said shakily. He took a breath. Then another. “You brought the South.”

They had been watching the band of folded tents and lowing cows all morning, unsure of what to do. The East and West had been equally surprised, which may have assisted to their lack of movement so far. It had been the question of if the South had come here on their own, or if they were led by another force. Donovan had ruled that the leaders of the South would come forward, and they had; in the friendly faces around them. 

“Yes, we have.” Atlas motioned to a handful of men and women in colorful coats. One was in navy, speckled with bright dots. “These are the mayors of sixteen of the South’s towns. They would like to meet with everyone here.”

Donovan had come out of his tent. Briar floated lazily above them. “Atlas. I see you brought some friends.”

“They’ll be yours too shortly,” Atlas said. He paused. “Looks like we’re in a tight spot.”

“Tighter than usual,” Donovan agreed. “But with this new set of dice, perhaps the odds may fall a bit more gracefully.” He barked to some of the soldiers around them. “We’re not at a play, get up and moving! We need two more tables and lots of chairs!”

As the lower-ranked ran around them, Donovan sized up the mayors. “Well, we’ll see if this helps anything.”

Atlas smiled. “You don’t know the South.”

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. 


Chapter 60: Reunited

Piper

When it appeared no fera would be spying on them, the windows were opened once more, and Piper was allowed outside. 

She sat on a fallen log next to the cabin, head resting on her hands. This wasn’t how I expected it to go at all.

Reine was chewing on a hunk of meat the Glassings had given her. But you’re reunited. 

Piper watched Grace and Cedric tend the forest of faux-vitrum around them. They danced around each other and the plants with practiced ease. Grace’s dove rested on Silas the fox’s back, cooing every now and then to her human. 

The tiger-boy followed their path until he got bored, then joined Piper on the log. He sighed something in Seinish, then repeated himself when Piper gave him a raised eyebrow. 

“I thought I was an only child until recently,” he murmured in Elben. 

They sat in awkward silence, letting it stew and thicken until Piper stirred it.

“How do you know Elben, but not Kinnish?” she said.

“It’s what I was taught.” The tiger-boy shrugged. “But I think I could learn Kinnish.” He ruffled the ears of his fera. 

Piper scratched her head in embarrassment. “You know, I never even got your name.”

The tiger-boy grimaced. “Introverts aren’t good at introductions. Mom and Dad are no exception.” He offered his hand. “Remi Glassing. And this is Otis.”

The tiger perked his ears at his name, then blinked at Piper.

“Nice to meet you,” she laughed. 

Otis gave a yawn. Remi translated, “He says you’ll do.”

“For what?” Piper said.

“A sister,” Remi mumbled. 

“Oh.” Piper nodded to the tiger. “Well thanks.”

What would he do if you weren’t approved? Reine mused. 

There seemed a strong connection between Remi and Otis. Something as subtle and flowing as water currents. It was if they were tied by not a string of thoughts, but a coiled, knotted rope. Piper had only been bonded to Reine a year, and yet she felt as if they knew everything about each other and more. But for those who were bonded at a younger age, they had that much of a head start on them. More time to grow, to learn about fera. 

It made Piper feel childish next to her younger brother. She coughed. “So, when did you bond?”

Remi’s eyes were on the vitrum vine near them. “I was six or seven. Mom said every year on my birthday they would take me out to see if I liked any animals. Snake coves, bird nests, and marsh rabbit warrens were common spots we looked.”

Sounds safe enough, Reine thought. She sent an image of a toddler reaching for a small adder. 

“And my Dad one year found a tiger den, and there were cubs in it.” Remi gave a little smile. “They had Tennyson and Taft smuggle me up there because it was so dangerous. The mother could have come back at any moment. But she didn’t when we were there, and this one decided he was ready to bond.” He pat Otis’s head, and the tiger flicked an ear back at him. 

“Wow, that’s pretty great.” Piper imagined the joy of that moment.

Remi turned back to them. “What about you?”

“Oh. Well, Reine came from a fera dealer in the West.” Piper chose her words carefully. “I… kind of stole her from the place, and we were caught.” She continued hesitantly when Remi’s face rounded in surprise. “And we were able to get through that thanks to my caretaker, Lucy.”

“The Guardian?” said Remi. 

Piper winced. “Yeah.”

Remi let his fingers mesh, then untangle. “Was she nice?”

She thought for a moment. “Yes.” Lucy had been more family than the Glassings. 

Until she tried to sell us, Reine thought. 

Finch came out of the vitrum tunnel leading to the outside world. He rubbed his eyes. “It’s so bright all the time. I’m surprised you guys aren’t blind.”

“What did he say?” Remi asked. Finch had spoken in Kinnish.

“Finch, everyone here can understand Elben,” Piper said. “It would be best to use that.”

“What if one of those… spy fera hear it?” Finch said. He had reluctantly switched to Elben. 

Remi looked to Finch. “They know we know Elben. In the West, my parents had to deal with it frequently. Then they just passed it to me. There’s no harm in it.”

“I’m doubtful they let that slide,” Finch muttered. 

“The East is a snail. Hard on the outside, but softer inside.” Remi picked up a rock and started chipping at it with another. “If they had as many regulations in the jungle, you would not be here.”

Piper swallowed. 

Finch shifted his feet. “Okay then.” He motioned to Piper. “Do you have a minute?”

When she glanced at Remi, he nodded. “Yeah.”

She rose with Reine, and followed Finch to the mouth of the clear tunnel. He immediately spoke in a hushed Kinnish to cut off Remi. “You know, I think Tennyson was right on his hunch. Besides that one encounter we had with the patrol, the Seinish have been hiding.”

“Or moved…” Piper started to form a fuzzy map of the situation. “Do you think—”

“That they’re getting ready for something. A fight, or maybe they’re going to attack Elbe again. I don’t know. But we need to find out.” Finch craned his head up, and sighed. “And you have your little family reunion here. I don’t imagine you’d be willing to leave them so soon.”

Piper bit her lip. The Glassings were a bit detached, but they were still her kin. She needed to give them a chance before running away. “Yes, I have to stay.”

“Okay. Then I’m going to take the rest of our supplies, and see if I can catch up to Tennyson and Taft.” Piper saw he had already made up his mind about this; the pack on his back was lumped with provisions.

“Do you need any food?” she said. “We had nothing when we got here.”

Finch grinned. “I borrowed some stuff from your parents’ cupboards. Tell them I said thanks.”

Birdbrain had foresight, Reine growled. Something I agree with.

Piper shook her head. “When will you be back?”

“Two, three days? Hard to say.” Finch fidgeted nervously. Piper could tell he wanted to be off. 

“Stay safe,” she said.

He gave her an odd look. “I’m not sure that’s an option right now.”

The red blur of Chip through glass leaves was the last glimpse she saw of them. 

Atlas

The stiffness of formality was thrown off once everyone was introduced. 

Sixteen Southern mayors and a dozen Northern officials surrounded a vitrum table. A map was centered on the glass, depicting their current standings all too clearly. There were no certain advantages for them with the flatness of the West for their battleground, while the East-West could retreat into the jungle.

The East-West had cover. They had resources at their back. They had time, like a cat playing with a mouse. And the North had light feet to act when they did. The unspoken question was, How did we get here? What had lured the turtle from its shell?

The group looked to Kane and Donovan, but Atlas could tell they were struggling to keep a strong façade as the hours ground out. They reinforced the trench running along their boundary line, and finished it in half the time with the South’s help. Spikes pointed up like jagged teeth against the East-West, and a plated wall of shields strengthened it. 

But they all knew it wasn’t enough. 

“What are they waiting for?” Thorn said at the table. “It’s been two days. They know we are on your side.”

Atlas translated Thorn’s Chestic for the Northern ears. He added, “It does seem strange that they’re just sitting there. There hasn’t even been a messenger from them.”

“I assume it’s because both our names and intentions are known,” Donovan said dryly. 

The other mayors piped up after Thorn, agreeing to that the stagnant armies were unsettling. If they fled, it could trigger the East-West. If they stayed, it would happen anyway.

Kane pulled at the collar of his coat. “It gives us time to wait as well. King Asher wrote back to our request, and Cooper is on his way to our position.”

“What if they attack us before Cooper comes? What if they attack Cooper?” a ranked soldier asked. Milla murmured his question in Chestic for the mayors. 

At this, Kane allowed his features to relax. “Let them attack Cooper. He’s a force to be reckoned with, and that’s why he’s coming to help us.”

After the impromptu war meeting, Atlas walked with his son along the perimeter of the Northern and Southern camps. Hudson and Flint walked behind them, and Kane’s triple guard acted as a coattail. 

“You’re getting better at this,” Atlas said. 

“Lying?” Kane said. “Or faking a smile in front of angry people?”

“Asher had to go through this same process, but faster. He had to be king, not just prince. There were must larger stresses he had to endure. He was going to be overthrown.”

Kane laughed. “That might not be such a bad thing.”

Better Charlotte than you? Hudson thought. Atlas relayed his words. 

Kane darkened. “Of course not.” His breath turned to clouds around them. It was warmer than the North here, but Atlas couldn’t forget the Western winter. “It’s just… if I fall, so does Elbe.”

“Each of us has a part to play.” Atlas rested a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not all on you.”

Kane narrowed his eyes against the thinly veiled sun. “I hope King Asher has another heir lined up.”

“You’re not going to die,” Atlas said firmly. “Get that out of your mind.”

“Who do they look for in battle, Dad? The footmen? No.” Kane gave a hoarse bark, sounding far older than he was. “They want to take the head. I’m in charge here, other than Donovan. I’m the head.”

“You’re going to be well protected,” Atlas said. “Is Flint feeding you this?”

“He agrees with you, don’t worry.” Kane frowned. “But I don’t know where you’re finding your enthusiasm.”

“It’s a thing called amur—hope,” Atlas said. “Everyone has it. Even you. Even the North.”

Even the fish before I snatch them from the river, Hudson said.

I’m not telling him that one, Atlas thought. 

Kane slowed, and Atlas with him. “Have you heard anything from our Heroes of Elbe?”

Letters were not easy for a traveling ambassador. There was no solid address to reach them between one place and the next, and usually it was a one-sided conversation from Atlas, shooting off hurried notes to home, saying he missed them.

“I haven’t seen them since we parted at Trene.” Atlas felt as if he had swallowed a boiled stone. With their time in Chesa, they had never once tried to follow up with Piper and Finch. Now, Life willing, they were in an unreachable place. Deep past the armies that lined the jungle. 

Kane folded his hands behind his back in a regal manner. He stared at their death without expression. It was deep winter now. Had Kane’s birthday already passed? Atlas wracked his mind. He was now what, fifteen?

Fifteen, Hudson confirmed. 

Too young to be like this, Atlas thought with a pang. They had been running around Elbe solving mysteries at his age, not fighting against two nations in place of a king. 

War ages everyone quickly, for those whom it spares, Hudson rumbled. 

When Kane turned back to them, his jaw was set in a hard line. 

“I’m going to meet with Queen Celia,” he said. “We can’t win this.”
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PART 3: Home

Part 3: Home

Sides are sought, a war decided… and everything rests in a name. 


Chapter 61: Gilded Cage

Piper

A thick silence hung over everything in the Glassing Court, as Piper began to call it. Otis, Reine and Silas were all stealthy creatures, quiet even in an autumn forest. Additionally, the ground was muffled by moss and softened bark, making the less-agile humans able to walk around without fear of being heard. 

This was perfect in a state of reflection, observing the faux-vitrum that would trick even Cooper. It was a peaceful place, with warm weather and running brooks in the dead of winter. Cedric had been right when he named it a gilded cage. Over iron bars, Piper would take this jail in a heartbeat. 

We are not prisoners, however, Reine growled. They may not be allowed to leave, but we are if we stay undetected. 

Piper ate meals with the Glassings and chatted with them over tea, but as soon as it was over, they would melt back into the glass vines, only to be see in splinters as they hurried from one area to another. 

Remi and Otis stayed with them the longest, only going into the crystal sea every now and then to chase down their parents. But it was clear they were used to being on their own, and would often slip into the outside jungle to hunt dinner or check the rain barrels for fresh water. 

When Piper asked to go with them, Remi would give her a conflicted look and a half-hearted excuse as to why he needed to go alone. They didn’t know the East’s dangers. The jungle was not friendly to strangers. What if Grace and Cedric needed help?

Piper frowned on the last excuse, and Remi turned red to his ears. “They don’t need help. Life, I don’t know if they care we’re here.”

Reine paused her work of shredding the nearest log. They don’t show a great excitement about their long-lost daughter coming home.

“They’re always trying to unlock vitrum so we can get out,” Remi said. 

Piper swept her arms to the trees. “There are no spy fera. Tennyson and Finch are looking for them now. It’s an open door. Why don’t you leave?”

“The East will chase us down,” Remi whispered. “We will never be free.”

“Come to the North,” Piper said. “King Asher will welcome you as he did me. You will be safe and won’t be forced to do this again.”

Remi’s dark mop of hair was all she could see as he studied his shoes. “I know.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Mom and Dad won’t go. I think they’re afraid of what they’ll do outside of this place. Vitrum is their life’s work.” He wouldn’t meet her gaze.

“The North is the birthplace of vitrum,” Piper said. “What more can they ask for?”

“Here, they are wanted. Needed. A Queen Grace and King Cedric. Outside, they’re just two more inventors in the world,” Remi said softly. 

Something bright caught Piper’s eye. Reine crept closer to a nearby sheet of vitrum, and nosed it aside to see Silas staring back at them.

“Hello,” Piper said after a moment. 

The fox dipped his head to them, ever dignified. 

“How long have you been there?” she said. 

Silas cocked his head to the side as if listening, then yawned. 

“Long enough?” Remi ventured. 

Silas gave a little nod. 

Piper knew in part that she was speaking to her father through Silas, whatever the fera decided to share with his human. “Is it true? Do you not want to leave?”

The fox let his full tail brush the jungle floor. He had his eyes lowered, then raised to meet her own. He gave a long blink. And a nod. 

Piper bit her lip, and looked back to Remi. He was speechless and sullen.

The last of Reine’s patience broke like the frayed end of a rope. What sickness is this? When the door is open, you stay and then complain when it closes. You are not trapped in the East, you are trapped in your minds. She jumped to her paws, and stalked away. I will have none of this.

They watched her go. Remi sighed. “I told you.”

Kane

Donovan wore the same expression Atlas had a few hours before. “What?”

“I need to buy time for Cooper to get here,” Kane said. The plan had formed on his walk with Flint. It had first been a hysterical shot in the dark, a what if, until the thought had spiraled into a larger idea.

“Why you?” Homer said. The silhouette of his pony shifted outside. The guards around the private tent stirred in reaction to the fera.

Kane pointed to Donovan. “Would Queen Celia come out to talk with the head of the army? No, she wants royalty.” 

“No offense taken,” Donovan grumbled. 

“Sorry,” Kane said quickly. He took a measured breath before saying, “And I’m not asking permission for this. I already sent a messenger to her.”

Homer spurt out the coffee he had been drinking. “What?”

“Are you insane?” Donovan was barely below a shout. “If King Asher knew—”

“I am King Asher’s hand here.” Kane pounded the table. Nothing shook satisfyingly on it like he had aimed, but it provided the same effect. 

“You are Prince Kane. Remember your title,” Donovan growled. 

“Remember that as well,” Kane said. He stared at the general until Donovan broke away, but on his shoulder Briar still gave him her unblinking gaze. “I will take my triple guard and any more soldiers you see fit to lend me.”

“You will have the whole Life-forsaken army.” Donovan’s snarl was fierce, but Kane could see respect simmering just under the surface. “You’re not dying on my watch.”

“Let’s test that,” Kane said.

Atlas

Atlas, no matter what he said to his friends in Tamerlane, had never grown used to the West. The wind was too strong, the ground too open and unprotected, the people having to force up walls to keep fragile crops from being pressed into submission. It was a hard, back bending life for those who chose to stay here. 

But if they stayed, the rewards were supposedly worth it. Enough that people were willing to kill, and die for it. 

They could keep their rewards. What they were fighting for now was the survival of Elbe, of the oldest territory in Eden being possibly cannibalized by its kin. 

Unthinkable, Hudson huffed beside him. 

Impossible only a few short years ago, Atlas agreed. Yet here we are now.

They watched all four territories move in restlessness. In this small space, they would soon boil and erupt. 

His son wanted to curb the flame underneath them all, but Atlas didn’t know if it would work. Donovan certainly didn’t think so. And the head guard to Kane, Homer, seemed to be of the same mind. 

“He’s on a suicide mission, but we can’t stop him,” Homer had said. “Please talk some sense into him.”

And they had once more. Kane was still unmoved. 

“What are we waiting for, Dad?” Kane whispered. “For them to act. We’re worse than sitting ducks; our heads are stretched on the chopping block for them.”

He’s right, Hudson had thought. We are in a sorry state. 

Even with their newfound Southern numbers, the East-West had every advantage. Surprise had fled, bravery hidden, honor sunk to the bottom of men’s hearts. 

Now Atlas watched a vitrum platform being erected in the center of the main divide. The wind beat relentlessly against it, creating a hollow drumbeat. An executioner’s song. 

Atlas wanted to call to his son walking towards the dais. Turn the parting crowd into a wall he could not pass. Use the winter chill to freeze this moment between victory and defeat, life and death, to stop this all.

But he didn’t.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. 


Chapter 62: The Fuse

Piper

The meal of beans and seared meat was as cold as their conversation. They were in the cabin once more, with candles and drafts acting as their live audience. 

Cedric pushed his food from side to side. Remi stared at his lunch numbly. Grace was the only one who dared meet Piper’s eyes. 

“Yes, we haven’t left for a reason,” she said. 

“You think you’re needed here.” Piper tapped her fork on the table. “But you realize you’re trying to make gold from stone. Vitrum can only truly grow in the North.”

“That’s not true,” Cedric said. 

“One small sample,” Piper argued. “And how many years has that been? How long have you been trying to recreate that?”

The answer hovered above them all, forming in the air but not on their lips. 

Reine helped her work around the elephant in the room. “I can’t stay here, you must know that. We’re Amur—heroes of Elbe. If Queen Celia knows I’m here, my best case is a life of imprisonment.” 

She had been speaking in the Northern tongue, so they could all understand. Remi coughed. “And we will not leave. Not now.”

Not ever, was the rest of his statement.

Cedric had forgotten his meal. Grace had an uncertain expression on her face. 

“What are you implying?” Cedric said softly. 

Piper leaned back in her chair. Should I just say it?

Make it quick. Make it sure. Make it a clean wound, Reine advised. 

She closed her eyes for a beat, then absorbed her family in the moment. Cautious, anxious, knowing. Shadows flickered across their faces like dark fire. The fera around the table seemed less than real, imaginary beasts. If she stretched out her hand now, it would pass through them like mist.

“I have to leave you,” Piper whispered. 

Kane

Kane had been through trials few managed at his age. Assassination attempts, a battle, a crowning, and the stresses of being in the throne room of an irritated king. There were puzzles of war he still was clueless about, vague histories that eluded him, and internal struggles that had not yet seen the light at the tunnel’s end. 

But he had not anticipated what it would feel like when the acceptance letter from Queen Celia came back. When he watched the glass platform come up between the four armies. When his feet and Flint’s clicked up the vitrum stairs, ready to wait in the plush chairs. 

Kane looked out over the thousands around him. Despite the guards that were packed around them, he felt vulnerable. 

We may actually die, he thought. 

Flint pulled out the icicle of fear in his heart. Stop that. But he didn’t disagree. 

It seemed odd to be sitting complacently in the midst of a possible battle. Kane crossed his feet and tried to look regal. What would King Asher do? He would probably wear a proper crown, instead of the travel-size silver laurel Kane wore. 

He wouldn’t be worrying about what he looked like to the enemy, Flint said. He glanced at the sky. I think it might snow.

Kane saw his fera changing subjects, and went along with it. I suppose.

I wonder how much snow this part of the West gets. A few feet?

Not this close to the East and South, Kane snorted. He composed himself when his guards picked up on this. I’d say a light dusting.

I like the winter, Flint mused. Even though it’s cold. 

And freezing, Kane said. 

And frigid, Flint shot back. 

Kane smiled. Still planning on taking up painting after this?

Only if Asher lowers your guards, Flint said. 

Kane’s mind drifted to his mother, Thea. She was going to lose her second child if he died today. He thought of his father. He was going to lose not just a son, but a prince and his friend’s apprentice. He thought of Kit. If she was still alive, would she know if he perished today?

A stiffening rippled through the crowd from the Eastern side. Soldiers parted for something small and dark running along the battlefield.

“What is that?” Kane said to Homer. 

The guard shifted and squinted against the bright sheet of clouds. “A fera, I think.”

Kane’s protection drew around him like a curtain. If it was a fera assassin like the bat, they would not be attacked so freely. 

They watched the black streak zigzag across the field, nearly managing being stamped to an ink blot by the hundreds of feet it unsettled. When it came to the dais, it slowed and made its way purposely up the stairs. Something about it reminded Kane of Reine. Arrogant, calculating its first impression. 

Except it was not his first impression of the animal. Kane peered past his guards. No, he knew this fera. 

The black cat sat and drew a paw over its ears. When it was finished, it jumped up on the opposite chair and regarded them with an indifferent glare. 

“Where is Queen Celia?” Kane said, trying to keep his voice neutral. 

The cat seemed amused at this. It closed its eyes, and purred. 

It’s laughing at us, Flint thought. 

Kane rose from his chair. “Tell us, fera.”

The cat leapt to the table between them. Kane’s guards recoiled, but stayed as a wall against the fera. 

It stared at him for a minute, waiting. You know who I share my soul with, the cat seemed to say.

Then a great trumpet blew from the jungle, its call deep and bellowing. 

Kane’s guards suddenly dragged him off the dais as soldiers came to life around them, war cries bubbling from every throat. 

The cat stayed on the glass table, watching them as they retreated. Smug in its victory. 

“You haven’t won anything!” Kane shouted to the cat. “Let your human know!”

But if Queen Celia was bonded to the cat, their reason for fear could be deeper than he believed. 

Atlas

“Who was the cat?” Atlas shouted over the guards. They shepherded Kane deep past their line, to the heart of the strategic team. Donovan was already there to meet them. 

“What was up with the cat?” the man barked. “Was it Queen Celia’s?”

“I don’t know,” Kane said. His guards broke from him to make a perimeter around the vitrum maps. “It was a fera alright.”

“Was it a messenger, you think?” Homer asked. His pony tossed its head next to him, showing the man’s agitation. 

“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Donovan spat. “That meeting was enough for them to start the battle. Maybe it’s what they were waiting for.”

Atlas saw Kane pale. Instead of occupying the East-West, he had lit the fuse. Cooper would never get here in time. 

“What’s the plan now?” Atlas said in their silence. 

Donovan moved the glass armies before them from one side of the field to another. He scribbled something on a scrap of paper, and clipped it to Briar before she flew away. “We’re going to fight until we can’t.”
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Chapter 63: Company

Piper

Finch had not come back. Tennyson and Taft had not returned. Now Piper was going to follow in their footsteps, to see beyond the gilded cage. The Glassing Court.

She stood with her family in front of the glittering tunnel that led to the abandoned cabin. On her back was a sack full of supplies. Her alea was snugly tucked into her vitrum-adorned belt. 

There were no apologies. No tearful goodbyes. But regret was strongly felt. 

“I wish I could stay,” Piper said. “I…”

Cedric nodded. “You don’t deserve to be locked away, Piper.”

“If there was another way to do this, we would pursue it,” Grace said. Her dove cooed on her shoulder.

You could come with me, Piper thought. Leave this fruitless goal. 

“Maybe I’ll visit Elbe one day. Meet the king,” Remi added. He gave one of his rare grins. “And you’ll show me what it’s like out there.”

“Of course.” She faked a smile. “We’ll meet again.”

There was a wave of stiff silence, then Piper put a tentative step behind her. Then another. She walked to the decrepit cabin front, and out the door. 

The Glassings were detached from the world, and Piper may have been a part of it had she not been given to Lucy. Stuck in vitrum like a fly in amber. They loved a figment of science more than flesh and blood. But maybe she could free them one day, if they accepted her help.

What awaited her beyond the East was a family that was not born to her, and kind eyes that looked to her heart, not through it.

As soon as she crossed the shallow stream outside the house boundaries, a weight shrugged off her head like an iron crown. She looked down to Reine. Are you ready?

I was born ready, Reine growled. 

And they plunged back into the jungle. 

Kane

The water had been slow to boil, but quick to spill blood. Every second there was a life and death battle between human and fera. North, South, East-West, all locked and roiling. 

Vitrum units had an advantage over typical swords and shields, but they were few in number and had to stay close together. Regular footmen and archers fought to hold the line of trenches that divided the East-West from them. 

Southern inventions had been an unexpected help. Barrels of exploding fire were rolled into clumps of enemy soldiers, along with surprise attacks that kept their opponents on their toes. Each town had their own subtle fighting style, but a savage grace came with every swipe and slice they gave. It was new and confusing to the East-West, and even the Northern allies, who made sure to stay clear of their death-spree. 

Fera glinting in vitrum, metal and leather armor filled in the gaps between the warriors. Most of them stayed with their bonded human, but a few had turned into roving packs on both sides, tearing down single fera and surrounding soldiers who dared stray from their unit. 

Amidst the constant battle cries and shout of pain, there would be a shrill sound that Kane now knew too well. It was beyond pain, beyond death. It was the shared scream of a fera and human taking their last breath as one, the surrender of sanity. It could be heard from anywhere on the plain. 

Kane shivered, and closed his eyes. 

“A messenger fera has been sent to Trene. Where is that Life-forsaken treehouse city?” Donovan growled. He gave an accusing glance to Atlas. 

“They know their terms,” Atlas said. His face was a mix of worry and anger, unsure of which emotion was stronger. “They will come to our aid.” Hudson, ever the solid presence next to his father, nodded in agreement. Kane had forgotten how much the bear acted as not just Atlas’s rock, but his own. 

It felt like an eternity since the battle started, but Kane knew it had only been a few hours. When he dared send Flint around the tents to investigate the trenches, carnage met them. 

Death’s palette, Flint concluded grimly. And we’re the paint. 

Their ring of protection would only grow smaller as the Northern and Southern forces fell back. If Nora had been a noose to Elbe, then the plains were their true gallows. 

Kane was shaken. It was one thing to offer yourself to danger, and quite another for everyone around you to be in it. He didn’t see how the situation could improve. They needed time, always time, to recover and think instead of being pressed against the wall at knifepoint. Instead of running on broken glass. 

Donovan moved some more units on his vitrum map, and Kane watched the little faceless figures struggle on the parchment. When Donovan touched one on its head, it reverted back to a marble he pocketed. 

“Numbers are dropping, our odds are dropping,” he mumbled. The fighting seemed so close. It was not if but when the East-West would break past the trenches. Cooper needed to come. Trene needed to come.

Kane swallowed, and prayed.

Piper

Remi had been right; the jungle was not a friendly face. It had pitfalls and unnatural insects and underbrush that reached for your boots. 

But, fake or not, a sliver of Elbe had imbedded itself in the heart of the enemy. A glass knife. Piper ran through the clear leaves, a bit of joy adding a spring to her step. She tripped and fell repeatedly, but after so many instances Reine decided to help her.

There’s a large log ahead, you’ll need to build up speed to jump it. Thick patch of vines here, you’ll trip if you’re going too fast. 

Reine was of Northern stock, but was accustomed well enough to the hurdles of a forest. Piper could see her passing easily for an Eastern leopard, albeit a stunted one. 

Her feet slipped on a series of loose roots. She cried out. Ah!

Why didn’t I tell you that one? Call me stunted again, Reine said. 

For an Eastern leopard! Piper argued. 

Leopards are leopards, Reine sniffed. Northern or Eastern.

Tell that to Taft. Piper groaned as she rose, then continued at a slower pace. 

Her thoughts kept drifting back to the Glassings. How she was a stranger to them. They had barely welcomed her, let alone with open arms. She wished things could have been different. 

Vitrum, Reine said. 

What?

Ever since Biscay, we’ve been entrenched it in. Yet that’s what everyone seems to want. 

You’re right, Piper said. We do have something, everyone… Suddenly, a thought occurred to her. The treaty. 

Reine dropped her pace. The treaty?

Trene’s treaty. Piper sent her a memory. The North promised to give them vitrum.

Which your parents proved impossible. Reine circled back to her. Great reminder. 

No, Piper shook her head. We can give them this.

Reine glanced at the live glass around them. But it’s not vitrum. 

They don’t have to know that.

They will when they try to make weapons out of it, Reine retorted. 

The North doesn’t have to give up the secret of making aleas, Piper continued. Just the plant.

Reine narrowed her eyes at the nearest vine. It’s a start, I suppose. 

More than that. Piper grabbed a rope full of vine and activated her alea. It shimmered into the mace, but she used it anyway, carving away the vine with one of its pointed tips. 

Shouldn’t the vitrum be alive? Reine said dryly. 

I’m going to take a few samples. Piper placed the glass vine carefully in her pack, padding it with food packets. We’re in a jungle full of it.

They kept up their trek across the East, stopping only for meals and the occasional faux-vitrum. By nightfall, they were both exhausted and had reached the great highway of bridges that ran to Seine. 

Finch and Tennyson had still not been seen, but they were days ahead of them, possibly on their way back from the territory’s edge. 

Should we cross? Piper peered out of the reeds on their side of the bank. On the bridges, lanterns bobbed to the footsteps of Eastern patrolmen. 

We won’t be able to see crocodiles in the water, Reine mused. I say go for it.

Why do you have to be so Life-forsaken sarcastic? Piper thought bitterly. If they made it across—assuming they did—they would be hard pressed to find an excuse as to why they were on the bridges at that hour. Although it was damp and dense, to keep going on the jungle path appeared to be the easier way. 

They crept along the marsh next to the highway, hidden by the high brush until their legs couldn’t carry them further. They fell asleep in the small hours of the morning, and were awakened by the early morning traffic of the Seinish. There was still too many eyes to watch them swim across the water, and by the time it was lunch they had veered away from the highway. 

Piper guessed they were near the outer fringes of the territory, where patrols were scarce and the only animals to be seen were wild. It took them hours to go halfway through the mire, and another morning to see the land change. 

She stumbled on the first stretch of flat land, expecting a divot or debris to hinder her. When she recovered, she turned to see the jungle behind her, its tall trees and whispering brush reaching out. 

Life, she breathed. We’re out.

We made it, Reine purred. But we’re not done.

A sound high and tinny had hung in the air as they hugged the border line, like an angry swarm of bees. Piper had assumed it was insects at first, she still hadn’t grown used to them, but as it became louder, she knew it was more than that. 

Reine’s mood changed color from a hopeful shade to something darker. Something’s not right.

The unease grew for another half hour as they ate up more ground. A writhing mass came over the horizon like a restless sun. Blue, red, green, gold. The four territories of Eden, rising and falling against each other as waves. Metallic thunder sounded at each shield clash. 

Heart sinking, mind racing, Piper picked up speed. Are they fighting?

They’re certainly not having tea, Reine said. 

Piper slowed again. How can we help? They didn’t have vitrum spheres to lob at the enemy, or gliders to avoid the touch of a blade. This was a hand-to-fera brawl for survival, brutal and with little tact above saving one’s skin. 

She looked at their position. They were on the Eastern side, behind their lines. If they were to regroup with the North, they would have to backtrack and make a wide loop around the battle. Depending on how long that took, half a day could be wasted. 

It didn’t look like the North was winning. The South held their own well enough in an individualized approach, but the Elben units were crippled when a team was broken up. The East-West focused a great deal of energy into picking them off one by one.

Company, Reine said.

Piper turned quickly to see two dogs running at them. They were muscled and armored, with jaws open and drool running down their sides. What would have been welcoming in a peaceful environment was lost in their deadly silence. Not a bark escaped from them.

She took her alea out, and unlocked it. The heavy weight of the mace settled in her hand.

“Stay back,” she said. 

Reine growled in warning, then leapt at them. She tackled one dog and kicked its padded stomach with her back claws. The leather started to shred under her constant movement. 

Piper swung at the other dog, missing it by inches. It circled her, teeth bared. The intelligent light in its eyes showed that its human was watching, and probably on their way.

She took the first step forward, and aimed the mace at the dog. It yelped when the mace hit bone, shattering its eerily silence. 

The dog under Reine gave a wicked howl, then went limp. Somewhere a woman gave an ear-splitting cry. It made them both flinch.

Finish the other one, she told Piper.

Piper hovered over the injured fera. It stared at her, daring her like Tennyson had. Like Loy had.

I can’t, she thought. I can’t kill it.

Then I will. In a peach blur, Reine was on top of the dog. Her claws were a knife, breaking through the leather as easily as bread. Then the cry came again, a bond severed. 

We need to move, Reine said. Before others come.

Piper backed away, her hands trembling as she twisted the pommel of the mace and had it shrink into its cube form. 

This was their first step into the battle, and it was horrible. 

This needs to end, Piper said.

Look. Reine’s ears pricked to a trumpet in the distance. Its sound was as smooth and clear as birdsong. 

Piper tried to see what was past the roaring plains. I can’t see where it’s coming from.

It’s Trene, Reine said. They’re here.
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Chapter 64: Queen Celia

Atlas

“Trene’s here,” a breathless messenger said. He ran away again before Donovan could respond.

“Atlas, do you want to speak to them?” Donovan said. 

“Can I go?” Kane asked.

Donovan gave him a thinly-veiled glower. “You’re not leaving our protection, princeling.” 

“He’s right,” Atlas agreed. “You need to stay in the core of soldiers. We can’t have you hostage by the East-West.”

Kane was clearly irritated, but his botched meeting with Queen Celia had proven how underhanded the other leader could be. Atlas wasn’t willing to risk his son again, and truly didn’t want to let him out of his sight, but talking with Trene was of the utmost importance. 

“I’m going,” Milla said.

“Me too,” Skye piped. She frowned when Milla looked to her. “What?”

“Not this time, Skye.” Milla folded her arms. “When are we leaving?”

“Now.” Donovan waved over a few soldiers. “Take a guard with you.”

A few flurries touched Hudson’s nose and melted. He sneezed. It’s starting to snow.

So it is. Atlas’s steps were heavy as they marched around the back of the Northern camp. Trene was a little ways away, closer to the middle of the battle than he liked. They were decked in winter camouflage of white, pale green, and soft blues. With the coming storm, they would blend in perfectly. 

Atlas was ushered into the ranks of the woodland territory. Indifferent faces passed him, although subtle emotions were underneath. A tug of a smile. A creased frown. The Trene warriors were camouflaged from all sides. They were so much unlike the vibrant Loy, Atlas wouldn’t have been surprised if the prince had been a foundling. 

Or a changeling, Hudson laughed. 

Atlas cracked a smile, but it faded when he saw Nell. 

She was a winter queen, matching the sky with its shifting grays and white. Her stance was in its ever-rigid state as she organized her troops. Something between a snarl and grin kept her warriors dancing for her affection, hoping to sway her one way or another. 

Her hands waved as if she were conducting an orchestra. “Yes, to the front. Don’t whine, or I’ll show you true pain. You there, we need some tents to weather out this snow. And you—” She had reached Atlas and Milla. Her mouth made a flat line. “You’re early.”

“You weren’t expecting company on a battlefield?” Milla asked. 

“I thought the North had to have meetings for every step they made,” Nell sniffed. 

The wind picked up around them, fluttering the winter capes of Trene like a single flag. Atlas pulled a roll of parchment from his pocket. 

“We need your warriors on the Southern flank to boost—”

Nell made a tut-tut noise. “Who said I was here for you, ambassador?”

“Our treaty—”

She cut him off again. “I’ve read and memorized that treaty since we signed it. Tell me, what have we promised to you?”

Safe passage through their territory. Atlas knew this by heart. 

“Did it…” She examined her nails. “Say anything about promised troops for an Eden-wide battle?”

Milla stiffened beside him. Hudson bristled. She’s playing with us.

“That treaty is a receipt for what the North pays for your alliance,” Milla said. “There are unspoken delicacies in a treaty.”

“You’re both fools,” Nell spat. “And it started when you killed Loy.”

“We didn’t kill Loy,” Atlas spluttered. 

Keep a cool head, Hudson advised. 

Nell pulled a scrap of red from the sleeve of her coat. “This is one of the few reminders of my son. A cape. I know your son is prince too, ambassador. What reminders will you have of him?”

“You don’t know the consequences of your actions,” Milla said, trying to regain footing. “Queen Celia will not legitimize Trene as a territory. She will give it all back to the West.”

Nell had a piece of paper in her hands. She unrolled it. “That’s not what she said here.”

“Don’t do this,” Atlas said. He would not beg. But they did not plead, they would bleed. “If the North is defeated, Eden will be in chaos under Queen Celia.”

“You don’t even know what she’s like,” cooed Nell. “Or maybe you do.”

“What?” Milla said. She tucked a gray strand behind her ear.

Nell laughed. “Maybe if you give me my vitrum, I’ll consider your side.”

“There’s no time. It can’t grow past Elbe,” Atlas said. Sweat beaded his forehead. Are we going to perish?

Hudson hesitated. I pray not.

“We’re going to enter the fight shortly. Have my vitrum by midday, and Trene will be with you.” Nell waved them away. 

Atlas struggled against the winter guards, then let them escort him away. 

The North was lost, and Nell knew it.

Piper

They ducked back inside the Eastern jungle. There, no one was particularly hostile. It was all command tents and running soldiers. If they kept low to the ground and far enough from the action, they were both invisible. 

Piper had been there at the Trene treaty signing. That meant the North had extra help now, but they needed something to turn the tide of the battle. She aimed to do damage on the inside with Reine. Steal plans or take a key general out of the scene. 

Look for the biggest tent, Reine thought. That’s where the head general would be.

The red tents were bright markers in the dim light, easy for messengers to spot. The entrance flaps were in motion like wagging tongues as the heads of the monster talked. Everything in a hurry, everyone in mild panic. 

One was set apart from the others, its Eastern flags wilted in the dead wind. From the shadows on the inside, it appeared no one was inside. 

Piper followed Reine cautiously, not daring to unlock her alea this close to the tents. Her fera nosed her way past the door, then froze. 

Piper, Reine said. 

What? Piper slipped into the tent. Her eyes widened. 

Bound and gagged before her were Finch and Tennyson. 

Reine was already next to them, cutting their ties with a precise claw. Tennyson rubbed his wrists. 

Finch covered his face. “Piper,” he whispered. “We’ve been tricked.”

“We have to leave now,” Tennyson said.

Piper looked around. “Where’s Taft and Chip?”

“They have them in a stable not far from here.” Tennyson rose, and went to check the tent flap. 

“Why have we been tricked?” Piper asked Finch.

He gave her a hollow stare. “Queen Celia is—”

Tennyson recoiled with a shout, bowling into them. Reine growled. Piper was on her hands and knees. She craned her head to look at the shadow above them.

Lady Harper narrowed her eyes. “Hello again, heroes of Elbe.”
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Chapter 65: Shattered

Piper

“I was wondering where you were,” Lady Harper said. “Usually the North flaunts their advantages, and I haven’t seen them introduce you to the show.”

Lady Harper was in a deep maroon. A few gold bracelets hung at her wrists, a small show of wealth. Her black cat was by her feet, giving Piper a matching glare.

“You’re Queen Celia?” Piper said. “How were you in the North?”

“It took many years. But now we’re here.” She took a step back, and ripped open the tent flap. “Guards!”

Reine savored every second. During Piper’s question, she had slashed a back door to the tent. Let’s go!

Piper ran out, followed by Finch and Tennyson. 

“Stables,” Tennyson said. He knew where Taft was by their bond, and Chip with him.

As shouts broke around them, Piper felt like a glass bubble was shattering around them. They were on the receiving end of a vitrum incarnate this time.

If Lady Harper was Queen Celia, then Charlotte Harper was Princess Charlotte, second in the East. If she had gotten the heir position from Kane, she would have been in line for two crowns. If King Asher had been killed ‘accidently,’ the ascension would be even faster. 

They would have had a bloodless takeover in the blink of an eye. This war would have been meaningless. The West must have known—known about the plot against her newfound home. Had backed it.

Piper nearly slammed into a tree.

Watch where you’re going! Reine snapped. If you fall, we’re going to be captured. 

She said it took years! Piper said as they dodged tents and cut through the camp. The stables were apparently closer to the frontlines. Years for this!

I heard her, Reine growled. She skidded to a stop and circled around a soldier struggling to slip on her armor. 

“Here!” Tennyson took a sharp left, and they were at a wooden half-building. He ran past the stalls and worried horses to the end. The padlock was shaking under a great force. 

“Key, key,” he muttered as he choked the lock. “Life, I can’t open this.”

Finch craned his head back and forth as the Eastern camp was aroused. Lady Harper—or rather, Queen Celia—must know their goal to reclaim Taft and Chip. Or maybe she was taking her time, aware they had nowhere else to go short of the battle. A snake creeping to an injured bird.

Ideas? Piper asked Reine. 

Leave them behind, but I know you won’t, Reine growled. So fight.

Finch was at the bottom of the door, working at one of the metal shafts at its side. 

“What are you doing?” Tennyson let the lock thump back to the door. 

“The hinges. Help me,” he was pulling frantically at the nail shaped head that connected the wood.

Tennyson caught on, and took the top half, wrenching it out faster than Finch. He knelt to help the spy, then jumped to his feet as the door came apart, held only by the locked handle. 

The shouting was getting louder. Reine unsheathed her claws. Get ready. 

Taft was squeezing his way out of the stiff opening. Finch slipped inside once the leopard was free. Chip must have been in a less protected cage, because they were both out in record time. 

Footsteps. More yelling. Piper looked down the line of pens to see soldiers gathering. 

“Should we go?” Finch said. He was a bit hesitant. 

Reine started running. We’re not getting out of here unless we act now.

Piper took her cue. “Yeah.”

She activated her alea, and groaned when a crossbow shimmered in her hands. A long range weapon was not ideal. 

But when she came close to the enemy, she yelled, and swung the crossbow like the mace. It smashed into the nearest face, and the others stepped away in surprise. “What the—”

“For Elbe!” she screamed, continuing her speed as she waved the weapon. 

Tennyson was laughing as they stumbled along the uneven ground. Taft ran with Reine, startling away the latecomers, while Finch covered the rear with his vitrum disk. He had chosen a flamethrower from it, to give them distance from their pursuers. 

Together, they were a fearful and fearing band. Piper’s blood coursed through her like a lit fuse. Reine fed and thrived on her adrenaline. 

Then they broke the tree line, and all of Eden was upon them. Swords, shields, wild cries. The Eastern generals had not yet gotten word of the roving trio, and Seine’s planning teams were scattered as Piper, Tennyson, and Finch ran for their lives. Snow tried to blind them as they hurried forward. 

They were swept into the middle of flashing teeth, white sky, and colored uniforms. In that moment, anything that wasn’t blue was Piper’s enemy. And since they weren’t wearing any allegiances, everyone wanted to hit them anyway. 

She woke from her daze when a sword nicked her shoulder, drawing blood instantly. With a flick of her wrist, her alea was a clear shield. The Northern soldier recoiled in shock. “Wait—”

“I’m Amur!” Piper shouted. “Help me to Kane!” 

Prince Kane. The soldier pushed her away, then followed behind. “Keep going.” His wolf fera limped close to them. 

Tennyson appeared out of the crowd, gaining a thick hogshead shield in the process. Flurries thickened his beard. She hadn’t realized their trio had dissolved once they entered the field. 

“Stay with us!” Piper said before her helping soldier attacked Tennyson. “Where’s Finch?”

“I don’t—”

“Look out,” the wolf-man grunted as he deflected a sword reaching over Tennyson’s shoulder. “Talk later.”

“Where’s your unit?” Piper asked as she made a path behind her vitrum shield. 

“Separated. Doing it to all units.” The wolf-man lunged again, then retreated back to the protection of Piper and Tennyson. “Faster.” 

Reine and Taft didn’t have armor like the rest of the battling fera. They used their attacks sparingly and in the same defensive stance as their Elben soldier. 

“Got a name?” Tennyson said as he bent to pick up a discarded spear. This he used to jab at anyone who dared come near their flank. 

“Joul. Lupe.” His limp mirrored his fera. Or perhaps it was the other way around. “Faster.”

He’s right, Reine said. We need to make it to the Northern side. Which is west.

Piper’s vision seemed to blur as a numbing exhaustion began to creep into her legs, her mind. But a drive to survive kept her going. Until, until, until…

“I see blue,” Tennyson said over the roar. 

Blue. Elben. The North. Piper blinked to see through her shield. 

Oh Life. There was safety, there were friendly eyes. Nothing was so sweet.

Joul was slower. His limp had gotten worse, and his fera tagged along as best he could. Tennyson finally picked up the wolf so they could keep running. 

Twenty feet from the trenches.

Ten feet. 

Five—

Some familiar sound reached Piper’s ears. Tinkling, fragile breaking. A fairy’s last cry in the storm. She whipped her head around, searching for the source of the noise. 

The ground shifted. It became softer as if under acid, and made a churning motion under them. 

Joul seemed to have an idea of what was happening. “Life, faster!”

Reine’s paws started to stick in the earth. What is this?

I don’t know! Piper dove for the trenches. She turned to help pull Tennyson and Joul in. They landed in an ungraceful heap before Reine struggled to the top. Life help us.

Piper closed her eyes to see through the leopard. She almost wished she hadn’t. 

Reine was level with the trench top. As she watched the ground turn into a swirling, hungry mouth, Northern soldiers quickly shuffled around them. They placed vitrum shields over the trench. When the quicksand earth touched it, its progress stopped and looked for another way forward. It was a dirtied sea, filled with grass and roots lapping at the clear boundary. 

Hands pulled Piper and the others up. They were dragged away from the trenches while questions peppered the air. 

“Who—is that Amur?”

“She was running at us with an alea, it has to be.”

“Private Joul, who is this man?”

Piper struggled to her feet. “I need to speak to Prince Kane.”

“Let her go,” Joul insisted at their hesitation. “She’s Piper Amur.”

Agonizing seconds passed as Piper was guided through the Northern camp to the center of planning. There, the general and prince were waiting over the moving battle map. 

Kane shook his head. “I don’t think I can surprised anymore.”

Piper lowered her pack to the ground. Her breath came out in white puffs. “I know who Queen Celia is.”
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Chapter 66: A Calculated Risk

            

Kane

He listened to Piper’s breathless story. Slowly, pieces fit together. Why the East had stopped communication. Why the Queen had never been seen. 

She had been in the North, executing a double-edged revolution. Waiting, hoping for Charlotte to be picked, to grow to be a contender for the throne. Learning their ways and rising to a Council member. Playing the part of an Elben diplomat. Life, Kane had never even heard an accent from Lady Harper. It was genius. 

And we had been in her way, Flint thought. No wonder she tried to kill us.

She’s still trying, Kane said. Just with an army this time. 

“Why is the earth quicksand?” Piper asked after she finished. 

A chuckle came from behind her. “That’s because of me, I’m afraid.”

Cooper twirled his mustache. The inventor had arrived shortly before Piper, and had started his vitrum counterattack. “We have little control once the spheres are broken.”

“Do you know they’re splitting up the units?” Piper said. Reine growled at her side. 

Donovan nodded. “We do. And that’s why drastic measures are being taken.”

“Can we warn our soldiers?” Piper pressed. 

A guilty pause rushed in like a tide, then pulled away. 

“With everyone everywhere, it’s hard to not warn the whole battlefield,” Cooper said. 

Donovan cleared his throat. “It’s a calculated risk.”

Piper’s face passed a rare shade of anger. Kane found this more distressing than if she had yelled. Although Reine was probably doing most of that through their link. 

Aren’t you lucky you have me.

Don’t be smug, Kane said with a smile. 

Flint flicked his ears. Does she have any other suggestions on how to end this battle?

When he repeated this to Piper, she frowned in concentration. “Let me think.” 

Donovan spread his hands. “We have all day. Or however many hours it takes for them to get past our boundaries.”

Atlas and Milla were admitted into their circle. By their faces, Kane could tell the meeting with Trene had not gone well. 

“What’s wrong?” he said. 

“Trene’s going to enter on their side,” Atlas spat. On his heels, Hudson looked concerned. 

“Why? We have a treaty, don’t we?” Donovan demanded. Briar stretched her wings threateningly. 

“They have another treaty. With the East-West.” Milla sighed and put a hand on June’s soft nose. The donkey nuzzled her shoulder. “She crossed us.”

“Nell thinks we killed Loy.” Atlas wouldn’t move his eyes from the vitrum map. Faceless units fought below him and fell without sound. 

“He killed himself,” Donovan ground out. “He put himself right in the blast range.”

“He sacrificed himself,” Piper said. They turned to her, and she paled slightly. “He knew I had to drop the vitrum to end the battle.”

Kane had to say it. “A… calculated risk.” 

“But these men and woman don’t know what’s coming.” Piper bit her lip. “There has to be another way. We can’t destroy our own.”

“If we do nothing while they’re being singled out and slaughtered, it will be worse,” Cooper added. He adjusted the koala on his back, which was awake for once. “Because we’ll perish. Or be tortured by the Seinish.”

“We need Trene,” Milla said. “They can tip the scales in our favor, without needing to swallow the whole field.”

Kane could tell his father was fighting to keep calm. “We can’t get through to Trene.”

Milla tented her hands. “We have a way. If we can send a messenger back to Elbe, they can have a sample of vitrum sent to Nell. It will satisfy the treaty.”

“The plant will wither and die outside our borders,” Cooper said. 

In the buzz of conversation, Reine let out a simmering growl. It was quiet at first, but rose until it was louder than their voices. They looked to Piper again.

Flint’s interest was piqued. What is it, Amur?

“I have something to help.” She bent to pick up her pack, then pulled out what appeared to be clear rope. It was coiled and smooth, with pointed leaves placed sporadically. 

“Is that…” Cooper trailed off. His mouth was in a small O.

Piper gave a laugh. “Vitrum.” 

Atlas

“Well, someone has all the answers today,” Donovan huffed, but his eyes were full of joy. Of hope.

Atlas took the rope in his hands. It was clear and delicate as glass, but flexible like a living plant. Like a vine. “How is this possible?”

“If it’s a long story, save it for later. We need to get this to Trene.” Donovan rolled his shoulders. “Round two.”

Atlas met eyes with his old mentor. Milla nodded. “We should go.”

Cooper was chatting with a messenger. He clapped his hands as the messenger scurried away. “Okay folks, move like a rabid rabbit. The quicksand by our trench is starting to harden. Once everything’s back to normal, the fighting will get close again.” 

Slinging the vine over his shoulder, Atlas ducked out of the camp’s core. Milla was with him in a heartbeat. She talked fast. 

“Nell may not give us a chance at redemption. You know that.”

Nell’s the one that needs redemption, Hudson said. Atlas relayed his words. 

Milla grimaced. “From our view.” One of her first lessons came back to Atlas in echoes. To win a fight, think like the enemy, then you will know what they least expect.

Outside the blockade of tents, the winter squall was picking up. Atlas didn’t know the West had storms like this. Perhaps it was worse because there was nothing to stop the raging wind.

Trene had a more secure setup than last time, with a forming camp and defined layers of defense. They were led a bit reluctantly to Nell. 

The canvas room they were in shuddered under winter’s breath. Nell was already agitated when they came in, perhaps because her preparations were less than suitable for this weather. “What do you yetis want?”

Treehouse club, Atlas wanted to retort.  

We want their help, Hudson reminded him. 

Thankfully, Milla spoke before he could. “We have satisfied our end of the bargain.”

“Oh?” Nell said. She leaned her elbows on her foldup desk, mouth smirking.

Atlas placed the vitrum vine on the wood. It clacked as its leaves settled. 

Nell blinked. Her squirrel fera chittered to itself. 

“And it’s before midday,” Milla continued. “So there is only our partnership ahead.”

“Unless,” Atlas hovered over the vine, “you don’t want this?”

Nell’s face sharpened. “Of course I want this.” She tapped her fingers on the desk. “I can give you fifty—”

“One hundred percent of your cooperation, one hundred percent of your force.” Milla was unwavering in her terms. “You are with or against us, Nell.”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Nell grumbled. “Trene will be with you.”

Piper

Trumpets of war blared, and Piper’s heart fluttered as Trene started to enter the fight. They ran in their winter camouflage, shadows in the storm. All the fera of the forest were with them. Deer bounding, wolves howling, bears lumbering at a fantastic rate towards the boiling field. A few foxes stood out in the white plain, streaks of bright red, and it made Piper’s stomach twist. 

When they collided, the armies were at first confused which side the forest territory claimed, or if they were entering as a third force. It was only until a weakened unit cried out, For Elbe and Trene took up the call, were the Northern faces changed from panic to surprise. 

Piper searched the crowd. She saw a thousand soldiers, but none of them were Finch. Where had he gone? Had he been killed as soon as they entered the fray from the Eastern front? No, she couldn’t accept that. Wouldn’t. 

A bandage covered her shoulder, but she was otherwise unscarred. Tennyson had more injuries, but they were in the mend. Joul was the worst off. The medic tent had put him on high priority in the makeshift hospital. 

Three against two. No matter how much the East-West had outnumbered them before, the fresh army of Trene had given them an unprecedented advantage. Along with the occasional vitrum explosion or well-placed disaster from Cooper, they were bleeding out fast. 

Soldiers of red and green were fleeing into the jungle. It started in the rear with the command tents, and then slowly came to the front when the foundation behind them cracked. The gold, blue and white-gray of the North’s allies gave chase, meeting them right into the thicket. All the snakes and Eastern creatures that she had feared before were slithering away.

She watched them corner the enemy force, back them out of the plains. She imagined the East-West running through the murky jungle, slipping on vines as she had. Going until they reached the bridge highway to Seine. Jumping into the brackish water to swim alongside their brothers. Fighting crocodiles, their air bubbles quickly popping. 

Dark thoughts, Reine said. She scuffed her paws on a thin pileup of snow. The storm had ebbed into just the threat of clouds. 

They’ve been dark to us. Piper sighed, letting the image fade. They took her parents. Took any sense of normalcy she had before she could defend herself.

But what do you have now? Reine said. You still have a home. A family. She bumped her nose against Piper’s hand. You have me, don’t you?

Yeah. Piper pat Reine’s head. “I’ve got you,” she whispered.
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Chapter 67: The Grave

Kane

They waited as the dais shimmered to its full form. The stairs were crystal clear as before, the chairs and table moved to its top like cake figures. 

An entire day had been spent tracking down Queen Celia. She had almost made it back to Seine with a pack of guards. If she had gotten across the bridge highway in time, there would have been a siege or a chance to rally her forces again. 

As it was, she was given a simple tent next to the dais in preparation of meeting with Kane. There would be no escaping this. No decoy fera to mock them. 

Flint calmed his nerves. You can do this.

Kane swallowed. I know I can. 

Together, they went up the stairs. Around them, soldiers knelt. Blue, gold, and a wintry mix. Red and green soldiers were detained in tied bushels to be brought back to Elbe for trial. 

When he got to the top, he was startled when the sea came to its feet. 

“Prince Kane!” they thundered. He heard pride in their voices. 

Flint nudged him. Do something.

Right. Kane threw a fist into the air. “For Elbe!”

“For Elbe!”

He smiled at that. “I couldn’t ask for better citizens, better allies. Thank you for protecting our home. Thank Life for letting us survive this. The North is not aroused lightly. And when that time comes, we fight greatly. We live in a land of extraordinary events, and you’ve shown a will to protect that.”

They cheered as Kane settled into his chair. 

Queen Celia’s tent rippled. She came out with a brave face, a ruler brought low. Her cat hugged her steps as she came to sit on the opposite end of the table. 

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Kane asked, loud enough for the soldiers to hear. 

Her words were a frosted knife. “Kit Fletcher.”

Kane wanted to recoil. To show his anger, his confusion. But Flint helped him stay steady. He would not be weak in front of Queen Celia. Fear and reaction was what she thrived on. “What about Kit?”

“Want to see your sister again? Set me free, and I’ll tell you where she is.” Queen Celia was poised to strike, a snake rearing. “Bring me to a cell, and bring her to death.”

“I will not make a deal with you. This is a time for your surrender.” He pushed the newly minted treaty across the table. The pen rolled with it. “Sign it, Queen.”

Kit was her last card, one she acquired early in the game. Flint chewed this idea. I wonder if she ever thought she would need to use it.

A growing part of Kane did fear, however. Kit was not safe, and here he was letting her slip out of the conversation. Would he ever get this chance once Queen Celia was dethroned? 

An oddly catlike hiss came from the queen. “You don’t care if she dies.”

She spoke his mind. “I do care.”

“You will sit on your gilded throne behind your gates and glass, heart growing cold, soul frozen,” Queen Celia said. “And it starts here.”

Kane flinched. “Sign the treaty.”

“I will not sign the treaty.” She rose, but guards suddenly flanked her. “You have not won.” She turned to the soldiers. “You have not won!”

The guards grabbed her cat. Queen Celia thrashed in their grip. “Kit will die because of you!”

Kane watched her pulled off the stage, repeating her threat. There would be no ceremonious tent for her now. She would be with the rest of the prisoners. 

Atlas

Atlas met with Kane as soon as the queen was escorted away. He spotted Flint’s antlers from a distance away, and then the triple guard. 

“What happened to Kit?” he said. Where was his daughter? Wasn’t she with Thea, in Elbe?

“We need to speak in private.” Kane made a path for his tent, a grand if not the largest in the camp. Its blue canvas was decorated in white patterns. Intricate snowflakes, mountains and flowering vitrum. 

Atlas sat on one of the two chairs inside. Then Kane talked. He told of Kit’s disappearance, Nora’s coin, the fruitless investigation and puzzlement about her whereabouts. They assumed Kit had been smuggled out of Elbe, and by Queen Celia’s claims, that was correct. Now a girl who for months had been hoped to be among the living would be dead. 

“It’s Queen Celia’s last trick to play against us,” Kane explained. “She wants to buy her freedom.”

Atlas put his head in his hands. “Did she give us a timeframe?” 

“We can’t…” Kane paused. “King Asher won’t let us release Queen Celia. Not after this war.”

Hudson paced the ground. We should not bargain with her.

What if we do? A sudden idea came to Atlas. “Where is Charlotte in all this?”

Kane looked to his tent’s canvas. The noon sun was burning a vitrum flower into the floor. “I don’t know. Seine?”

Where was the princess? In the castle. “That makes sense.” Atlas rubbed his chin. “We need to send a unit to scout out the city. See if she’s still there, we can capture her and use her to get to Kit.”

“Maybe two units. Or three,” Kane said. “There are still rogue bands of the East-West. And I doubt Seine will let our scouts waltz through the front door.”

“We can send them out tonight.” Atlas rose. “Kit can’t wait another day.”

Piper

Sunsets were beautiful in the West. Piper had nearly forgotten how mesmerizing her first home could be. With the plains a flat horizon, the sun dominated the sky with rolling clouds and hazy rays. Purples mixed with blues and pinks to create a pastel wonderland. A dreamscape fit for a queen. You wouldn’t know the day before it had been a pale slate, spewing snow. 

Reine sat next to her, tail neatly coiled over her paws. It’s over.

Yes, I suppose so. Piper was still tense, as if at any moment she would need to reach for her alea. Jump away to avoid an enemy coming from an unseen direction. Time would heal all wounds, invisible or not. But she felt as if it were too soon to heal, that there was still a chance she would be hurt again.

Now what? Reine thought. 

Well… Go back to Elbe, Piper said. Maybe do some exploring.

The North, Reine purred. Visit my homeland.

And afterwards, go to the Glassings… see how they’re doing. Help King Asher and Kane restore balance in Eden. Go to the South. Skye said it was fun there, Piper said. 

We’ll have to reorder that list, Reine said. 

Piper chuckled. I want to see a world in peace. See it all.

We can do that. Reine stretched and yawned. Starting tomorrow, of course. 

The sunset had become dusk, with stars filling the void. They walked towards the tents, each step making sleep that much higher on Piper’s priorities. Everything over the past few months seemed to be catching up to her at last, dogging her feet with fatigue. 

She missed the rustling near the supply tent, but Reine did not. 

Piper, she said.

What? Piper fought a yawn.

There’s something—Reine stiffened as the noise stopped. Something I don’t like.

Okay. Piper caught some of Reine’s caution, and crept carefully around the tent, hoping it was a lost fera.

Wild eyes stared back at her. The girl was in midnight black from head to toe, too dark for this hour. In her hands were two vitrum spheres. They sloshed with colored liquid. Cooper must have premade some of his weapons, or not set all of them off during the battle. 

The girl immediately threw down a sphere. It cracked into thirds, letting a blue cream flow into the ground. 

Piper didn’t wait to see what it did. She ran after the girl, shouting to get the attention of anyone nearby. “Hey! Stop! Thief!” 

They wove through the camp, then cut towards open field. It was a mad dash until Reine put on a burst of speed to tackle the intruder. 

Reine held the girl down while Piper took off her mask. She fell back as the intruder spat at her.

“Get away from me!”

“Charlotte?” Piper said.

Charlotte rolled, whipping her blonde ponytail in Piper’s face. Reine had to tackle her again. 

“You have not won,” Charlotte hissed, an eerie mirror of her mother’s words.

Something bit Piper’s leg, hard. She yelped to see Chloe the arctic fox behind her.

Oh no you don’t, Reine growled. She went after the snowy fox, and the other fera ran. 

Piper activated her alea, and a short sword appeared in her palm. It wasn’t the crossbow she wanted if Charlotte fled, but it was better than nothing. 

Chloe skidded to a slushy stop in the melting snow. Charlotte picked up her fox as Reine circled them. “Call off your cat.”

“You’re going to run,” Piper said. Blood was welling on her calf, and she felt its drain. 

It was now dark enough for Charlotte to blend in with the night. Her hair was a strange light now, stardust sleeping. She was thoughtful as her fera squirmed. “I was going to take the whole camp.” Piper saw the moment when Charlotte’s smile gained a wicked edge. “But I think they’ll miss the heroes of Elbe just as much.”

Reine, get back! Piper quickly backtracked as Charlotte threw her remaining vitrum sphere to the ground. It shattered with little fanfare. 

Then the earth softened. Everything solid shifted, then moved in a slow spiral. Cooper’s weapon was working like clockwork, aiming to swallow them all. 

They couldn’t outrun it in time. Piper knew this with a sinking heart. She would die. Never see the next Eden morning, the Glassings, Finch. Her footsteps were heavy, weighted by the deepening quicksand. 

She didn’t look back when Charlotte’s laugh was replaced by burbling. She would not go down with the ship.

Reine struggled to her, near-swimming in the mire. We’re not dying today, Piper.

Fires were starting to flare up in the camp. Rocks were shooting up from the ground like a waterspout. An avalanche from Eden’s core. They could hear Cooper’s voice from here, calling about an antidote. 

With their own problems, they wouldn’t notice Piper and Reine were missing. But she still yelled at the top of her lungs. “Help!” When she waved, her alea flicked into a shield. 

Reine came closer. The shield! 

She understood immediately. Piper dipped the vitrum into the quicksand. It gave her a pocket of air. A sliver of freedom. 

With her arm wrapped around Reine, she took a step forward. And another. They kept walking until a block of solid ground greeted them. She pulled them to land, then collapsed. 

Reine looked behind them. Where Charlotte had stood was only a mess of overturned earth. A grave fit for a peasant.  

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter.


Chapter 68: In Red

            

Kane

They stopped the search for Charlotte at daybreak. If what Cooper said was true, she had no chance of escaping the quicksand. If Piper had not had an alea, she would have suffered the same fate.

Kane stared blankly at the rippled earth, now hardened in its marred state. What a horrible way to die.

Flint pondered this. I wonder if she knew what the sphere did.

I think she had an idea. Otherwise she wouldn’t have let one loose in the camp, causing an sky-high avalanche. Boulders had suddenly come from the deep, nearly destroying their base within the span of a half hour. Cooper had thrown an antidote sphere at the ground, making the boulders come to a shuddering halt. He had done the same to the swirling quicksand just outside.

“Perhaps I should work on these a bit more, refine them,” the inventor had chuckled. 

Donovan had not been amused. “King Asher will hear about this in the report. You nearly killed the Amurs.”

Cooper shrugged. “Not intentionally.”

Donovan had gone beet red, and stormed away.

Now they crunched over the remaining snow, headed to the prisoners. His father was clearly nervous, but denied it when he asked. 

Ambassadors aren’t supposed to be scared, Flint noted.

Though fathers can be, Kane said. This was Kit’s life they were approaching. With Charlotte gone, they had nothing over Queen Celia. No bargaining chips. Only her threats and their refusal of release. 

The queen had been set aside for questioning, her cat stationed with the rest of the enemy fera. She still retained her regal air despite the rope binding her wrists and ankles. Even as Lady Harper, she had a dignified air that could only turn barbed or impossibly cold. It was someone not used to compromise, only obedience. 

Atlas tipped the ambassador cap he wore. “Queen Celia.” Hudson gave a shallow bow.

“Are you agreeing to my terms?” the queen said. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. 

“We have information about your daughter, in exchange for ours,” Atlas said.

She seemed to consider this. “I would like to hear your information first.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible. This is our last offer, should you choose to accept.” Kane let his father do the talking, although the queen addressed him with her remarks. 

“What do you know of Charlotte?” she asked him. Her face was unchanged, but her voice held something beneath it. The barest fracture, it was almost imagined. 

Kane needed to whet her appetite, make her hungry for this offer. “She is not safe.” Flint watched her reaction closely.

Queen Celia looked from Atlas, to Kane, and back. “You’re pulling the wool over my eyes.”

“If that were the case, we would say something kinder,” Atlas said.

“You’re lying, you sniveling snowflakes,” Queen Celia hissed. 

“Tell us where Kit is.” Atlas crossed his arms. He was a stone giant, resistant to her jeers. 

“Charlotte is dead.” Kane let the hammer drop. Atlas gave him a glare. He wasn’t supposed to say that yet.

Queen Celia hardened. “What?” Her voice was flinty. 

“Tell us where Kit is.” Atlas stayed by the question. Queen Celia would not go back.

“Explain why you think she’s dead. I need proof,” the queen snapped. “You’re lying to get your backstabbing daughter back.”

“Backstabbing?” Atlas demanded, flipping the tables. “What do you mean by that?”

“Why do you think Charlotte is dead?” Queen Celia tried to wrench the advantage away from them, but Kane helped his father. 

“Tell us where Kit is,” he said. “And we’ll tell you what happened to Charlotte.”

The queen was on the ground, bound, and without a country. Now without a daughter. Her fera was separated, and she had no allies to help. King Kayden had fled the scene before the battle was over, although the North wouldn’t let him go that easily. 

She cracked. “Where… is Charlotte.”

They were silent. She knew how they would respond. Where is Kit?

Queen Celia dipped her head. It was the greatest show of humility Kane had seen so far. “Kit is in red.”

What? Kane thought. Red as in blood, or red as in…

The East? Flint finished. 

“Explain,” Atlas growled. He was shaking slightly. 

“She was captured, and brought to me. I made a deal with her.” Queen Celia recovered somewhat. A defiant spark was in her eyes. “She would fight under my banner, or be cut down.”

“Kit was in the battle?” Atlas gaped. 

“A footman, yes.” The queen grinned. “How does it feel, to be fighting against a loved one?”

“She could have died!” Kane exclaimed. 

“She survived well enough. You’ll have to find her now.” Queen Celia darkened. “Now for Charlotte.”

Kane let his father tell the story of last night. He was already gone, shouting for his guard to help him find Kit.

Remember to comment and vote! Let me know your thoughts about this chapter. ;)


Chapter 69: Amur

Atlas

They went through each bushel of prisoners, lining them up and having Flint and Hudson go with them through the ranks. If they could pick up Kit’s scent before them, all the better. 

Atlas had first checked the captured fera for Arlo, but the rabbit was not to be found. He suspected Queen Celia had stashed him in one of the army stables Piper had told them about.

No, Hudson said. No, not this one. Atlas followed patiently behind, looking at each Western and Eastern soldier closely. No one looked like Kit. 

Step by step down the line they went. Some spit in his face, while others tried to run the second they were allowed to stand. It was a frustrating process, and the guards just wanted to keep packing the camp instead of babysitting the enemy. 

“Kit?” he asked every now and then. The girl would shake her head.

Queen Celia may have been lying when she said Kit had survived. Maybe so they would tell her Charlotte had too. 

Kane stopped behind him. Atlas turned to see him scrutinizing a dark-haired girl he had passed.

“Kit?” Kane said.

Atlas peered closer at the soldier. Her hair was an oiled black and cut to a short bob. With a red footmen cap placed over her eyes, she looked nothing like his daughter. 

Her voice, however, was. “Kane. Dad.” She broke down, her shoulders shaking. “I couldn’t talk. She would kill me. They would kill me. They were watching. I’m sorry, I’m sorry I—”

Atlas pulled her out of line and into his arms. Kane joined the hug. Flint placed his head over Kit’s shoulder while Hudson was at her knees. 

Sweet Kit, the bear said. You’re safe.

“It’s okay,” Atlas found himself repeating. “It’s okay. You’re safe. We’re going home.”

Piper

Piper watch the canvas shift with the wind. The clouds were moving once more, maybe to bring another winter snow. She was in her tent with Reine, resting and not quite ready to leave her cot. They hadn’t ventured out all morning, no matter how much commotion was surrounding them. It was a time for recovery.

She listened to the camp traffic. How they were packing up what was left of their supplies and folding everything into neat bundles until the next stop. There was a happy note woven in their working songs. 

We’re going home, to the mountains we’re going home. 

Reine hummed along with them. Where the vitrum grows and no one knows… how great a hearth can be. 

Piper rolled out of bed, her feet hitting the ground with a subtle thump. She waited, then rose. Her pack was by the tent flap with all of her belongings. She shouldered it, and stepped outside. 

A guard was waiting. He saluted, then motioned to her tent. “Is this ready?”

Piper nodded, and kept going. She could hear the guard calling for more soldiers to take down the room. 

Reine was close to her, protective. Piper felt a rush of warmth towards her fera. Its heat melted away the numbness settled in her heart.

Thank you, she said. 

It’s what I do, Reine replied. We’re in this together. 

Always, Piper said. She slowed. They were expected to be at the head of the group with Kane, Donovan, Cooper, Atlas, Skye and Milla. But she wanted one more glimpse of the plains before they left.

Picking their way across the shrinking camp, they reached open field once more. The carnage had been cleaned by scavengers over the past couple days. Burial rights had been given for soldiers on all sides, and a communal pyre had been lit. 

They all came to Eden with nothing, and left the same way. Queens, soldiers, traders and inventors all shared the same home under their feet. For dust we are, and dust we will return.

Now there were only skeletons of war. Pikes, swords and shields without owners stuck in the earth at odd angles. They were scarecrows for the crop of sorrow. 

Piper kicked the dirt, and smudged the slushed snow. A grass strand poked through. A sliver of new growth. There is always hope.

Amur, Reine agreed. We have another day to make amends and anew. 

Maybe hundreds of years from now, this battle would be told again. The details may be worn with time, but the hope of survival for the North would remain the same. 

Weak shadows moved in the distance, slowly coming into focus. Piper shaded her face. A mirage? 

No. I see it too. Reine went ahead of Piper. A person.

The silhouette split. Two people.

A wary cord struck in Piper. She thought of the attack last night. There could be more rogue agents seeking revenge. She activated her alea, and let the comforting weight of the mace fall in her hand. 

Then a familiar birdsong reached her ears. A blur of red shot past them, then landed on Piper’s shoulder. Chip. 

“Hey!” Finch called. “Anything new?” He walked around a splintered shield. 

Piper turned to Finch’s friend. She didn’t recognize him at first in the flapped hat and mottled coat, but his fera was unmistakable. 

“Remi?” Piper asked. “Remi! Otis!” Reine and her bound through the uneven battlefield to embrace the Glassing that had dared leave his court. “What are you doing here?”

Remi grinned. “Finch came back. Told us you might need help.” He looked around. “Seems I didn’t need to come, though.”

“Ah, there’s more to that,” Finch said. “He wants to visit Elbe.”

Remi shrugged. “Show me what’s so great about the place.”

Otis met Reine tentatively. He was somewhat afraid of the smaller cat, now that they were outside the Glassing Court. 

We’re going to have to teach them bravery, Reine sniffed. Otis is pathetic. 

We were like them when we left Biscay, Piper said. She smiled to Finch. “I don’t know how you got him here. Thank you.”

Finch gave a little bow. “Of course, Miss Amur.”

She gave Chip and kiss, and let him fly back to Finch. Before she saw his reaction, she turned on her heel and went back to the camp. 

Reine caught up with her, Remi and Otis trailing. What was that?

Nothing. 

Oh, playing stupid are we? I know your thoughts, you can’t hide from me.

I think we’ve had this conversation before, Piper said.

Reine flicked her tail. That was about lies. Don’t change the subject. 

How about I get a nice steak when we get home?

A feast would be acceptable. I would like fish. And venison.

Not with Flint there.

Fine. Just no dried meat, Reine growled. 

Thea wouldn’t serve that. Piper smiled as they saw the army finish the last of the preparations. Along the plain, a steady trail of the North and South trickled through, headed for the Golden Gates. They were going home. 

Her home. 

The End

Fin! It’s done. ^_^

Hope you guys enjoyed my duology. I had hoped for the best, and got more from the support here at Wattpad. You are the first readers of Fall 1.0, even before my Mom ya’ll! 

What are my upcoming plans? Until Rise is picked up by a publishing house, these two books will stay untouched as I focus on other projects. Right now that includes some seedling ideas that I’ll post on here and my drafts of Long Live the Queen. 

In-between my future projects, I will come back to this world and give a short story or two to check in on Piper and the gang. Let me know if you have any specific requests, and I may add the updates at the end of this book.

Thank you for everything, dear readers. Continue on for my thank-you’s and mini after party for this book.


Acknowledgements

They say the art of writing is rewriting. I agree with this wholeheartedly. 

When I finished Rise, I moved onto Exodus for NaNoWriMo to start a new project. I came back with more experience, and gained objectivity about my previous book.

I disliked the first draft so much I opened up a brand new Word document— and started writing from page one again. What you see on Wattpad is Rise’s second draft (aka 2.0). There is a chance Fall will follow in its footsteps. 

It’s taken me three years to wrap up the Reine Books (two for Rise, another for Fall). I want to thank God for giving me endurance through this process, and inspiration to keep the journey going. 

I’ve learned so much from the readers and writers here at Wattpad that it would take me another three years to thank everyone. To all my binge readers and cheerleaders; thank you, thank you, thank you! Without your ceaseless support, I may have stopped at book one. Lina, you are always so positive and bright I’m surprised there’s not a small sun inside you. Chris, thank you for the questions and wise observations on everything Eden (you’ve saved a character or two from disappearing). Sarra, your encouragement is always so kind and detailed, I’m forever grateful. BriarQuinn, Star, Akihawka, Joybell, you have been with the Reine Books for awhile, and in that time have followed along with every update. This is a true blessing, and I hope to write a sea fera story for you one day. 

Here’s to the end of one adventure, and the beginning of another! Life help us. ;)

Sam Maze

Winter 2017-18






Social Media

Hi guys!

If you enjoyed this story, please make sure to check out my other works and follow me behind the scenes at:

https://sammaze.wordpress.com/

Twitter/Instagram/Pinterest/Goodreads: @ 5amMaze






Book 3?

Hiya!

This announcement is for those of you who have been waiting a bit for news about Eden. 

Are you making a third Reine Book? 

Yes and no. The Reine Books were a duology: Rise and Fall. Anything before or after that will be set in Eden, but will not have the same plotline. I am however, planning a third story in this world. 

What’s it about? What’s it called?

The third story is called Dawn at the moment, but may change with time. I can’t say what it’s about yet, although it will be a standalone set in the world of Eden, with new fera, mischief, and adventure. Those who have not read Rise and Fall will still be able to appreciate this story.

When can I read it?

I consider myself a fast drafter, with a book taking 4-6 months to write. But then there’s editing, beta reading, and query letters to be sent out to potential agents. As of Spring 2019, I’m working on a secret book quite different from Long Live the Queen, the Reine Books, or previous projects. I’ll be sending it to literary agents this fall, but in the meantime, I’ll also be playing around with concepts for Dawn.

What happens after this fall is a mystery even to me. I have 2020 penciled in for Dawn but will keep you updated on its status. Let me know if you have any questions. ;)
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