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     “It's so hot,” said Keereet. “I'm so thirsty.”


     “We have been walking for less than an hour,” said Lola.


     The temperature had soared since the fox, otter, and eagle had rounded the north side of the plateau. It had been cool enough when they left UpDown under the cover of the trees, but the oaks had dwindled into short, scrubby brush. That had in turn become thigh-high prairie grass when the trio passed the eastern edge of the plateau.


     Here and there, tall pinnacles of rock jutted from the ground. Keereet lingered in the narrow strips of shade that they cast, waiting a few long moments before catching up with Lola and Gabbo. The otter was far ahead, rustling through the grass. His passage drew a part in it, leaving a trail of tamped-down foliage behind him.


     The eagle wiped a hand over his brow. Sweat was starting to saturate his feathers. He itched where it rolled across his skin.


     “Shouldn't we be traveling during the night? That's what they do in stories.”


     “That's the desert, Kid,” said Gabbo. “It ain't even that bad out here. Take off your tunic if it bothers ya that much.”


     Keereet removed the quiver from his back and tugged his shirt up over his head as he walked. It snagged on an angular edge of his wing and pulled out of his hand, dangling behind him like a flag.


     “Need some help?” asked Lola, slowing down to allow Keereet to catch up with her. She reached up behind him and unhooked the tunic, folding it over her arm and passing it back to him.


     “Thank you,” he said. He tucked the folded shirt into his belt and slung his quiver back over his shoulder. The arrows inside clattered together as he moved.


     The three of them stopped as a cluster of deer leaped from where they had been sleeping in the grass and bounded away. Keereet watched them hop and bounce around one another, headed east, shrinking as they went. Beyond, a row of mountains sprouted from the edge of the expansive sea to the south and faded into the northern horizon. They were fuzzy with trees and brilliantly green against the yellow-brown prairie.


     “In that direction is Treetop,” said Lola, pointing at the mountainside to the northeast. “We'll stop there first, but I believe that our most likely source of success is Red City.”


     “I've never been past the mountains. Not on land, at least. How far is Red City?” asked Gabbo.


     “There is approximately four days' journey between where we stand and Treetop, give or take a day. Red City is another few days beyond that. At the edge of the desert.”


     “What's Treetop like?” asked Keereet.


     “It's how it sounds. About the size of UpDown. Larger than Willowbrook, though it's not as large as Red City. It's difficult to put into words exactly what it's like. You'll see it for yourself when you get there.” Lola shrugged. “Gabbo's been there, I believe.”


     “Only when I was a pup. I don't remember much. Lots of squirrels.” Gabbo tripped and fell forward, bouncing through the grass on his belly.


     The otter got to his feet and brushed his hands down his front, flicking away pieces of grass and dirt.


     “There's a rabbit burrow there. Watch yer feet.”


     “You're lucky that you didn't break an ankle,” said Lola.


     “Can I have some water?” Keereet asked.


     “Only a sip,” said Gabbo. “Water's liable to be scarce between here an' Treetop.” He passed a waterskin to Lola without looking back. She handed it to the eagle.


     “We may be able to find water to the south, but we don't want to risk running into the beach rats,” said the vixen. “All the same, it is the rainy season. Perhaps we won't be in want as much as we anticipate ourselves to be.”


     “Do you think they'll hold a grudge?” asked Keereet.


     “The rats hold grudges longer than any beast I've ever known. I'm surprised Wolo got 'em to cooperate. We've been in fishin' disputes with the rats since before I was born.”


     “Religious fervor does a lot for motivation. And Wolo was a decent speaker. The rats don't think much for themselves, so it doesn't surprise me that he managed to attain their cooperation.” Lola yanked a long piece of yellow-green grass from the ground and chewed on the stalk. The seed head at the other end bobbed in front of her face as she walked.


     A breeze picked up and Keereet spread his arms. He sighed. “That feels good.”


     “I agree,” said Lola.


     “Let's hope it stays like this. I don't like the look of those clouds.” Gabbo pointed to the south where a rolling bundle of grey-green clouds were gathering over the sea. Wisps of lightning were already arching and flashing within the mist.


    


    

  


  
    


     As it grew dark, the storm rolled onto the beach. The three watched the rain approach, falling in heavy sheets illuminated by the occasional lightning strike.


     “We ought to find some cover,” said Lola. Each time the sky lit up, she flinched.


     “Where are we gonna find cover out here?” asked Gabbo, waving his arm at the open grassland.


     “If we don't at least manage to get to a low spot, we're no better than lightning rods out here,” said the vixen.


     “There.” Keereet pointed at a dip in the sea of grass.


     The three hurried to the spot. It only lay a few inches lower than the surrounding land. They dropped to their bellies in the grass, crushing it beneath them. As soon as they were down, the storm overtook them.


     Gabbo and Keereet rolled onto their backs, blinking up into the falling rain. Lola lay on her belly, tense and shaking.


     A rabbit bounded into the dip, ears pinned against its head. It stopped when it saw Keereet, stared at him for a moment, and ducked into a hole half-obscured by an arch of dead grass.


     Gabbo put a hand on Lola's back as she trembled. Keereet pulled his tunic from where it was tied to his belt. He draped it over the vixen's hair, holding it in a tent above her face to shield her from the rain. He thought, during a flash of light, that he saw a look of gratitude in her eyes, He was plunged back into darkness before he could be sure.


     Lightning leapt between the clouds overhead, cutting the sky into jagged scraps. The rain ran into the hollow that they lay in. The grass drooped, sodden and heavy. The soil beneath them transformed into mud.


     None of the three slept that night. Keereet lay with his mouth open for much of the evening, gulping down gathered water. It was near sunrise when he stopped feeling thirsty. Gabbo complained about the mud all night long, and Lola remained stiff and whimpering.


     When morning came, the storm lessened. It continued to drizzle - the whole of the plains seemed to be turned to muck - but the thunder and lightning stopped.


     “I think it's safe enough for us to get out of the mud now,” said Gabbo.


     The three stood, dripping dirty water. Each had a thin layer of mud over their clothing, fur, and feathers.


     “I'm never going to get clean,” said Keereet, sliding his palms down his arms with little effect.


     “I'm sorry about that. My reaction, I mean. I don't tend to be so... unstable.” said Lola. She tucked a wet strand of hair behind her ear.


     “Don't worry about it,” said Gabbo. “Happens ta the best of us.”


     “My sister was afraid of storms, too. Granted, they're a little different up there.” Keereet pointed toward the sky.


     “Different?” asked Gabbo.


     “Well, we're at about cloud level up there. Storms were bad.”


    


    

  


  
    


     Keereet and his sister huddled together on the parlor floor. Their mother shuffled from room to room, taking photographs off the walls and wrapping delicate knick-knacks in scraps of cloth. She stowed them in a heavy metal chest that was bolted to the floor.


     The continent listed, and the room began to spin. Rahtah screamed and pressed her face against her brother's chest. His fingers ached as he clung to her arms. The pair of them shivered together, and their mother abandoned the stack of cloth and crouched over them, crushing them both against her.


     She shushed them and rocked them back and forth, wiping tears away from their eyes. With a crash, the metal dishes in the kitchen slid out of the china cabinet. They screeched as they slid across the floor until they came to rest in a heap against the opposite wall.


     Keereet's mother braced her legs against the floor, but the three of them still slipped downhill. The floor righted itself, the house around them creaking. They continued to spin as the winds outside howled between buildings.


     A group of Flightless sprinted past the window, heavy belts weighing them down in the wind. As the continent whirled in the other direction, some of them fell to the ground.


     The motion made Keereet sick. He clutched at his stomach and squeezed his eyes shut, willing the nausea that built in his belly to go away.


     A brilliant blue fire burst outside. Light poured into the house through the windows. Keereet saw the flash through his closed eyelids, and Rahtah screamed. The chicks' mother whimpered, but she continued to murmur to Keereet and his sister.


     “It's going to be alright. Just a little storm. It will be over soon,” she said.


     Lightning arched outside from building to building, dancing over the continent. The floating island bobbed and jerked through the air. Static electricity pervaded the room, making Keereet's feathers stand on end.


     The steam vents screeched as they were repositioned by the Flightless, the sound competing with the roar of the wind. Keereet could picture the Avians hanging beneath the continent in the storm, spinning at the end of their ropes as they pushed and pulled the ventilation ducts to redirect the steam and stabilize the chunk of rock that they held aloft.


     All air taxis had been grounded, their leather balloon sacks deflated and the metal boxes beneath tethered to the ground. Any level above two had been cordoned off. Residents with homes on the upper floors of the larger apartment buildings cowered together in stairwells and lobbies while the continent rolled on the wind.


     “Where's Daddy?” cried Rahtah.


     “Daddy's at the Altitude Factory, Chicky. He's working, and his job is even more important during a storm. We've talked about this, remember?”


     Rahtah nodded and then screamed as the floor came up in the other direction, sending them rolling into the leather armchair where it was bolted to the floor. The three clung to the furniture as the room whirled, their eyes closed.


     Keereet vomited. Then his sister did the same.


     The wind blew the front door open. It hammered against the wall and shuddered, pinned there by the changing air pressure. The three Avians on the floor were buffeted by the windtunnel that the open door formed, and all three struggled to maintain their grip on the chair.


     Keereet's mother let go of the furniture, staying low to the ground and shuffling toward the door, compensating as the floor beneath her tilted and heaved. When the wind changed directions, she charged, slamming the door closed and throwing the bolt.


     She crawled back to her children, grabbed hold of the chair once more, and wrapped her free arm over Keereet and Rahtah.


     From across the street, a long, low, metallic groan rose. It turned into a grating metal-on-metal sound. Through the whistling gaps in the window shutters, Keereet watched as the astronomy tower two blocks over crumpled into itself like an accordion, tipping over at the last minute. It disappeared behind the rooftops with a ground-shaking boom. A cloud of rusty dust burst into the air where the tower had fallen, swept up into a whirlwind by the storm.


     The storm lasted through the night, and Keereet's family got no sleep. Even when the worst of the damage was done, the house still pitched from side to side as the continent rode the clouds. By the time the sun came up, the floating island had settled back into its usual gentle bob on the perfectly white clouds that dotted the gloriously blue sky.


     Keereet and his sister were sweeping up shards of broken pottery in the kitchen when their father came home. Keereet's mother looked up from where she was scrubbing vomit out of the rug. She stood to give her husband a mop-water hug. The two of them clucked to one another and rubbed their beaks together while the children looked away. Keereet felt the feathers on his face puffing. He knew his sister was experiencing similar embarrassment.


     “How was it?” Keereet's mother asked.


     “One of the worst in years. We lost at least a dozen buildings across the continent, most of them near the edges – Precipice City, Overlook – but a few further in, too. There's a greenhouse in Clockwork that's completely shattered.


     “Three steam catchers were bent by the wind, so we lost a lot of our reclaimed water. Luckily we managed to catch a good deal of moisture from the storm itself, so we should be okay so long as the steam catchers are fixed by tomorrow.” He settled into the armchair that his family had clung to the night before.


     “We lost more than twenty Flightless. Most of them to steam burns from redirecting the vents. They ought to give them suits when they do that work. Damn wasteful, it is. I'll have to make due with a half-sized Flightless crew now, and who knows when we'll get more. Not my call, though, and I won't say anything. I'll get accused of being soft, and that won't do any good for my position.” He stretched his legs out in front of him, his knuckles popping as he flexed his toes, digging his talons into the rug.


     Rahtah brought him a hard bread-cracker with a smear of fermented vegetable spread and a tin cup of beer. He smiled at her and patted her on the head. “And how did things go here?” he asked her.


     Keereet focused on sweeping, drawing himself out of the line of sight.


     “It went fine,” said Keereet's mother. “A few broken things, but nothing that we can't do without.”


     “It was scary, Daddy,” said Rahtah, “Me and Keereet threw up.”


     “You did?” Keereet heard a sugar coating over anger in the question.


     “I've cleaned it up,” said Keereet's mother. “It's nothing to be concerned about. Came right out of the rug.”


     “He's seven years old, Teekeerah. Did he cry, too? I'll bet he blubbered like a hatchling, didn't he?”


     “Go help your brother, Rahtah,” said Keereet's mother. She was using her too-calm voice.


     Rahtah came skipping into the kitchen, oblivious. She took up the dustpan again and stared at Keereet as he stood stark-still, straining to hear what his parents were whispering. He couldn't catch any of the words, but the tone of voice said enough. His father was furious, and his mother was frustrated and conciliatory.


     “Are you going to sweep, or what?” asked Rahtah.


     Keereet pushed the dust and wood fragments into the dustpan.


    


    

  


  
    


     “It looks like it may have been a farm at one time,” Lola said as they came across the sun-bleached remains of a boxy, wooden structure. Spikes of aged wood stood in a line along the front of the building like the broken ribs of a long-dead animal.


     Keereet blinked against the sun. It seemed to have risen higher than it should have for such an early hour.


     “Either way, it's shade,” said Gabbo.


     “Let us hope that the roof doesn't come down on top of us.” Lola pursed her lips and took long strides toward the shed.


     “Better the roof than more rain,” said Keereet.


     Since the first storm had ended a week ago, the weather hadn't decided what to be. One moment it was boilingly hot, the sun unbearably bright, and the next it would pour until the otter, eagle, and fox were soaked to the bone. The ground had been flat and the skies had been wide open. The shack was the first semblance of shelter they'd come across. When Keereet had first seen it rising from the sea of grass, he'd thought it was a mirage. Even now, he wasn't certain it was real.


     “Looks solid enough,” Gabbo said, thumping a fist on the worn wood that framed the gaping doorway.


     Inside, streaks of light slanted across the room from a hundred cracks and crevices where the daubing in the walls had crumbled. Dust motes danced through the air.


     Lola stepped into the building. The floor protested beneath her, but the structure seemed no more inclined to collapse than it had before she walked in.


     “Care to join me?” she asked. Gabbo and Keereet squeezed past one another, pushing and shoving to be out of the sun.


     The one room building was empty save for a clump of debris in one corner where a field mouse had nested.


     “I'm starvin',” said Gabbo, slinging his bag off of his shoulder.


     “We haven't got much left.” Keereet dug into his own satchel. “How much longer until we get to Treetop?”


     “Only a few days,” said Lola. “We're nearly at the foot of the mountains now.”


     Keereet had been watching the rise of the mountains, emerald green, surging away from the prairie, but they had never seemed to get any closer.


     A cold, biting wind blew through the cracks in the building and the sunlight disappeared. Keereet shivered.


     “I believe it would be best for us to rest here for the time being,” Lola said, cringing and glancing out the door. “Considering that we aren't on a tight schedule and there seems to be no shortage of water.” Rain drops splattered against the building, some of them carried through gaps by the wind. Keereet, Lola, and Gabbo moved away from the walls.


     Keereet drew his knees up to his chest and bit into a tiny dried fish. It crumbled in his mouth and he jumped to catch the crumbs that fell toward the floor. The fish tasted stronger than anything he was used to eating, and they made his stomach roll, but they were better than going hungry.


     Gabbo and Lola dipped into their own stores as the three passed a waterskin around the room.


     One corner of the ceiling began to drip in a slow, steady rhythm. Soon, it was a trickle. Then, a torrent. Similar leaks spread across the room until Lola, Gabbo, and Keereet huddled in the driest spaces they could find, damp and cold.


     The group was silent for a long time. Keereet glanced at Gabbo's back and then at Lola's.


     “At least we won't be short on water, huh?” Gabbo laughed, but he was the only one. The ceiling above him split, and a rush of water thundered down onto his head. The otter stood and hurried to a drier spot, shivering and dripping. Then, Lola and Keereet laughed.


     “Oh right, very funny,” complained Gabbo. “I'm soaked t' the bone, here, an' you two sit there grinnin'.”


     “I was of the impression that otters liked water,” said Lola.


     Gabbo cupped his hands under a leak and flung the water at her. “How d' you like it, Lola?”


     “That was uncalled for.” She flicker her tail. A few drops flew from the end and smacked Keereet in the face.


     “Now you're getting me wet,” he complained.


     “Join the party.” Gabbo, splashed at the eagle.


     “Hey!” Keereet splashed back at him.


     “This is incredibly juvenile,” said Lola as she cupped her hands under a drip and threw the water at Gabbo.


     “Fun, though, innit?” Gabbo wrapped an arm around Keereet's neck and drug him under a gaping hole in the roof. The eagle coughed and spluttered as roof-dirtied water ran down his face. Then the pressure of the otter's arm was gone.


     Keereet turned to see Lola wrestling with Gabbo. Somehow, she had managed to pin the otter's arms behind his back.


     “I've got him, Keereet,” she said. “Get the waterskin.”


     “Hey, hey, that's enough now.” Gabbo struggled against Lola's hold on him. “We're fair and square, right? Everybeast's wet already. Why don't we call it even?”


     Keereet rifled through their things where they were stacked on a dry floorboard and found the waterskin. It sloshed in his hands.


     “Keereet, get away from me with that thing. Don't you come near me,” Gabbo held up a foot towards the approaching eagle.


     “Don't pay him any mind, Keereet. Soak him.” Lola laughed


     Keereet lifted the waterskin and rolled the leather cap off of the spout with his thumb. He upended it and emptied the entire bag over Lola's head.


     She let go of Gabbo and swatted at the water with both hands. When the skin was empty, she scowled at Keereet. He flinched away from her as she stared him down. Gabbo took a quick, quiet step away from her.


     Lola laughed. She threw her head back and her shoulders shook as she did it. Before long, Gabbo and Keereet joined her, and the three were laughing and hiccuping with tears in their eyes.


     They stopped trying to avoid the leaks then, and resigned themselves to being cold and wet, huddled close together. Every now and again, one of them would start to chuckle. Then, they would all be going again.


     Keereet couldn't remember a time he'd laughed so hard. His cheeks hurt, his chest hurt, and his eyes hurt, but it was a good, satisfying ache.


     “You guys know something?” he asked. Lola and Gabbo looked at him. “I'm thirsty.” It sent them into another fit of laughter.


     “I don't recommend drinking the water that's coming through the ceiling,” said Lola. “It's a little dirty. Prior to our shenanigans, however, I had the foresight to build a rain collector.” She stood and shuffled out the front door, peeling her wet skirts away from her legs as she went.


     She came back with a square of leather. The edges had been tacked together to make a bowl.


     Keereet tipped his beak into it and gulped the cool, clean water. He sighed and passed it back to the vixen. “Thank you.”


     “No problem at all.”


     “No, really,” Keereet looked from Lola to Gabbo and back again. “Thank you for everything. You didn't have to come with me.”


     Lola smiled. “We wanted to,” she said. “There's something to you, Keereet. It's a pull that I can't seem to ignore. There are things happening around you. Always. And I have a need to be a part of that.”


     “Where else was I gonna go?” asked Gabbo. “I couldn't go home. Not after what they did to you. I wouldn't want t' be in a place with beasts who could do things like that t' my friend. I like you better than I ever did half of them anyway.”


     Keereet smiled and sighed.


     “Don't get mushy on me, Kid,” said Gabbo. He punched Keereet in the shoulder and leaned against one of the drier walls in the shack. “We ought to get some sleep, anyway.”


     “Gabbo does have a point. We've still got quite a while to go tomorrow, assuming of course that the rain has stopped.” Lola leaned back against the wall.


    


    

  


  
    


     It had. When the sun came up, the skies were cloudless. The last remnants of rain were beaded across the prairie, sparkling along bent blades of grass. A burst of orange and yellow flowers had opened some time in the night, spread in broad swaths among the grass.


     The group shouldered their bags and slurped what water they could hold from the rain catcher. What remained they funneled into their water skins.


     Keereet worked twice as hard as the others to cross the damp plain. His talons caught in the tangled, wet foliage. He slogged along behind Gabbo and Lola, complaining under his panting breath.


     “Give it a rest back there,” said Gabbo, “I'm not having the time of my life either, and ya don't hear me moanin' about it.”


     “Technically speaking, I believe what you just said could be consi-” Lola shut her mouth when Gabbo shot her an exasperated look over his shoulder. “Never mind.”


     “How much longer will it be?” asked Keereet, lifting his knees high to free himself from the grass that was tangled around his feet.


     “Not terribly,” said Lola. “The weather's set us back a bit, but I suspect we'll be in Treetop in no more than a day or two.”


     Keereet wasn't sure if the time frame pleased him or not. Perhaps it would have been better if he'd never asked.


     “Squirrels, you said?” asked Keereet.


     “Largely, yes. There is a smattering of other beasts, of course, but only because the town is situated on the pass through to Red City. It's a trade route. The squirrels aren't inhospitable, but most other beasts don't integrate well into the society.”


     “Weird, are they?” asked Gabbo.


     “Not weird,” said Lola. “They have very austere mannerisms and hold to a rather strict class system. Any beast who doesn't follow the social niceties and customs finds themselves out of favor of the locals.”


     “Sticks up their backsides, ya mean.” Gabbo snickered, and so did Keereet.


     “I suppose compared to some they are rather severe. It might be best that you allow me to do the talking, at least until the two of you have observed and developed an understanding of the social structures.”


     “You do that. Don't much want t' flap gums with snobs anyhow.”


     “You as well, Keereet. There's likely to be some... conflict in your arrival.” Lola stopped and reached down to hike her skirts up around her thighs. She pulled the soaked-through fabric into a dense knot at her hip.


     “Conflict?” he asked.


     “Don't worry. I won't let nothin' happen to ya,” Gabbo brushed his fingertips over the hilt of the sword at his hip.


     “That is not the particular sort of conflict that I had in mind. I meant social conflict.” Lola turned, walking backwards to face the eagle behind her. “To put it bluntly, Keereet: you are something of a novelty.”


     “No kiddin'?” Gabbo asked, “Why didn't ya tell me you were special, Keereet?” He laughed.


     “You're going to be argued over. Not openly. Not loudly or aggressively. It'll be done tactfully. Tastefully. Passive aggressiveness is at the forefront of manners in Treetop. You're going to be invited to stay with a dozen different families, and each will take offense at the presumptions of the others.”


     “So I refuse them all,” he said “We stay with none of them.”


     “I'm afraid that would be a disastrous show of a lack of manners on your part. If you refuse the hospitality of all of the families, you may as well run naked through the town while waving your genitals at every elderly beast you meet.”


     Gabbo snorted. “You find the fanciest ways to describe the grossest things, Lola. Why not just say 'shake yer tackle at their aunties'?”


     “That is precisely why I'm going to be speaking for you in Treetop.” Lola winked at him.


     “So who do we stay with?” Keereet asked.


     “Whichever family holds the highest social rank. It flatters those at the top of the ladder while those beneath can only acknowledge that it was the appropriate choice for an esteemed visitor such as yourself. If I predict correctly, we'll be staying with the Redwoods. They're the highest ranked. I would be very surprised if they don't offer you their home.”


     “Why are they the highest ranked?” asked Keereet.


     “They are the social elite because their trees are the tallest, and their trees are the tallest because they are the social elite. It's a strange sort of cycle. I'm not entirely certain where it starts. Each family has their own crest, which features their family tree – a literal tree in this case – which is also their family name, and which they propagate and tend as their homes.”


     From the front of the group, Gabbo said, “Overcomplicated, puffed-up beasts.”


     “Each of the houses carries a certain amount of power within the community.” Lola continued as if she hadn't heard the otter. “The ruling group is a Panel composed of the patriarchal heads of each family. Those with the most impressive social standings hold the most sway, of course. It's unlikely that a Crabapple, a Fig, or a Dogwood would lead a proposal or argument. If it were put forward by a Redwood, a Maple, or an Oak, the rest of the Panel would certainly come to agreement sooner rather than later.”


     “How many families are there?” asked Keereet.


     “Too many t' keep straight, I'm sure.”


     “Dozens.”


     “Told ya,” said Gabbo.


     The eagle chuckled, “I didn't even know there were that many different types of tree.”


     “There are far more than that, Keereet,” said Lola.


     “Even I knew that,” said the otter.


     “We didn't have many trees at home. I've only ever seen a few. They take up too much space and don't serve any purpose.”


     “Don't say that 'round the squirrels.”


     “I am inclined to endorse that suggestion,” Lola said.


     “Well, they didn't serve a purpose for us, at least. They say we used to have more, but they were all cut down and used for fuel hundreds of years ago.”


     “Best not mention that to the squirrels, either,” said Lola. She froze mid-step and turned toward the east. Keereet's eyes followed her gaze.


     A herd of deer – brown pinpricks against the green of the mountains – charged towards them. Keereet stepped closer to the otter and fox. The herd split around them like a stream around a rock. The deer were frantic, their eyes wide and their mouths foaming as they bounded past.


     A long, wailing howl went up, and four shaggy silhouettes sprang up from the grass.


     “Wolves,” said Gabbo. “The four-legged kind.” The otter pulled his sword from its leather scabbard. “Keep behind me. Kid, stay between us.” He dropped his bags to the ground.


     Keereet stumbled through the grass, coming to a stop between Lola and Gabbo. The fox had pulled a long, thin dagger from somewhere and was holding it in front of her.


     “Whatever you do,” she told the eagle. “Do not run.”


     “Stay together,” Gabbo said.


     The wolves slowed as they neared the group. They paced at a distance, growling with their teeth bared. Gabbo pivoted as the animals crossed back and forth in front of him.


     The hunting pack's lead was broad-shouldered and scarred. He held himself low to the ground, his nose twitching as he pulled in the scent of the group and tried to make sense of it. The three behind him growled and snapped at one another. They pranced behind the alpha and licked their muzzles.


     The alpha moved, and his pack moved with him. They fanned out, spreading in a semi-circle around the otter, fox, and eagle. Gabbo and Lola turned with them, Keereet in the center, fumbling with his bow.


     “Don't move until they do,” Gabbo whispered. He was shaking. Lola flipped the dagger from hand to hand, her fingers tracing the ivy carved into the handle as she waited.


     With a snarl, the lead wolf leapt at Gabbo. The otter took a step back, bumping into Keereet and sending the eagle tumbling into the grass. The otter bellowed at the animal as the wolf fell short. Gabbo's sword slashed through the air between them.


     The other three wolves paced in slow circles around the fight, their icy blue eyes – all near identical – locked onto the group. The pack moved as one. When the alpha shifted, the others compensated, leaving no gaps in the formation.


     One of the wolves lunged at Lola and she bared her teeth at him, flicking the dagger inches from the animal's face.


     Keereet pulled himself to his feet between Gabbo and Lola. He clutched his bow like a club and swung it at a closing wolf even as he felt warm urine run down the leg of his trousers. The wolf backed off and resumed pacing.


     A piercing yelp bit through the growling as Gabbo drew his sword down the muzzle of the snapping alpha. The wolf bounced back, his tongue flicking over the long red gash that the otter had given him.


     The wolves tensed. Keereet thought he could see their muscles, bunched and coiled tight like thick support cables beneath their shaggy grey fur.


     Then the pack backed off. The alpha snapped at Gabbo once more before he and the pack bounded around the group. The otter turned with the wolves as they sprinted away in the direction in which the deer had fled.


     Lola sighed. “We proved to be too much trouble for them. Deer aren't quite so sharp.” When Keereet turned to look at her, the dagger was gone. He couldn't imagine where she was keeping it.


     “I coulda taken 'em,” said Gabbo, dragging his sword through the grass, leaving a streak of wolf's blood in its wake.


     “You are much more confident in that than I am, Gabbo,” said Lola.


     Keereet looked down at the dark stain that had spread from his crotch to his knee. He puffed, his feathers standing on end, sending a prickly sensation through his skin. He was certain that Gabbo and Lola had seen as well, but neither mentioned it. For that, he was grateful.


    


    

  


  
    


     For the rest of the day, the going was slow. As the sun hit its apex, bushes and shrubs began to appear among the grasses. The ground became distinctly less level. The three walked through rolling hills, cresting a rise and then sinking down into the lows between mounds. Here and there in the low places they found a thin stream or a stagnant pond ringed with scrawny willow trees.


     When night came, they reached the edge of the forest that grew across the mountains. Keereet watched as birds settled in for the night. Angular silhouettes flocked to the trees in the fading, red sunlight.


     Gabbo cleared a chunk of ground, ripping the sod up by the roots and building a fire in its place. The three huddled around it as the temperature plummeted.


     “Thought it was s'pposed to be spring,” muttered Gabbo.


     “It's always cold here after sundown. It's likely to be colder higher up the mountain, but I suspect that we'll be inside by the time darkness falls tomorrow.”


     A howl streaked through the night, and Keereet gasped. The call was echoed by half a dozen similar voices.


     “They won't come near the fire,” said Lola. “Besides, those calls were all fairly distant.”


     “And we gave 'em the what-for earlier.” Gabbo fingered the hilt of his sword and grinned.


     “That is true as well. It is highly doubtful that the wolves will bother us tonight. However, I would personally feel more comfortable if we were to establish a watch.”


     “Fine by me,” said Gabbo. “Can we eat first?”


     Keereet's stomach grumbled in agreement.


     “Our stores are down to half of a loaf of bread and some venison jerky,” said Lola, digging into her pack.


     “Sounds good to me.” Gabbo rolled a hand over his stomach and patted it with a smile.


     Lola broke the bread in half and returned a portion to the pack. “I have a feeling that you gentlebeasts will be interested in breakfast come morning.” She took a piece for herself and passed what was left around the fire.


     Keereet pulled the jerky from his bag. The meat was overly salty and it made him thirsty, but they had plenty of water and there was no doubt that they would find more on the next day's hike. He used the point of his beak to pull a long, thin strand from the stringy meat and threw the mouthful back with a gulp of water from his skin.


     Lola picked delicate bits from her food with her fingers and Gabbo ripped into his with his teeth, swallowing without chewing. He stopped for a drink when he began to choke.


     “Do try to develop some table manners between here and Treetop,” Lola said. “Eating like a half-starved boar in a trough is likely to stop people from feeding us.”


     “Sorry,” Gabbo mumbled through a mouthful, clearing his throat as his coughs trailed away.


     “Lovely.”


     Keereet leaned back against a tuft of thick, green grass which he had decided would make a suitable pillow. He stretched and his muscles and joints protested. “I don't think I've ever walked so much in my life,” he said. “I think my talons are going to fall off.”


     “Featherweight,” said Gabbo. He laughed at his own pun.


     “Don't pretend that I haven't seen you rubbing your own feet, Sir,” said Lola.


     “Yeah well, we don't all live our lives on the road, do we?”


     “Only the best of us.” Lola winked at the otter.


     “You've got a funny way of lookin' at best.”


     “I'll take the first watch, if it's all the same to you two,” Lola offered, getting to her feet and brushing dirt and grass from her skirts.


     “Don't be afraid to wake me up, now,” said Gabbo, laying back and pulling his pack over his face.


     “Fear not. I shan't hesitate to rouse you should the world be ending. Get some sleep. Baths all around in the morning. I'd like us to make a positive impression.”


     Gabbo groaned through the leather draped over his head, but Keereet was too tired to protest. He sunk his head into the grass, yawned, and closed his eyes.


    


    

  


  
    


     Gabbo hardly complained at all the next day when he was forced to bathe. The water was cold - runoff from the melting snow along the mountain range. It set Keereet to shivering, raising the feathers all over his body. But when it was all said and done and he'd dried himself, it felt good to be clean. He preened a few feathers along his arms for good measure, laying them just so.


     Gabbo's fur was far more unruly. Try what she might, Lola could not get the hair on the otter's head to lay flat. It stuck out at odd angles and defied every trick she knew.


     “Well, there's no use in crying over messy hair, I suppose,” she said. Her own hair was done up in an intricately braided loop which snaked over and around her head in mesmerizing curves. The ribbons she kept tied in it hung from the nape of her neck, draping down her back in a multitude of colors.


     “Do you remember what I've told you, at least?” she asked Gabbo.


     “No belchin', cursin', scratchin', or otherwise bein' a dog.” He frowned.


     “Bravado is not against social code. I believe that you'll find it acceptable in that sense, at least,” she said. “Be all the dog you like – confident, masculine – just be courteous about it. Do your best not to offend anyone. If you must speak, please think before you open your mouth.”


     “Yes, Mother.” His ears folded back when he saw the fire that rose in Lola's eyes. “I mean Lola.”


     “And you-” Lola turned on Keereet, glowering, “ look perfectly presentable. Try to follow my example rather than his and I suspect that you shall do fine.” She smiled at him and trotted off into the woods, beckoning to them. “Come along. No time to dawdle.”


     The eagle and the otter looked at one another with fear in their eyes. Keereet swallowed hard. A lump rose in his throat. Gabbo patted him on the shoulder. “Ya know, I think I'm more scared of these blasted squirrels than I was of the wolves.”


     “I'd never be able to tell,” said Keereet with a weak smile.


     “Yer a bad liar, Keereet,” the otter said, before trudging off into the shadow of the trees after Lola.


     Keereet followed, taking care not to trip or tangle his clothes in the vegetation. Ragged as they were, he'd rather not appear before these beasts any worse off than he already was. The dappled sunlight that passed through the leaves overhead alternated between blinding him with light and with darkness. His feet ached. So did his back, his legs, and every other part of him.


     The soft leaf cover underfoot was comforting – cool and smooth and soft. From time to time, his talons brushed a pine needle, but most of the trees that grew in this part of the forest had broad, flat leaves. Mushrooms sprang from the ground at the base of some of the trunks, and a hundred different bird songs wove through the branches.


     The smells of this forest were different to him. Some of it was what he'd known before in his flight from Willowbrook to UpDown, but much of it was new. There was a sharp, clean smell that came from the pines and a dark, earthy, rich smell from the decaying leaves underfoot. Every now and again, the group would pass a tree in bloom. Those smelled best.


     “This way,” Lola said from up ahead. The otter, fox, and eagle walked out of the trees and into a meadow. A narrow dirt path intersected the open space, cutting through the undergrowth. The edges of the path were speckled with tiny white flowers. Here and there in the grassy space, talk stalks dangled delicate purple bells that swarmed with fat bees.


     Lola turned onto the path and headed back into the trees. “We'll arrive shortly,” she said. “This is the Western Trade Road.”


     “This is a road?” Keereet asked Gabbo.


     “This is the closest thing to it in this area. It runs straight through Treetop, over the Plumed Mountains, and into Red City. That city is the center of trade in this part of the world. It's likely to become more substantial as we get closer to Red City, though I don't remember for certain.” Lola answered for the otter.


     Lola stopped in the middle of the road. Gabbo, with his focus on Keereet behind him, stopped just short of bowling into her. Wide colored ribbons were draped over the path, hanging from the trees on either side of the road. There were too many to count, hundreds of feet long and every color imaginable, strung from one tree to the next in a great jumbled web of color. Some sparkled where the light hit them. Others were faded and discolored with time.


     “What? What is it?” asked Gabbo.


     “A slight change of plan. Only slight,” Lola replied.


     “What? Why? Are we still going to Treetop?” Keereet asked.


     “We are most certainly still going to Treetop, but the game has changed.”


     “Just come out an' say it, would ya?” Gabbo grumbled.


     “Somebeast is getting married.” Lola grinned.


    


    

  


  
    


     As they climbed higher up the mountain, the trees became unnaturally large. They grew along the roadside in homogenous clusters. A grove of gigantic, flowering apple trees to the left gave way to a stand of towering aspen. The road grew wider and more populated. Wagons laden with trade goods and pulled by teams of lumbering horses and oxen rumbled by. Each of the drivers gave Keereet a long second look. All the while, the colored streamers wove between the branches overhead, crisscrossing again and again, fluttering in the wind.


     “That is a giant of a fig if I ever seen one,” said Gabbo.


     Lola looked the tree up and down. “It is at that. Every family breeds their trees for size. It's not likely you'll see averaged-sized trees in this part of the forest.”


     A mass of four-legged sheep flooded onto the road from between two willows, driven by a shaggy sheep dog with a heavy, crooked staff. He tapped the butt of the stick on the hard-packed dirt and clicked his tongue. The ewe at the head of the group turned to take the road north and the rest of the flock followed.


     “Mind your step,” Lola said. “The flock is likely taking the road all the way through to Red City.”


     The road became cobbled. Broad, pale stones butted against one another where they were set in the dirt. They multiplied the sound of wagon wheels and booted feet and sheep hooves ten times as the flow of trade trickled towards Treetop.


     A pair of tulip trees, heavy with purple blossoms, reached across to one another from either side of the road to form a flowery arch overhead. A pair of burly squirrels stood there, each leaning against one of the trees. They wore long, slender swords at their hips. Though their eyes darted over and about the crowd, their bodies were still as stone.


     “Your name, Sir?” an elderly squirrel asked from where he stood on a stump that had been carved into a lectern. He scratched the shepherd's response into the broad book that lay open before him.


     “Your wares?” the squirrel asked, pushing gold-framed glasses up his muzzle and flicking back the long, dangling tails of his coat.


     “Sheep,” said the dog. “Twenty head. Wethers and ewes.” The sheep were beginning to wander, cropping grass and flowers at the edge of the road.


     The squirrel's tongue darted over his lips and he hummed to himself. “Let's see here... At twenty head...” He marked tallies on a loose sheet of parchment and counted on his fingers. “Five pennies,” he said.


     The shepherd dug into a worn woolen pocket inside of his coat and passed a handful of copper coins across the lectern. The squirrel dropped them into an opening at the top of the stump. They clunked and clattered down into the wood and the squirrel flourished a bow.


     “Treetop welcomes you and wishes you all the best, Sir,” he said, flicking back the tails of his coat again.


     The shepherd thumped his staff against the cobbles, and the sheep came back together to march into town.


     “Your business in Treetop?” the squirrel asked Gabbo. The otter opened his mouth and let it hang there as he thought.


     “We are here in order to attend the wedding,” said Lola, stepping up to the lectern.


     “Ah, very good, very good,” said the squirrel. “I shall have to take your names,” he added, dipping the end of a gray, fluffy quill pen into the ink pot at his elbow.


     “My name is Lola.” The squirrel scribbled as she spoke. “My gentlebeast companions are Gabbo and Keereet.”


     The squirrel nodded and bowed. “Please enjoy your time in our fine town.” He spread his right arm, gesturing them through the arch.


     “'M surprised he didn't say nothin' about Keereet,” said Gabbo.


     “I believe that his vision is quite poor.”


     As they walked, the trees grew nearer together, still sporting twisting streamers. A hump-backed building, marked by a hanging sign as “The Inn Below” stretched and sprawled in odd angles. It was clear that additional wings had been tacked on around the trunks of the trees. A stable to one side held a mass of bellowing, braying animals. Donkeys, horses, oxen, and a pair of goats chewed and stomped under the thatched roof. An array of carts and wagons were lined in regiment across the front wall of the building. Through the open door, raucous laughter and song streamed out into the road. A cluster of beasts knelt in the dust, tossing dice and placing wagers.


     It was the only building in sight.


     “There aren't any houses?” asked Keereet. “I don't see any squirrels either. Is this not the town?”


     “Technically, it is,” said Lola. “Though this isn't a part of town that is frequented by any respectable beast of Treetop. No squirrel wants to live so near to the trade route.”


     Lola turned along a less worn path into the trees. The sounds of the inn faded the further the three walked. The trees grew closer and closer together, casting heavy shadows and blocking out most of the sunlight. Little ground cover grew here, and Keereet found it difficult to see the path that Lola had them walking.


     “Ah, here we are,” she said.


     The fox stopped at the base of the biggest tree that Keereet had ever seen – an oak that seemed to have overpowered every tree within a hundred feet. The trunk itself was broad and gnarled – ten feet in diameter at least. The branches spread like wheel spokes, deviating only slightly as they fanned out overhead. The limbs were thick with leaves and dangling catkins.


     “Up we go,” Lola said as she reached up for a raised knot on the trunk. “Keereet next,” she added, dancing her way up the tree.


     “You heard her, Kid.” Gabbo pushed the eagle toward the tree.


     Keereet hesitated and reached up to take hold of the knot that he had seen Lola use. He reached up with the other hand and found a divot in the wood. As he pulled himself upward, he found that the going was easier than he had expected. The handholds were evenly-spaced at distances which made the climbing feel natural. Every place where he put his hands, the wood was smooth, polished by many climbers before him.


     He watched as Lola disappeared through a gap in the greenery overhead. Gabbo complained from beneath him.


     “Come on, Keereet. I know I been climbing riggin' since I was a pup, but my grandmother could move faster than you.”


     “Shush,” said Lola's voice from above. “Courtesy, remember?”


     Keereet reached up through the opening in the branches and pulled himself through. He blinked against the sudden light as he crawled up onto the platform formed by the tree's branches. His eyes adjusted and he looked at Treetop.


     The ever-present streamers flicked and danced in the breeze where they were woven through the branches. Each tree seemed to merge with the next, the limbs fanned and woven and grown together to form stable platforms. There was seldom a gap underfoot. Where there was, the gaps had been shaped. One was a rose with its petals picked out in thin, whip-like branches. Another was a swirling geometric pattern with a raised braided column in the center. Some branches had been left to grow wild, stretching overhead to cast shade across the platform.


     Gabbo crawled up into the trees and got to his feet.


     “No more talking, if you don't mind,” said Lola. “Follow my lead.” She set off again, walking with sure feet even as the branches rocked like the deck of a ship in the wind.


     Keereet smiled as he followed her, fanning his meager wings out behind him. The wind ruffled through his sparse feathers and he took a deep breath.


    


    

  


  
    


     “Higher, Rahtah. I can't reach,” Keereet said, dangling upside-down from an insulated steam pipe that jutted from the side of their house. His legs wrapped around the warm pipe, he reached down as far as he could. His sister's grasping fingers were just out of reach.


     “It's as high as I can go!” she complained, standing on the tips of her talons at the edge of the recycling bin that butted up against the building.


     “Then jump,” he said.


     “I can't! I'm scared!”


     “Do you want to see the view from the roof or not?” he asked.


     “Yes.” She stretched the word into a whine.


     “Then jump. I'll catch you.”


     Rahtah bent her knees and leapt into open air. Keereet's hands closed around her wrists before she could come back down.


     “Don't drop me,” she said, squirming.


     “Stop wiggling,” Keereet grunted as he pulled with his whole body. “Grab the pipe.”


     His sister's fingers closed on the cloth draped around the hot metal. He put a hand on her backside and shoved. She was heaved up to lay across the pipe on her belly with her arms and legs wrapped around it.


     Keereet flipped himself upright again and got to his feet on the pipe. It creaked beneath him. He reached up to grab a bolt the width of a finger where it skewered two sheets of metal together above the kitchen window.


     He tugged himself upward and his fingers found the edge of the roof. The pipe groaned as he pulled himself away from it.


     “Keereet....” his sister whimpered.


     “You're fine. It's going to hold,” he said.


     “Promise?”


     “Yes.” He sighed.


     He pulled himself up onto the roof and lay on his belly, leaning over the edge to boost his sister up. She was still wrapped around the pipe like a second piece of insulation.


     “You're going to have to stand up,” he said.


     “I can't.”


     “You said you couldn't jump, too.”


     So she stood. Her whole body shaking, one hand pressed against the pipe to steady herself and the other creeping up the wall. Her talons clutched the pipe beneath her as she wobbled. Her arms pinwheeled around her in slow lopsided circles.


     Keereet grabbed one of her hands as it went past and heaved. She clutched the rooftop with the other hand and dragged herself up.


     Keereet helped Rahtah to her feet and she gasped. “I can see everything! The whole continent!”


     “Well, not the whole continent,” her brother said. “But it is a neat view, isn't it?”


     “The best,” she squealed.


     Keereet spread his wings to feel the wind run over and through them. Rahtah looked him over and did the same. Her wings were already bigger than his, and he could see where the muscles were developing where he had none of his own.


     “I'll bet this is what flying feels like,” she said. “Just like this.”


     “Yeah,” said Keereet. “I bet.”


     “Get off of the roof now,” their father's voice boomed. He was standing in the street in front of their house, his lunch pail dangling from one clenched fist.


     Keereet sagged and hung off of the roof, sliding down the wall to the pipe and dropping onto the bin with a clang. Rahtah looked down after him.


     “I can't.” She began to cry. She sobbed, sitting on the edge of the roof and shaking as tears ran down her beak and dripped to the ground.


     Their father climbed onto the bin as Keereet hopped off. He shrunk into the corner that it made with the house. Rahtah reached down, still crying, and their father picked her off of the roof and jumped off of the bin, setting her on the ground.


     He rounded on Keereet, “You see what you've done to your sister,” he growled. “Do you know what could have happened? If she had fallen...” he ran a hand over his face and clacked his beak. “There's one cripple in this house. I won't have you making another one. The next time I find you on the roof. With or without her...” he drew his hand back over his shoulder, paused, and stomped off toward the door.


     Keereet heard it slam. The bang made Rahtah's tears start all over again. She burrowed her face into Keereet's chest and wrapped her arms around him, shuddering.


    


    

  


  
    


     Further away from the oak tree, the platforms became more scarce – narrowing into avenues and walkways. One such path narrowed as it approached the top of an elm tree that towered high above. The branches of the tree were interwoven and clustered to form hollow chambers. Twisted columns rose up at every corner and edge of the multi-tiered home and along the balconies that sprung from each side. Where the walkway met the tree, an arched doorway was formed by a looping branch and obscured by a hanging curtain of tiny-leafed ivy. Windows among the branches were paned with real glass.


     A portly black squirrel in a red velvet waistcoat lounged on a curved bench that ran along the front of the house. His coat was buttoned with tiny silver elm leaves. He adjusted a silk pillow underneath his backside and tugged at the graying tuft of fur on his chin.


     Lola waved to the squirrel and flicked him a curtsy. “Good day to you, Sir Elm,” she said.


     “And to you also, my dear,” he called back. “Do come and sit a moment. You and your friends. You're very welcome, I'm sure.”


     Lola curtseyed once more, “Thank you. We would be glad to rest a while.” She approached the beast and took a seat near him on the bench. Keereet and Gabbo sat on the other side of her.


     “A fine day for sitting on one's porch. Is it not?”


     “A very fine day, I'm certain,” she said.


     “Will you be visiting Treetop long?”


     “For some time.”


     “Long enough for the wedding, I hope?”


     “Absolutely,” Lola said. “Might I ask, Sir, who are the betrothed?”


     “One of the daughters of the Honeylocust family to a young gentlebeast Maple.”


     “We shall be certain to share our congratulations with the both of them,” said Lola. “For when is the date set?”


     “The day of the next full moon. Some ten days from now. Can I offer you a drink or a bite to eat? I find myself a bit peckish.”


     Gabbo opened his mouth and Keereet clapped a hand across it. The otter glared at him but remained silent.


     “We would be happy for something small. Your kindness flatters us.”


     The squirrel dug into his coat pocket for a tiny silver bell. It tinkled as he shook it, and a small squirrel in a pretty lace apron slipped out of the front door, parting the ivy with delicate paws. She curtseyed before the group.


     “Sandwiches, I think, Beycha. And a pitcher of iced juice.”


     The maid flitted through the door, her apron strings fluttering behind her.


     “A good doe, that one is. Does as she's told, and quickly,” said the squirrel. “But where are my manners? My name is Krack. Krack Elm, Patron of the household.”


     “A pleasure, I'm certain. I am Lola and my companions are Gabbo and Keereet.” She gestured to each of them in turn.


     “Forgive my bluntness, Keereet, but...” the squirrel paused for a moment, his face pinched as he thought. “Well, were I not mistaken, I might take you for an Avian.”


     “There is no offense where none is meant, Sir,” Keereet said, stumbling over the formalities. “You take me correctly.”


     The squirrel in the apron scurried from the door then, carrying a silver tray that held a cluster of glass goblets, a plate of tiny sandwiches, and a glass decanter of orange juice. Under her other arm she carried a folding tray, which she kicked out into shape and set the tray on. She poured the juice out into the goblets, curtsied, and tiptoed away once more.


     Lord Elm took a glass of juice and a sandwich for himself. It was dwarfed by his hands as he pinched it between meaty fingers. Lola took her own juice and passed the sandwiches to the otter. Through some miracle, he restrained himself to one, though the fox did not miss it when he shoved the entire thing into his mouth. He looked ashamed when the corners of her mouth turned down.


     “I must admit myself taken off guard. I have never before met a beast of your... rarity,” said the squirrel.


     “You've never seen an Avian before?” asked Keereet.


     “Sad to say, Sir, but I have not had the pleasure.”


     “It seems that not many have,” said Keereet.


     “In any event,” said the squirrel, “I should be a shameful sort of host if I did not offer you my hospitality for the length of your stay in our town. Please, stay in my home as my guests.” He gestured behind him. “My lady wife would be thrilled to have you, I'm certain. She does love all the little callings that come with having guests.”


     The otter and eagle looked at Lola. The fox shook her head.


     “Your offer humbles us, Sir Elm, but we have arrangements made for us elsewhere.”


     The squirrel's face fell into a scowl and he opened his mouth to argue.


     “We shall hope to see you at the wedding celebrations, of course.”


     The squirrel nodded, tugging at his beard again. “You shall, no doubt. Please don't feel like strangers to my home, in any event. You are welcome with the Elms at any time.” He shuffled on the bench and stood. “Now, however, I'm afraid that I have business to see to.” Without further word, he turned and stalked into the house.


     Lola led the other two back to the main walkway, Gabbo lagging behind as he stuffed sandwiches into his pockets.


     “He was quick t' get rid of us,” the otter said.


     “He is unable to decide if we've offended him. It will depend entirely on who we do stay with.”


     “How can we be sure we'll be invited by a better family?” Keereet asked.


     “We'll be invited by the bride's family – the Honeylocusts. There is no higher-ranked house during a wedding than that of the bride. Doubtlessly they will be fascinated by you, Keereet. As everyone else seems to be.” She nodded her head at the squirrels peering out from open windows in the woven-limb houses along the platform.


     Murmurs passed between groups of expensively-dressed squirrels who had been out on strolls or visiting friends. There were no pointing fingers, but every set of eyes in Treetop were locked on Keereet, watching him as he passed by with the fox and otter.


     A group of does seated in a leafy courtyard draped with flowering wisteria giggled behind their hands. Lacy fans fluttered in front of their faces. Their dresses were bulky and shimmered in the sunlight, dotted with pearls and accented with golden jewelry and gems in a dozen colors. An older squirrel gone white sat in a broad cushioned armchair sewn with silk and lace. Her thin hair was heaped in a pile on her head, held in place with a tortoiseshell comb.


     As Keereet's party grew nearer, the old squirrel tapped the shoulder of a maid with a tray of sweets. The squirrel curtsied and lay the tray down before shuffling toward the trio.


     “The Lady Pine begs that you and your companions take refreshment with her and her granddaughters, Sir. If it please you,” she addressed Keereet, her eyes cast at the branches below her feet.


     Keereet glanced at Lola. The fox nodded.


     “We would be honored,” said the eagle.


     “Beg pardon, Sir, but how shall I announce you?”


     “My name is Keereet, and my friends are Lola and Gabbo.”


     “Very good, Sir. Please come this way.” The squirrel led them off the walkway, through an arched tunnel of wisteria, and into the courtyard. “May I present, Ladies of Pine, Sir Keereet, Sir Gabbo, and Lady Lola.” She ducked out of the way and went back to passing food to the assembled ladies.


     Every eye was on the trio. A game of cards lay forgotten on a green and white checked blanket. Dainty snacks lay uneaten and every cup was returned to tray and side table.


     “Welcome, friends, welcome,” said the old white squirrel. “I am Lady Ebolisia Pine, and these are my lovely granddaughters.” She gestured to each, who bobbed her head or curtseyed in turn. “Lily, Francissa, Dahlia, Cordelia, Rose, Amaryllis, and Ebolisia. The last, of course, named after myself.” She grinned and the young does giggled.


     “A pleasure to make your acquaintances, Ladies,” said Keereet, bowing at the waist. The squirrels went up in giggles again.


     “Please, do not hesitate to make yourself comfortable. Refreshments for our guests, please,” she said to the server. The squirrel turned away from one of the young ladies who had been perusing a tray of tarts and offered them to the three guests. Gabbo took one and nibbled at it. Lola smiled and bobbed her head at him.


     “Please, sit,” said Lady Pine, gesturing at open spaces on benches and the blankets spread across the platform. Keereet lowered himself onto one end of a bench. The two squirrels seated next to him leaned in to one another and giggled, whispering under their breath. Lola settled herself on one corner of the green and white blanket, and Gabbo settled into an empty seat woven from pine boughs.


     “Do forgive an old doe her brash questions, but would you happen to be an eagle?” Lady Pine asked Keereet.


     “I am, my lady,” he said. “You have a keen eye,” he added.


     The old squirrel chuckled. “Not so keen as it once was, you can be certain. But I thank you for your flattery, misguided as it is.” She glanced around at her granddaughters and flapped her aged hands at them. “Find something to do with yourselves, you silly things. This gentlebeast doesn't need you all goggling at him like a pretty dress in a shop window.”


     They went into another giggle fit as they turned to one another and struck up idle conversations. The card game resumed, though most of the players paid less attention to their hands than they had before.


     “What brings you fine beasts to Treetop?” asked Lady Pine.


     “We've come to give our congratulations to the Honeylocust and Maple families.”


     “I hope you'll be staying for the wedding itself. There's nothing like a wedding in Treetop.”


     “Yes, we do plan to attend the festivities.”


     “Then I must invite you to stay with the Pine family. I promise to you that my silly granddaughters won't titter over you for the entirety of your stay. Though I am afraid I can not begrudge them their interest.”


     “Nor can I,” said Keereet. “Unfortunately, my friends and I do have arrangements in another household for the length of our stay.”


     “Well, that is a pity,” said Lady Pine. “But you shall always find hospitality with the Pines any time you should care to visit, and I hope it shall be often.”


     “I will certainly see you and your lovely granddaughters at the wedding.”


     “Yes, you will, you will. Forgive me for being bold, Sir, but have you yet found yourself a wife?” The courtyard fell silent. Cards and refreshments were completely forgotten.


     “I-I have not,” said Keereet.


     “Hmmm.” The squirrel nodded as her granddaughters tittered and giggled again.


     Keereet looked at Lola and swallowed hard. Her lips fluttered in a semblance of a smile before she wrangled her expression into neutrality. He scowled at her.


     “All of my granddaughters are of a good marriageable age, I'm sure you will notice. And the house of Pine is one of the most respected in Treetop. Not that I am trying to sway you, of course, Sir. Simply making idle talk, of course.”


     “O-of course.”


     “Each one of them helped to string the streamers, of course.”


     Keereet nodded. “They did wonderfully. The streamers are very fetching.”


     Lola laughed out loud then, but she soon stifled it. Keereet looked for help elsewhere and found Gabbo to be completely unaware, eating as quickly as he could from the assembled trays with as much grace as he could muster. The youngest of the Pine granddaughters watched him with a mingled expression of horror and fascination.


     “Not as fetching, you will admit, as my granddaughters. I believe Ebolisia to be the most beautiful, but I may be biased.” She gestured at the grey squirrel who glanced at Keereet and then back to her cards.


     “No... I... Uhm...” Keereet fumbled, “Your granddaughters are all very lovely.”


     Lady Pine gestured to the serving squirrel and was handed a tall silver flute of wine. She sipped from it and set it back on the tray. “I am afraid,” she said, “that it is growing too warm as the morning becomes afternoon. An old beast like myself must take care with such things. I hope you shall call on us soon, Sir. Come, does, it's time we saw to your lessons.”


     The does filed away to the other side of the courtyard, casting glances over their shoulders at Keereet as they ducked through a curtain of wisteria and into their manor woven of pine.


     The serving squirrel helped Lady Pine to her feet and the two followed after the trail of granddaughters. The eagle, fox, and otter were left to themselves. Gabbo filled the remaining spaces in his pockets with snacks before Lola could lead them out to the walkway.


     “Your pockets are going to be sticky,” she said.


     “Not if I lick 'em clean,” Gabbo said, wiggling his eyebrows.


     “What was happening back there?” asked Keereet.


     Lola and Gabbo laughed.


     “You should see the look on your face right now, Kid.” The otter elbowed the eagle in the ribs.


     “Ow,” Keereet complained. “Why didn't you help me back there? I didn't know what to say.”


     “You're learning,” Lola said. “I thought it would be a good experience for you to have. You rose to the challenge, as I knew you would. I think you might be betrothed to one of the Pine granddaughters before we leave.”


     Gabbo stopped eating for a moment. “Wait, no foolin'? What happened back there?”


     Lola laughed, and Keereet joined her.


     “No. Really,” said Gabbo. “What did I miss?”


    


    

  


  
    


     They were stopped by three more families before they reached Honeylocust Manor. Every squirrel they met asked if Keereet was an Avian, and each invited the three to stay. The hospitality ended soon after Keereet declined the offer. Gabbo went away from each meeting with freshly filled pockets.


     To one side of the walkway grew the honeylocust. It was bright, fresh green and spotted with tiny white blossoms. Between the clusters of flowers, long thorns sprouted along the wood of the tree. Where branches of the tree joined the walkway, however, the wood was smooth and soft.


     The house itself was much like the others they had seen in Treetop. Branches and limbs of the honeylocust tree had been woven and pressed together as they grew, building the treetop into a two-story building covered in leaves and flowers. The windows of the house were open, their panes thrown wide to allow the multitude of colored streamers in. The ribbons clustered so thickly through the windows that nothing could be seen inside.


     “This is it,” said Lola.


     “The streamers?” asked Gabbo.


     “At this end, they're tied to the bride's bed. At the other, they're tied to the groom's. The young bachelors and the marriageable does run them through the trees all over town to announce the wedding and indicate the lucky couple,” said Lola. “Would you stop eating?” She swatted a cheese pastry out of Gabbo's hand. It fell from the edge of the walkway and he watched it tumble downward with sorrow on his face.


     “You didn't have to do that.”


     “There's plenty of food in this town, and the Honeylocusts are just as likely to feed you as anybeast else. We are here to present a gift to the bride, and I'd like us to appear presentable while doing so,” said Lola.


     “A gift? What gift? We haven't got a gift,” said Keereet.


     “You haven't, maybe, but I've planned ahead.” Lola patted the satchel at her side.


     Lola led them to the archway that served as the door into the home. A thick layer of ribbons ran around the edge of the arch, pinning back the hanging vines that would have shaded the doorway.


     A tubby squirrel in a too-tight apron and a worn pink bonnet met them at the door.


     “Can I help you?” she asked.


     “We've brought a present for the bride,” said Lola. “If you would be so kind as to present us, we would be in your debt. I am Lola, and these are my friends Gabbo and Keereet.”


     “Please step into the receiving room.”


     Lola ducked after her through the archway, and the eagle and otter followed.


     The front door opened into the receiving room. A pair of couches were woven from branches that sprouted from the floor and walls. They were piled with silk and velvet pillows in blue and purple. A side table held a glass decanter of amber liquid and a set of short glass tumblers. A colorful portrait of the home in the yellows and oranges of autumn hung above the broad solid wood door that led into the house.


     The door opened and the squirrel in the pink bonnet poked her head through. “You have been announced. If you would please follow me.”


     The three stood, Lola fussing at her dress and straightening Gabbo and Keereet's clothing where she could as they went through the door. The squirrel took them into a long arched hallway hung with paintings. Burning oil lamps encircled in glass cast shaky light down the hall, and streamers burst from every doorway to run down the hall along floor, wall, and ceiling.


     A sharp left turn halfway down the hall brought them into the parlor. The walls were draped here and there with lengths of velvets and silks, tied back in artistic positions with golden tassels. A massive bronze urn loomed in one corner of the room, the shape of a lithe, thin dragon coiled over and around it, his open mouth pointed toward the ceiling. The broad window opposite the doorway was filled with streamers, only the slightest streaks of light filtering through. Tiny lamps on golden stands burned here and there in the room. A piano stood on a raised dais to one side of the window, covered in bouquets of white flowers in porcelain vases.


     A single long couch grew up from the floor in the middle of the room, the yellow cushion that was bound to it was worked in black thorns and white locust blossoms. At either end of the couch there was a chair in a similar style. In one of these sat a stern-looking squirrel, his fur a slate gray speckled here and there with black. He wore a yellow coat with golden buttons and a gold-rimmed monocle.


     “Welcome to my house, Sirs and Madam. Please, be seated.” The squirrel gestured to the open seats in the room. Gabbo and Keereet took the couch while Lola sat in the chair. “I'm afraid I do not recognize your faces. Very distinctive faces, but I believe we have not yet met. Yet my housekeeper tells me that you've come to honor my daughter before her wedding.”


     “That is true, Sir,” said Lola. “I'm afraid that you know our names, but we as yet do not know yours.”


     “Frick,” he said. “I am Frick Honeylocust.”


     “Lord Honeylocust, word of your daughter's wedding has spread. How could it not when the young folk have done so well with the announcing streamers? As such, we thought it only proper that we should bring her a bridal gift.”


     “And where is this gift?” the squirrel asked. “What have you brought my daughter?”


     “It is a small, humble thing, Sir, but such things do appeal to many beasts of the fairer sex.” Lola reached into her pack and removed a small velvet bag. Loosening the drawstring at the top, she turned it over and a chain spilled out into her hand. On the chain was a pendant worked in gold wire in the shape of a delicate egg. At the center of the wire egg was a tiny silver dove.


     Lola held the bauble so that it dangled and the squirrel smiled. “Small and silly it is, but such things do tend to find favor with my daughter.” The squirrel lifted a small bell from the side table nearest his chair and rang it.


     The housekeeper entered, stopping just within the door.


     “Bring Marigold and her mother. Our guests have brought a gift for my daughter.”


     The housekeeper curtsied and returned in mere moments. Behind her came a squirrel with a broad bust and wide hips in a flower-printed gown. A spray of opals hung around her neck in a cluster, dangling from delicate gold threads.


     “My wife, Camellia.” Lord Honeylocust stood and allowed his wife to take his seat. He stood behind her with a hand on her shoulder.


     Soon after came a second squirrel. She had pale grey fur and icy blue eyes. Her tail curled high over her head, doubling back over itself. It lit up in the lamplight like a halo. Her hair was black, a striking contrast against her fur. It fell over her shoulders in gentle waves. Her dress was a billowing mass of pink, dotted with rubies where the pleats met the bodice.


     “And my daughter, Marigold,” Lord Honeylocust added. His daughter settled onto the floor at her mother's feet, her skirt settling around her in a great mound of fabric. “These fine beasts are Lola, Gabbo, and Keereet, my darlings.” The squirrel beamed down at his family. “They've come, my dear, darling daughter, to present you with a bride's gift.”


     “Thank you ever so much,” said Marigold. “You do me great honor.”


     Lola held the gift to Gabbo, who passed it to Keereet. Keereet held the necklace out to Marigold.


     “Oh, look at the little bird! How beautiful,” she said, taking it from the eagle's hand with delicate fingers. She placed the other atop his fist and squeezed it. “I'm very grateful. Mother, help me put it on.” She passed the little bird to Lady Honeylocust, who lay it across her daughter's neck and fixed the clasp.


     Marigold adjusted the pendant with delicate touches with petite fingertips and smiled down at it. Keereet drew back his arm and rubbed his palm over the top of the fist where the squirrel's hand had touched his.


     “Of course, you must stay in Treetop for the wedding,” the young squirrel said. “I simply won't hear of you doing otherwise.”


     “Stay with us,” said Lord Honeylocust. “It is only right that such fine beasts of such... rare form ought to stay with the bride's family. We shall have the spare rooms made up for you. Shan't we, Camellia?”


     “I agree entirely, husband.” She put her hand atop his own where it rested on her shoulder.


     “We would be honored to stay in your fine home,” said Lola. “And we thank you for your courtesy.”


     Marigold squealed and clapped her hands together. “I do so love having guests. Guests and a wedding, Mother. Can you imagine?”


     “I'm sure I can't, Darling.” Camelia brushed a wave of her daughter's hair back over her shoulder.


     Lord Honeylocust reached for his bell again and rang it. The housekeeper reappeared and rushed off shortly thereafter to prepare the spare rooms.


     “Lord Keereet,” said Marigold, “forgive the intrusion, I do so hate to be rude, but I must ask you... You have a very interesting face. It couldn't be that you are an Avian, could it?”


     “There is no need to call me Lord, my Lady, but yes. I am an eagle.” He grinned and his chest puffed.


     “How interesting. Isn't that interesting, Mother?”


     “Fascinating, I'm certain,” said Lady Honeylocust.


     “I thought there was something distinguished about you, Sir, though I admit I could not so aptly put my finger on it as could my daughter, brilliant thing that she is,” said the Lord.


     “Unless Nurse told me wrong,” said Marigold, “I was certain that your kind had all... Well, passed away.” The squirrel rocked forward on her knees, scooting a few inches closer to the eagle.


     “Gone, but not dead. We live on a continent in the skies. You might be able to see it, on a cloudless day. If you look hard.”


     “It's like something out of a fairy story,” Marigold said, smiling. “You must tell me about your home some day.”


     “It is... not so exciting a place as it sounds,” said Keereet.


     A pair of squirrels in black suit jackets with crisp white shirts and trousers entered the room then. They each stood to one side of the doorway and bowed. One said “Pardon the interruption, but lunch is prepared and awaits you at your leisure on the balcony.”


     The Lord nodded at the pair and they turned and left.


     “Shall we?” asked Lord Honeylocust. “Cook has both a penchant and a talent for cheeses.”


     The group followed the distinguished squirrel down to the far end of the hallway. It opened onto a broad balcony that looked out over a swath of locust trees, each growing wild and shorter than the manor tree. The grove was in blossom, butting up against crabapples on one side and walnuts on the other.


     A curling, braided cluster of branches swept around the outside edge of the balcony at waist height. A wide, round table grew from the branches that formed the balcony floor. It was surrounded by matching chairs – a full dozen of them. Atop the table was laid a fine white tablecloth with thorns and blossoms worked around the edges in gold thread.


     A silver tray in the center of the table held an egg and cheese pie as big as a wagon wheel. In clusters and stacks across the table sat fragrant apples in reds, yellows, pinks, and greens. A fresh green salad filled a bowl to one side, dotted with walnuts and orange supremes. Each place at the table was set with a yellow napkin, a porcelain plate, a set of silver flatware, and two crystal glasses.


     The two squirrels in their black and white finery stood with their arms crossed behind their backs at a folding side table which held half a dozen crystal pitchers, each with a different drink inside. The party settled into their seats and one of the pair circled the table, pouring each diner their requested drink. The other sliced portions of the pie and lay them next to helpings of the salad on plates in front of each luncheon guest.


     When the two had returned to their place near the sideboard, Lord Honeylocust unfolded his napkin and settled it into his lap. He snipped the end off of his slice of pie and placed it into his mouth. As he chewed, the others in the group situated their own napkins and began to eat.


     Lola took a sip of water to wash down a mouthful, turned to Marigold, and said, “What of your husband? You must describe him to us.”


     Marigold smiled and patted the corners of her mouth with her napkin. She shuffled half a walnut around her plate with the tip of her fork. “He's a Maple. The eldest son of the current Patron. Which isn't to say he's old, of course. At the least, I'm led to believe he isn't.”


     “It sounds a fine match,” said Lola.


     “What's he like?” asked Gabbo.


     Marigold laughed. “Well, I wouldn't know, would I? I've never spoken with him.”


     “You've never spoken with the beast to whom you're engaged?” asked Keereet.


     “I have seen him before. When I was very young. He went away to Red City for schooling. He's only recently come back with a mind for a wife.” Her eyes sparkled. “I'm very lucky to have been found favorable by him.”


     Keereet's brow furrowed and he opened his mouth to say more, but Lola cleared her throat and cut him off. “And the wedding? Has your dress been made yet?”


     As Lola, Marigold, and Lady Honeylocust went into a frenzy over the dress design, and Gabbo and Lord Honeylocust seemed to be attacking their lunch with identical gusto, Keereet seethed.


     He shoved salad into his beak just to keep himself from speaking. He chewed the walnuts into oblivion and continued to chew even after he'd swallowed. His beak grated as he considered the wedding of a beautiful young squirrel to a beast whom she had never met and who was likely twice her age. He gripped the fork in a tight fist, squeezing it until he was certain it would mold to the shape of his fingers.


     “Isn't that right, Keereet?”


     “I'm sorry?” he said.


     “I was telling Lord and Lady Honeylocust about how you'd never before been a guest at a Treetop wedding before. Isn't that right?”


     “Yes. Yes, it is. I'm looking forward to it.”


     “I hope you will find it entertaining,” said Lady Honeylocust. “We've been planning for months now.”


     “There's to be music and games and a hundred different desserts,” said Marigold. “And so many flowers that there will be no place for the guests to sit.”


     “Not quite so many as that, I hope,” said her father. “We must always have a place for our guests.”


     “Yes, Father. Not quite so many as that, of course. But certainly more than enough flowers.”


     “Of course, my Darling. More flowers than a squirrel could sneeze at. Unless, of course, he were allergic.”


     Keereet wasn't sure if the last comment was meant to be a joke or not, but as nobody laughed, he continued to eat in silence.


     “And what of the Panel, Lord Honeylocust? I'm certain there must be some terribly important decisions being made,” said Lola.


     “A bit of this and a bit of that,” said the Lord. “Nothing more important than usual, though most of us don't like to admit it.” He smiled. “There was a bit of a dispute about territory between the Pear and Cherry families, but then, they always seem to be squabbling. One of them thinks the other is planting on their land, the other says no. One thinks the other is taking from the wrong spring, the other says no. It rarely changes.” He reached for a pink-yellow apple and set it on his empty plate. Holding it with a fork, he cut into it with his knife.


     Keereet had never seen any beast eat an apple with a knife and fork before, but he had never seen many of the things he'd come across in Treetop.


     The Lord pushed the apple away from himself after only a few bites. He glanced across the table and lifted his wine glass. It was refilled and he took a long, silent sip. “Dessert now, I think.”


     One of the two serving squirrels went into the house and returned with a large cake dripping opaque sugary glaze. He set it on the table and began to slice it out. On the inside it was bright yellow, speckled with tiny black pinpoints.


     “Lemon poppy seed cake,” said Lord Honeylocust, rubbing his hands together. His tail twitched back and forth behind him like a metronome.


     “My Lord husband's favorite,” said the Lady of the house. “I must admit, it is rather good.”


     The Lord began to eat with gusto, putting even Gabbo to shame.


     “And yet it's not so good as to forget your manners,” she said, frowning. Her husband slowed a bit, mopping glaze from his lips and whiskers with a napkin.


     Keereet forked a mouthful into his beak and chewed. The little bits of seed exploded in his mouth, and the sour-sweet of lemon made his mouth water and his tongue tingle.


     “My compliments to you on your cook. This cake is wonderful.”


     “I do love it. It was such a difficult choice between this and the vanilla for the wedding cake, but a white cake is traditional,” said Marigold.


     “Besides, everything goes with white,” said Lady Honeylocust. “It would have looked rather unusual to put sugar flowers atop a yellow glazed cake.”


     “All this talk of cakes and dresses,” said the Lord. “What are we to do, fellows?” he asked Gabbo and Keereet. “Shall we retire to the study and leave the women to their dreams?”


     Both the otter and the eagle looked to Lola, and she nodded.


     The Lord excused the three of them and led Gabbo and Keereet back into the house. Down the hall near the receiving room, the squirrel turned into an unexplored doorway.


     Inside the room, the branches that formed the walls had been coaxed into the form of bookshelves, and these were packed with tomes and rolled parchments and bits and bobs. The book ends on one shelf were stained blue-green with patina and forged in the shape of griffons, their wings flared as they rose on their hind legs, their talons splayed outward. On another shelf, a telescoping bronze looking-glass lay longways across a sextant. The next shelf down featured a scale model of a sailing ship trapped inside of a glass bottle.


     “Are you a sailing buck, Lord Honeylocust?” asked Gabbo.


     “I am a fan of the art, to be sure, but I've never had the pleasure to embark myself. And you?” He gestured to a pair of plushly upholstered armchairs with locust blossoms marked on the legs in gold leaf. Keereet and Gabbo each took a seat in one as the Lord settled himself into a matching chair behind a broad desk carved from dark wood. Keereet rubbed his talons against the thick, intricately woven rug beneath him.


     “I had a ship m'self, once upon a time,” said Gabbo.


     “You don't say. A sailing ship? Was she anything like the one on the shelf there?” The squirrel pointed.


     “Bigger. She was equipped with sails, aye, but she was a fishing ship.”


     “And where did you sail?”


     “Dragon Bay, mostly. I never took her far out t' open sea. I didn't want to lose her.”


     “And yet, you did?” The squirrel leaned forward in his seat, his elbows on his desk.


     “Aye, I lost her.” Gabbo sighed. “She caught fire in a lightning storm.”


     “That's a pity. Were you at sea when she burned?”


     “No. In port,” said the otter.


     “More's the pity.” The Lord shook his head. “Do you have any grand stories? Have you fought pirates?”


     “There weren't many pirates in my part of the sea. Not enough to steal, unless they wanted fish. And they didn't.”


     “Hmmm,” said the Lord. “And you, Lord Keereet. Did you sail as well?”


     “Only once,” said Keereet. “My friend was teaching me, before he lost his ship.”


     “Count yourself lucky in that you've had more experience than I have. Even as a beast twice as old as yourselves with a daughter grown enough to marry.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair, dragging his arms off the desk until just his fingertips remained against the wood. He drummed them there.


     “Are you... worried about your daughter's marriage, Lord Honeylocust?” asked Keereet.


     “Worried? No. No more than any father worries. The young Maple is a good buck. A good family, a good upbringing. Knowledgeable, but still vested in tradition.”


     “It sounds as though you know him well,” said Keereet.


     “I know him better now than I once did. I saw him as a kit, of course, climbing where he ought not have and scraping his knees, like all kits. Willful and rambunctious, like all kits.”


     “And since he's come back from school?” Keereet asked.


     “Well, word went around that he was looking for a wife. My daughter is of the right age, though many of the does are. Apparently he'd seen her on her way to socialize – you know how ladies are – and he'd found her fetching. And so he came to call on me.”


     “And what sort of beast did he seem?”


     “Decent enough. He followed the courtesies, of course. He flattered my Marigold up and down and told me he'd never seen a doe of her like. We talked about sailing. Apparently he'd spoken with sailors in Red City. He was quite eloquent.” The squirrel shrugged. “It is typical, this sort of thing. A marriage between two houses of some repute – the marriage is better for my Marigold, of course. She's marrying up. It's a marriage where neither really knows the other, but, well, my own marriage was something of the sort. Beasts grow to love one another. Put the business matters in order – marry your daughter to a good buck with good ties and a good standing – and love will follow. I hope.”


     “I'm sure it'll come to that,” said Gabbo.


     “Are you married, Sir Gabbo? Or is the sea your lady?”


     Gabbo laughed. “No, Sir. I've never been married. Though I wasn't that tied t' the sea neither. There was a lady, once.”


     “Spurned you, did she?”


     “No. It never really came t' spurning. She died before that could happen, really.”


     “I am sorry to hear that, Sir,” said the Lord. “Was she a pretty one?”


     “Most beautiful otter I ever laid eyes on, and she could match me drink to drink for all that,” Gabbo laughed. It trickled off after a moment and the room fell silent. Keereet put a hand on Gabbo's shoulder and squeezed. The otter looked at him and nodded.


     “You need not say any more,” said the Lord. “I can see that her memory pains you.”


     “It's getting easier.” Gabbo forced a weak smile onto his face.


     “A drink to your lost love, then.” Lord Honeylocust reached into his desk and removed a dark bottle with a stiff cork in the top. It was soon joined by a trio of tumblers. The Lord sloshed a mouthful of dark liquid into each and held his aloft.


     “To your lady lost,” said the Lord.


     “T' Brenna,” said Gabbo.


     “To Brenna,” said Keereet.


     And they drank.


    


    

  


  
    


     “Where did ya get it?” asked Gabbo. “Do you just carry jewelry with ya on a regular basis? Do ya know how much that thing was worth?”


     “I was wondering the same thing,” said Keereet. “It's lucky for us that you had the necklace, but where did it come from?”


     “It's been in my possession for a long while. Do you expect to always know the contents of a lady's purse?” she winked at them as they walked. “If you must know, it was a gift, and I am very glad to be rid of it.”


     “You know the contents of my purse,” said Gabbo.


     “That's because there's nothing in it,” said Keereet. The three laughed.


     “Ya got me, Kid.”


     Keereet was enjoying the feeling of the wind over his wings and his body as they walked. He'd seen much of the town since they'd arrived yesterday. Their host family seemed pleased to parade the guests in front of the town. As a result, Keereet had been questioned by more apologetic squirrels than he could recall.


     Though there was one squirrel whose questions he didn't mind terribly. Regardless of Marigold's probing and digging and endless questioning, he was always happy to answer her. He liked it when she smiled at his answers. Even better was when she laughed. It was only the moments when she brought up her marriage that he regretted her company, and even then it was not her company so much as the thought of it with another beast.


     “I still don't understand this marriage,” whispered Keereet as the trio progressed through town to follow up on a promised visit to the Pines. Lady Pine had been so kind as to send a note reminding them of such a promise and inviting them to Pine Manor for dinner.


     “There's no need for you to understand it,” said Lola. “It's not your marriage.”


     “It shouldn't be her getting married, either. What if this Maple is awful to her? He could beat her or be ugly and old and – and...”


     “Crippled?” offered Gabbo. Keereet scowled at him. “If I didn't know better, I'd think you had a thing for Miss Marigold.” The eagle puffed up and the otter's eyebrows jumped upward. “You do. Bilgewater, Keereet, you like her.”


     “I do not. I don't like her, I just think... It's not right. To marry someone off to a beast they've never met. And if I could stop it, I'd – You know, maybe I will. I'll talk to Marigold or to Lord Honeylocust, and I'll tell them how ridiculous it is and-”


     “And crush the doe's hopes and dreams, enrage her father, and force half of the town to chase us all the way to Red City in the form of an angry mob of offended squirrels. Keereet, if you hold any regard for this doe at all you will let her get married. You will be happy for her. You will smile at her wedding. And you will never mention any trepidation on your part whatsoever.”


     “Even if it ruins her life?” He was huffing now, doing his best not to shout.


     “Even if it ruins her life. You have got to allow people to make their own mistakes, Keereet. Particularly when you're only assuming that it's a mistake in the first place.”


     Keereet opened his mouth, but Lola pressed on.


     “The squirrel is happy. Giddy. She's over the moon. She is getting what every single doe in this town hopes for and aspires to. And you're going to attempt to take that away from her? You ask what if he's ugly or what if he beats her? What if he's everything she's ever dreamed of? What if his looks make no difference to her, and she loves him for the beast he is inside? What if he treats her like a goddess? What if they have dozens of kits and grow old together and live happily ever after? What if, Keereet? What if?” She was livid now, gesturing as she ranted, her hands whipping through the air inches away from his face.


     Keereet couldn't think of anything to say. He backed away from the fox as she continued.


     “And you think that you're going to sweep her off of her feet, is that it? You're going to waltz into the manor and say 'Marigold, this is all you've ever wanted, let me take you away from it,' and she'll swoon into your waiting arms? After she's been planning a wedding for months? What argument could you possibly make that will sway her? Even if she's not in love, she's in love with the idea of love. And you're going to make her see reason by saying what? 'What if?'”


     She tried to storm off, but the otter and eagle followed her.


     “No. Go to Lady Pine. Tell her that you regret that I am indisposed. You'll have to deal with her granddaughters on your own. I'm certain that if you want a squirrel to whisk away they would all be more than happy to volunteer.” She stormed away from them. She was stomping so hard that Keereet was convinced the trees were swaying under her feet.


     “I think you hit a nerve,” said Gabbo.


     “I didn't mean to,” the eagle sighed.


     “Give her some time. She needs t' burn it off. She doesn't usually have a temper, but once you get her fire stoked it has a tendency t' burn hot.”


     The two of them continued toward Pine Manor, dragging their feet in silence.


     “I hope ya don't expect me to help with these granddaughters. I don't have the foggiest how to deal with the giggly kind.”


     “Well then we're on level ground,” said Keereet. “I've got no idea what I'm doing either.”


     “So...” Gabbo stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets. “What is it that gets your mainmast up? The bushy tail? The buck tee- Ow, ow, stop!” Gabbo ducked and put his arms over his head as Keereet rained punches down on him.


     “Shut up. I don't like her!”


     “Then why are you hittin' me?” Gabbo laughed as Keereet put his fists down.


     “Ah, bilgewater. I like her, don't I?” said the eagle, sighing.


     “I think I'm rubbing off on ya.” Gabbo slapped the eagle between the wings. “Anyway, if it's the tails I'm sure the Pine does could fluff up a bit for ya.”


     “It's not the tail.” Keereet shoved the otter.


     Gabbo gave him a knowing look.


     “It's not all the tail,” said the eagle.


    


    

  


  
    


     “Just when you thought you'd escaped them, eh?” Gabbo laughed as he and the eagle peered out of their guest room into the hallway. The air carried the sound of some very distinctive giggles.


     “I didn't know they were coming here,” said Keereet. “I'm not leaving this room.”


     “They'll be here for hours, and I have a feelin' you'll be expected to make an appearance.”


     Another torrent of giggles mingled with hooting, honking laughter flooded into the guest room.


     “What are they doing, anyway? Torturing geese?”


     Gabbo shook his head. “I think they're makin' weddin' plans. Or that's their excuse, anyway. Most like they're eatin' little sandwiches and doin' one another's hair-” A massive crash sounded from down the hall, followed by a burst of shocked laughter. “Maybe not.”


     “Do be careful,” called Lord Honeylocust's voice from the end of the hall. The head of household had sequestered himself in his study.


     “Sorry, Father,” called Marigold over the titter of her female guests.


     Lola tripped out of the sitting room, covered in streamers from head to toe and laughing.


     “She looks better,” said Gabbo.


     “Thank goodness.”


     Lola dipped a low curtsy in the doorway of the guest room. “The ladies humbly request your presence, Sir Keereet.” She lost her balance and stumbled, somehow remaining on her feet.


     “You're drunk,” accused Gabbo.


     “Am not,” she said.


     “I know drunk, Lola. And yer it.”


     “I'll give you that, but I'm more sober than half the squirrels in there. Now come on, Keereet. The Pine granddaughters want to convince you of their wifely qualities.” She grabbed him around the wrist and began to tug him down the hallway. He looked over his shoulder at Gabbo and mouthed “Save me,” before giving up and following the weaving fox down the hall.


     The assembled squirrels – all of the Pine granddaughters and every other marriageable young doe from Treetop – cheered and clapped when he entered the room. Half of them began shouting questions and invitations at him and the other half looked away, covering their mouths and fluttering their eyelashes.


     Lola laughed at the expression on his face and forced him down into the center of the couch, where he was pinned between Lily and Ebolisia Pine the younger. The two of them clutched his arms and stared at him wide-eyed.


     One of the does that he didn't know flopped herself into the bench at the piano and began plonking away at what might have been a beautiful song were she not so inebriated. The others complained, a mumbling groan that rolled through the room.


     “Oh, alright, then. I give up,” cried the pianist, snatching a fluted goblet from the nearest tray and swigging down its contents.


     There were, in fact, squirrels doing one another's hair, though it seemed they were each trying to outdo the next in who could create the most outrageously hideous style. Keereet clicked his beak as he watched one red-brown furred doe tie her victim's long blonde hair into chunky knots, leaving the remnants sticking out at awkward angles all over her head. When she lifted a looking glass to show the squirrel her new look, the pair wound up squabbling and rolling on the floor, their heavy skirts tangling as they kicked at one another.


     Keereet jumped up to stop them. Before he could take so much as a step, the two fell away from one another laughing.


     “Does anybeast here strike your fancy, Sir Keereet?” asked Lola. She had the attention of every doe in the room. They laughed and called to him for an answer.


     “Well I-I...” he stammered, but they couldn't hear him over their own voices anyway. He cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, ladies, I have some business to take care of.” He raised his voice so as to be heard over the feminine din.


     The squirrels responded with groans and pitiful whines.


     “I apologize, but I wish you well of your... revelry.” He drug himself from the room and trudged down the hallway. The protestations of the does echoed through the corridor behind him.


     Gabbo laughed at him as he stepped into the room.


     “I'm going to force you into a room full of drunken squirrels with marriage on their minds and see how you like it,” Keereet said. At some point during the short time he'd been in the room, he'd been wrapped down both arms and legs with streamers. He kicked and clawed at them until they fell away in shreds.


     “Don't worry,” said Gabbo. “The suitor is on his way. As soon as he arrives, the ladies will forget you altogether.”


     “He's coming here?” Keereet asked.


     “Yeah, he's comin' here. That's what the whole shebang in there's for. It's some sort of ritualistic torture, I think. He's gonna get giggled at 'til he wishes he was dead.”


     Keereet glanced down the hallway.


     “You'd do well to stay in here for as long as he's around. Even better, go out somewhere. It wouldn't do well for ya to attack the groom in the bride's house.”


     “Where would I go?”


     “Uh, anywhere?” said Gabbo. “There's not a family in this town that wouldn't swing fists for the pleasure of yer company.”


     “Better to stay shut up in here than parade myself around like a carnival act.”


     “Do ya even know what a carnival is?” Gabbo asked.


     “Yes, I know what a carnival is. We had them on the Floating Continent, too.”


     “Can't have been much of a carnival, if I know anythin' about where ya came from. What kind of animals did ya have?”


     “No animals.”


     “Well, what did you have?”


     “A calliope, some jugglers, a contortionist, and a fire-swallower,” said Keereet, holding up a finger for each act.


     “And?” Gabbo waited. “That's it? That's not a carnival, it's a... Well, I dunno what it is, but it ain't a carnival.”


     “What's the difference?” he asked.


     “Ours are bigger.” Gabbo grinned.


     “I am not even going to dignify that with a response,” said Keereet.


     “ I didn't think ya would, Kid.”


     A sudden silence went through the manor. The housekeeper's voice announced a “Sir Chit Maple,” and an excited titter rolled down the hallway.


     The sound of heavy boots in the corridor filled a second silence. A deep, rolling voice said “Ladies, it is my pleasure to-” And then it was lost in a chorus of giggles and ladies' voices.


     Keereet could hear the buck protesting now and again as his voice broke through the tittering.


     Gabbo shook his head. “And to think that you were jealous of that,” he said.


     “I wasn't jealous.”


     “Yer about t' take that back. Just like you took back the last one.”


     Keereet crossed his arms and flopped down onto his bed.


     “Silence doesn't mean ya win,” said Gabbo.


     Lola stumbled into the room again and hung off the edge of the archway. “I know you were worried about him bein' old and ugly, Keereet, but I can tell you there's no problem in those fields.” She stumbled back out of the room, and Keereet gripped the sheets that he sat on. His whole body stiffened and ached.


     “I don't suppose that helps much, does it?”


     “Not terribly, no.”


     “Jealous now?”


     “I might be.”


     “Thought so.”


     The pair sat in silence for a while.


     “Remind me why we came here, again?” asked Keereet.


     “It's on the way t' Red City, for one. And Lola thought the folks here might know something to help ya. Goin' East and all that.”


     “Right,” said Keereet.


     A squeal came down the hallway, and the pair flinched.


     “That noise is gonna kill me. I'm feeling a little cooped up besides. What say we go for a walk?” Gabbo stood.


     “I think that's a good idea.”


     The two snuck down the hall, Gabbo positioning himself between the eagle and the sitting room. They slipped out of the front door and closed it behind them. The world was quiet again. The otter and the eagle both sighed, the tension going out of their bodies.


     “That inn down below sounded like a good time,” said Gabbo.


     “It did.”


    


    

  


  
    


     The day of the wedding came and Honeylocust Manor fell into a strained, expectant silence. Marigold and her mother locked themselves in the bride's room before the sun came up. Lord Honeylocust paced up and down the hallway. Every now and again, he ducked into the study, paced it in a circle, and walked back out into the hallway to continue the longer loop.


     Keereet and Gabbo sat on their beds in stiff clothing which fit them poorly and itched. Keereet was constantly running a finger under his collar, and yet it always seemed to slip back under the feathers at his throat to chafe his skin. Gabbo was forever straightening the golden buttons on his black coat. He shifted back and forth, tugging the tails out from under his backside, though somehow he always wound up sitting on them again.


     They had not seen Lola since dinner the night before.


     “Do you think she's as uncomfortable as we are?” asked Keereet.


     “I'd imagine so, in one of those big poofy numbers.”


     “She's in a dress all the time, though.”


     “Yeah but her's is different. It's got layers but they aren't so...”


     “Big?”


     “Yeah. Big,” said the otter, spinning one of his buttons clear around.


     “When is this wedding supposed to happen, anyway?”


     “Yer not planning anything, are ya? No grand romantic gestures?” Gabbo raised an eyebrow at the eagle.


     “Not one. On my honor as a gentlebeast.”


     “I trust that as far as I can throw it,” muttered the otter.


     Keereet scowled at him, and they laughed.


     “Gentlebeasts, it is time to go,” said Lord Honeylocust through the door. “We are to meet my daughter at the walkway for the procession.


     Gabbo and Keereet followed the squirrel down the corridor and to the walkway, where the rest of the bride's retinue – her lady maids – stood waiting, each in a gown wider and higher-built than the next, all in shades of gold and yellow. Lola was among them, in a gown of pale silver, wearing pearls instead of bells around her waist and in her hair.


     The three recent arrivals took their places single-file among the ladies, watching the front door.


     It was only a few moments before Lady Honeylocust stepped through in her own sunshine yellow gown, and behind her came Marigold.


     The bride wore a white, lacy gown specked from top to bottom with tiny pearls sewn into the material with gold thread. Her dark hair hung in loose curls from where it was gathered at the back of her head. The golden egg pendant rested in the hollow of her throat. The train of her gown stretched ten feet behind her, stirring in the wind as she took her place at the rear of the procession, her eyes cast down at the walkway.


     “Everyone ready?” asked Lord Honeylocust, his voice cracking. He cleared his throat. “Then let's be off. Mustn't be late.”


     They proceeded in single-file, led by Lord Honeylocust with Gabbo and Keereet behind him. Lola came behind them, and the lady maids and the bride's mother followed like glimmering yellow ducklings. Marigold came last. Keereet found it difficult to resist looking over his shoulder at her, but he succeeded.


     As they proceeded, more and more squirrels fell in line behind them. The column of marchers grew at each manor they passed, each attendee dressed in extravagant finery - competing with the bride for attention, but none wearing white.


     A few murmurs rolled up and down the line, but only in hushed tones.


     The group stopped as they came to the broad platform over the old oak. The attendees fanned out along the edges and the near half of the platform. The bride's father took her arm and walked her to the far end where her groom waited.


     He was a tall squirrel, broad of shoulder and a rich red-brown. He may have been older than Marigold, but only by a handful of years. As she grew nearer, clutching the arm of her father, her groom's smile grew broader, revealing teeth that were straight, if a bit crowded. He adjusted the front of his coat. It was a deep wine red with maple leaves embroidered on the lapels in golden thread.


     When Lord Honeylocust extended his daughter's hand toward the groom, he took it in both of his as though he were trying to hold together the shell of a cracked egg.


     “This is my daughter, Marigold Honeylocust. As her father, I ask you: will you take her into your house? Mingle your life and your holdings with those which she brings with her?”


     “I will,” said the groom.


     “And will you care and provide for her for the remainder of your days?”


     “I will.”


     “Daughter, do you believe this beast to be truthful in all that he says here today?”


     “I do believe, Father,” she said, without looking at the Lord. Her eyes were locked on the groom's face. They sparkled with the moisture that pooled along their edges.


     “Then, as your father, I deliver you from my household and into his.” His voice cracked again, and he stepped back as the couple embraced and kissed. It was quick and tight-lipped. Both parties pulled away and looked down at their feet, but the kiss caused cheers and applause to go up from the assembled crowd.


     As if from nowhere, servants and maids carried tables and trays and chairs out onto the platform. They were soon laden with dozens of dishes, and casks of wine were rolled out and tapped. Even before the wine was poured, the party grew loud and raucous. Bodies crushed together as every squirrel in attendance pressed forward to congratulate the happy couple.


     Keereet found a bench and glued himself to it. Gabbo clapped a hand on his shoulder and shouted into his face over the din. “I'll get us something t' drink, eh?”


     The eagle nodded and closed his fingers around the edge of his seat. He shuffled his legs this way and that, making room for beasts to pass to and fro before him.


     It seemed that eternity passed before Gabbo came back, carrying two heavy wooden mugs overhead so as not to spill in the crowd.


     “It'll do ya good,” he shouted, forcing one mug into his friend's hand.


     Keereet took a hard swig and slapped his tongue against the roof of his mouth. The wine was strong and sweet, almost cloying, but he took another knock from the mug just the same.


     He looked over the crowd – what he could see between the clusters of bodies – at all the eyes that weren't looking at him. He sagged in his seat, stretching his legs and flexing his talons before tucking them back under the bench to allow a squirrel in a shimmery purple gown to pass.


     Lola found them somehow, and settled onto the bench next to them. Gabbo lifted his mug toward her, extending it in her direction. She grimaced and shook her head.


     “I've had my fill of wine for a lifetime, thank you,” she bellowed over the crowd. The three of them laughed. “Did I make that much of a fool of myself?”


     “Not that much,” said Keereet.


     “The Pine granddaughters are looking for you. Did you know?” asked the fox.


     “When are they not?”


     “There's going to be dancing. They're terribly excited about it. I believe they were placing bets on which of them would have your first dance.”


     “For delicate, high-born ladies they're very forward.”


     “You might find yourself surprised at what a delicate, high-born lady is capable of,” she said. She turned her head to one side. “I believe that I smell baked apples.” And she was gone.


     “I'm empty,” said Gabbo. “Back in a twitch.” He slipped back through the crowd before Keereet could ask him to refill his mug as well.


     “Excuse me, Sir?” asked a deep voice from somewhere above him.


     Keereet looked up and into the face of Chit Maple.


     “Yes?” he said, swallowing hard.


     “I understand that you're Keereet?” asked the squirrel. “You and my wife have become great friends over the last few days, she tells me.” He looked around him. “I seem to have lost her somewhere in the crowd, unfortunately.”


     “I find your wife very amicable,” Keereet said. “I like to think we've become friends in this time.”


     “Then I should like to make a friend of you as well, Sir.” The squirrel extended a hand.


     Keereet looked at the hand extended to him. After a moment, he took it. “Call me Keereet.”


     “Please, by all means, call me Chit.”


     “It is a pleasure to meet you, Chit,” said Keereet. “I might have done so earlier, only I believe that during my only previous opportunity you were surrounded by does who didn't seem eager to share you.”


     The squirrel laughed, a sound that boomed over the rumble of the crowd. “I don't blame you for keeping your distance. But your wine is empty. Come, let's refill it and find you a place to sit at a proper table. I believe some of the Pine granddaughters have been looking for you.” He elbowed Keereet in the ribs.


     The eagle groaned and put a hand over his eyes.


     “That bad?” asked Chit. “The shapely tail doesn't hold any appeal for you?”


    


    

  


  
    


     The wedding festivities went on long into the night. The attendees grew drunker and louder. The dancing grew wilder and faster. By some miracle, Keereet managed to avoid the Pine granddaughters until he and Gabbo stumbled back to Honeylocust Manor.


     And yet, in the morning, the town was alert at dawn. The eagle and otter were awoken by the sounds of feet tramping up and down the hall. Young does and bucks were unstringing the streamers, rolling them into great wheels around thin dowels. They climbed in and out of the windows, the does wearing fluttering, lace-trimmed trousers rather than skirts that might stick in the brambles and branches.


     Keereet looked out the window to see dozens of squirrels in the trees, darting up and down branches after ribbons. Some of the bucks did flips and twists as the does complimented their agility. A pair seemed to have forgotten their duties and sat cuddled close together in the crook of an apple branch, picking snow-white blossoms for one another.


     “How's the weather out there?” asked Gabbo, tugging on his boots. “Good for walkin'? Unless I'm wrong, we've worn out our welcome.”


     No servants had come to invite them to breakfast. Lord Honeylocust hadn't invited them to his study to talk about boating, and Lady Honeylocust could be heard sobbing in her daughter's bedroom.


     “I believe that you may be correct,” said Lola, stepping into the room. “We ought to be on our way, in any case. There's clearly not anybeast here who knows a thing about the Avians. Hopefully we have better luck in Red City.”


     “Hopefully,” said Keereet.


     “We'll find them somewhere,” said Gabbo. “They can't all be gone.”


     “They're not gone,” said Keereet. “They're just where I can't reach them.”


     Lola and Gabbo each put a hand on his back.


     “Well,” said Lola. “There's no use in waiting here all day. Best present ourselves to the Lord and Lady one last time before we go.”


     The three of them passed Marigold's room, stopped for a moment, and Lola shook her head. They continued past to the Lord's study. He sat at his desk, his back turned to the door as he gazed out the window over the grove of locust trees.


     “I have no sons, did you know?” he asked when they came in. “This Manor will be empty soon. Certainly, it will go to a cousin. But my family won't live in it any longer. Not after my wife and I are gone.” He stood and turned to face them. “But such things do not make good discussion before a parting. You are taking your leave of us, are you not?”


     “We are,” said Lola. “We do thank you for all of your hospitality. You have been very kind to us.”


     “You must forgive my Camellia. She is... tender-hearted.”


     “There is nothing to forgive,” said Lola. “We understand.”


     “Perhaps you do,” said the Lord. “Speak to Cook before you leave. She will pack something for you. Let no beast say he went away from my house empty-handed.” He turned to look back out the window.


     “Thank you.” Lola led Keereet and Gabbo out and into the receiving room. The housekeeper met them at the door with parcels of food and full water skins. She was red-eyed and weepy, brushing the back of her hand across her eyes every now and again.


     Lola thanked the doe, and the three shouldered their packs as they went out the door.


     As they walked through Treetop, they were watched from windows and porches as they had been upon their arrival. They passed the courtyard full of Pine granddaughters. One of them mumbled something to another and then they were all in tears, waving handkerchiefs at the eagle as he passed.


     Gabbo stifled a laugh and Keereet elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up.”


     “Manners, gentlebeasts. We are still among beasts of society. There will be time enough to roughhouse once we're back on the ground.”


     “I'll be glad about it, too,” said Gabbo. “I feel like I'm goin' stale.”


     They made their way down the oak and into the darkness of shade again. Keereet blinked as his eyes struggled to adjust to the dim light. Gabbo cursed as he tripped over a root. Keereet looked up and behind him. He would never have known that an entire town was above those branches had he not been there.


     The inn was busy as it had been upon their arrival. A handful of beasts juggled outside the door, their hats on the ground for pennies. A horse reared in its stall as its owner tried to soothe it. A weasel was hitching a pair of four-legged goats to a short, stubby cart filled with leafy-topped beets.


     The inside of the inn was quieter than they had seen it before. The only sounds from behind the door were those of hushed speaking and the clinking of glasses, plates, and silverware. Those beasts who made their way out were yawning and stretching. A constant stream of wagons and bodies flowed onto the path, all of them heading east. Keereet, Gabbo, and Lola joined them.


     “Busy road today, eh?” called a badger driving a narrow-bodied wagon alongside them. “I doubt I'll move any faster than you will, today. Might be as you'll be faster than me, even.” He laughed.


     “The thaw is almost over,” said Lola. “Now is the optimal time to cross the mountains.”


     “That it is. A good season for trade.” He reached back and tugged at the oiled canvas stretched across the back of the wagon. “Assuming they still eat corn in Red City.”


     “I would argue for that being a fair assumption to make.”


     “Would you and your friends there care for a ride? We're headed the same way, and I'm sure the corn wouldn't mind.” The badger thumped his hand against the canvas.


     Lola glanced at the others. Keereet nodded and Gabbo shrugged.


     “We'd be happy to share a space on your wagon, Sir,” she said. Gabbo took hold of the edge of the wagon and vaulted up into the back, landing on the canvas. He gave Keereet a hand up as Lola pulled herself into the broad seat next to the badger.


     “Not Sir,” said the badger, “Brandon.”


     “Brandon, then. I'm Lola, and my friends are Gabbo and Keereet.”


     “Pleased to meet ya.” The badger turned away from the three. “Hup there,” he said to the pair of lumbering oxen that were pulling the wagon. The beasts stomped forward into the space that had opened up in the road. The badger let the reins go slack. “Not trading in Red City, I take it? You haven't got a cart.”


     “No, just traveling,” she said.


     “Seeing the world, is it? Have you been to Red City before?”


     “I have. My companions haven't yet had the pleasure.”


     “It's something,” said Brandon over his shoulder. “You won't forget it.”


     “I know that I never have,” said Lola.


     “Have you spent much time in the city?” the badger asked.


     “I lived there, once upon a time. It was only for a couple of years. They were interesting, to say the least.”


     “I don't know that I could live in the city, myself. Corncob for me.”


     “You're all the way from Corncob?” asked Gabbo. “Is it even worth the trip?”


     “Some years.” The badger laughed. “Almost always more profitable than selling the crop back home. When you live in a village called Corncob, there's not much to say for scarcity of product. They pay close to six times in Red City what they do back home.”


     The road grew steeper and the forest began to thin. The only trees that remained were tall, slender pines. Gray rock poked up in jagged spires through the earth along the sides of the road. Small pockets of dirty snow lay here and there between them. Cracks ran through the cobblestones in the road where water had frozen and expanded winter after winter. The oxen snorted steam from their nostrils as they heaved the wagon uphill.


     Keereet shifted atop the canvas, moving to sit on the wagon wall with his legs dangling off the side.


     “The corn might not be the most comfortable seat, I admit,” said the badger. “But mayhap it's better than walking.”


     “I'm alright, thank you,” said Keereet.


     “There's a few statues in Gold Square that look an awful lot like you,” said Brandon. “Have relatives in Red City?”


     “Not that I'm aware of. Though it would be a pleasant surprise if I did.”


     “Can't say as I've seen many beasts like yourself, I'll admit. Granted I only travel the same route every year, even if it is a long one.”


     “Beasts like Keereet are in short supply these days,” said Gabbo, chuckling. The eagle shoved him onto his back on the canvas.


     “Easy with the merchandise. It's not eggshells, but you can bruise it all the same,” said the badger.


     “Sorry,” said Keereet. Gabbo echoed him.


     The sounds of an argument sprang from the road ahead. Traffic slowed and beasts began to shout complaints.


     Up ahead, a cart of cabbages had overturned. Bright green vegetables were rolling downhill, bruised and dirty. A hedgehog and a skunk were shoving one another, shouting insults and curses.


     “If you'd have watched where you were pulling your stupid cabbages, you wouldn't have lost them!” yelled the hedgehog.


     “If I watched where I- It was you who got in my way,” said the skunk.


     “Get a move on! There's beasts as have to get through here!” called Brandon. Wagons and carts and beasts had come to a standstill, a crowd building behind the bottleneck.


     Lola jumped from the wagon and shoved through the crowd. She bent and began to pick cabbages off the ground. Keereet and Gabbo were quick behind her.


     “Let's just pick up your cabbages and we can all be on our way, shall we?” said Lola.


     “I can't sell those,” yelled the skunk. “I'm not moving a foot until this beast pays for what he's ruined!”


     “It isn't my fault you don't know how to drive a cart. I'm not paying for a thing.” The hedgehog slapped the cabbages out of Lola's arms. She scowled at him and Gabbo hopped in front of here.


     “Listen here, you poor excuse for a bilge rat, you can't just go hittin' a vixen when all she's doing is tryin' t' help.”


     “And what are you going to do about it?” The hedgehog put both hands on Gabbo's chest and shoved.


     Gabbo smashed his fist square into the middle of the hedgehog's face and hell broke loose.


     Keereet ducked as a nearby beaver threw a jar of pickles. It sailed over the eagle's head and smashed against the skunk's cabbage cart. Suddenly all manner of good were flying through the air, and beasts were throwing themselves at one another.


     Keereet considered crawling under the corn wagon, but thought better of it when the oxen began to stomp and tug at their yokes, sending the cart lunging forward and back. Instead, he scrambled to the side of the road and ducked behind a boulder. He raised his head over the edge of the rock and ducked again as a melon split inches away from his face, splattering him with seeds and juice.


     A beast vaulted over his head and Keereet raised his fists before he realized that it was Lola, her hair matted down and splattered with tomatoes.


     “Where's Gabbo?” she asked.


     Keereet shrugged. “I can't tell one beast from the next in there.”


     “Stay here.” Lola gathered her skirts. She charged around the boulder, her head down.


     Keereet kept his back pressed against the stone, fighting the urge to look over at the brawl. He could hear enough of it to imagine what was going on. Wagons and faces were being smashed, ribs and pottery shattered, and every beast was shouting something unintelligible at the next.


     When Lola came back, she was dragging Gabbo behind her. One of his eyes was shut, blood running down it. A long, deep cut that ran across his forehead.


     “Let's go,” hissed the fox. “Stay down.”


     The three crouched behind boulders as they scrambled away from the fight, the sounds fading away behind them.


     “How's your head?” Keereet asked Gabbo.


     “Bleedin',” the otter said, grinning. “Don't worry, Kid. I gave better than I got.”


     Lola shushed them and waved them into a stand of pine.


     “We could shout and they wouldn't hear us out here,” said Gabbo. “Not over all that.” He gestured behind them where somebeast was shouting something vulgar about somebeast else's mother.


     “Still, I'd prefer us to not take chances. We'd do best to go around.”


     “It was just a bit of a brawl, Lola,” said Gabbo.


     “And how many of those beasts were carrying knives at their belts?” she asked.


     “You spoil all our fun.” Gabbo drew his face into a pout, wincing as the cut across his head oozed blood.


     “I'm going to have to clean that.” The fox pressed at the edges of the gash with her thumbs. The otter jerked away from her. “Don't be a pup. It'll only take me a moment. Sit down.”


     Gabbo lowered himself to the stony dirt as the fox dug through her pack.


     “What was it, anyway?” asked Keereet.


     “A vase, I think. Might've been a jar of preserves. I can't be sure. I was a bit busy at the time.”


     “Close your eyes. And your mouth.” Lola put her hand on Gabbo's chin and tipped his head back, pouring a trickle of water from her skin over the cut on his head. It ran red through his hair and down the back of his neck. “Hold that position for me. Keep your eyes shut.”


     She ran a rough cake of soap over his head, scrubbing into his fur as she ran the bar across his cut. Gabbo sucked in a burst of air between his teeth, and Lola rinsed the suds away with another dribble of water.


     Pinching a bundle of tiny dried leaves from a pouch, she sprinkled them over the cut and pressed them into the wound. A curved needle followed, dragging thick black thread through Gabbo's skin and lacing the gash shut.


     “That shouldn't hurt half so much now. And better than that, it won't go rancid.”


     “Except now half my blood is dryin' in my fur,” he said. “Do you know how much that itches?”


     “I have bled before, Gabbo. Most ladies do.”


     Keereet puffed up and looked away as Gabbo exaggerated a gag. “I don't need to hear it, thanks.”


     Lola laughed and jerked the otter to his feet. “Let's make some headway,” she said “We won't be able to continue far after it becomes dark. Cuts I am more than capable of treating. A broken neck, however, still seems to elude my capacities.”


     They climbed upward through the rocks and scrub, accumulating scratches and bruises. The gravel underfoot was loose, and the going was slow.


     “How long until we can get back on the road?” asked Keereet.


     “Not until we reach the leeward side of the mountains,” said the fox. “It will prove to be safer for us that way, and we'll be less likely to come across any sort of law which that outburst may have attracted.”


     “There's law in this part of the world?” asked Gabbo.


     “It's a trade route. Where there's money, there will always be law. The Mountain Rangers, they're called here. Given authority solely by the fact that they have swords and that they know what to do with them. They'll demand a tax for their service, of course. Anyone who wasn't apprehended back there will be expected to pass on a portion of their goods – those that haven't been ruined – to the Mountain Rangers as payment for their services.”


     “Sounds like a position that a beast could take advantage of,” said Gabbo.


     “There are some that do. I didn't imply that they're morally superior – just that they are the law.”


     “I wonder if I might not prefer the wilderness to the road,” said Keereet.


     “In such a time as this, I believe that it's likely that you would.”


     “Can we stop for lunch?” asked Gabbo. “A good fist throw always makes me hungry.”


     “It's not even noon,” said Lola, looking up at the sun.


     “Does it have to be?”


     “No, I suppose that it doesn't. Pull up a rock.”


    


    

  


  
    


     It grew cold soon after the sun went down. The three were quick to build a fire and cluster around it. A pair of owls called to one another in the night, growing closer and closer together until the both of them were cooing somewhere in a pine tree overhead.


     Keereet sipped hot broth brewed from a few strips of dried venison. Clasping his fingers around the cup seemed to help keep them warm, though he knew that heat did not radiate through wood very well.


     Lola sat with her legs drawn up under her chin, her skirts bundled around them. Gabbo prodded at the cut in his forehead. Without looking at him, Lola slapped his hand away. “Leave it be. You're going to open it up again.”


     “It's cold,” Gabbo complained.


     “Then come closer to the fire,” she said.


     “If I get any closer, I'll be on fire.”


     “Then at least we won't have to listen to you complain.” Keereet kicked the otter's boot.


     “Listen to those owls,” said Lola.


     The birds were hopping from branch to branch, unseen in the tree above, cooing and purring.


     “They're courting,” said Keereet. “A male and a female.”


     “I've never heard such a thing before,” said the fox.


     “Isn't this a bit.... indecent?” Gabbo asked. “Aren't they up there...” His voice trailed off and he shrugged. “Well, you know.”


     “He has a point,” said Keereet, sipping broth. “Can I have some bread?”


     Lola broke the heel off of a loaf from one of their packs and passed it around the circle. Gabbo ripped a chunk off. He stuffed it into the eagle's beak before Keereet could protest.


     “Is that what it's like on the Floating Continent?” asked Gabbo. “You ever been chased by a lady what wasn't a squirrel, I mean?”


     “You forget I'm a freak.” Keereet pulled the bread from his mouth and dunked it into his cup.


     “How does it usually go, then?”


     “Any number of ways. We're not quite as strict as the squirrels. That sort of engagement would be laughable.” He sipped broth. “My sister had a suitor, once. They met in the park, I think. They spent a lot of time together, until he met me.”


     “You didn't like him?” asked Gabbo.


     “Marriage on the Floating Continent is about eggs. Nobody wants to marry into a family with a bird like me in it. The deformity runs in the blood.”


    


    

  


  
    


     “I'm so happy you're home,” said Rahtah, wrapping her arms around Keereet as he walked through the front door. “Can you believe we haven't seen each other in three months?”


     “You've grown big enough for me to believe it.” He patted his sister on the top of the head.


     “How is the Academy? I'm nearly old enough to go myself, now.”


     “You don't want to hear about the Academy,” he said. “I want to hear about you. How have you been? How is Father? And Mother. Is she here?”


     “She's making lunch,” said Rahtah. “Keeteep is coming over today.”


     “Keeteep?”


     “He's my...” Rahtah's feathers puffed and she looked down at her shuffling feet. “We're friends.”


     “That kind of friend, you mean?”


     “I hope so,” she said. “I'd like to be, at least.”


     Keereet's mother swept out of the kitchen and squeezed him in a stifling hug. Her apron smelled of steam, recycled protein, and tomatoes.


     “Mother, you ought not to have spent the money on me,” he said.


     “Nonsense. It's a special occasion. I've been saving, in any case, and there's nothing I'd like to spend it on more than fresh vegetables for my oldest chicky.” She put her palm against his cheek and patted him. “You've always liked taking lunch in your room, haven't you?” she asked.


     “Mother,” Rahtah said. “Keereet does not have to eat in his room. He'll eat with the rest of us.”


     “Rahtah, we had this discussion. With Keeteep coming over, we need to make a good impression.”


     Keereet shook his head. “It's fine,” he said. “I have always been more comfortable eating in my room.”


     “It's just as you left it,” said his mother. “We haven't changed a thing.”


     Rahtah frowned at him as he followed their mother into the kitchen.


     “Let's make you a plate.” His mother sliced an end piece from the loaf she'd baked and topped it with a handful of roasted dwarf tomatoes. Their skins had darkened and split, oozing warm juices onto the less-than-appetizing loaf of recycled proteins.


     “Thank you, Mother.”Taking his plate in one hand, Keereet held the rail of the tightly spiraled staircase with the other. His talons clicked on the creaking metal steps as he climbed to the second story of the house.


     His room was through the rusted door on the left. It was just as he'd left it, with few exceptions. The room was filled with scraps of metal and spare tools and bits of glass. Keereet had to step over heaps of odds and ends to get to his desk. He swept the mounded wires that lay atop it to his bed. They landed on his tattered, patched comforter and sent up a puff of rusty dust.


     Keereet settled onto the overturned metal crate that he'd used for a chair since he was a hatchling. He hunched over the desk, mashing his tomatoes into his loaf before he began shoveling spoonfuls into his beak.


     The sound of the heavy knocker falling against the front door clanged through the house, and Keereet strained to hear his sister's excited chattering and the squeal of the hinges.


     The chattering moved from the living room into the kitchen where the dining table was set for three. Keereet couldn't make out what was being said, but the tones were cheery enough, accompanied by the sounds of silverware on his mother's fancy chipped porcelain plates.


     He swallowed hard, wishing that he hadn't forgotten to get a glass of water. The loaf absorbed the tomato juice like a sponge and yet it seemed no more moist. He drug his spoon back and forth across the plate, drawing paths through the bits of mashed food.


     He jumped when his door creaked open.


     “Keereet, come down, I want you to meet him!” Rahtah shuffled a pile of rusty bolts to one side with her foot “Ugh, what has Father done to your room?”


     “You enjoy your lunch with your friend, Rahtah.” Keereet didn't turn to look at her.


     “I insist,” she said.


     “If he sees me, you'll never seen him again. Is that what you want?”


     “If that's true, then he can go jump off the Continent.”


     “You'll blame me. I know you will.”


     “I won't,” she said. “Now come on.” She ducked out of his room, leaving the door open behind her.


     “I'll blame me,” he whispered to himself.


     He followed his sister down the stairs, wringing his hands in front of him. His wings twitched, tucked in as close to his body as he could get them, though they'd never folded as they should.


     There was a jewel-colored hummingbird sitting at the table, making polite small talk with Keereet's mother. His beak curved down over his empty plate as he ran a patchwork napkin down its length.


     “And this is my brother,” said Rahtah, grabbing Keereet's hand and pulling him down the last few steps. “Keereet, this is Keeteep.”


     “A pleasure to meet you,” said Keereet. “Our names are quite similar, aren't they?”


     “Yes...” said the hummingbird. “They are.” He looked Keereet up and down and glanced back at Rahtah.


     “I'm so glad that you could meet one another finally. How lucky for us that Keereet was back from Academy before you left for it, Keeteep,” said Rahtah. As she lowered herself into her chair and picked up her spoon, the hummingbird stood.


     “Yes,” he said. “Lucky. If you'll excuse me, I have... some other business to attend to.”


     “Oh,” mumbled Rahtah. “But you've only just got here.”


     “Yes, well, that's how it goes, isn't it?”


     “Let me walk you out,” said Keereet's sister.


     “If you insist.” The hummingbird was already headed for the door.


     Rahtah followed him. Keereet and his mother looked at one another in silence as they heard the two younger birds talking in the living room. The hummingbird’s tone was harsh in spite of being whispered. Rahtah's was apologetic and sweet. The hinges of the door squealed.


     “Write to me from Academy,” said Rahtah.


     “Don't expect it.” The door slammed.


     For a moment the only sounds in the house were the groaning of the steam pipes and the chugging of the machinery far beneath the floor. Then Rahtah ran through the kitchen. She fled up the stairs, sobbing, and Keereet's mother chased after her cooing soothing words.


     Keereet dropped into a chair at the table and put his head in his hands.


    


    

  


  
    


     The next afternoon, the three ambled back to the road, and the going was easier. The path under their feet was stable and sloped downhill. The pull of gravity made their progression easy, and the traffic was thinner than it had been the day before.


     The air grew drier and hotter as they came further down the mountain, and the trees began to thin.


     “Can you see there between the trees?” asked Lola. “There's the city.” The fox pointed through the foliage ahead. Between the trees, a patch of red faded in and out of view as branches passed before it. Here and there, a glint of gold caught the light, sparkling in the distance.


     “It doesn't seem so far now,” said Gabbo.


     The trees became increasingly stunted and thinned the further they walked. Then they disappeared altogether. In their place grew tufts of straw-like grasses and bushy scrub. At the base of the mountain, where the grasses disappeared and gave way to dull brown, rocky sand, sprawled Red City.


     The buildings were the striking color of fresh blood with lines of gold running along their curling rooftops. Clay tiles layered across the roofs were a duller, paler red than that of the walls. The city was a lopsided, awkward shape like a spider missing its legs. In the center there was a square paved with gold. A fountain in the square threw water fifty feet into the air, ringed by four statues a hundred feet high. Each of them was an Avian, his wings out so that the tips joined those of the next in a ring around the water. The whole square gleamed so that Keereet could hardly stand to look at it.


     At one side of the square was a broad building that stood stories above all of the others. A high spine of gold rose from the highest point of the roof. At the top of the spire was a massive sun wrought in gold. A silver dragon ran around the outside of the sphere, each individual scale picked out in a brilliant gem stone. His claws were dug into the globe and the dragon was poised with its mouth open as if to swallow the ball of fire.


     Around the whole of the city ran a red brick wall with a broad walkway along the top. On the outer side of the wall, yellow bricks were set in amongst the red, etching out a swirling geometric pattern in waves and star bursts. Throughout the city crawled thousands of beasts. The size of ants at this distance, their species were indistinguishable, and yet their numbers were shocking. A stream of wagons passed in and out of the city through multiple broad gates. Most headed up the mountain or to the south. A few brave beasts trekked east into the desert, their wagons and horses overshadowed by white canvas awnings and umbrellas.


     On the mountain side of the city, a set of hammered bronze doors were thrown wide open to allow traffic in and out. A cluster of beasts in red-enameled armor stood at either side of the gate. Their helmets were round, red caps with flaps of yellow leather hanging down the backs of their necks. Each beast in armor held a long wooden staff with menacing, ornately-shaped heads that dangled gold tassels halfway down the length of the pole.


     “Beautiful, isn't it?” asked Lola.


     “Intimidatin' is what I would've said,” said Gabbo.


     “It's both,” said Keereet. “All at once.”


     As they neared the city, the tops of the buildings inside disappeared, save for the dragon eating the sun. Now Keereet could make out his eyes – onyx orbs with slitted pupils of garnet, wide and ferocious.


     The wagons, carts, and beasts fell into single file line without being told to. Each beast driving a wagon stepped down from his seat, uncovered his goods, and took his draft animal by the bit, leading them through on foot. As the wagons passed, the guards leaned over each, digging a hand in to shuffle the contents around. A tall, thin rat stood to one side of the gate. He wore a red cloth cap with a golden dragon embroidered on it. He held a coffer in both hands, and each passing trader dropped a coin through the slot in its top.


     Lola, Gabbo, and Keereet stood in line behind a pony cart full of carrots. As the chipmunk leading the pony paid his tax to the rat at the gate and passed through, a quartet of guards stepped across the path.


     “Please accompany us,” said a heavyset boar with coarse gray-brown fur. A long yellowed tusk curved out of either side of his mouth.


     “Why?” asked Lola.


     “If you would please accompany us,” repeated the boar, passing his spear to the opposite hand. “Promptly, if you would. These people have business to attend to.” He dipped the head of the spear toward the line of traders behind the three.


     “As do we. We would be happy to accompany you if you would only inform us of where we are going and why we are going there.”


     The boar sighed and rolled his eyes. “You have been charged with disturbing the peace on the Western Trade Road, inciting a riot on the Western Trade Road, and multiple counts of assault on the Western Trade Road. If you would please accompany us, you will be taken before the City Judge for trial.”


     “I beg your pardon,” said Lola. “We've done nothing of the sort.”


     “In that case, you ought to be found innocent straight away. We have nothing more to discuss. Seize them.”


     A wiry white horse wrapped a gauntlet around Keereet's upper arm and tugged him out of line. A black dog with fur that peeked from beneath his helmet in tight curls took one of Gabbo's arms and a rabbit with the tips of his ears poking from under the leather at the back of his neck took the other one. A tiger stepped up behind Lola and put his hand against her back.


     The three were prodded through the gate. They made a sharp left turn, through a small door set into the inner wall. It was slammed behind them.


     The room was dark and cramped, red bricks made up the walls on either side. A graying tiger sat behind a heavy stone desk, his feet propped on the tabletop as he leaned back. Behind him, a cloth half wall obscured rows of iron-barred cells that ran along one side of the hollow space inside of the city wall.


     “Are these the troublemakers?” asked the tiger, digging under one side of his helmet with his claws to scratch at himself.


     “Yes, Captain,” said the boar.


     “Search them and lock them up.”


     “I thought we were going before the Judge,” complained Lola as her pack and waterskin were stripped from her. The tiger behind her dropped them to the floor and began to run his hands down her body. She glared at him and he shrugged and smirked.


     “In your time, you will,” said the Captain. “Unfortunately we have a significant amount of crime in Red City, and the Judge is occupied for quite some time.”


     Lola was shoved through the slit in the cloth wall, and Gabbo was forced through behind her. When the horse began to pull Keereet through, the Captain raised a hand.


     “Not him. Take him to my office.”


     “Kid!” called Gabbo through the cloth. “Keereet!” He grunted, then, and fell silent.


     His noise, however, had set off the rest of the prisoners. From behind the cloth came cat-calls and jeers and phrases screamed in languages that Keereet didn't know.


     “Shut up!” bellowed the Captain, thumping the butt of his spear against the floor. The screams from behind the curtain died to a low mumble and the tiger rose from his seat.


     Keereet was spun about by the horse and pushed back through the door. The eagle threw up a hand over his eyes to block out the sudden sunlight. He was marched along the wall. The beasts in the roadway sidestepped the retinue of guards, some ducking into buildings and side streets at the sound of the clattering armor.


     A squat, square building jutted from the side of the wall. The horse threw open the door and shoved Keereet through. The eagle tripped on the threshold, falling to his hands and knees on the floor. The Captain stepped in behind him. He swung the door shut. Keereet heard the heavy clunk of an iron bar as the tiger locked them in.


     “On your feet, then. Come on.” The Captain hooked a hand in Keereet's underarm and helped him to stand. “Have a seat. There's no need to be scared. I just want to talk. No one is going to hurt you.”


     The eagle took a seat in a wickerwork chair at the edge of a heavy table in the center of the room. The Captain took a seat in the heavier wooden chair on the opposite side of the table and set his mailed fists atop the polished armrests.


     “What's your name?” asked the Captain.


     “Keereet,” said the eagle. He looked down into his lap.


     “My name is Captain Leobald Canteant.” The tiger removed his helmet. He set it on the table and steepled his fingers over the top of it. “I am the head of the Red City Guard. It is my job to keep this city – and the beasts within it – safe. And you... are something I've never seen before. Save for the statues in Gold Square. I am correct in assuming that you are an Avian?”


     “I am.”


     “And how is that possible?”


     “I... was born this way?” Keereet shrugged.


     “Where, exactly, were you born?”


     “On the Floating Continent.”


     “Continue,” said the Captain. “You'll have to elaborate.”


     “It's a sort of island in the sky. A chunk of rock in the clouds.”


     “And you expect me to believe that?”


     “It's the truth.”


     “I see,” said the tiger, leaning back. “On this island. There are other Avians, are there?”


     “Some,” said the eagle. “Not so many as the number of beasts I've seen in the city.”


     “Hm. Are there more of you coming here?”


     “No,” said Keereet. “I don't think so. You've never seen an Avian before? Not even in the city?”


     “I've seen a lot of things, but Avians are not among them.”


     Keereet sighed and sagged in his seat.


     “You're looking for beasts like yourself, is that it? What are you, exiled?”


     “Something like that. I fell.”


     “From this sky-island?”


     “Yes. I'd like to see my friends, now.”


     “Very well,” said the tiger. “I can't promise that our cells are terribly comfortable, but you'll not be mistreated.” He went to the door and unlocked it. The horse stepped inside.


     “Take him to a cell,” said the Captain.


     The horse walked Keereet back to the chamber inside of the city wall. As soon as he passed through the cloth curtain, Lola called out to him.


     “Keereet. Did they hurt you?” asked the fox.


     “No. He just asked me questions. I'm fine. Where's Gabbo?”


     “Here,” called the otter from further down the row. He had a hand across his belly.


     “Are you okay?” asked Keereet.


     “Never punch a beast wearing armor.”


     “He took the butt of a spear to the gut,” said Lola. “I imagine that he'll be fine.”


     “This one's yours,” said the horse, pushing Keereet into a cell between Lola's and Gabbo's. He could see neither of them around the bricks which formed three sides of the cell. There was a camel in the cell immediately adjacent who was muttering to herself in a soft, rolling language.


     “Can I get some water?” asked Gabbo.


     The horse took a skin from his side and passed it through the bars to the otter, who took a few gulps and returned the skin.


     “Next meal is dinner,” said the horse. “Pigeon pie, I think.” He turned to go.


     “When is our trial?” asked Lola.


     “I wouldn't know. I'm just a jailer.”


    


    

  


  
    


     The next day, Keereet woke up to the sound of some beast down the row of cells screaming at the top of his lungs. There were no words, so far as the eagle could tell, only a high, piercing, ululating scream. Soon it was accompanied by the sound of fists and booted feet against the bars. A pair of guards charged through the curtain and past Keereet's cell.


     “Stop. Shouting,” bellowed one of the beasts over the din. “Yelling does you no good!”


     The caged beast continued to make noise.


     “What is it you want, you great fool?” asked the other guard.


     The screaming stopped. “Eggs. Runny eggs.” The voice was deep beyond belief.


     “Do you promise to behave, then?” asked one of the guards. “You ought to have just asked,” he added.


     “Yes,” said the prisoner. “Dorgo promises. Promises to be quiet. Yes. Eggs.”


     “We'll bring you your dragon-burned eggs,” said one of the guards.


     Keereet watched the two walk past his cell going in the other direction. “Eggs all around,” one of them said.


     Keereet's stomach gurgled at the thought of breakfast. He sat up on the hard wooden pallet he'd been given for a bed and stretched. Joints in his arms, wings, and legs popped in rapid succession.


     “Lola? Gabbo? Are you awake?”


     “Who could sleep through Dorgo?” asked Gabbo. “Which isn't to say I'm complaining. I like runny eggs.”


     “I am awake as well,” said Lola. “Though I prefer my eggs to be boiled hard.”


     A troupe of guards clattered in after some time, the smell of eggs and fresh bread proceeding them.


     “Eggs!” bellowed Dorgo.


     “Yeah, we've got your eggs,” said one of the guards, trudging past Keereet's cell with a thick slice of toasted bread and six soft-fried eggs.


     “Dorgo must be a big beast,” said Gabbo. “They only gave me two.”


     “You have no idea,” said the guard as he walked back down the row. A bull with short, gilded horns bent in front of Keereet's cell to slide a thin metal tray under the door. He passed a tin cup between the bars and set it on the tray.


     When the bull stood, he stopped to stare at the eagle. “B-breakfast.” Another guard walked by and cuffed the bull across the top of his helmet.


     “Captain said not to stare, Rookie.”


     Keereet took the tray and settled back onto his bunk. He broke his bread in two pieces and used it to break the yolks on his eggs and mop them up. The cup was full of the richest milk that Keereet had ever tasted. Gulping it made him gag, so he restrained himself.


     When he'd finished, he passed the tray back under the bars and set the empty cup upside down atop it.


     A single guard came and took away all of the trays in a high, teetering stack.


     “Court time,” called another. “Dorgo, you're in front of the Judge today.”


     “Dorgo will go,” said the voice from the far end of the row. “Dorgo misses the sun.”


     “And you'll behave?” asked one of the guards as a trio of them walked past Keereet's cell.


     “Dorgo is good.”


     The creak of a cell door screamed through the room, and the shuffling of huge feet came soon after. The sound grew closer and closer.


     “Bilge. Water,” said Gabbo in a voice just above a whisper.


     A hulking gray beast larger than two of the guards put together walked past Keereet's cell, hunched over so as not to bump his head on the ceiling. A wagging, probing trunk came before him, dangling between two long, cracked tusks with vicious-looking points.


     Keereet heard the cloth rip as the elephant passed through it.


     “Oops,” said Dorgo.


     “You'll have to crawl to get out the door,” said another voice.


     After what seemed forever, the door slammed shut.


     One of the guards sighed. “Makes me nervous having a beast as large as him here. If he had half a mind to escape, he could crush those bars between his fingers like cheese.”


     “Don't tell him that,” said another.


     Keereet lay back on his cot and stared at the ceiling. “Gabbo?”


     “Yeah, Kid?”


     “What are you doing?”


     “Napping. Or trying to,” he said.


     “I'm not tired,” said Keereet.


     “I don't reckon there's much else t' do.”


     “Lola?”


     “Yes, Keereet?”


     “What are you doing?”


     “Nothing,” she said. “Sitting. Thinking.”


     “How do you think the trial will go?”


     Lola sighed. “If what I suspect the situation to be rings true, then none of us have anything to be concerned about.”


     “Why's that?”


     “Unless certain circumstances have changed – and I'd have heard about it if they had – I and the Judge are... acquaintances.”


     “Then why are we here?” asked Gabbo. “Why not just write him a letter and have him pull us out of here now?”


     “I would very much prefer not to,” she said. “Take your nap.”


    


    

  


  
    


     They had been in prison for four days. The guards had been kind enough. New prisoners had come, and those who had been there before the three went off to court. None of them came back. Keereet wasn't certain if that was a good thing or not, but he missed sunlight.


     “Court time,” said one of the guards. “Keereet, Gabbo, and Lola. You're the lucky ones today.” Each of the three had a guard assigned to them who unlocked their cell and walked them out of the wall.


     Keereet kept his eyes closed when he stepped out into the light. He only opened them when a guard lay the length of his spear across the back of Keeret's legs to urge him forward.


     Gabbo and Lola walked along at either side of him as they turned toward the center of the city. The fresh air was a joy, and Keereet took as many deep breaths of it as he could, savoring the smell of it and enjoying the taste on his tongue. It felt good to stretch his legs beyond the confines of his cell.


     The walk wasn't as long as he had hoped it would be. All too soon, the trio was turned and ushered up a set of gold-painted stone steps and into a red-painted building that loomed over the other structures that lined the street.


     The room they were ushered into was long, half filled with rows of stone benches. Only a few beasts sat in the room. At the far end, a heavy wooden pulpit sat atop a raised dais surrounded by a knee-high wall of polished wood. A collection of guards stood at posts around the room, their spears held rigid before them, the points of the spearheads high over their helmets.


     A shorter bench sat alone in the open space between the gallery and the Judge's seat. Here the eagle, fox, and otter were seated. Two of their escorts stood to either side of the bench while the third stood behind it.


     The door behind the dais opened inward and the Judge stepped through. The beast was a bull with horns wide as his shoulders and black as ink. His fur, short and neat, glistened like crystal where the sunlight from the windows hit it. He wore an armless robe of red and gold silk that showed sharply-defined muscles from shoulder to wrist.


     The bull settled into the high seat behind the pulpit and unrolled a long piece of parchment, weighing it to the table top with triangular glass paperweights. Flakes of gold floated inside of the clear pyramids.


     “The accused come before me charged with disturbing the peace, inciting a riot, and multiple counts of assault. What are your names and what plea do you lay before the court?” The bull dipped a red quill in ink and held it to the bottom of the parchment without looking up at them.


     “Keereet. Not guilty?” said the eagle.


     “Gabbo. I didn't do it either.”


     “Lola. Not guilty.”


     The bull looked up at the last name and his eyes went wide.


     “Lola...” he said. He returned the quill to the ink pot and shuffled the paperweights to one side. He inspected the parchment before looking at her again. “These charges don't sound like you. Disturbing the peace, maybe. Inciting a riot? Perhaps with your beauty. Assault? Definitely not. You all plead not guilty.” He looked about the courtroom. “Who speaks against the accused?”


     The Captain of the City Guard stepped away from the wall. “I was told by traders making their way into the City that these three started a brawl on the Western Trade Road over an overturned cabbage cart.”


     “And these traders who accuse the three?”


     “I assume they've gone about their business,” said the Captain.


     “In such a case where the only evidence against the accused is hearsay from some nameless traders, it is fair to find the accused not guilty. As I do.” The bull stood and stepped down from the pulpit and through the door.


     “You're free to go,” said one of the guards who had walked them to court.


     Lola sprang from the bench and rushed out the door. Gabbo and Keereet hesitated only a moment before following after her.


     “Lola! Where are you going?” called Keereet to her back.


     “She may as well be runnin'.”


     The fox turned down a street up ahead, and the other two followed her. As they rounded the corner, Gabbo almost ran into her.


     “What was that about?” asked Keereet.


     “Shouldn't we go back to get our stuff?” said Gabbo.


     “You may, if you like. I'm not going anywhere near that courthouse or the holding cells again.”


     “Why?” asked Keereet.


     “I'd like to avoid the Judge for as long as possible.”


     “How does he know you?” said the eagle.


     Lola backed against a red wall and sagged against it. “He's my husband.”


    


    

  


  
    


     “That beast is your husband,” said Gabbo, his mouth gaping.


     “I didn't know you had a husband,” said Keereet.


     “I'd prefer I didn't have one. I'm starving. Let's find some lunch.” She turned and went up the street with the otter and eagle at her heels.


     “You can't just change the subject,” said Gabbo. “You have a husband.”


     “Stop reminding me.”


     “When? How? Why?” asked the otter.


     “A very long time ago. A wedding. And for some very poor reasons.” Lola clenched and unclenched her fists as she trotted. She took another turn. “There was a wonderful noodle house somewhere on this block when I lived in the city.”


     “You're running from him,” said Gabbo.


     “I am not running from him. I simply do not wish to see him. Ah, here it is.” She ducked into a door and the two followed her. She stalked to the darkest corner of the restaurant, taking a twisting, turning route between the tables strewn around the room.


     The three took seats at a shaded table and a cat brought each of them a menu.


     “Three bowls of the house special,” said Lola, passing the menus back to the waitress without looking at them. “And your strongest drink.”


     “Are you sure that's a good idea?” asked Gabbo, as the cat scurried off toward the kitchen. “I've seen you drunk.”


     The fox crossed her arms on the table and lay her head down on them. She groaned.


     “So we avoid him for the rest of our time here,” said Keereet.


     “You have no idea how difficult that is going to be. He has his fingers in everything here. It was something that I found appealing about him at one time.”


     “You're gonna have t' tell the story,” said Gabbo. “I'm gonna get it out of you one way or the other.”


     Lola sighed and shook her head. “The worst of it is that I'm certain that he had completely forgotten about me entirely until this very moment.”


     “No beast would just forget that he had a wife,” said Keereet.


     “He has a dozen. More, now, probably. What's one more?”


     “A dozen wives?” asked Gabbo.


     “It's not uncommon here,” said Lola, as the waitress returned with three enormous steaming bowls of noodle soup. The fox took a glass jar of bright red chili paste from the table and dumped a heaping spoonful into her bowl, stirring it with rapid, frantic motion. She reached into the bowl with a pair of chopsticks and slurped a mouthful of noodles. “I ought to have listened to my mother,” she mumbled.


     Keereet poured a thimble-sized glass of a pungent-smelling clear liquor and passed it to the fox. She swallowed her noodles and threw back the shot with a shudder.


     “What was so horrible about him?” asked Gabbo.


     “You didn't know he was married,” said Keereet.


     “Far from it. I was quite aware his wives. They were beautiful, wealthy socialites. I thought the whole thing was very glamorous.” She tipped the bowl to her lips and chugged broth, gasping in a breath when she set the bowl back on the table. She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth.


     “What was it, then?” the otter asked, poking at his soup with chopsticks.


     Lola snatched them away from him. “Use a spoon,” she said, forcing one into his hand. She poured herself another shot and downed it.


     “I was young. Very young. Naive. And he was handsome and wealthy and powerful and everything I believed that I had ever wanted in a husband. It didn't matter to me that he was married. As I said before, his wives were fantastic, like beasts from fairy tales. I'd see them in the streets in their gauzy, expensive dresses and their gaudy jewelry, and I wanted to be them.”


     Keereet sniffed at the pot of chili sauce and winced before setting it back on the table. He tasted the soup, slurping a noodle from his spoon.


     “I started to... Well, I was very... determined, at that time. Manipulative, I would call it now. I maneuvered myself close to him. I would figure out where he was going and when and I would be there. I lied my way into parties and I spent my mornings in the gallery at the courthouse. I was scary, now that I consider my behavior.”


     “You're scary now,” said Gabbo. Lola kicked him in the shin under the table.


     “What happened then?” asked Keereet.


     “He noticed me. It was everything that I had dreamed of. He started to see me at parties. His eyes would stop when they passed over mine in the courtroom. He sent me flowers and jewels and dresses, and I wore them as a badge of accomplishment. I was giddy.


     “One of his servants came to me one day and asked me to accompany him to the Judge's home. It must have taken me hours to do my hair and make sure that everything about myself was just so. I knew that he was going to ask me to marry him, you see.” She tipped yet more chili into her soup. The broth was growing orange. The fox sniffed as her nose ran.


     “And he asked me to marry him. My answer was yes, of course.” She looked up and smiled. “My mother was mortified. She did her best to convince me that everything I was doing was wrong. That I would come to regret it. I hated her for it.” She looked down into her soup and stirred it, pushing a sliver of celery around in a circle.


     “I was over the moon, at first. I was on his arm everywhere that he went. Never mind that he had another wife on the other.


     “They welcomed me among them like a sister. We brushed one another's hair and gossiped about the other ladies in town. We went shopping together and wore one another's shoes and jewelry.” The fox went quiet and leaned back in her chair. She dropped her spoon on the table and twirled a bit of loose hair around her finger.


     “And then?” asked Gabbo around a mouthful of noodles.


     “And then he developed a new fascination. I wasn't the newest of the toys any more. I had ceased to be a novelty. The gifts that he once sent me went to a voluptuous cat. He started leaving me at home when he went to parties. He became bored of me. The prize was already won. The game was over.


     “I tried, of course. I tried to play the part of one of his unassuming wives. I asked my sisters what I ought to do. How I might bring myself back into his favor, but not one of them had the answer. They were all just... content. They had everything that they had ever wanted, and they couldn't imagine why I wasn't happy.”


     She reached for the liquor again but then pushed it away.


     “I resented them for their happiness. So I left.”


     “You just left?” Keereet asked.


     “I didn't speak a word to anybeast. I left everything that I hadn't brought into the marriage with me, with few exceptions. And I left. So far as any of my sisters know, I've been out buying fresh flowers for my bedroom for the last twelve years.” She laughed and pulled another mass of noodles into her mouth with her chopsticks.


     “No beast ever came looking' for ya?” asked the otter.


     “As I suspected before my departure, no beast seemed to care enough to do so. What is one wife among ten? Until now, of course. So far as Tytos is concerned, the chase is on once more. I am something new once more. It's as though we were never married.”


     “So we avoid him,” said Gabbo.


     “He will find me. It's only a matter of time.”


     A young dog, little more than a pup, poked his head in through the restaurant's window. He glanced across the room and smiled when his eyes fell on Lola.


     “Told you,” she said.


     The dog trotted into the room, bouncing off of more than one table as he made his way toward the trio in the rear corner. He took Lola's hand in his and laid the stem of a brilliant blue lily across her palm.


     “A gift from Judge Tytos Reign,” said the dog. “For a beautiful vixen.” He bowed to the three of them and careened out of the noodle shop.


     The waitress came back to take Gabbo's empty bowl. Lola tucked the lily into a buttonhole at the collar of the cat's dress. Then she dropped a handful of coins onto the table and stood.


     “Please come again,” said the cat with a curtsey.


     “We'd best find somewhere quiet and remote to stay,” said Lola. “Though I seriously doubt that it will make a difference.”


     “Where'd you get that money from? All of our things are still at the jail,” said Gabbo.


     “You should never carry all of your money in your pack. It's often proves to be a good way in which to be robbed blind.” The vixen hurried down the street on her tiptoes and took an abrupt turn. The otter and eagle had learned to keep up.


     “Could we maybe stay with some friends? Someone who won't tell your husband that we're here?” asked Keereet.


     “One doesn't make many friends while scheming one's way up the ranks. I've made more enemies than I've made friends in this city. Still, there might be one.”


    


    

  


  
    


     “Lola?” asked the tigress who had opened the door. “It can not be Lola.”


     Lola smiled and opened her arms. The tigress embraced her and dragged her through the door, beckoning for Keereet and Gabbo to follow. The home was cramped. There was barely room to walk between the low, battered table and the wall in the entrance room. Along the back wall was a cast iron stove with a broad flat space on top. Along the ceiling hung strings of root vegetables and bundles of dried herbs. A shelf halfway up the wall over the stove was over-laden with glass jars and clay pots of preserved foods.


     An open doorway between the stove and the ankle-high table revealed a rolling bed mat that took up almost the whole floor in the next room. There were no chairs in the home. Instead, worn and ragged pillows lay strewn across the floor.


     “Please, Lola. Friends. Sit,” said the tiger, gesturing to the pillows.


     “Thank you, Ma Tana,” said the fox, folding her legs as she settled onto a cushion.


     The tigress smiled down at the fox and began to smack her around the head with a paper fan. “You leave twelve years! No words! You come back like you not break heart? You naughty vixen,” she shrieked, as Lola covered her head. As soon as the flurry of swats had started, it stopped. The tiger smiled again. “Hungry? Thirsty? What I make?”


     “We need somewhere to stay,” said Lola.


     “House is small, but open to Lola and friends. Who are friends?” She looked at Gabbo and Keereet. Both flinched, scooting together until their arms touched.


     “These gentlebeasts are Gabbo and Keereet,” said Lola. “This is Ma Tana. She's a friend of my mother's.”


     “Happy to meet you,” said the tigress with a toothy grin. “You welcome in house.”


     “Thank you,” they said in unison.


     “I make tea.” Ma Tana turned to the far wall. She pulled a cast iron teapot from the wall, sloshed it near her ear, and sat it on the flat top of the stove. “How is husband?” She asked, looking over her shoulder at Lola.


     “Well, he's still the Judge. Aside from that, I'm certain that I don't know any more than you do.”


     “A vixen who leaves husband asks for trouble,” said the tigress, bustling through the kitchen. Keereet watched her and realized she wasn't doing anything productive – shuffling a jar away from its place and back to it, lifting and replacing the lid of a clay pot – and yet she looked terribly busy.


     “How is your daughter?” asked Lola.


     “Good tigress. Still with husband. Scaled Gods grace her with four fat babies. All male cubs. All strong.”


     “I am happy to hear that.”


     “Not happy as I,” said the tigress, chuckling. “I waited long to be grandmother. The cubs say 'Grandma Tana.' It makes me smile.” She pulled four tiny wooden tea cups from pegs on the wall and arranged them on the table between her guests.


     “How has business been?” asked Lola.


     “Poor. Families who are wealthy have maids. Not need house cleaning. I learn to stretch coins. Make wire.” She laughed. “What business do you?” she asked her other guests.


     “Fishing,” said Gabbo.


     The tigress wrinkled her nose. “Smelly business. Good for money?”


     “Sometimes.”


     “And you,” said the tiger, turning to Keereet. “Your business with Scaled Gods?”


     “I'm afraid I don't know any Scaled Gods.”


     “Gods know you, eagle.”


     Keereet shrugged and looked at Lola.


     “She's referring to dragons,” said Lola.


     Keereet grimaced. “Dragons aren't exactly known as gods where I come from.”


     “No?” asked Ma Tana. “What are dragons there?”


     “They're the bad beasts in all the fairy stories,” said Keereet. “Closer to demons than gods.”


     “Demons? Gods? No difference.” The tigress shrugged.


     “It's all the same to me anymore,” said Gabbo.


     Ma Tana turned to the table and lifted the lid off of a pot of tea leaves. She dipped into it with a tiny silver spoon and dropped a scoop into each of the cups. She retrieved the teapot from the stove, holding the handle with a doubled-over bunch of her apron. The water steamed as she tipped it into each cup. The tea leaves released clouds of flowery, herbal fragrance that filled the room.


     Keereet leaned over his tea cup and inhaled.


     “My blend,” said Ma Tana. “Nowhere outside of Ma Tana's home.”


     “It's wonderful,” said Lola. “Once you let it cool.”


     “Not cool. Drink hot. Blow.” The tigress pursed her lips and mimed blowing over her cupped hands.


     Gabbo blew across the surface of his tea before he sipped it. He jumped, stuck his tongue out, and panted. “Hot,” he gasped.


     Ma Tana laughed. “You have not had tea before?”


     Kereet set his cup down. “I think I'll wait.”


     “How is Dolores?” asked Ma Tana, folding her legs beneath her as she settled onto an empty cushion.


     “She is stubborn as always, but she's doing well.”


     “Be nice to mother. She loves you.” The tigress blew on her tea and sipped from it.


     “I am perfectly kind to my mother, thank you.”


     “After many years, why come back to Red City?”


     “We've come looking for Avians. I suspected that the city might have been our best option. I've seen every other sort of beast here.”


     “Not like him,” said Ma Tana. “ No Holy Messengers here. Avians gone from world years ago. Called by Scaled Gods and went. You fall from Paradise, yes?”


     “I don't know that I'd have called it Paradise,” said Keereet.


     “Come. Come, let me look at you.” Ma Tana scooted closer to the eagle. She lifted a hand to his face, hesitated, and put it back down. She stared him in the eyes for a moment. “An honor to have you in home,” she said. “Am faithful at service for you, footbeast to Gods.”


     Keereet sipped from his tea, looking everywhere but at the tigress.


     “Well then,” said Gabbo. “Shouldn't we go an' get our packs an' whatnot?”


     “You go ahead,” said Lola. “Half of the City isn't on the lookout for you.”


     “What you done, Lola?” asked the tigress.


     “Nothing. I am simply doing my what is in my power to do in order to avoid confrontation.”


     “Hiding from husband?” Ma Tana clacked her tongue.


     “Please, Ma Tana, don't meddle. Just this once, please.”


     “I not meddle,” she said. “I help.”


     “Then don't help,” said Lola. “Listen, I know that you want what's best for me, and I do love you for it, but in this case, my husband isn't what's best.”


     “I say nothing.” The tigress held two fingers across her lips.


     “I want you to promise,” said Lola.


     “Do not trust me? I must give promise? Very well. Promise I say nothing to anybeast. May Scaled Gods burn me.” She held a hand out in front of her, palm up.


     “Thank you.” Lola sighed.


     “Make you at home. Little house yours. I stay out of hair,” said the tiger, clearing away their cups. She placed them in a wooden basin on the floor near the stove.


     “I'll go get the stuff, then. Back in a jiff,” said Gabbo.


     “I'll go with you.” Keereet hopped to his feet.


     “No, it's more prudent for you to stay here,” said Lola. “You're more recognizable than I am. You're likely to lead Tytos right back to me.”


     Keereet settled back onto his pillow. “I can't go anywhere?” he asked. “I wanted to see the city.”


     “You will see city,” said Ma Tana. “I have ways to hide you from eyes. I not have Scaled God's messenger trapped in home like chicken at market.”


     Gabbo stepped out of the door and closed it behind him. Ma Tana came back to her cushion on the floor.


     “You so humble,” said the tiger, looking Keereet up and down. “I do not say I expected messenger to be arrogant. It just you are... ignorant of holiness.”


     Lola rolled her eyes.


     “Saw that,” said Ma Tana. “If I young fox, I respect the beast who keeping me.” She turned back to Keereet. “Step below the Scaled Gods are Avians. And is one in my home.”


     “I'm really not all that. I'm just trying to get home.”


     “Paradise,” said the tigress. “With dragons.”


     Keereet glanced at Lola, who shrugged.


     “I've never even seen a dragon,” said the eagle.


     “I not seen either, but seen Crystal Mountain.”


     “Crystal Mountain?” asked Keereet.


     Lola shook her head behind the tigress and put a hand over her face.


     “The home of Scaled Gods among beasts. Forged with Gods' magic. Blue crystal. Where world creation started,” said Ma Tana.


     “From Crystal Mountain, earth and seas spread under sky, shaped from fire and ice of Scaled Gods. Not long from that, winged beasts come from dragon's mouths to serve as messengers between beasts on ground and Scaled Gods in Paradise.”


     “What happened to the Avians then?”


     “Dragons left the world to beasts and four-legged creatures, dragons call Avian to them. Brought them away. Now, world not have Avians. Or dragon.”


     “Ma Tana is a follower of one of the more popular religions in Red City,” said Lola. “I believe that she has just explained the majority of their beliefs for you.”


     “Not all,” said the tigress. “Come to temple. Tomorrow. At evening.”


     “I don't know if-”


     “You go. You go,” she said, smiling and nodding.


     “Enjoy the service,” said Lola.


     The tigress scowled at her. “You come also.”


     “I can't go anywhere, remember?” said the fox


     “You can. You wear my veils.”


     The door opened and Gabbo entered with their packs and water skins slung over his shoulders. He dropped them to the floor in a heap and threw himself onto a cushion. “It is hotter than the day is long out there,” he said. “They wouldn't give me back our weapons. Said it was contraband.”


     “You come also,” said the tigress to him.


     “Come where?” What?” The otter glanced back and forth between the other beasts in the room.


     “We're going to be taking a night trip to the Maw Temple tomorrow,” Lola said with a broad smile.


     “I'm done with gods and goddesses and temples and rites,” said Gabbo.


     “They have food,” said the tigress.


     Gabbo frowned and scratched his chin. “I might as well see what it's about, though. They can't all be backwater superstitions.”


     Ma Tana smiled and bobbed her head sharply.


     “Is there any chance that you were followed?” Lola asked Gabbo. “Did any beast tail you here?”


     “I don't reckon so. But then I was luggin' everybeast's packs through the burnin' heat, wasn't I?”


     “Thank you,” said Lola.


     “Somethin' I did notice, though, there's lots of young beasts runnin' up an' down the streets with flowers. The shopkeepers are goin' half mad with shooin' 'em out.”


     Lola groaned and leaned back against the wall. There was a dull thud when he head connected with the bricks.


     “No worry, Lola. Veils hide you.” She turned to Keereet. “When young, I cover face for a year. No talking.”


     “It must've been very hard for her,” whispered Gabbo to Lola.


     “Made hearing strong,” said the tiger without turning to look at the otter. He shrunk down toward the floor.


     A knock at the door made the tiger smile. “More guests. Very nice.” As she went to open it, Lola scrambled into the tiny bedroom, dragging Keereet and Gabbo along with either arm.


     They squished into the room, Lola pressing them back against the wall, her arms stretched across their chests. Keereet squirmed and she pressed harder, squeezing the air out of his lungs. He stopped resisting.


     Through the open doorframe, they could see the kitchen and one edge of the table. On the wall over the sleeping mat hung a long scroll, yellowed and edged in gold leaf. Black ink calligraphy was strewn across the scroll in a language that Keereet couldn't read. In and amongst the text were detailed illustrations of dragons and Avians.


     “You look for Lola?” said the tiger's voice from the next room. “Have not seen her. Come back when you find. I give her piece of mind.”


     “Should you see her,” said a high, clear voice. “Give her this. A gift from Judge Reign.”


     “I will. If I see. Thank you. Good day.” The door shut. The tigress stuck her head into the bedroom, smirking. “Come out. She gone.”


     “Who was it?” asked Lola, as she put her arms down and allowed the otter and eagle to step away from the wall.


     “Paid messenger,” said the tiger. “Brought you this.” The tiger held up a red silk handkerchief with cherry blossoms embroidered into the corners in pink and white. “Since you not here, may I have?”


     “Be my guest, by all means,” said Lola. The tigress grinned and tied the square of silk around the thick brown braid that gathered at the nape of her neck.


     “You eat?” Ma Tana asked.


     “We had noodles at The Lucky Egg,” said Lola.


     “Lucky Egg was better. Noodles too soft now. I make lunch.”


     “There is no need for you to feed us, really. We've only just eaten,” said the fox.


     “No beast say Ma Tana not feed guests. Need to go to market. Strong beasts carry my bags.” She knelt at the foot of her sleeping mat and drew a pair of burlap sacks from underneath it.


     “I'd be happy to help,” said Keereet.


     “We'll all go along,” said Lola. “I would like to get an idea of how many beasts Tytos has sent out to look for me. Ma, you had best bring me your veils.”


     With much ado, the tigress dug through a low trunk in the bedroom. She flourished a gauzy white cloak at the eagle. “You wear. Keep hood up.” She threw a wadded pile of multicolored cloth into Lola's lap.


     Keereet began to struggle into the cloak, the fabric catching on his wings at his shoulders. Gabbo reached over him to let the robe free. It draped down Keereet's back and he threw the hood up over his head. It covered his face, the opening of the hood hanging somewhere down at his waist. The fabric was light and translucent against his feathers. Through it, he saw the world in a fuzzy, pale way.


     “Can't you see me through it?” he asked.


     “Yer wings look a bit lumpy, but I can't see yer face. Could be any beast under there.” Gabbo tugged at the shoulders of the robe to straighten it.


     “Robe of desert nomads. Protect from sun and heat. You see, but no beast see you,” said the tiger.


     Lola stood in a mass of red and gold silk. It draped in swooping layers from the top of her head to her feet. Across the hood of her robe was sewn lacy black gauze. Only the silhouette of her face was visible through it.


     “I think I'm the odd beast out,” said Gabbo.


     “You want disguise?” asked the tiger.


     “No. No, I'm alright.” He shook his head, jerking it from side to side.


     “Suit self.” Ma Tana pointed to the sacks on the table. “Carry bags.”


     The tiger took the lead. The other three walked behind her single-file, Gabbo bringing up the rear with a bag over either arm. The tiger seemed to barely move her feet as they went, yet Keereet struggled to keep up with her. The floating, drifting fabric of his robe kept catching in his talons and making him stumble. He adjusted his stride and began to kick the fabric out before him before he put his feet down.


     “Good,” said Ma Tana. “You walk like beast of tribes. Don't open mouth. You don't open mouth, too.” She looked over her shoulder at Lola. “You in vow of silence.”


     “I like that robe on ya,” said Gabbo. He grunted when the vixen stomped on his foot.


     Their path took them closer and closer to the center of town. As they walked, the streets became more crowded. A tiny rat stood on a corner, holding a sign painted to depict a dress and a pair of trousers.


     “- finest tailor in Red City,” the pup cried as the four hurried past.


     A speckled calf with silver beads shaped like lilies in her hair ran past, clutching a familiar handkerchief. A tiger cub was chased from an open door by a lizard with a broom. A red handkerchief was tucked into the cub's waistband, wrapped around a wilting purple orchid.


     Lola sighed.


     “Told ya,” said Gabbo.


     The sound of a crowd grew louder as they walked. A dozen voices shouted over the general murmur. Keereet caught snatches of words in the din, but he was certain that there was more than one language being spoken. The eagle followed Ma Tana as she took an abrupt right turn.


     The road opened up into a broad square. Keereet could see no further than ten feet in front of him. A mass of shifting, shoving bodies obscured everything beyond that distance. Makeshift avenues and alleys had been formed by booths and carts and awnings where sellers had arranged their goods in the most appealing way that they could manage.


     Closest to Keereet was a half-empty cabbage cart. The skunk standing in front of it was shoving vegetables under the noses of passers-by. He held one out to Keereet, and the eagle flinched away before he realized that the skunk couldn't recognize him through the cowl over his head.


     “Fresh cabbages,” the skunk assured him. “The finest cabbages.”


     The tiger stopped and peered into the cart. She poked one of the leafy vegetables with a fingertip. “Bruised,” she said.


     “Three coppers,” the skunk said.


     Ma Tana turned away from him.


     “Two! One!” he called to their backs as they walked away. “Two for a penny!”


     The next awning was a jumble of stacked cages. Inside were chickens and rabbits. One tightly-woven basket emitted a fevered hissing. “Live chickens,” called the vendor, a squat black bear with a wild mane of hair that seemed blue in the sunlight. “Rabbits and chickens,” he said. “Fresh, live meat.”


     The crowd turned to the left, then, diverting around a massive iron urn. A frill-necked lizard sat behind it on a stool, passing balls of dough between his hands until they were stretched flat. These he slapped against the inside wall of the oven. They stuck there. The bread puffed as it baked over the coals that burned in the bottom of the urn. With a metal hook, the lizard reached in and snagged the cooking bread, tugging it out and laying on a cloth at his feet where it immediately deflated.


     A little hand reached out of the crowd toward the pile of bread. The lizard grabbed it around the wrist and tugged. A dirty, disheveled lamb followed the hand, falling to her knees next to the stool. She said something that Keereet couldn't hear, and the lizard patted her on the head. He took a round of flatbread from the top of the pile, folded it in half, and gave it to her. She took a massive, eager bite and swallowed without chewing. Then she ducked back into the crowd.


     Great looping rolls of fabric hung limp from pegs along the walls of the next stall.


     Keereet could feel the sweat running down the back of his neck between his feathers. He lifted a cloth-draped hand to rub at the spot, but it did little good.


     Half of a side of beef was strung up above a marble slab that lay across the front of a wood-walled cubicle. Behind the counter stood a leopard with a mohawk dyed in blue and green. Next to the beef were strung coils of fat sausages, a slab of bacon, and a whole pig's head. Behind the leopard were plucked poultry and offal meats – tripe, intestines, and kidneys. Large green flies buzzed around the stall. The leopard swatted at them with a meat cleaver.


     Ma Tana stopped and gestured at the string of sausages. The leopard tugged down a long string of them and held them out for her to examine. The tigress pinched one between her fingers, squeezing it. She leaned down and smelled it.


     “Half dozen,” she said. “One, two, three, four, five, six.” She counted them out and made a cutting gesture between the sixth and seventh link. She jerked back as the leopard brought down his cleaver inches from her face.


     He caught the sausages out of mid air and lay them on the marble counter top. With his free hand, he tugged a square of paper from beneath the counter and rolled the sausages in it, tucking the open ends of the roll into themselves. He slapped the package into her hand. The tiger counted out three copper coins into the palm of the butcher's hand and they exchanged sharp-toothed grins.


     “He not speak same language, but he make best sausages. He never argue price.” She slipped the paper-wrapped parcel into one of the bags on Gabbo's arm and headed off once more.


     They stopped in front of a stall where three muscular lions with intimidating manes stood in a semi circle behind the vendor, an aged lioness with more gray fur than brown. The table in front of her was covered in a purple velvet cloth. Ruby-specked jewelry was splayed across its surface, shining in the sunlight. The umbrella that was attached to the back of the jeweler's chair did not cast just enough shade to cover her head and shoulders. The tigress peered down at the table without touching, but as soon as the jeweler opened her mouth, Ma Tana sped away once more.


     “Pretty to look,” she said. “Not to buy.”


     The largest stall they came across was a tent draped over six vertical poles. Under the cover, beasts milled about between mismatched crates and barrels and baskets of fruits and vegetables. The proprietor stood at the gap between the canvas walls where beasts passed in and out of the stall. He stopped beasts as they left and haggled over the price of the produce that they had selected.


     The eagle, fox, and otter followed the tiger in a circle around the inside of the tent as she squeezed, sniffed, and thumped the wares. By the time they had come back to the entrance, Gabbo was carrying a pair of wrinkled green squash and a tight head of cabbage. Lola had a paper sack of bean sprouts in one hand and a bundle of herbs in the other. Keereet was carrying a tiny orange pepper and a bunch of thin white radishes. Ma Tana, however, was empty-handed.


     The vegetable salesbeast stopped them at the door and ticked off their selections in the air as he thought. “8 pennies,” he said.


     “Six,” said the tigress.


     “Seven.”


     Ma Tana counted out seven copper coins into the beast's hand and the vegetables were shuffled into one of Gabbo's bags.


     The crowd was thick outside the stall. Once the four stepped out of the shade, they found that they could move no further.


     The Judge was standing in the middle of the walkway, a cluster of skinny young beasts clustered around him. He was passing out shiny red apples and red handkerchiefs to each pair of hands that grasped in his direction.


     “Whoever finds my wife,” he said, “will have a nice silver piece when they bring her to me. And that goes for everyone here.” He looked out over the crowd. “I'm looking for a vixen named Lola. She wears bells about her waist and ribbons in her hair. She makes music when she walks, and it's not just the bells singing.” The crowd laughed with him, but his laugh was loudest.


     “Judge is good bull,” said Ma Tana. “Feeds poor and is friend to beasts.” She winked at Lola. Keereet could feel the vixen glowering behind her veil. The fox crossed her arms over her chest.


     “You picture of meek serenity.” The tiger laughed as she led them on, shouting “excuse”s and “move”s at the top of her lungs as she shoved beasts out of the way.


     They passed a stall where dozens of colorful birds sat on high wooden perches, each tied in place with a leather lead around its ankle. They had price tags scratched in three languages hung around their necks on twine, and they chattered and squawked. Keereet slowed to stare at them until Gabbo jabbed him in the back.


     The four continued to weave in and out of the stalls long into the afternoon. Keereet had never seen so many colors or experienced as many smells and sounds in one place. Beasts walked up and down the street with trays of skewered meat and sweets rolled in sesame seeds. A camel juggled flaming torches and belched fireballs with mouthfuls of liquor. At one end of the marketplace, a dozen slender bodies writhed against the walls of a building – vixens, doe rabbits, ewes, and a pair of young bulls took suggestive poses in clothing that left little to the imagination. Keereet's feathers puffed as he overheard what they were calling into the crowd.


     As the city grew dark, workers in red silk uniforms shimmied up gold-plated lampposts to light oil for the night. Stall keepers started to pack their wares and fold in their awnings and umbrellas. The crowd began to thin. The half-dressed beasts at the far end of the marketplace had all managed to find customers, leading them through a doorway highlighted by soft light cast through colored silk curtains.


     “Hungry?” asked Ma Tana.


     Keereet put a hand on his stomach as it grumbled. Gabbo's stomach let out a moan from the end of the line.


     “I thought,” she said, smiling and heading for home.


    


    

  


  
    


     At the same time the next evening, the three were leaving the tigress' home for the temple – Keereet in his white gauze robe and Lola in her veil. The route that Ma Tana took brought Keereet through a part of the city that he hadn't yet seen. The buildings were still painted red, but there was no gilding at their edges. Some of the facades were cracked and crumbling, and no one had come to light the lampposts here. Dark figures ducked into alleyways and the spaces between buildings as the light from Ma Tana's oil lamp crossed their shadows.


     At the end of the street rose a fascinating building. It was thoroughly distinctive - though it was painted as red as every other in the city. The front of the structure had been sculpted into a massive reptilian face. The eyes were fierce and the lips were drawn back in a snarl over the wide open maw. Teeth hung like stalactites from the edge of the mouth that formed a long eave. From the road sprouted similar curved, pointed pillars. The cobbles that ran into the dragon's mouth rose in a hump that smoothed into a muscular tongue. At the back of the dragon's throat an open door yawned.


     Ma Tana extinguished her lamp as she bent, ducking into the low door. As Keereet followed, he bumped the back of his head on the frame. He rubbed at the growing lump there as he straightened.


     Through the dragon's mouth was one large, open chamber. Massive braziers burned along the north and south walls. Each flame was a different color – blue, green, and red along the north and purple, orange, and black along the south. Above each, a different rune was carved into the bricks.


     A sculpture dominated the far end of the temple. Raised off the ground on a solid block of gray stone, it was a depiction of six dragons.


     Their bodies were long and lithe with arching, wicked wings. Each of the dragons was entangled with a second, their scaled tails wrapped around one another. Each was naked – three of the six had large, round breasts and the other three exhibited heavily hanging genitalia between their legs. One of each pair spat a gout of stone fire into the air. The other breathed a cloud of delicately defined snowflakes.


     The eyes of each dragon corresponded with the color of one of the braziers – rare gems polished to a sharp shine. Within those eyes was passion that Keereet couldn't quite grasp – an intense love coupled with deep rage. He thought that the sculptor had achieved an impossible quality of emotion in the stone.


     The flickering light cast an odd jumble of colors across the assembled beasts. A few dozen were gathered together, sitting cross-legged on the bare stone floor. Ma Tana lowered herself down in the middle of a broad, empty space. Gabbo, Lola, and Keereet joined her.


     A low, groaning sound rose in the room. The sound vibrated through Keereet's chest as it grew louder and louder. Looking around, he realized that the sound was coming from the beasts gathered in the room. One donkey, a jenny, began a slow, wavering ululation, and the other beasts soon took it up.


     The sound took gradual shape, the moaning forming guttural syllables and words in a language that Keereet didn't know. The voices began to break away from the single melody, weaving around and through one another in a variety of phrases and rhythms. As the complexity of the chant grew, a confusing combination of emotions welled in Keereet's throat like a hot stone. He choked back a sob and his legs tensed, the muscles aching, ready at any moment to throw him onto his feet and out through the door.


     The voice of the gathered beasts came back together as one sound, rising to a wall-shaking crescendo. Glancing to his right, Keereet saw that Ma Tana was on her knees, her head tilted back and her neck stretched taught. He could see her vocal chords and the muscles in her throat wavering as she sang with the others. Her eyes were wide and damp, her nostrils flared.


     Lola's face was obscured by the veils she wore, but Gabbo's was a mask of Keereet's emotions. The otter's lips were parted and he had risen to a half-crouch on the hard stone floor. He didn't seem to know where to look, his head flicking back and forth and his eyes darting from side to side.


     The voices cut off as one, and the room fell silent, save for the occasional snap from the flames in the braziers. Keereet gasped for air. He hadn't realized that he was holding his breath. Gabbo eased back to the floor, his eyes locked forward. Keereet followed his gaze.


     In the front of the room, centered with the sculpture, stood a single figure.


     The rabbit was covered in tight snakeskin – a patchwork suit of glistening scales. A cowl rose over her head, leaving only her face exposed. Behind her rose a pair of makeshift wings. Keereet could see at a glance that they could never be functioning – whoever had created them didn't capture any of the subtleties of real anatomy.


     They were covered in a rainbow of feathers. A dull brown-gray background of common, drab plumage was dotted here and there with brilliant red and blue and green. Over the top of the cowl rose a crest of these more striking colors, rearing high into the air above the rabbit's head.


     She held her hands up above her head with her palms toward the assembled beasts.


     “For whose glory do we gather today, Precious Ones?” she asked. Keereet flinched as she spoke. Her voice was harsh and raspy – more growl than speech.


     “For the glory of the Scaled Gods do we come together,” responded the beasts in unison.


     “The glory is theirs,” said the rabbit. “Forsaken Ones, it pleases me to see your faces before me today. We've come together in a time of great change. A holy visitor has arrived in our city.”


     A chorus of murmurs and whispers rolled through the room. The rabbit held up a hand and raised her voice.


     “Dearest Ones, you may have heard rumors of who has come to us. As the mouthpiece of the Scaled Gods, I have the honor of confirming that rumor. What you have heard is true.” The room broke into an outright roar.


     The rabbit allowed the gathered beasts to talk for a moment, waiting for the sound to die down.  “On what is nearly the eve of our pilgrimage, we must know that this is a sign. It is a calling. We must deliver the Holy Messenger to his masters at the Crystal Mountain. Our first calling, Spited Ones, is to find the Messenger. He is somewhere within the city, this I know. Keep alert, Lovely Ones, and find him for the Scaled Gods. For whoever finds him will be blessed, destroyed, loved, and loathed. Find the Avian, and find a very part of your creation.”


     Keereet swallowed hard as the beasts in the room burst into animated arguments and discussions. He turned to see that Lola, Gabbo, and Ma Tana were all staring at him.


     Ma Tana stood and raised her voice. “Wyvern, Wyvern!” she drew the attention of the rabbit and the commotion died down. “What we do if Holy Messenger not want to be found?”


     “The Messenger is holy, and we will treat him as such,” said the rabbit, “But the wishes of the Messenger comes second to the wishes of his masters.”


     Ma Tana sat down again, chewing on the end of her finger with pursed lips.


     “Ma Tana has raised a good question, Loathed Ones. Let us review the story of the Scaled Gods and the Holy Messengers.”


     The room became hushed once more, and the Wyvern began to circulate among the gathered beasts as she spoke. She touched an arm or brushed her fingers across the back of someone's shoulders every now and again, smiling at some and scowling at others, but always with the same gentle caress.


     “Once, there was nothing. We can not say that there was darkness, for darkness has substance and depth and being. No, Cherished Ones, there was not darkness. There was nothing. From the nothing there came a spark of light – the first star. It shone red and fiery from the nothingness. Soon after, a second star appeared – this one blue and cold as ice.” She ran the palm of her hand down the jawline of a beefy tiger.


     “The stars were drawn to one another. Destructive opposites, bound to collide in devastating destruction, but each unable to stay away from the other. When finally they collided, they burst – an explosion that hasn't been matched since. It would have destroyed all of existence, if there had been an existence to destroy. But instead, it brought existence with it.”


     Someone murmured in a gibbering voice on the opposite end of the room as the rabbit placed her hand flat on the top of their head.


     “Despised Ones, from the destruction of those stars rose the Scaled Gods. Hundreds and Thousands and Millions of dragons poured from inside of the burst stars. They flooded into the nothingness, pulling creation behind them. The Scaled Gods from the blue star – the Goddesses – pulled cold and ice and death and darkness behind them, and those from the red – the Gods – brought light and life and warmth and fire.” She passed her hand through the flames billowing in the red brazier.


     Keereet looked around the room to find that the faces of the attending beasts were rapt. Eyes throughout the room glistened and every beast carried a brilliant smile. A bull near the center of the room was weeping, tears rolling down his muzzle in silence as his shoulders shook.


     Keereet felt a lump rise in his throat as he remembered the last fervent group he had come across. Gabbo looked as uncomfortable as Keereet felt. Ma Tana had lost her concerned, thoughtful look. She was as captivated by the story as the rest of the congregation.


     “Even all of existence could not hold so many Gods. Each Goddess was drawn to her God, and each God to his counterpart. They came together in moments of ecstasy and love. As their bodies twined, they blew fire and ice and magic flowed from one to the other. Their love was their undoing, for such a combination of magic and passion drove them to tear one another apart even as they embraced. They mutilated, cannibalized, and destroyed themselves in pairs. And so it went. And on. And on. And on.” The rabbit had wandered back to the beginning of the room.


     “And then there were only six,” she said. “The Creator.” She gestured at the first of the dragons in the sculpture, a male spouting fire. “The Destroyer.” Here she indicated the female, a spray of snow bursting from her mouth. “The Lover.” The next male. “The Loather, The Joyful, and The Sorrowed.”  She paused as a half-breathed chant wove over and through the gathered beasts. Keereet couldn't tell where it had started or where it ended. It seemed to move like a snake through grass, passing from one direction to the next with no discernible pattern or duplications.


     “The Six knew that they, too, would be drawn together, forced to kill the one whom they loved above all others. Some tried to destroy themselves, choosing to die rather than to kill their beloved whom they had not yet met. Such a death is not possible for the Scaled Gods, and those who tried failed and wept. The Creator restrained himself. At his bequest, The Joyful bound him, wing and claw, but the bindings were not enough. Nothing could hold The Creator back save for The Joyful himself, and The Joyful had his own urgings to fight. He, too, was drawn to his goddess. So The Creator made the Holy Messengers.” The rabbit reached up over her shoulder and pulled a handful of feathers from her makeshift wings. She held them in an upturned hand extended to her congregation.


     “The Avians are what came of The Creator's need. He blew fire and wove magic and they simply were. Creatures with strength enough to restrain the Scaled Gods, and with wings to pass through the aether through which existence swam. The Creator bid them to scatter, to cling to one of The Six, and to serve. They acted as messengers, servants, and jailors. The Avians restrained their masters, holding them at the corners of existence where they were alone for all eternity. The Holy Messengers carried words of love between counterparts and words of friendship to others, though the hatred and destruction of conflicting magics could always be found unspoken in their messages.


     “When finally the Scaled Gods found some peace – when there was no more destruction, no more risk of a couple coming together to end one another, the Scaled Ones looked finally upon existence. They saw what they had made. Where the magic of the dead had taken root, where their blood had been shed, and where their love had fallen – there was life. There were planets and stars. There was water and air. There were plants and beasts. The Messengers flew, taking word from one of the Scaled Gods to the next. What would be done about this?”


     Keereet was becoming conscious of his wings under his robe. They itched and they ached. He longed to take off the garment – to stretch his meager wings and feel the fresh air on them. The air in the hood was stifling, hot and humid and oppressive. Breathing was becoming difficult. He panted with his beak wide open.


     “The Scaled Gods saw fit to oversee the world, to guide the beasts. It was decided that each of the Gods, in turn, would come to the planet where we were born, with their retinue of Messengers, in order to observe from a distance and guide us with their wisdom. The point at which the first of the Scaled Gods came down has since been imbued with the magic that seeps from them. The Crystal Mountain was formed, blue and shining and perfect, of the Scaled God's love and despair for us. And there one of The Six always resides. And it is there that we pilgrimage, bringing tribute and love and devotion to their glory.”


     “Wyvern,” said a rat sitting at the front of the room. “What if I have nothing to carry in tribute?”


     “When you bring your most true adoration, the Scaled Gods need no physical tribute. There is no better homage than your fervor, Despised and Loved Ones.” The rabbit placed her hand flat atop the rat's head as she spoke. “Our pilgrimage leaves on the night of the moon's absence. Favored, Disrespected Ones, that leaves us one week to find the Holy Messenger.”


     She knelt down in front of the rat. “Help us to find him, and you will be bringing a tribute greater than any that The Six could hope for from one so lowly as us.”


     Keereet drew his hands further into the sleeves of his robe, holding them close to his body. The rabbit was done speaking. Now she was leading the congregation in another low, moaning, growling song.


     The eagle could barely hear the hymn behind the pounding in his ears. His heart hammered at the inside of his chest, climbing up into his throat with every beat. He remembered pain and hunger and fire. Captivity in a small, dark place. The stone floor felt rough and damp and the air smelled of stale salt and otters. He was hyperventilating, each breath pushing and pulling at the edges of his low-hanging hood.


     He hardly felt Lola put a hand on his shoulder. Gabbo scrambled across the floor on all fours, crouching behind Keereet.


     “What's wrong, Kid?” he asked.


     “Breathe,” said Lola. “Just breathe. Everything is going to be okay.”


     “What's the matter with him?” Gabbo whispered. A nearby sow shot him an angry look, stuttering in her portion of the hymn.


     “He's panicking. We need to get him out o-”


     Keereet retched. With a deep, barking sound, he leaned forward and spilled his last meal onto the floor. It wet the edges of his hood and it stank.


     The room came to a standstill. Every eye was locked on Keereet. The Avian was still choking and dry-heaving.


     Beasts were scrambling away from the spreading puddle of vomit that he had left. Somewhere in the room, somebeast gagged.


     “We-we're sorry. He's sick. Gotta get him some fresh air, is all,” said Gabbo, tugging Keereet onto his feet.


     The eagle stumbled on the hem of the robe and trudged along behind the otter, allowing himself to be half-dragged. Lola followed close behind. She tugged on the back of the Avian's robe each time it threatened to creep up and reveal the rear talon of his long-toed feet.


     Keereet couldn't breathe. He didn't see the cobbles beneath his feet, the red-painted buildings that lined the streets, or the flickering light cast over the city by the streetlamps. He was instead being forced to review a cluster of fleeting, enraging, dangerous memories.


     He saw the too-close roof of his cell in the cave where he'd been held. He saw the ecstatic faces of otters gathered to watch his burning. He felt warm oil run over his feet and hot blood run through his fingers. He was sick again, this time spattering Gabbo's back and his own feet. The otter groaned but continued on dragging him.


     It wasn't until they got back to Ma Tana's house that Keereet heard the screaming. A high-pitched, piercing keen that wavered and stopped every so often, when the space left in its absence was filled with the whooping sound of indrawn breath. He clapped his hands over his ears through the rough fabric of the robe, pressing vomit-stained cloth to the side of his face, but the scream came through his fingers.


     “Make it stop,” he cried, tears running down his beak. “Make the screaming stop!” And then he realized that it had. It had been him all along. The screams were his.


    


    

  


  
    


     In the morning, Keereet was no better. He'd been up the entire night, with Gabbo and Lola taking shifts watching over him. There wasn't much that they could do. He was either screaming and grasping at the blankets that they'd thrown over him or he was murmuring to himself, rocking ever so slightly forward and backward with the blankets clasped to his chest. No matter what they said, he never stopped. Never looked at them. Never responded to their questions.


     Ma Tana was grouchy. Keereet had kept her awake, as well. She sat on her bed, sipping tea with a silk scarf wrapped around and around her head. Her ears were folded over themselves against the noise.


     “I'm very sorry about this,” Lola told the tiger as Gabbo tried to muffle another bout of shrieking by holding a hand over Keereet's beak.


     “Is what it is. Nothing can change what is now,” replied the tiger. “Admit. I am... What is word? Confused? Not sure.” She chewed the tip of one finger. “You guests. I do not force guests. But The Six need him.” she pointed at Keereet. “If known that I hid Holy Messenger from Wyvern, it would be...” She grasped for a word. “Not good.”


     Lola looked back over her shoulder at the Avian. He had fallen silent again. Save for the fact that his eyes were open, he might be sleeping. Gabbo's head was lolling around on his neck, and his eyes flickered open and closed.


     “Gabbo, you ought to get some sleep. I will be more than happy to watch over him while you rest.” She scooted closer to Keereet, placing a hand on his through the blanket. She thought that she saw his eyes flick towards her, but it could have just been a coincidence. Or wishful thinking.


     Gabbo settled into a corner of the room, laying his head on his arm. “If ya need me,” he said. The next sound out of his mouth was a hushed snore.


     “What would happen to him?” Lola asked Ma Tana, taking a cup of offered tea with her free hand. “If they... make use of him as tribute. Would they...?” She swallowed hard and clenched her fist around the teacup.


     “No, no! Of course no,” said Ma Tana. “He have place of honor. They ask him... or make him... lead Pilgrimage to Crystal Mountain. He allowed to cross holy ground. No other beast can touch.”


     “And then what will happen?”


     “And then... We leave. Other beasts not go where Holy Messenger go. We not enough. None of The Six would allow other beasts. He, yes. He go into mountain. We not. The end.” She nodded.


     Lola toyed at her lower lip with her teeth. Keereet drew a sudden, deep breath, and she leaned down over him, shushing him before the screaming began. She held him and rocked him and cooed soothing nothings at him as he bellowed over her shoulder, staring at nothing. In his corner, Gabbo stirred without waking.


     “And what is it that you believe?” asked Lola. “Do you truly think that he is a Holy Messenger?”


     Ma Tana held her palms up and shrugged. “All Avians at mountain long time ago. Even history say. Why there if not Scaled Gods who made mountain?”


     Lola soothed the feathers on Keereet's head as he grew quiet again. She jumped when she heard her name come from his beak. “Yes, Keereet. Yes, it's Lola. I'm here.”


     Keereet's eyes crossed over Lola's face without recognition and he muttered a few more unintelligible words. The vixen sighed.


     “There are other histories which say that the Avians were at the mountain?” she asked Ma Tana.


     “Yes. Is taught. All beasts of city know. Avians lived at Crystal Mountain. Winged beasts. Nowhere else in world.”


     “When do these histories say that this was true?”


     “Always. Always was. Until Avians disappear. When The Six draw Holy Messengers back to aether.” She pointed upwards.


     Lola fell silent and leaned back against the wall, stroking the top of Keereet's head, her fingertips breaching the soft shell formed by the weft of his feathers. His eyes rolled up towards her again. They lingered on her face, but they were empty, distant.


     “He needs eat,” said Ma Tana.


     “We have already attempted to get him to eat,” Lola said. “He won't take anything.”


     Keereet's body jerked as someone knocked at the door. Lola scrambled to cover him head to toe with the blanket. A pain went through her chest when she covered his face. The cloth looked like a shroud, but the eagle did not seem to mind.


     Ma Tana cracked the door open a bare inch and pressed her body to the opening. “Yes?”


     “Beasts have been reporting screaming in the area. Some seem to think it is coming from your house. Are you having any trouble?” The voice was brusk, authoritative. Lola could almost see the uniform that he was wearing based on his speech pattern alone.


     “Screaming?” asked Ma Tana. “No. No problems. Not here. You check neighbors?”


     “We did,” said the voice outside the door. “Should anything change, please alert us as soon as possible.”


     “You first to know.” The tiger shut the door. “He need be quieter,” she said as she turned around. “Next time, guard will not take no for answer.”


     “I have no way to keep him any quieter,” said Lola, pulling the blanket off of Keereet's face. “If I were able to do so, then I would have already stopped it, believe me. The sound. It...” She shivered and folded her ears back.


     “He need to see Medicine Beast,” said Ma Tana. “He does...” She paused, chewing on the end of her finger. “I not know word. Thing that not be.”


     “Miracles?” asked Lola. Ma Tana nodded.


     “Miracle. He heal Avian.”


     “Then we need to take Keereet to see him. Right away.” Lola shifted her weight and got up into a crouch before the tiger put a hand on her shoulder.


     “Is not easy as that,” said Ma Tana. “Medicine Beast work for only one. Most powerful beast in Red City.”


     “My husband,” said Lola, falling back against the wall.


     Ma Tana nodded.


     They sat in silence for a moment, Lola chewing her lower lip and Ma Tana rising to refill her tea cup. She gestured with the pot to Lola, raising her eyebrows. The vixen shook her head.


     She looked down at Keereet, his chest rising and falling in rapid, shallow movements. His beak hung open, his tongue lolling pale inside. His eyes flickered from one direction to the other, unseeing.


     “I have to do it,” she said. “We don't have any other options. None that are apparent, in any case.”


     “For Holy Messenger,” said Ma Tana. “Anything.”


     “No, not for a Holy Messenger,” said Lola. “For Keereet. For my friend.”


    


    

  


  
    


     “Keereet,” said Lola in a hushed voice. “We're going to take you to see a doctor now. Somebeast who can help you to feel better.”


     She had a hand on either side of his face. The tip of her nose was inches from his beak. He was looking through her, blinking every now and again with slow, lazy eyelids. His break worked in jerky movements as he whispered and mumbled.


     “Let's go,” said Lola.


     Gabbo tugged the hood of the robe down over Keereet's face. In spite of having been scrubbed and washed, it still smelled of vomit. The otter put an arm around Keereet's back as Ma Tana opened the door. They herded the eagle out onto the street.


     “He very sick,” said Ma Tana as one of her neighbors stopped to stare. The cat took a few hurried steps backward, her eyes wide, and slammed her door behind her. Ma Tana shook her head. “We hurry.”


     The city was not so busy in the searing, dry afternoons. Most of the residents had gone home to nap through the hottest part of the day. Tiny carts clustered around the occasional pagoda or overhang, selling cool drinks and spicy bits of meat skewered on sticks or wrapped in thin, flat breads with dollops of yogurt sauce. The patrons of such carts lolled on shaded benches, fanning themselves as they sweated and sighed.


     Keereet garnered more than one stare as he was ushered down the streets by the fox, tiger, and otter. Lola knew that it must be stifling under the robe, but Keereet wasn't complaining.


     “He ain't started screamin' yet, at least,” said Gabbo.


     “Keep your fingers crossed that it remains so until we manage to get off of the street.”


     Ma Tana spat between two of her fingers and adjusted the gauzy silk scarf that she had wrapped over her ears to keep the sun out of her eyes.


     A tiny puppy ran up to the group from the shadows of an alleyway. She was carrying a flower that once had probably been bright orange. Now it was wilted, drooping, and a sad shade of brown. A petal dropped to the cobbles.


     “Lola?” said the puppy. “I found you!” She grabbed the vixen's hand and forced the flower into it. “Lord Tytos Reign requests the honor of your presence.” She wrapped her dirty fingers around Lola's wrist and tugged at her. “Come. Come.”


     Lola looked back over her shoulder at Gabbo and shrugged. “We are currently on our way to see Tytos anyway,” she told the pup.


     The dog's floppy ears perked and she grinned from ear to ear. “Yes, but I've found you. I'll be rewarded.”


     She skipped ahead of the group, tugging Lola along in jerks. Gabbo prodded at Keereet's back, struggling to keep up with the excited beast.


     The puppy tugged Lola a full ten blocks before they came to the center of Red City. Lola's wrist ached, squeezed and hot and sweaty where the dog's fingers pressed around it. The center of the city opened up behind a golden gate. Here everything seemed to shine. Even the cobbles were painted a bright, shining, lacquered gold that reflected the light of the high sun.


     The square was expansive, surrounded by a head-high wall. The wall itself was embellished with gold bricks that were worked into a repeated pattern of the same dragon that wrapped around the golden sun over the palace.


     In the center of the square rose the golden fountain that the group had seen as they descended from the mountains. The Avian statues proved to be of little to no detail, loosely defined shapes in unremarkable clothing. The featureless faces were unnerving as well as blinding. Lola and Gabbo looked away from them, each focusing on the structure that rose on the opposite side of the square.


     The palace was a deeper red than any other building in the city. It occupied around the last third of the open space. The first two floors were crescent-shaped, curling around the edges of the square. The third floor rose above the building only along the far wall. And the fourth story, under the sun-and-dragon spire, stood above the middle third of the palace.


     A retinue of guards lined the wall, and others marched back and forth across the square in complicated formations, their spears thumping the ground in rhythm.


     There were very few common citizens on the palace grounds. Those that were there were rushing, some of them carrying sparkling trays of fruit or vases of flowers. Two cats had baskets of laundry balanced atop their heads. A trio of bull calves rolled a barrel of wine as big as they were from one end of the building to the other.


     A guard stepped from behind the entry gate and put a hand on the puppy's head. “What's your business?” he asked.


     “Taking this fox to Lord Reign. Get your hands off me.” The little dog scowled at the guard.


     The guard looked Lola and the rest of the company up and down. “What're the extras for?”


     “I don't know; they're a match set. What's your name? I'll tell the Judge that you're the one who held us up at the gates and prevented his reunion with his wife.”


     The guard glanced between the beasts again and stepped aside. “Alright, be quick about it.”


     The pup dragged Lola onward, weaving through the clusters of guards in the courtyard. Gabbo ushered Keereet forward. The eagle tottered and bumped into one of the guards. Both of them fell to the cobbles. Gabbo ignored the guard's protestations and hauled Keereet to his feet, half carrying him to catch up with Lola and the puppy.


     “Excuse us,” Ma Tana bowed to the guard, hurrying along and leaving him baffled and frustrated in her wake.


     The group trotted up the staircase that lay along the front of the building, square with the huge double doors. A pair of uniformed servants flanked the entrance. They stared into open space and drew the doors wide open as the group approached. The empty hollows reminded Lola of the expression on Keereet's face under his hood.


     The lobby of the building was brilliantly lit. A large round pane of glass was set in the ceiling, allowing the hot sunlight to illuminate the space. Doors rose to either side of the room, two on each wall. Straight ahead was another staircase, this one rising until it met the second floor. The bannisters were gleaming gold, and the floors were red-stained bamboo, polished until they had the shine of fresh blood. To either side of the bottom of the staircase was another door.


     An elderly stallion in a red silk butler's uniform embossed with gold dragons appeared from the door to the right of the stairs. He bowed to the guests, smiling with brilliantly white teeth. “Honored Guests. How may I serve you?”


     “We're here to see Lord Reign,” said the pup.


     The horse paused and reevaluated the appearance of the five beasts. “Yes... very well. Follow me.” He turned on his heels and disappeared through one of the side doors.


     Lola followed, jiggling her wrist, but the puppy still wouldn't let go. In the next room, the horse gestured to piles of pillows spread across the floor atop colorful rugs.


     “Please, have a seat,” he said. “Lord Reign will be with you at his pleasure.”


     The pup frowned and turned to Lola. “That means it'll be a while.”


     The butler left the room, closing it behind him. A second, lower-ranking horse stepped from one corner of the room. Lola hadn't even realized that he was there.


     “Wine?” he asked, “Spiced locusts?” he extended a golden tray. Either handle was a dragon's head, mouth open. They spewed long strings of fire which formed the elevated sides of the tray. In the center was a bowl of red, chili-coated and toasted bugs. In a ring around these were crystal flutes of rich red wine.


     “No, thank you,” said Lola.


     The puppy reached up and snagged a handful of locusts in one hand. She looked between the hand that was wrapped around Lola's wrist and a glass of wine for a moment before she crammed the fistful of snacks into her mouth and then grabbed a glass of wine with her red-stained fingers. She threw it back, downing it in one long swallow before going for another.


     Ma Tana slapped her hand away.


     “Hey!” the pup complained. “You ain't in charge of me!”


     “Some beast need to be,” said the tiger, grimacing.


     The pup put her hand down and backed away from the wine, pulling Lola with her.


     Gabbo had managed to get Keereet settled into a pile of pillows. He held the hood of the cloak up off of the eagle's face and positioned himself so that both the butler and the puppy could see only his back. He peered into the depths of the cowl.


     “'Ey Kid, how ya feelin'?” He frowned back over his shoulder at Lola. “Nothin'. At least he stopped screamin'.”


     Lola sighed. “Would you mind terribly if I asked you to let go of me?” she asked the puppy.


     “Not until I get my reward,” the dog said with a grin.


     Lola began to pace the room, dragging the pup behind her. The vixen chewed her lower lip, her eyes fixed on her feet. She felt like her heart was being crushed in her chest. It was harder than usual to breathe.


     “What am I going to say to him?” she asked Ma Tana.


     The tiger shrugged. “You do not listen me,” she said.


     “Assuming that I refuse to go back to him to be one of many arm ornaments. What do I say to him?”


     “Apologizing is start.”


     “I suppose that I do owe him at least that much.” Lola tugged at the arm the pup had in her grip, realized her mistake, and used the other hand to smooth a stray curl from her face. “How long is he going to make us wait?”


     The door flew open, smashing against the wall. Everyone in the room jumped, save Keereet. The head butler hopped into the room, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. “May I present Lord Tytos Reign, the L-”


     He was interrupted by the Judge. The bull strode into the room, half-shoving the horse out of his way. “Lola,” he said, his eyes gleaming as he looked her over. She felt like a draft horse under the eye of a livestock buyer.


     “Tytos.” She extracted her arm from the grip of the dog.


     “I brought her back for you, Lord Reign!” said the pup, hopping up and down.


     “Yes, you did. Jorfen, take this one to the kitchens. See that she gets something to eat and give her a bath.”


     “A bath?” said the puppy, doing her best to resist being dragged out of the room by the stallion. Her fingertips curled around the doorframe. “No,” she whined as her fingers slipped and disappeared.


     “Where have you been?” asked the bull, taking one of Lola's hands between his. She looked down at his huge, clasped hands, and pulled her own away from him. He looked hurt, and it pained her for a moment.


     “I've been keeping myself occupied. Here and there.”


     “Why did you go? You never said goodbye. You didn't leave a note. Nobody knew what happened or where you'd gone. Half of your things missing and the other half untouched. Why?”


     “You know why I left, Tytos. And if you don't already understand my motivations, then there is no way that I could explain them to you.”


     “I don't understand. Here, have some wine,” he said, taking a glass from the servant's tray and passing it to the vixen. She took it, but did not drink.


     “How many wives have you got now, Tytos? How many more beasts have you married?”


     Tytos laughed. “That's it? You were jealous?”


     “It's so much more than that, Tytos. I was not jealous. I was forgotten, once the chase was over. When you had already won me and you had found some new beast – the cat with the blue eyes and the curly cream-colored fur. I don't remember her na-”


     “Kaylena,” said the bull. “I married her.”


     “I hope that she is very happy with you,” said Lola.


     “But you weren't.”


     “I wasn't.”


     “And you won't reconsider?”


     Lola looked full into his face. “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have left in the way that I did. But I am not coming back.”


     There was a moment of silence. Tytos clenched and unclenched his fists, and both beasts looked down at their feet.


     Gabbo cleared his throat.


     Lola looked back at him and nodded.


     “Tytos,” she said. The bull looked up at her.


     “I'm going to be forward and candid with you. I am here because I need a favor. It is certainly true that you don't owe me one. But I need it.”


     “Anything.”


     “You understand that there is nothing that you can do to bring me back. Doing this for me will not change anything.”


     “Stop tryin' to change his mind, Lola. Keereet needs help,” said Gabbo, standing up. “Listen, Lord. Our friend's sick. We can't fix him. Lola can't fix him.”


     “So you want to see the Medicine Beast. Of course. I wouldn't deny his services to any beast in need. Bring your friend,” he gestured at Keereet where the eagle lay in a heap on the floor. “Follow me.”


     Tytos led them, casting longing looks over his shoulder at Lola every now and again. They passed back into the lobby, through one of the doors, and into a hallway. One wall of the hall was done in tiny bits of colored glass arranged into intricately detailed mosaics. The opposite wall featured regularly spaced arrow-slit windows. The light through the windows was reflected by the glass and bounced around the room.


     The far end of the hall was obscured by wafting spirals of smoke that moved in odd, undulating ways in the light. The further they got down the hall, the stronger the smell of the fog became. They were heady and spicy and earthy.


     Tytos rapped a knuckle against the door at the end of the hall.


     “Come,” said a voice behind the door.


     When Tytos opened it, a great cloud of smoke billowed out. The group hacked and coughed for a moment. Keereet was silent.


     “Come,” said the voice again.


     They stepped through the haze and into the room. It was dark. Crisscrossing bundles of incense sticks burned in raised braziers in the corners. A low table sat to one side of the room. A simple metal bowl perched on it, holding a cluster of multicolored crystals. Drying herbs and what looked like bits of flesh hung from the ceiling on strings of varying lengths.


     The center of the floor was recessed, falling at a gentle slope. The center of the dip lay two feet below the level of the floor around the edges of the room. The bowl in the floor was filled with threadbare pillows in various faded, smoke-stained colors. Where there were windows along the walls, heavy curtains hung, stifling what light would have otherwise come through. The smell of the incense was dizzying.


     “Leave him. Go.” A humped figure crouched in the center of the bowl, his eyes showing pale pink scleras and piercing red irises. The beast was like nothing Lola had seen before. His skin was an ashy gray-white, his fur so snowy that it was nearly translucent. It was shaved in angular, spiraling strips that curled around the shape of his body, circling his shoulders, nipples, bellybutton, and running along the contours of his exceptional musculature. His muzzle was overly long, stretched like pulled taffy. A thin, pink tongue flicked from his barely parted lips.


     “Listen, we-” Gabbo said.


     “Leave him. Go.” The anteater pointed at the door behind them.


     “Do as Medicine Beast say,” said Ma Tana. “Only he can do anything for the H- your friend.” She tugged at Gabbo's arm.


     Gabbo rolled Keereet's hood back and looked into the eagle's eyes. “We'll come back soon, Keereet. Alright? Do us a favor n' get better, Kid.” Keereet didn't respond. Gabbo left him standing where he was, backing out through the door after Lola, Ma Tana, and Tytos.


     “Take care of him,” he said as he closed the door.


     The anteater unfolded his legs, his knees cracking. He rose to his feet and locked the door behind the exiting beasts. He took Keereet by the shoulders and pushed him down the sloping floor, helping him to settle onto the pillows in the lowest point of the dip. He knelt in front of him and peered into his eyes. He pulled and tugged at the eagle's eyelids.


     “Are you in there, Bird-Beast?”


     He pressed on Keereet's chest until the Avian was reclined, his feet and head laying on opposite sides of the bowl.


     The anteater went to the table and took the bowl of crystals. He set them on the floor and shoved the table top. It rolled away, exposing an array of herbs, berries, minerals, potions, salves, and tonics. The Medicine Beast took a stoppered, fluted glass bottle from inside the chest.


     He walked on his knees, the long claws on his toes clicking against the floor. He leaned over the eagle and uncorked the bottle. Tipping the bottle over the Avian's face, the anteater tipped two drops of the clear, odorless solution into each eye. Keereet blinked.


     “Do you hear me, Bird-Beast? Listen to me now.”


     Keereet's beak fluttered open and shut, clacking as his tongue rolled and worked inside his mouth.


     “Answer, Bird-Beast. Do you hear?”


     “I hear,” said Keereet in a soft monotone. He blinked every now and again, but his eyes were fixed on the ceiling, their pupils dilating and shrinking in wild rhythm.


     “Where have you gone?”


     “Away. Inside.”


     “Of course inside. Where is your inside?”


     “Inside is Mother. And Rahtah.”


     “Tell me, Bird-Beast.”


     “They are happy. I'm watching them from the kitchen. They don't know I'm here.”


     “You are happy here also?”


     “I'm happy because they're happy. Not worried. Rahtah is preening. Playing with a doll. A rag doll. CatFace. Mother is watching her play. She's smiling. They both are.”


     “From what do you run, Bird-Beast?”


     “Scared,” he whispered, shivering.


     “What do you fear?”


     “Elevation.”


     “Height?”


     “No. Ele...” he trailed off for a moment. “A pedestal.”


     “You are kondunda,” said the Medicine Beast. “You are one afraid of notoriety. You strive to blend. And here you can not.”


     “Yes.”


     “Why?”


     Keereet was quiet.


     “Why do you fear this?”


     “Expectations. Sacrifice. Failure.”


     “Life has failure. Without failure, there is no success.”


     “I have no success.”


     “You lie, Bird-Beast. All have success. Your success, I think, is...” he looked closer into the Avian's eyes. “You do not need me to say.”


     “Friends.”


     “And?


     Keereet paused. “Friends.”


     “Yes, your friends. There is more, but you do not yet see. I can not make you see. You will see. Do you know what to do? How to come back?”


     “Trust,” said Keereet. “Feel safe.”


     “Then come back, Bird-Beast.”


     Keereet coughed and opened his eyes. Really opened his eyes. He jerked away from the anteater. “W-who are you? Where am I? Where are Gabbo and Lola?”


     “Calm. Your friends are here.” He turned and looked at the door behind him. “Come. The Bird-Beast is back.”


     The door burst open and Lola and Gabbo poured in. Ma Tana stayed in the hallway. The vixen and the otter grabbed Keereet to them, crushing him between their bodies.


     “You made it back,” said Lola.


     “I was worried you were gone, Kid.”


     “I was. For a while.”


     “But you're not gone any more,” said the vixen. She let go of Keereet long enough to look at the anteater. “Thank you.”


     “No. Thank you,” he said. “Go.” And he shooed them back into the hallway, closing the door behind them.


    


    

  


  
    


     “You're feeling okay?” asked Lola as they walked out through the palace gates.


     “I'm fine. Starving, but I feel like I could...”


     “Fly?” asked Gabbo. They laughed.


     “We find you food,” said Ma Tana.


     The tiger took the lead and led them up a side alley. A kitten held out a tray of trinkets, and Ma Tana shooed him away. “Watch pockets,” she told the others. The kitten hissed at her and turned back the way he'd come.


     The walk ended at an open-air pagoda, circled by a ring of potted flowering shrubs. A hunch-backed boar with a cane was circling with a watering can, sprinkling water over each of the brightly-glazed pots.


     At the rear of the pagoda was a row of massive clay ovens with great great gaping holes in their sides. A boar in a heavy apron tended them, adding chunks of coal to the flames that burned in the bulbous bottoms of the ovens. In their tops, in the point of their teardrop shape, hung sides of lamb, whole chickens, and great roasts of beef and pork.


     Keereet's stomach roiled as he smelled the charring scent of meat over wood.


     Very few beasts were seated at the pagoda. They were being served by two piglets. The sun was beginning to set, sitting atop the ridge of mountains to the west. The temperature was dropping and the sounds of the city were rising as beasts came out of their shaded homes to do business.


     “Sit wherever you like,” called one of the piglets as the four crested the steps into the pagoda.


     “Here is fine,” said Ma Tana, pulling a backless chair up to a table in one corner of the octagon-shaped platform. She leaned back against the bannister. The others took up seats on the other sides of the table. One of the piglets brought them short, fat bamboo cups of a sweet, milky drink spiced with cinnamon and honey.


     “Side of lamb,” said Ma Tana. “What vegetables?” she asked the piglet.


     “Roasted eggplant puree spiced with turmeric and peanuts. Or crispy fried onions.”


     “Both,” said Ma Tana.


     “Rice and bread?”


     “Yes.”


     “Just one moment,” said the piglet, rushing toward the ovens at the back of the pagoda and shouting in a choppy, nasal language.


     Keereet's stomach grumbled as they sat.


     “I'd been meaning to talk to you, Keereet. It's... something of a sensitive subject, but I believe that if you stay calm and hear me out, it would be beneficial to all parties.”


     “Go ahead,” said Keereet. “I trust you.”


     “Are you still inclined to continue our search for other Avians?”


     “If there are others. I'm not sure I want to go home anymore. I've made too many friends here, and I don't have enough there to make me want to go back. If I could find Avians here – on the surface – just to know that there are others... I think I'd be okay.”


     “I have a notion that might interest you, though it may come across as an unsavory option.”


     “Just tell us already,” complained Gabbo.


     Their food arrived. Half a lamb, carved into pieces and arranged in a pointed pile, lay in the middle of a long tray, carried by both of the piglets. Around the lamb was a nest of fluffy, white rice. It was dotted here and there with tiny blue flower buds. A sow came behind the piglets and placed a heaped plate of steaming flatbreads, a bowl of hot mashed eggplant, and a tray of battered and fried onion strips on the table. She added a large dipping bowl of a creamy yogurt sauce and bowed.


     “Should you need anything else,” she said. “Please don't hesitate to ask.”


     Keereet and Gabbo dove into the food, digging into it with both hands. Without individual plates, they scooped from the communal dishes with pieces of bread or fingers full of rice, stuffing it into their mouths and going back for more. Keereet struggled only minimally with his hood.


     The tiger and the fox were more delicate about eating. Lola selected a rib of roasted lamb and chewed at it, pulling tiny slivers of meat away from the bone with her fingers. Ma Tana untangled a long string of onion and nibbled at one end.


     “Ma Tana has informed me that the histories of this area all state that Avians once lived at the Crystal Mountain,” said Lola, licking grease from her lips.


     “Where the dragons live?” asked Keereet.


     “Where one of The Six live,” corrected Ma Tana.


     “The very same location,” said Lola.


     “Isn't that where those beasts want to take me?”


     “Yes,” said the tiger.


     “So you see...” said Lola.


     “You want me to allow myself to be found. You want me to go with them.”


     “Ma Tana says that they won't do you any harm. You will be allowed to enter the mountain where no other beast is permitted.”


     “I want you and Gabbo to come with me,” said Keereet. “I won't go alone.”


     Lola looked at the tiger.


     “Maybe could be done. Would need cleansing. This one needs bath.” She wrinkled her nose and pointed at Gabbo.


     “Hey,” he said through a mouthful of food. “I'm as clean as any other beast.”


     “Sure you are,” said Lola, tapping him on the nose with the end of a rib bone.


     “If... If you can go with me,” said Keereet, looking at Lola and Gabbo, “then I'll do it.”


     “Wyvern will be pleased. We see Wyvernn tomorrow. For now, eat.”


     The restaurant filled to capacity and then some. Lola, Gabbo, Keereet, and Ma Tana were constantly scooting to one side or the other to allow some beast through. Keereet took second, third, and fourth helpings of everything. It seemed as though he'd never be full again.


     “You've even outdone me,” said Gabbo, as he leaned back from the table, patting his belly.


     “I thought that you didn't care for spicy food,” Lola said.


     “I... didn't used to,” said the eagle, scooping eggplant into his mouth with a piece of bread.


     “Need to get used to,” said Ma Tana.


     “I bet his backside ain't used to it yet,” laughed Gabbo. Ma Tana winced and slapped his shoulder.


     “Could we possibly not talk about such things in the course of eating?” asked the vixen.


     “Sorry. Don't say I didn't warn ya, Kid.”


     The lamplighters came out as it grew dark. The pigs who owned the restaurant lit long, tapered red candles at the tables. Somewhere on the street, a band of performers began to play music. It was high and whining, a deep-throated bass drum interjecting itself every now and again. The sound of the restaurant patrons' voices increased to compensate.


     Keereet polished off the rest of the rice, wiping the last grains through the fat that had run off of the lamb. Everyone else had finished eating, and the rapidly emptying plates, bowls, and trays were all pushed to the eagle's side of the table.


     “So what did the Medicine Beast do to ya?” asked Gabbo.


     “I am curious about what happened as well,” said Lola. “I must admit, I'm impressed. Given the opportunity, I'd very much like to learn from him.”


     “I don't remember. Sorry to disappoint.” Keereet crammed the last of the onions into his beak, crunching.


     “Whatever it was, it made you hungry,” said Gabbo.


     “Need order more?” asked Ma Tana.


     “No,” said Keereet. “No, I'm fine.”


     “You'll eat more in the mornin', eh?” Gabbo laughed.


     “You would be the authority on the subject of eating, wouldn't you, Gabbo?” said Lola.


     “No shame in eating. Makes healthy. Not skinny like fox I know,” said Ma Tana.


     “I am perfectly healthy, thank you, Ma Tummy.” Lola made a move to poke the tiger's belly but stopped when she saw the disapproving look on Ma Tana's face.


     “Ma Tummy?” said the tiger.


     “Sorry. It was not my intention t-”


     The tiger threw her head back and laughed, holding her belly with her hands and bouncing it up and down. The others laughed with her.


     One of the piglets circled back to the table. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked.


     “We fine,” said Ma Tana. “Thank you.”


     The piglet glanced from the tiger to the eagle, who continued to do his best to eat everything left on the table, to the cluster of waiting beasts at the front of the pagoda. She frowned , sighed, and cleared her throat.


     “I never!” said Ma Tana. “We best paying customers, and you rushing for table space.”


     “You're not our best paying customers. Lord Reign has said that Lola and her friends get whatever they want for free. He said he'd compensate us, but who knows when that will happen. The weird one in the robe will eat everything in the ovens.” She pointed at Keereet, who stopped eating. He was suddenly quite self-conscious and not at all hungry anymore. He pushed the dishes away from himself and suppressed a belch.


     “Well then, if you would excuse us,” said Lola, pushing her chair back. It squealed against the floor. The others followed suit, Gabbo holding the swell of his belly with both hands.


     “I'm ready fer a walk anyway. Helps the grub t' settle.”


     “Good idea,” said Ma Tana. She led them off of the pagoda, stomping her feet so that her wooden shoes clacked against the cobblestones. More than one of the waiting beasts looked at her with worry. A murmur of uncertainty went through the crowd and some turned away.


     Lola, Keereet, and Gabbo struggled to keep up with the tiger.


     “I wanted a walk, not a jog,” said Gabbo. He clutched his side. “Oh! Cramp!” He winced as he slowed, toddling along at the back of the line.


     Ma Tana slowed. She turned down an alley, disappearing between two arching stone pillars that met at their apex. As the three followed her through, they froze.


     It was an alleyway. It was narrow, squished, and winding like a trapped snake between red brick buildings. But there were no cobblestones. They had been levered up. An edging of crushed red stone ran along the bottoms of the walls. In place of the stone walkway, there was sand. The entirety of the alley was lined with it, soft and beige. Here and there in the sand were placed broad, flat, worn stones with rough edges. Around the stones, the sand was raked in swirling ridges that contoured to the edges of the alleyway and the stepping stones.


     A string of colored paper lanterns drifted overhead, strung from one side of the alley to the other. The tiny candles inside glowed with more stability than the street lamps, protected from the wind by the high walls around them.


     At the end of the winding alley, the path dead-ended against a wall. At the base of the wall was a tiny pool, no bigger than a dinner plate. Water bubbled up from the center of the pool, gurgling. The water was ringed with stepping stones and the wall above was carved in a relief mural.


     The carvings depicted fantastic animals and plants – a jungle scene created by someone who had seen the place first hand. High trees with broad leaves dripped raindrops and hosted clusters of flowering vines. Monkeys and birds perched in the branches, and a jaguar stalked through the ferns below.


     Ma Tana knelt on one of the flagstones near the water, her shoulders heaving up and down in slow, long strokes. Her breath came in and out of her nostrils in great huffs. Her eyes were closed, her fists clenched.


     “Come here to calm,” she said. “Not good company now.”


     “Would you like for us to go?” asked Lola.


     “Do what want. I not mother.”


     The otter, fox, and eagle turned and went back out in the direction that they had come. Gabbo kneaded his side with his fingers, groaning. “What now?” he asked. “Find a tavern an' drink on Tytos' tab?”


     “No,” said Lola. “I'm not going to take any more from him than I have to. He said that he's not trying to win me back, but the Judge is used to getting his way, and that is exactly what he's attempting to do.”


     “I was kiddin'.”


     “I'd like to get out of this robe,” said Keereet. “It's hard to breathe in here.”


     “I'd be thankful to wear it,” said Lola. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “It gets chilly here after sundown. More so than I remember.”


     “You can have it.”


     “Why not just take it off?” Gabbo asked. “If we're sailin' in the direction of the Crystal Mountain anyway, does it matter than folks'll see him?”


     “I suppose that it doesn't,” said Lola.


     Keereet flicked back the hood so that it hung down his back. He took a few deep, sighing breaths. “That's better. You want it?” he asked Lola.


     “No. Let's return to Ma Tana's house. I believe that I'll be able to find it.”


     “I know exactly where it is,” said Gabbo, tapping his forehead. “Sailors are born knowin' which way is which.”


     “Sometimes I wonder if direction is not all that you know,” said Lola.


     “That ain't nice.” He put a hand on her shoulder and shoved. She tripped over her feet, barely managing to keep her balance, and laughed.


     “Hey. I've got something I want to get off my chest,” said Keereet, catching up to the two of them.


     “You're not gonna get mushy are ya?”


     “I was sort of planning on it.”


     “Well then, get it over with.”


     “I need to thank the two of you.”


     “What do you need to thank us for?” asked Lola.


     “I don't know, really. For being my friends, I guess.”


     “Well in that case, you're welcome I guess,” she said.


     “No thanks needed. Yer a good kid, Kid. It's kind of an honor to know ya. After all, how often does a beast meet a Holy Messenger?” Gabbo dodged the halfhearted punch that Keereet threw his way.


     “None of that, now,” said the eagle.


     “You're going to have to attempt to be somewhat more dignified when you're around The Wyvern and the other worshipers,” said Lola.


     “Good luck,” grumbled Gabbo.


     “You could do with some manners yourself, Fishguts.” Lola clapped a hand over her mouth and her eyes went wide.


     Gabbo opened his mouth with a silly grin on his face.


     “Not a word,” said the vixen. “Not one word.” She wagged a finger in his face.


     “You said 'Fishguts,'” said Keereet.


     Lola scowled at him.


     “You didn't tell me not to say anything.” He smiled at her and blinked a few times in quick, innocent succession.


     “I believe that I liked you better when you were catatonic.” All three laughed, Gabbo gasping and holding his aching side.


     They brushed past more and more people as Gabbo led them through the streets. The city buzzed with life. Late-night food hawkers called out their wares, and lovers strolled arm in arm through the lamplight.


     A cluster of young beasts ran past, kicking a leather ball down the street. One of them careened off of Lola. As he turned to chase his friends she grabbed him around the wrist.


     When he turned to look at her with accusation in his eyes, she held her hand out. He sighed and took his other hand from behind his back, dropping a velvet cinch-top purse into her palm.


     “It's only herbs and medicines anyway. You wouldn't have any idea what to do with them.”


     “Coulda sold the purse for lunch money,” he said.


     The other cubs had stopped to watch the exchange. Keereet looked into their eyes and was surprised. They weren't waiting for their friend to catch up. They were waiting for the show when Lola slapped him or when the guards came. They all had hungry, eager looks on their faces.


     “Where are you parents?” Lola asked.


     “Haven't got none parents,” said the rat in her grasp.


     The group was beginning to look disheartened. Surely if she was going to hurt their companion, she'd have done it by now?


     “When was the last time that you had something to eat?”


     “Yesterday.”


     “And what did you eat?”


     “Candy,” said one of the other beasts – a camel calf.


     “Did you steal it?”


     “Why's that matter ta you?” asked a bunny.


     Lola held on to the rat and turned, walking back to the nearest stall she'd seen. The rest of the young trailed behind her.


     “Do you know who I am?” asked Lola.


     “Yes,” said the hawker.


     “And how do you feel about Lord Reign's arrangements?”


     “His to make,” said the goat. “He pays debts.”


     “And what are you selling tonight?”


     “Egg pancakes, vegetables, sugar rice crackers. Same all nights.”


     Lola reached back and put her hand on the shoulder of the nearest of the young ball players. The fox tugged her forward. “Feed them.”


     The goat looked over the crowd of little beasts. “That all my stock.”


     “Then you can expect to have no waste tonight. As you said, Lord Reign pays his debts.”


     “I did. Line up. Little ones in front, big in back. Anybeast pushes goes to back of line.”


     Lola smiled and helped the little ones to queue. Gabbo and Keereet took up suit.


     “No shoving. There's enough for everyone,” said Lola.


     “Thank you,” a tiny, stringy-armed kangaroo mouse told Keereet with tears in her eyes.


     Keereet choked down tears of his own and grunted, nodding. It made him feel silly, but he was certain that if he had opened his mouth to talk he would cry.


     The children streamed past the cart, a thin yellow pancaked wrapped around stir-fried spicy vegetables in one hand, the other holding a paper sack of rice crackers rolled in sugar and cinnamon. They shoved the food into their mouths whole, their cheeks bulging as they chewed. Within minutes, the food was gone.


     “I'm still hungry,” murmured a beast in the back of the group. Some beast shushed them.


     “Who else is still hungry?” asked Lola. All of the cubs raised their hands. Some of them raised two.


     “Do you mind if we extend our walk a bit?” she asked Gabbo and Keereet. The otter was grinning from ear to ear and the eagle was still teary-eyed.


     “Course not,” said Gabbo. “I think it's a fine idea.”


     Lola turned to the cubs and clapped her hands. “If you behave yourselves, I can assure you all that none of you will go to bed with empty bellies tonight. No shoving, stay in line, and keep up.”


     After some jostling, the cubs managed to get back into line – the smallest at the front, right behind Lola, and the biggest in the back. Keereet and Gabbo brought up the rear.


     They came to a second stall. The desert fox there selling toasted mealworms and bits of stringy jerky protested before doling out everything that he had in the cart.


     It took the cubs only slightly longer to down the jerky than it had their previous snacks. Some of the little ones had trouble with it. Lola, Keereet, and Gabbo broke it into smaller pieces with their fingers.


     The procession wove around the city, stopping at each stall, cart, and hawker selling anything edible. The cubs had puffy fried dough with thick cream filling, fresh hot buttery rolls, slices of cold, gelatinous meat pie, skewers of ground meat grilled over open flame, and many other foods.


     The more the cubs ate, the easier they were to manage. Some of the little ones got sleepy as the night wore on, and the bigger ones helped to carry or tug them along.


     Keereet had a tiny frilled lizard drooling all down his shoulder, murmuring in his sleep and licking his lips. Gabbo had a calf clinging to his back. The little head nodded as the heifer drifted closer to sleep. Lola was holding the hand of a tiger cub with off-white fur that was darkened by dirt. The tiger cub tripped and would have gone down if Lola hadn't been holding his hand. She hefted him up onto her hip.


     “Is anybeast still hungry?” Lola asked. One or two cubs considered raising their hands and then thought better of it. “Where do you usually sleep?” she asked.


     “Anywhere we can,” said one of the bigger cubs, a grey cat with pale blue eyes.


     “That won't do. Follow me. We're almost there.” She led them toward the middle of the city.


     As she came to the palace grounds, she was stopped by another guard. He stared at the crowd of tired, dirty street cubs and his mouth hung open for a moment. “W-what's the meaning of this?” he asked.


     “These little ones are tired and filthy and they have no place to sleep. The only reason they are not hungry is because Lord Reign has agreed to pay for their meals. He is so generous as to have offered them a stay on palace grounds.” Lola began to walk pass the guard, but he stepped in front of her again.


     “Just a moment, I... uh. I should get Lord Reign.”


     “And question his generosity? Don't you believe that he might be offended by your lack of faith in his perpetual kindness?”


     “O-of course,” said the guard, wiping a hand across his forehead along the front edge of his helmet. “You know where you're going?”


     “I do.”


     “Then please continue.” He stepped aside, sweeping his arms in the direction of the palace.


     Lola, the cubs, Keereet, and Gabbo swept through the gate in a flood. The line began to break up and the mob of cubs became disorganized again as they followed Lola, some flagging behind. Gabbo stopped to wait for them.


     The servants at the doors nearly managed to maintain their stoicism, looking straight ahead, but their expressions flickered with uncertainty and confusion as they pulled the lobby doors open for the street cubs. A maid met the group in the lobby.


     “Can I help you?” she asked. She crossed her arms across her considerable chest and sneered down at the children.


     “We are here to see Lord ,” said Lola.


     “All of you?”


     “Yes. All of us. Please tell him that we've arrived.”


     “Into the waiting room,” said the maid, ushering the children into the pillow-filled room. The servant in the corner, holding his tray of wine and locusts, looked utterly baffled. He opened his mouth and then closed it without moving from where he stood.


     The cubs began to settle into the pillows on the floor, curling around one another and punching the cushions until they were comfortable. Before long, the room was filled with the soft murmurs of little beasts in deep, restful sleep. Some sucked their filthy thumbs. Others pulled their tails over their faces, and some drooled or snored open-mouthed.


     Lord Reign tripped into the room unannounced. He was wearing a silk dressing gown that ended at his knees. He carried a single rose. He stopped and looked around the room. A look of intense confusion crossed over his face, followed by one of great embarrassment.


     “Lola, I thought-”


     “I hope that we didn't wake you, Tytos.”


     “Of course not. There are... duties that I was seeing to.” He looked down at the cubs huddled together on the floor and looked back at Lola, his eyebrows contorting into an expression of disbelief. “Wha-”


     “These cubs have no parents, Tytos. They steal to eat. They are filthy.”


     He nodded. “Yes, I can see that.”


     “How many children do you have, Tytos?”


     “None, as you well know.” His nostrils flared.


     “And how often do your wives nag you on that account?”


     “Once more, now,” he grumbled. He put the rose on the tray that the servant held.


     “You're a generous, caring bull, Tytos. And so are many of your wives. Eliana and Shona always had big hearts – particularly when it came to cubs.”


     “That is true,” said Tytos. “My wives are very caring, gentle beasts.”


     “So I believe that you are able see how this arrangement is beneficial to all parties involved.”


     Tytos scratched at his chin. “It would get them off my back. And I've never been... opposed to cubs.”


     “Imagine how it would look to the citizens of the city,” said Lola. “The benevolent Lord Reign taking in and caring for cubs off of the street. You would be a paragon.”


     “I would.”


     “Of course, you are not obligated to do anything for these cubs. I would, however, consider it a personal favor if you would see fit to give them a place in your home. As your wards.”


     “I don't imagine that would be too difficu-”


     “Of course, you'd do the same for any parentless cub on the street. Once word gets out, there are bound to be more. They will find you, and you will take them in. Won't you? Say you will.” She smiled at him.


     The door swung open once more behind him. “Tytos, Dear, who is i-” The ewe stopped in the door frame and gasped, taking in the sleeping cubs. “Look at the little darlings,” she sighed. “Have they eaten?” she asked. Lola nodded. The ewe turned to Tytos again. “They must stay, My Lord. We can't turn them out into the streets.”


     Tytos sighed. “No, I suppose we can't. This room is a suitable enough dormitory. At least until tomorrow.”


     “We can move them into the guest wing,” cooed the ewe. “Won't my sisters be pleased? And of course we'll have to take in more. All that are in the city. We'll raise them as our own.”


     “Shouldn't we consult my other wives about this?” asked Tytos.


     “Don't be ridiculous. They'll all be thrilled. And those that aren't, well, they don't have to have anything to do with the little dears.” The ewe looked up at Lola. “Oh, but who is this? Did you bring the poor things to us? Bless you, Dear.”


     Tytos gestured to the fox. “Alis, this is Lola. She is m-”


     “I'm a friend. From a long time ago,” said Lola. “It's my pleasure to have brought them here. I just want them to be well cared for and well loved.”


     “Oh, they will be, Lola.” the ewe pressed one of Lola's hands between her own. “They will.”


     She giggled, and a couple of the cubs stirred. “There must be arrangements made. They'll all need baths in the morning. I hope we have enough tubs. And breakfast. As much as they can eat. We'll need tutors. We'll open a whole house. A house for orphaned cubs.”


     “Yes, Dear,” said Tytos, opening the door to the lobby and prodding the ewe out. She went, still muttering to herself about the plans to be made. “Do you see what you do to my life, Lola?” the bull asked as the door closed.


     Lola shrugged. “You used to think that my behavior was exciting.”


     “I'm sure I did, at one point.” He bent and put his hand on the shoulder of an elephant calf who was murmuring and tossing. “Shhh, shhh, shhh. It's okay. Just a dream.” The calf rolled over once more and then settled, his whimpers tapering off.


     Tytos stood, then, and looked at Lola, Keereet, and Gabbo. “I hate to be blunt, but it looks like I've got a lot on my plate tomorrow. If you'll excuse me.” He opened the door and stepped out. Before the door shut, Keereet heard the excited voices of at least a dozen beasts, high-pitched and squeaking.


     “Do you think this is the best place for 'em?” asked Gabbo. “Really? I mean, there's food and baths and tutors, but these cubs need...”


     “Family,” said Keereet.


     Lola nodded. “They'll find it here. Tytos has always wanted to have children. It's a sticking point with him that he's never conceived. He never did find a cow that he cared to marry. I am confident that more than one of his wives – many more, it sounds like – will be thrilled to bring these cubs into their lives.”


     Keereet smiled as they let themselves out. He didn't feel as though he were on the brink of tears any longer, but his mood dropped for a moment as a thought crossed his mind. His father had never touched him the way that Lord Reign had touched that elephant. A sharp pang went through his chest as he considered that Tytos felt more for a cub he'd never met than Keereet's own father had felt for him.


    


    

  


  
    


     Ma Tana came home late. It was nearly dawn when she walked through the door. Gabbo and Lola were sound asleep on the floor. Keereet was sitting up, picking at the soft downy feathers on his fingers. Every now and again, Gabbo let out a righteous snore. They made Keereet jump and Lola grumble in her sleep.


     “No sleep?” asked Ma Tana, easing the door shut behind her. The click of the latch sliding into the frame thundered through the tiny house. Keereet flinched, but his friends slept on.


     “Nervous,” Keereet whispered.


     “I make tea,” said Ma Tana. “Help sleep.”


     Keereet smiled at her. “That would be very nice, thank you.”


     The tiger stepped across Gabbo, lifting her skirts halfway up her shins. She leaned down to the stove, struck a stinking, sulfurous match, and held it to the coals in the iron belly. It took a moment for the flame to catch. When it did, Ma Tana flicked the match out with her wrist and tossed it into the oven.


     She lifted the lid of a shallow, round, iron teapot and peered inside before setting it on the flat, blackened top of the stove. Stepping over the sleeping bodies again, the tiger collapsed into a crouch next to the eagle.


     “Why nervous?” she asked in a whisper, tilting her head.


     “I'm hesitant to... put myself in anyone else's power,” he said.


     “Want control?”


     “When it comes to myself, yes, but it's more than that.”


     Ma Tana smoothed her skirt against her knees with the flats of her palms. “How?”


     “I've had bad experiences with ritual and religion.”


     “Do not trust me?”


     “You I trust. It's the Wyvern that I'm not sure about.”


     “Wyvern only... What is word? Represent? Figure? Mouth? No power without other beasts.”


     “That doesn't necessarily make me feel any better,” said Keereet.


     “Not trust religion,” said Ma Tana.


     “I don't mean any offense.”


     “Take none,” said the tiger. “Not all beasts same. Even religion beasts.”


     “I know. It's an easier concept to know than to feel.”


     Ma Tana patted him on the shoulder. “You see. You be fine. Your friends here. With you.” She grunted as she rose to her feet. She tiptoed to the oven and held her hand over the spout of the teapot. “Will be minute,” she told Keereet.


     “Should I really be trying to sleep now anyway? It's nearly morning. We're supposed to meet the Wyvern today, aren't we?”


     “Wyvern not know. She not know for few hours more. You sleep.” Ma Tana shrugged. “Hungry?”


     “More than I should be,” said Keereet.


     “Hard to sleep hungry.” She drew a white porcelain jar from the shelf along the kitchen wall and tipped the contents into a rough clay bowl. She sprinkled a pinch of spice over the top.


     Steam was pouring through the spout of the teapot. The tiger lifted it by the heavy bamboo handle and tipped some boiling water into the bowl, stirring with the tip of a chopstick.


     She placed the teapot, the bowl, a tiny bamboo spoon, a teacup, and a pot of tea leaves on a tray and carried it to Keereet, settling it across his knees. He held the edges to stabilize it and she dropped a cluster of the dry leaves into the cup, crushing them with her fingers as she did. She poured the hot water over them, and it began to color.


     Keereet held the bowl to his beak and sniffed the steam coming from it. Inside the bowl was a white, sludgy, sticky paste. It was speckled with a tawny brown dust and dotted here and there with tiny cubes of yellow fruit that plumped as it absorbed the disappearing film of standing water.


     “Rice porridge with mango,” said Ma Tana. “Filling.” She rubbed her belly and smiled at him.


     Keereet smiled back. He dipped the spoon into the porridge and came up with a bite that was bigger than he had anticipated. It emanated a stringy cloud of steam as he blew on it, watching the substance shift and wrinkle under his breath. He held the spoon to his beak, nibbling the cooled edge of the spoon. It was starchy, tangy, and sweet, but very hot. He blew on it again.


     “Good? Hm?” asked Ma Tana.


     “Very. It's just hot,” said Keereet.


     “If want more, I make. Call if need me.” She stood and disappeared through the open doorway to her bedroom. A silk curtain fell across the opening. Keereet could hear the shuffling whisper of fabric and Ma Tana's groaning sigh as she reclined onto her palette.


     Keereet took hot, delicate spoonfuls of porridge into his mouth, rolling it around on his tongue, alternating between blowing out and sucking in air to cool it. It was still hot as it went down, and he felt he might regret eating it so quickly, but the porridge was too good to stop. It reminded him of food at home – sticky, sludgy, and nearly flavorless, but colored with nostalgia.


    


    

  


  
    


     “Hurry and eat, Keereet. The carriage is going to be here any minute,” his mother chided as she hovered around him. For the last ten minutes, she'd been bustling back and forth in a tight circle without really doing anything. She fidgeted with her dress, digging the fabric into clumps and pleats with her nervous fingers and then smoothing them out again.


     Keereet was shoveling too-hot gruel into his beak with two scalded fingers. The goop was grey, sticky, and it smelled of nothing but steam. The flavor was like water stored too long in a rusty drum – metallic and stale. He was used to it, and it filled his stomach. That was all that food was supposed to do anyway, though his mother sometimes splurged on expensive fruits and vegetables for special occasions.


     Halfway through the bowl, Keereet realized that his mother was crying.


     “Mother?” he asked. She turned away from him, mopping at her tears with her stained, worn-thin apron.


     “It's nothing. I'm fine,” she said, choking on the words.


     “No it's not, Mother.” He put his bowl down harder than he should. The remainder of his breakfast splashed onto the table.


     “You've spilled.” She mopped at it with a rag.


     “Mother. Mother, stop.” Keereet grabbed her hands. He forced them open and the cloth fell from her fingers in a heap on top of the oozing mess.


     “I've got to clean it up. Let me clean it up.” She sagged into him, pressing her face into his shoulder.


     “It's not alright now, but it's going to be. It's going to be okay.” A lump was rising in Keereet's throat, threatening to spill out as tears. “I'm going to go to the Academy now, Mother.”


     “Don't go,” she sobbed. “Oh, Keereet, don't go.” She wrapped her arms around him and crushed his body to hers. “You can't go. I won't let you.”


     “I can and you will. I'm going to walk out the door and I'm going to climb into the carriage with the others and you're going to wave and smile at me. I can't stand to see you cry.” He pushed her away from him and held her hands clasped between his own, looking her in the eyes. “Can you do that for me?”


     She sniffled, and a few more tears trickled down her face, disappearing between her feathers. “I think so.” She stood up straight then, patting her face with her apron. “Your father should really be here,” she said. Her voice grew steady, forceful. “He really should.”


     “He's not/ Whether he should be or he shouldn't, he's not.”


     There was a pounding at the door. Keereet's mother took in a deep, shaking breath.


     “Where's your sister?” she asked Keereet.


     “She's sleeping,” he said, turning toward the parlor.


     “Wait, I'll go get her.”


     “No, let her sleep. It's early.”


     His mother's brows fell. “But-”


     “Mother? Smile and wave.” He opened the door and a massive snow-white albatross filled the doorway.


     “Keereet,” he said. He put a hand on the eagle's head.


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Feeling miraculous?” asked the flight instructor. “That's what we're going to make happen,” he said. “A miracle.”


     Keereet smiled half-heartedly. He wasn't, in fact, feeling very miraculous at all.


     “Ma'am,” said the sea bird.


     “Rahqueet.” She nodded, her jaw quivering.


     “Well, best jump to it,” Rahqueet said to his new protege. “The others are waiting in the carriage. We've got a schedule to keep.”


     “Yes, Sir.” Keereet shoved past him, stepping out into the bright, early morning.


     On the street sat a hulking carriage. It was pieced together from scrap. The walls were patchwork, and it had no top. It was tarnished and colored with age, polished only along the edges of the frame where countless hatchlings had taken hand holds to pull themselves up the short, narrow steps.


     At the front of the carriage was a hulking pull engine, belching steam, smoke, and cinders into the air. It hissed and boiled and chugged, jerking every now and again and straining against the chains that were bolted to the carriage. They clanked and jingled and the metal wheels of the carriage rolled forward and back at short, sharp angles. Keereet wrapped one hand around the opposite wrist and rubbed.


     An ambivalent driver crouched on the edge of a bin at the front of the carriage, stabbing at the flames in the engine with a long, red-hot poker. The bin was piled with fuel – scraps of wood, bits of fabric and tufts of dried grass, and the occasional diminutive lump of coal. The driver kept his back to the carriage, peering with squinted eyes into the flames. He hacked, coughed, and spat a wad of mucous onto the street.


     “Rahqueet,” he called. “Move your tailfeathers. We're burning fuel here.” He cursed as a hot spark fell onto the back of his neck, batting at it with one hand while his other continued to stir the fire.


     Half a dozen Avians of Keereet's age were perched along rows of butt-polished benches. They chattered at each other, gesturing with extended arms. Every now and again, one would jump out of his seat. Keereet watched one of them rap another on the head and they all fell into giggles. He felt his cheeks pull back in a weak smile and took a step forward.


     In that instant, they noticed him. They fell silent, their excited discussion falling away. A few beaks slipped open, and their eyes went wide. As he approached the carriage, they shifted away from him, sliding down the benches.


     “I'm Keereet,” he mumbled with a lump in his throat. They said nothing, staring at him. Keereet waited for one to blink. When it happened he pulled himself up into the carriage, doing his best to keep his stubby wings behind him and out of sight. The others jerked away from him. One raised his hands up in front of his face.


     “It's not contagious,” said the eagle, attempting a chuckle. It came out as a raspy squeak.


     When the group didn't respond, he sat down in the back corner of the carriage furthest away from them. The flight instructor pulled himself up into the cart and settled into one of the foremost seats. He bobbed his head at the driver, and the Avian pushed down on a lever, releasing the brake. The carriage surged forward with a groan.


     Keereet looked back at his house as the carriage pulled away. His mother stood in the doorway, her face fallen and her jaw vibrating. She didn't smile. She didn't wave. Keereet did both for her, giving a lazy, flopping salute and a grimace. Movement from above caught his eye. Behind a dirt-streaked window, Rahtah was waving, beaming down at him. It was impossible not to return the sentiment. Keereet stood up and waved both arms at his sister, a broad smile spreading across his face.


     The carriage took a sharp corner, and Keereet fell into a crouch, grasping at the bench to keep from falling. When he looked up, his house had disappeared behind other buildings.


    


    

  


  
    


     Keereet, Lola, and Gabbo trudged through the hottest part of the day behind Ma Tana, who urged them along. Lola walked with a hand on Keereet's shoulder. He glanced at her every now and again and she smiled. He felt as though he were headed to his execution.


     “It's going to be fine, Keereet,” said the fox. “Gabbo and I are right here with you.”


     Keereet nodded without speaking. His brow was furrowed. It felt heavy, like a wad of mud drying against his forehead. Bile was rising up his throat in a painful lump the size of his fist. He swallowed it down.


     Keereet was, for the first time, very aware of how hot it was in this city. Without the robe to shade his eyes, they ached in the sunlight. He squinted. His tongue felt swollen and dry, too big for his beak. He swallowed and rolled it around in his mouth. It rasped like sandpaper.


     In the light of day, the dragon's head entrance was just as impressive, if less intimidating. A door shut somewhere on the street behind the group and Keereet jumped. Gabbo squeezed the back of Keereet's neck.


     “Easy, Kid.”


     Ma Tana disappeared down the dragon's throat. For a moment, Keereet pictured the building coming to life and swallowing him into its burning gut. The idea was comforting compared to the thought of meeting the Wyvern. Keereet steeled himself with a deep, gasping breath and stepped into the temple.


     The Wyvern stood at the far end of the room with her back to the four beasts as they entered, wiping at the statue of the Scaled Gods with an oiled cloth. They gleamed where she had wiped them down. Ma Tana stopped halfway down the central aisle. Keereet, Gabbo, and Lola stepped up behind her.


     The smell of the polish crept into Keereet's nose and down his throat. His stomach roiled, and he suppressed a whimper that threatened to creep out unbidden.


     The Wyvern turned.


     “Ma Tana,” she said with a broad smile, “what can -” She froze, her eyes locking onto Keereet. Her lips parted and her mouth came open. The rabbit fell prostrate to the floor and went silent.


     “This is Keereet,” said the tiger.


     Gabbo pushed Keereet forward. The eagle took a couple of stumbling steps and another deep, whooping breath.


     “Y-you don't have to...” he rubbed a hand along the back of his neck and looked back at the three beasts behind him.


     “Holy Messenger,” said the rabbit, still cowering on the floor. “What do you ask of me? What do the Scaled Gods desire of the lowly Wyvern of Red City? Command me and it shall be done.”


     “It's not like that at all,” said Keereet.


     Lola stepped up next to him, patting him on the hand.


     “The Messenger asks that you rise, Wyvern. Your piety and devotion is noteworthy.”


     The rabbit hurried to her feet, her eyes cast to the floor. “Do you speak for the Messenger?”


     “When the occasion calls for it. I am the Messenger's... acolyte.”


     “Yeah, that's me too,” said Gabbo, stepping around Ma Tana.


     The Wyvern looked up at the otter with an eyebrow raised, and then cast her eyes downward again.


     “You don't have to look at the floor,” said Keereet.


     “Where would you have me look, Holy Messenger?”


     “Wherever you want. Call me Keereet.”


     “It is not my wish to disrespect you.”


     “It's not disrespect if it's what I tell you to do.”


     “I must alert the congregation,” said The Wyvern. “This is an honor. They will want to bear witness to your holy presence.”


     “That's not necessary now. I'm here because I need you to take me to the Crystal Mountain. During the pilgrimage.”


     “Of course,” said the rabbit. “It is done. If you desire, we can depart at nightfall.”


     “That won't be necessary,” said Lola. “The plans that you have already made are acceptable.”


     “We don't want to be a burden,” said Keereet.


     “It is a privilege, not a burden, to serve. Ma Tana, wherever did you manage to find the Holy Messe- Keereet? And in such a short time.”


     The tiger shuffled her feet. “I...”


     “Ma Tana has been my hostess since I arrived. She was under my orders not to reveal me until I was prepared.” Keereet cleared his throat and Lola smiled at him.


     “You were the beast in the robe,” the Wyvern gasped. “Forgive me, I did not recognize you.”


     “You weren't meant to,” said Lola.


     “Of course. We leave in three day's time. Should you prefer to stay here, in the temple, I can make arrangements for you in my own rooms.” The rabbit gestured to a door behind her.


     “I'll continue to stay with Ma Tana.”


     “The congregation meets tomorrow night,” said the Wyvern. “Should you care to join us. I hope that you will. Though should it be your will or the will of the Scaled Gods that you not attend, the beasts will understand.”


     Keereet nodded and turned toward the door.


     “Wait,” said the rabbit. Keereet paused, looking over his shoulder. “What would you have of me in the meantime? Will you proselytize in the city? Shall we spread the love and hatred of the Scaled Gods? Would you have me act as your acolyte?”


     “Keep the faith,” said Lola. “And prepare for the pilgrimage.”


     The Wyvern sang as they left, her voice taking on the haunting, wailing quality that had so unsettled Keereet on their first visit to the temple.


     “Ya did good, Kid,” said Gabbo as they stepped into the open air.


     “I must say, you did take quite well to the role,” said Lola.


     “You expected anything less?” asked Keereet. Lola and Gabbo gave him knowing looks, their eyebrows raised and their chins tilted down in twin expressions. Keereet laughed.


     “The Wyvern believe anything you say,” said Ma Tana. “Everything. You can easy have world at fingertips, Keereet.”


     “I don't want the world.”


     “What you want?” asked the tiger.


     “To be left alone,” said Lola.


     “A squirrel,” said Gabbo, his smile stretching taught across his broad face.


     “Lunch,” said Keereet.


     “It good Lord Reign footing bills. You eat me out house and home if no.”


     The feathers stood on Keereet's face and he squawked under his breath.


     “That's alright. I'm hungry, too. Bet I out-eat you this time around.” Gabbo punched him in the shoulder.


     “Where to this time?” asked Lola.


     Ma Tana pulled at her lower lip with a fingertip as she walked, looking up and down side streets.


     “Somewhere we haven't been,” said Keereet. “Though we haven't tried anything yet that I haven't liked.”


     “Hot pot?” asked Ma Tana.


     “What's hot pot?” the otter asked.


     “Delicious, if you get it from the right place,” said Lola.


     “I know one.” The tiger turned abruptly, spinning on her left heel and heading down an all-but-empty street.


     The place was in the shade. As such, it was packed. It was small, wedged between two taller buildings. The roof was thatched in interlocking poles of bamboo. The walls were built from bundled reeds lashed together and stood on end. The smells of hot chilies and citrus wafted out of the open doorway on thin currents of steam.


     Round stone tables ranged up and down the room in rows. Each was surrounded by a bench, one solid ring of carved stone.


     The center of each table was hollowed into a shallow bowl. Within the hollows burned clusters of red-hot coals. Over each table, a wire stand crouched, squat and broad. The stands supported deep pots over the center of the coals. Fist-sized metal platters ringed the pots at the edges of the heat.


     Young beasts ran between tables, carrying small bellows, pokers, tongs, and buckets of coal, tending to the flames under each pot. Only one table was open, and the four did not wait to be seated.


     A billy goat approached them, pouring four tall, fluted, metal goblets of amber beer. He lay a number of long, thin metal skewers and a deep ladle with a spindly stem on the table.


     He said something to Ma Tana in a language that Keereet didn't know.


     She responded in the same language. Then she turned to the otter, eagle, and fox. “I order beef and vegetables.”


     The goat nodded and went to the side of the room furthest from the door, bending down behind a long counter. He returned with a desert fox kit behind him.


     The young beast carried a heavy, steaming pitcher with both hands. She leaned over the table and poured the contents of the pitcher into the pot. The metal hissed as the broth hit it. A cloud of strongly spiced steam spread over the table, and Keereet inhaled. Gabbo groaned and licked his lips.


     The billy goat shoved the kit aside with one leg, his arms heavy-laden. A broad, flat bamboo tray rested on each, and he slid them to the table. One held a stack of bowls, soup spoons, and chopsticks. The other was piled with plates of thinly-sliced raw beef, chopped vegetables like scallions, squash, carrots, and greens. Tiny bowls on the tray held heaps of garlic, ginger, toasted slivers of nuts, chili paste, and some sauces that Keereet did not recognize.


     Ma Tana dove at the tray as soon as the goat was gone. She tipped vegetables, beef, and sauces into the boiling broth at the center of the table and swirled it with one of the skewers.


     “Not take long,” she said, plucking a thin slice of red meat from what remained on the tray. She lay it on one of the hot plates. It sizzled and spat as she added ginger, garlic, and a brown sauce, rolling the meat over and over in its own evaporating juices before blowing on it and popping it into her mouth.


     Lola sipped her beer and lay a slice of squash on the plate in front of her, prodding it as it cooked.


     Keereet and Gabbo followed suit, taking huge portions and pushing them back and forth across the hot surface. Neither waited for the food to cook fully before shoving it, still hissing and steaming, into their mouths.


     “You're going to burn yourselves,” said Lola.


     “Let them,” said Ma Tana. “Maybe they learn.”


     After the first fire-hot mouthfuls, Gabbo and Keereet slowed.


     “I'm still gonna eat more 'n you,” said the otter, slurping down a piece of raw beef to cool his overheated tongue. Keereet wrinkled his nose, opting to cool his mouth with a wad of uncooked cabbage.


     A bustle rose outside of the restaurant, a murmur of excited voices and hurried feet that grew louder and louder. A crowd of beasts of all shapes and sizes burst through the door. One at the front of the group spotted Keereet, and they all made a straight line for the eagle, tripping over themselves and falling to their knees.


     Keereet gawped, his feathers puffing.


     “What in the world?” asked Lola.


     “Hey, we're tryin' t' eat here,” complained Gabbo around a mouthful.


     “Holy Messenger!” the group muttered.


     “Bless my calf, please,” said one of the mob. The cow held a swaddled, squirming ball of pale fur aloft toward the eagle.


     Beasts were still piling in through the door.


     The billy goat was spluttering, waving his arms at the crowd. He shouted in multiple languages until Keereet heard the one that he recognized. “Out! Get out! Paying customers only!”


     Still they came, on and on, crushing one another against the walls. Keereet watched as an elderly mouse was jostled. She reached to catch herself and shoved her hand deep into a hot bed of coals, shrieking before snatching it away.


     The eagle stood. “Everybeast out!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs, pointing toward the door. The mob stopped coming. A gangly lizard was dousing the mouse's burnt hand with cool water, shielding her from the crowd with his body.


     Keereet realized how heavily he was breathing, his chest surging up and down. He could feel the heat in his face. He stood, and the crowd surged back away from him.


     “I will bless every one of you,” he said. “Out in the street. In an orderly fashion.”


     The mob streamed back the way it came, people still shoving and pushing at one another.


     “Keereet, you don't have to,” said Gabbo.


     “It's a little deceptive, isn't it?” whispered Lola.


     “If it stops them from killing one another to try to get to me, then I don't care.” The eagle abandoned their meal and stepped out into the street with Lola and Gabbo close behind. Ma Tana remained at the table, slurping beer and stirring soup.


     As Keereet stepped into the street, the crowd fell to their faces on the dusty cobblestones. The avenue was packed with them in either direction – all manner of beasts, and all bowing to him. He burped and put a hand on his belly. The beasts murmured, the sound like a strong wind through dense trees. Some of them were weeping.


     “Please, stand up,” said Keereet. Some of them did. Most did not. Those that had looked unsure of what to do glanced at the others and fell into cowering half-crouches. None would meet his eyes.


     He knelt by the nearest of the beasts, the cow who had asked for his blessing upon her calf. He lifted her to her feet. She cradled the calf against her chest. He kicked and cooed, drool running from the corner of his mouth to stain his mother's blouse.


     Keereet brushed his fingers across the soft forehead of the tiny beast. He opened his mouth to say something, but realized he didn't know the right words for a Holy Messenger to bless a beast. So he said nothing. The mother looked satisfied all the same, her eyes wide and dewy.


     “Thank you, Messenger,” she said, her voice cracking.


     “I hope he grows up strong and healthy,” said Keereet.


     “He will, Holy One. He will now that you've blessed him.”


     Keereet touched the cow's forehead. “And you as well. He'll need his mother to be strong, won't he?” He smiled at her and she beamed.


     “Yes, Holy One. Thank you.”


     Others pushed into her place. A dog with a limp lifted one of his trouser legs to expose a weeping rash. Keereet knelt and put his hand on the beast's leg just above the where the raw wound oozed. The dog winced but he smiled.


     “Thank you, Holy One.”


     Lola peered down over the dog's leg and dug a pouch from her cleavage. She pinched a bit of greenish powder between her fingers and knelt next to the eagle. “This will sting.”


     She cupped the powder in her hand and blew across it, driving it against the rash. The dog winced again, his ears twitching. The fox took his hand as she stood, wrapping his fingers around the tiny pouch.


     “Put this on once a day,” she said.


     “Who are you?”


     “My acolyte,” said Keereet.


     “Thank you,” said the dog, his low-hanging lips wobbling as he nodded his gratitude.


     A third beast came forward. After Keereet had touched him, there was a fourth, and after that a fifth. Keereet began to be the one to move then. He stepped over and between beasts, pulling them to their feet and placing his hand on their shoulders, their foreheads, their chests. There were some with injuries that Lola could not help, and Keereet swallowed back tears even as they smiled at him.


     Still, the crowd grew. Keereet was amazed at how quickly word had spread about his appearance in the city. As he passed among them, some reached out to touch him, their fingers brushing over his wings. The sensation made him shiver. His skin crawled every time a beast touched his deformity, and he had to steel himself to keep from flinching and running.


     Gabbo and Lola pressed in as he moved through the beasts, flanking him and keeping wary eyes on the crowd. Lola had her arm looped through one of his, and Gabbo kept a hand on his back.


     The size of the crowd was astounding. Everywhere he looked there was another beast, begging for his touch and his blessing on them. He felt like something of a charlatan, and yet he was making these beasts so happy. Was that really such a bad compromise? It was true, though, he could have the whole city – maybe even the world – at his fingertips if he chose to.


     The press of the crowd was becoming overwhelming. Keereet felt he would never come to the end. He wasn't sure that there was an end. He turned down a side street and was met by more faces, more beasts wanting something from him. His touches became perfunctory – he brushed his fingers over beasts without looking at them, and still they loved him for it.


     “I need to lie down,” he whispered to Lola.


     “Keep moving towards Ma Tana's house. We'll get there,” she said. The eagle didn't miss the look that Lola gave Gabbo or the tightening of her grip on his arm. Gabbo's hand was hot on his back, and the press of bodies was becoming worse.


     Keereet stopped touching the crowd altogether. Their hands still groped at his shoulders and his wings. He shivered and squeezed his eyes shut and let Lola and Gabbo lead him through the beasts. Their fingers felt like bugs crawling across his skin, and he sweated and ached. He opened his eyes again as they rounded another corner, and there was a brief respite when there were no beasts in front of him.


     The eagle turned to look back. A surging, mumbling throng came along behind him. It looked as if the whole city was following him. He sighed and choked on his own spit, hacking as Lola and Gabbo dragged him ever forward.


     The crowd behind him only grew louder. Somebeast shouted something, but he couldn't make out what it was. Then there was another shout. And another. He shuddered and his knees buckled for a moment. Lola and Gabbo managed to keep him upright until he found his feet again.


     “It's alright, Keereet. Lola an' I are right here,” Gabbo said.


     Lola clasped the eagle's hand in both of her own, patting and squeezing it. “Almost there.”


     They turned onto the street that Ma Tana lived on, and Keereet's head swam. At the other end of the street, clustered around Ma Tana's house, was a crowd just as big as the one he pulled behind him. Gabbo stepped in front of the eagle, but the crowd had already seen him. They stampeded, racing toward him with footsteps like thunder.


     Keereet screamed. Gabbo roared, and Lola clung to the eagle for dear life as the two crowds collided, the running beasts hardly slowing before they crushed against the other. The eagle was driven to the ground, hitting the cobblestones so hard that he bit his tongue. Some beast stepped on his hand. Another kneed him in the head. He screamed again, wrapping his arms around himself.


     “Back up!” Gabbo yelled. The crowd above Keereet cleared a beast at a time, the shadows falling off of him. He looked up to see Gabbo grabbing beasts by their shoulders and shoving them away. Lola reached down from behind the eagle and hoisted him to his feet.


     “Come on, Keereet. We're gettin' you outta here.” The otter threw Keereet up over his shoulder. Some beasts in the crowd gasped. “Back up, I said! Make way for the Holy Damned Messenger!”


     Keereet was jounced along on the otter's shoulder, watching Lola's skirts sway behind them as Gabbo bulled his way through the crowd. They stopped and Keereet heard a door open. Gabbo ducked and pulled Keereet through the doorway. Lola pressed in behind them and slammed the door.


     The otter lowered Keereet to the floor, and Lola went to her knees next to him.


     “Are you alright?” she asked him, looking him over. “Are you hurt?”


     “Still with us, Kid?” asked Gabbo from the eagle's other side.


     “I'm fine,” said Keereet between panting breaths. “Just scared. They aren't leaving, are they?” he asked. “I can still hear them.”


     The sound of a thousand beasts was hardly muffled by the walls of Ma Tana's home.


     “I doubt very much that they will leave any time soon, if they do so at all,” said Lola. “I ought to have anticipated this.”


     “I was the one who fed into it. I started the whole mess.”


     “It ain't nobody's fault but that bunch of fishbrained beasts out there chanting for the Holy Messenger,” said Gabbo. “Nobody whips a beast into a frenzy like he does to himself.” The otter sagged back against the wall and put a broad, heavy hand on top of Keereet's head. “I'm just glad you're managin' to cope.”


     “I am as well,” said Lola.


     “How is Ma Tana going to get in?” asked Keereet.


     “She's a very forceful tigress. I'm certain that she'll manage.”


     And she did. Only a few minutes later, the door opened and Ma Tana squeezed in. In the instant that the door was ajar, the sound of the crowd was booming. Then the tiger shut it again. She sighed and flopped to the floor.


     “I think need nap,” she said. “It mess outside. No leaving for while. Not you, least,” she looked at Keereet.


     They spent the rest of the day and the following night quietly. The same couldn't be said for the beasts outside. In the early hours of the morning, the crowd was still singing, chanting, and wailing.


     Keereet tossed and turned on the floor, and he suspected that none of the others were asleep either. The room didn't have the hushed rhythmic sigh of sleeping beasts. Gabbo wasn't snoring.


     He turned over again, laying on his belly. The angle at which his head turned to the floor was uncomfortable. He rolled to his right and sighed.


     He felt a twinge in his bladder that grew to a dull ache in the space of a few seconds. He flexed the muscles in his stomach, hoping that a different posture might relieve the need. It didn't.


     “Not sleepin'?” Gabbo asked.


     “No,” said Keereet and Lola together.


     “Me neither.”


     In Ma Tana's room, fabric shuffled and sighed. “It rare I not sleep.”


     Keereet sat up. “This may be a bad time, but...” he looked everywhere but at Lola. “I need to...”


     “What?” asked the fox. She sat up.


     “He needs to see a beast about a horse,” said Gabbo from where he lay.


     “Oh. That may prove to be problematic.”


     There was a communal privy in the neighborhood. It was two blocks down the street. Beyond a massive crowd of fanatics.


     Lola stood and moved to the door. She opened it a crack. The crowd outside screamed. Their excitement and anticipation floated on the air like a noxious fume. Lola slammed the door shut.


     “How badly do you need to go?” she asked, looking back at Keereet over her shoulder. Her lips were pursed to one side.


     “Well,” said Keereet. “If I need to hold it, I need to hold it.”


     “That means he can't wait,” said Gabbo.


     “Empty pot behind stove,” said Ma Tana from behind her curtain.


     “No way!” said Keereet.


     Lola pulled an expression of disgust.


     Gabbo laughed. “We'll plug our ears and sing if ya want, Kid.”


     “I've had my fill of singing, thank you.” The eagle nudged Gabbo's shoulder with a taloned foot. “I'd rather take my chances with the crowd.”


     “I'm not sending you out into that crowd alone,” said Lola. “Gabbo, if you would be so kind as to escort our Holy Messenger.”


     “That's a nice way of pawnin' it off on a fella,” complained the otter. He groaned as he pushed himself up to his feet. “No time like the present. Let's go.”


     “Be authoritative,” said Lola. “If you deliver commands like you really mean what you say, then they'll listen. Probably.”


     Keereet swallowed as Lola stepped back, making room for Gabbo to swing the door open.


     The crowd bellowed up into Keereet's face. They stood, sat, and sprawled on the cobblestones up to the very door frames.


     A few of them looked faint. Some wavered on their feet. A cat ran her fingers down her face as she screamed, dragging ripples through the white fur. A hundred hands extended towards him, groping at his clothes and his feathers.


     He felt a sharp twang as one was plucked from his skin.


     Gabbo bulled into the crowd, using his body as a wedge to drive a gap through which Keereet could pass. The gap closed behind them as soon as Keereet had passed.


     “Be authoritative,” Gabbo called over his shoulder.


     Keereet opened his mouth and took a deep breath, but found himself unable to speak. The sound of cheers and chanting and songs pounded in his head, threatening to burst his ear drums.


     I'd never be loud enough for them to hear me, he thought. There was still a dull stretch in his lower abdomen. He did his best not to think about it as he plodded on.


     The streetlamps hadn't been lit on this street. Keereet imagined that it was because the lighters couldn't get through the crowd. Or else they hadn't tried. Lifted high in the hands of the beasts that crowded the street were thousands of candles that pushed back the night.


     Gabbo stopped and Keereet bumped face-first into the otter's broad back.


     “You've gotta do somethin', Keereet,” he said, gesturing ahead.


     Keereet stood on his toes to peer over the otter's shoulder. A group of beasts stretched from one side of the road to the other, their arms linked in a many-hued chain that came around in a circle. They rocked back and forth, singing in a multitude of voices. Their eyes were squeezed shut, their faces upturned. They hadn't even noticed Keereet.


     Keereet cleared his throat and leaned forward over the otter. Gabbo put out an arm to stabilize the eagle.


     “Excuse us?” Keereet said. He wasn't even certain he'd heard himself. “Excuse us,” he said louder, his voice wavering.


     “Authoritative.”


     “Excuse us!” Keereet roared. The crowd jumped. He jumped. The circle of worshipers opened their eyes. Keereet cleared his throat and they fell to their knees. The crowd had ceased to press in on him, though their hands were still held out in supplication.


     “Please stand,” Keereet said. “We'd like to get past.”


     The beasts didn't stand. Instead they spread like spiders, scuttling across the cobblestones. They forced themselves into spaces between other beasts' legs. The crowd folded back on itself, and the road was clear. Six beasts could have walked abreast for a hundred yards before touching any of the worshipers.


     Once Keereet and Gabbo began moving, the crowd behind folded in just as closely as they had before, but those ahead kept their distance. Keereet felt himself begin to shake as he realized that every eye on the street was on him. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath.


     “If you faint you'll mess yer trousers,” said the otter, putting a hand on the eagle's shoulder and squeezing it.


     Keereet looked at him and they smiled at one another, Gabbo chuckling in his throat.


     They made it to the privy and back with no incident, though it had taken Keereet a while, knowing as he did that thousands of beasts were just outside the door waiting for him to reappear. By the time he and Gabbo returned to Ma Tana's house, the hesitant edges of the oncoming sunlight threatened to overcome the stars.


     “Feel better?” asked Lola.


     Keereet's feathers puffed and he settled down onto the floor, pulling a blanket over his face.


     The crowd was hushed in comparison to the former din. The occasional chant or cry still broke the general quiet, but the continuous mumble of the beasts outside had disappeared.


     “What did you do?” asked Lola.


     “I was authoritative.”


     “Maybe now we can sleep,” said Gabbo.


     “Not with talking,” said Ma Tana from the other room.


    


    

  


  
    


     The crowd had quieted, but it hadn't dispersed. Every time any one of the four opened the door, there it was. If anything, the crowd had grown. Keereet had come to terms with the fact that he wouldn't be leaving the house until it was time to meet with the Wyvern for the pilgrimage.


     The night before they were set to leave, some beast began to pound on the door.


     “They're getting out of hand,” said Lola.


     “Ignore it,” said Keereet. “Just let them knock. It will stop when their arms get tired.”


     There was another set of loud raps.


     “Open for the Emperor!” barked a voice outside the door.


     Lola, Gabbo, Keereet, and Ma Tana froze, their eyes wide. It was Ma Tana who broke the stillness. She stepped over Gabbo on her way to the door.


     The tiger pulled the door open wide. A pair of armored guards stood there, shoulder to shoulder. The crowd had parted and drawn back behind them. A quartet of muscular beasts held long poles over their shoulder behind the guards, supporting a sedan chair draped in red silk.


     “Down,” said a voice behind the curtains. The beasts went to one knee, lowering the chair to the ground.


     A ring-heavy hand pulled the silk to one side, and the Emperor stepped from within the canopy. The rat grimaced down at the cobblestones as his slipper-wrapped feet touched them.


     His fur was a creamy off-white, peppered with silvery gray hairs. His ears were enormous, sagging and folded under their own weight. He held his head and shoulders stiff and erect as he extended a hand to Ma Tana.


     She took it and kissed it, kneeling in front of the beast.


     He stepped around her.


     The pair of guards moved to follow him into the house, but he held a hand up and they stopped.


     “I'll be quite alright on my own. Close the door, tigress.”


     Ma Tana stood and swung the door shut behind her. As the Emperor swept into the room, Lola knelt. She punched Gabbo in the shoulder and he sat up, shuffling to one knee.


     Keereet took the cue, falling to one knee himself as the Emperor stood over him.


     “So it is true,” said the rat. He crossed his arms over his chest. “There is an Avian in my city.”


     Keereet opened his mouth, unsure of whether he was expected to answer. The Emperor cut him off.


     “You are causing quite the disturbance. What, exactly, are you doing in my city?”


     Keereet cleared his throat, his eyes on the hem of the Emperor's robe. A slender trim ran around the bottom of the silk, worked with gold and silk thread in a multitude of colors, depicting a sensual scene of long, slender dragons wrapped around one another, their claws hooked and their teeth gnashing.


     “I...” began Keereet.


     “Speak up, Avian. I haven't all day to spend in this...” the Emperor looked around the room, “domicile.”


     “I'm here looking for other Avians,” said the eagle.


     “Well there aren't any here. Just you. So you really have no business here.”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Your Magnificence is the proper way to address us,” said the rat.


     “Yes, Your Magnificence.”


     “So you deny, then, that you are here to stage a religious coup and take my city for yourself in the name of some of the dragon gods or another?” the rat cocked an eyebrow, his upper lip raised in a sneer.


     “That never his goal, Your Magnificence,” said Ma Tana.


     “We did not address the tigress,” said the Emperor, waving a dismissive hand at her. She fell silent, looking down at her feet. “We were asking the Avian.”


     “What she says is true, Your Magnificence. I have no intent to take your rule from you.”


     “And I am simply to take your word on this?” he asked.


     “I don't know how else to prove it to you- Your Magnificence,” said Keereet, wringing his hands.


     “If that is, in fact, the case, and your only meaning here was to find others like yourself, then I suspect that you will want to leave my city presently. Won't you?”


     “Tommorrow, Your Magnificence,” said Keereet. “With the pilgrimage.”


     The rat hooked a finger under Keereet's jaw, lifting the eagle's eyes to his own.


     “See that you do. And that you never come back to my city. Any of you.” He gestured with a pointed, yellow nail at Lola and Gabbo. “I am not a beast to be trifled with. Should you test me, you will regret it. More so than you have regretted any action in your life.” He turned, his robe billowing out behind him in a broad, sweeping flutter.


     He stopped at the door, clearing his throat and glaring at Ma Tana when she did not jump to open it. She hurried to the door then, and threw it open. The Emperor stepped out and his guards flanked him as he climbed back into the chair.


     “Remember what it is I've said, Avian,” the rat said through the curtain as the bearers lifted it into the air.


     Keereet peered out the door after the Emperor. The beasts stepped aside for the passing chair and the retinue of guards, but they only had eyes for the eagle.


     It's really true, Keereet thought. I could have the entire city if I liked.


     He looked across the street and saw that the Emperor had left behind a cadre of guards. The beasts were burly, muscular, and armored. They peered at Keereet with severe eyes where they stood in the midst of the crowd. They held their staffs erect in front of their bodies, still figures among the shifting press of beasts. Keereet had a feeling that they would not be leaving until he did.


     Some beast in the crowd shouted out to him, and he flinched. Ma Tana closed the door and the group exhaled a sigh as one.


     “I get a feelin' that visits from His Magnificent Fishbrain don't happen often, do they?”


     “Never,” said Ma Tana. “It honor even see His Magnificence.”


     “Honor my backside,” said Gabbo. “That was a threat is what it was.”


     “There are guards posted across the street,” said Keereet.


     “Any beast who asks will be told that their presence is to ensure the safety of the Holy Messenger,” said Lola. “But I believe that we all know that protecting Keereet has nothing to do with their real purpose.”


     “They're watching me,” said Keereet.


     “Precisely. Were we to fail to follow our plans and stay here after the pilgrimage had left, there would be an invitation. Something discreet. The Emperor might invite you to the palace as his adviser to the Scaled Gods. He would likely invite myself and Gabbo as well. And then it is more than likely that we would decide to stay at the palace for the rest of our lives, and none of us would ever be seen again.”


     “If you had any doubts about the trip, Kid, I think the issue's been settled.” Gabbo rolled back into his prone position, stretching his legs and folding his arms under his head.


     “Will you be alright when you return from the pilgrimage?” Lola asked Ma Tana.


     “I think yes,” she said. “He not say I don't come back.” She shrugged. “Besides, I am old and tired. I don't go this time. I no like leave city.” She smiled.


    


    

  


  
    


     The guards were still there, as was the crowd, when they left to meet the Wyvern. Each of the three had a pack over their shoulder, though Ma Tana had insisted that all of their needs would be met by the Wyvern and her followers.


     The crowd knew where they were going, and they followed behind the eagle and his retinue as they passed through the streets of the city for the last time. There was a sort of hushed excitement in the air, a sense of anticipation. They walked in near silence, pulling the sound of stamping feet and shuffling bodies along behind them.


     Some of the beasts in the crowd still groped at him, but Keereet was less concerned about the sensation now. Every now and again he brushed off an overenthusiastic clinger who refused to let go, but his mind was on the Crystal Mountain.


     The Wyvern met them at the entrance to the dragon's head temple. A dozen believers were clustered around her, bustling around piles of accumulated goods and supplies.


     A handful of these beasts passed into the crowd, handing out slender candles from bulging burlap sacks. The candles were bright, swirled with dozens of colors and flaked with bits of metal that glinted in the sun. The crowd held them reverently, though none of them were lit.


     “Welcome, Holy Messenger,” said the rabbit as she knelt before Keereet. “We are prepared to make our journey, at your command.”


     The stronger beasts streamed past on both sides, eager volunteers to shoulder the heavy loads of food and tributes for the long walk. The dead-end street became crowded and loud as organizers allotted loads to the volunteers.


     Keereet nodded down at the Wyvern and lifted the rabbit to her feet by her shoulders. “If we are prepared, then let's go.”


     The Wyvern turned to the people and shouted over the crowd. “Beloved!” she cried “Despised! With the Holy Messenger's blessing, we pilgrimage to the Crystal Mountain for the glory of the Scaled Gods!”


     The crowd cheered, shoving themselves back against the walls that enclosed the street to allow the Wyvern and Keereet's party to pass back out towards Red City's North Gate. The unsettling songs of the worshipers began somewhere and flowed throughout the crowd. It sounded as though the whole city were singing.


     As they passed down the main avenue toward the gate, the crowd only grew. Beasts who had been standing in the street or headed to the market were swept along with the worshipers, drawn by the fervor and emotion in the air as well as the press of the bodies.


     Keereet did not fail to notice the number of armored guards that ranged up and down the sides of the road. He pointed them out to Gabbo.


     “Saw 'em before you did,” Gabbo yelled over the crowd.


     “They're here to make certain that you're actually leaving,” said Lola on the eagle's other side. “That it's not a bait-and-switch. I'd bet my life that there are dozens more here that we can't see. Beasts out of uniform in the crowd.” She gestured across the mass of beasts.


     Keereet looked across the sea of bodies, picking out individual faces and studying them. He couldn't tell which were there for the pilgrimage and which were there at the command of the Emperor. The ambiguity was unsettling.


     The crowd grew louder, singing and wailing, as they reached the North Gate. Enameled posts, as broad across as four beasts abreast, rose at either side of the passageway. They met high overhead in a pointed, sweeping arch. On either side of the apex, a gold dragon curled around the curve of the posts, snarling at the outside world.


     The group slowed as the fanatics bottlenecked, pushing through the gate and into the desert in a trickle as the guards at the gate tried to keep order. As Keereet passed through, he could hear one yelling, trying to direct incoming traffic to one side of the road. Another was failing to streamline the exiting beasts to the other side. Both those who were entering the city and those leaving it all but ignored them.


     The air seemed hotter and drier the further they got from the city. Keereet flexed his toes against the hot earth beneath them. Looking over the beasts to his left, he could see the scrub and brush that grew up the side of the mountain.


     The range was fringed with green at the top, a color that faded into muddy browns and oranges as it drew nearer. To his right stretched the desert. The sand drifted across the landscape in long, low, sweeping dunes, a brilliant yellow-white that bounced sunlight directly into his eyes no matter where he looked. In the distance, the entire horizon seemed to be engulfed by a sea of shimmering still water.


     He was thirsty.


     The sun was far into its fall out of the sky, and yet the air was still boiling hot. Some of the beasts in the crowd turned back as soon as they left the gates, returning to the city to seek shelter from the heat.


     More continued onward. They kicked up a cloud of dust behind them that rolled up in great golden spires. Some continued to sing, but many found the air too dry, and stopped when their mouths grew parched and their voices cracked.


     Keereet swung his water skin up from under his arm, squeezing a jet of tepid liquid into his open mouth. Warm as it was, it was delicious.


     The Wyvern, walking just in front of him, turned and half-knelt, walking backwards.


     “Anything that you desire, Holy One, ask and you shall receive it. We, the followers of the Scaled Gods, are pleased to serve you.”


     “I'm fine, thank you,” he said, trying to be inconspicuous as he slid the water skin back under his arm. He had some concern that, should the rabbit know he was thirsty, she might drown him.


     Keereet's eyes were sore from squinting by the time the sun went down. As soon as it sank below the horizon, while it was still leaving purples and pinks behind it in the cloudless sky, the air grew cold.


     Lola shivered next to him, but Keereet reveled in the sensation. The crowd seemed to feel similarly as the sound of song picked up once more.


     When the last of the color had gone from the sky, beasts passed through the crowd lighting the candles. Keereet looked back to see a surging mass of stars coming to life on the sand, bobbing along behind him against the faces of the worshipers.


     The temperature plummeted. Keereet shivered as the beasts around him wrapped themselves in jackets and robes. A horse behind him placed a hand on his shoulder. Keereet jumped away from the touch.


     “Please, Holy One, take mine,” said the beast, holding a long, moth-eaten coat out with one hand.


     It dangled, limp and worn. Once it may have been blue – it showed hints of color where the seams drew together – but most of the color had faded with time and exposure to the sun.


     Keereet shook his head. “I couldn't, but thank you.”


     “I insist,” said the horse. “Please, take it. Keep it. It is yours.” Hope glimmered in the beast's wide, moist eyes.


     Keereet took the coat then, pulling it on over his shoulders, pulling the back collar down under his wings. It restricted his arms and hung awkwardly on him, but he thanked the horse.


     He turned away as the beast began to cry, picking up the song that the crowd was singing with broken-voiced fervor.


     Lola leaned in to whisper in his ear, her lips brushing the edges of the feathers on the side of his head. “Good choice,” she said. “He wouldn't have stopped until you'd taken it, and if you'd refused any longer he'd have taken it a sign that he had fallen from the Scaled God's graces.”


     Keereet glanced back over his shoulder. He was still cold. The coat did little to hold back the chill that had suffused over the desert. The horse must have been freezing, but he neither shivered nor rubbed his arms, and his pace had increased. Before long, the beast overtook Keereet, and the eagle watched him disappear into the crowd ahead, bellowing song as he went.


     Someone at the front of the column must have given some sign to halt, because the crowd drew to a slow stagger and then to a stop. In a wave, the beasts began to be seated, sinking the ends of their candles into the sand.


     Small numbers of followers grouped off. The procession dotted the sand in clusters of bodies. Keereet, Lola, Gabbo, and Ma Tana made up their own circle. Every beast in the vicinity stared at Keereet, but all seemed hesitant to join him.


     Baskets were passed from one end of the crowd to the other. Each beast took from it what bread he or she needed and passed the remainder on.


     “Just bread?” asked Gabbo. “I saw barrels of salt pork in the provisions when we left.”


     “We're only going to be eating bread on the Pilgrimage,” said Lola. “Self-denial is supposed to be cleansing. It will be only bread and water until these beasts get back to the city.” As she spoke, beasts carried water skins larger than Keereet had ever seen through the followers, tipping them up high over their open mouths. “The salt pork and other provisions are an offering to the Scaled Gods.”


     When the water skin came to him, Keereet tipped his head back and opened his beak. It was an awkward way to drink, but he was too thirsty to care, and he dared not call any further attention to himself. As if it were possible to do so.


     The water carrier moved on and Keereet swallowed, still thirsty.


     The dry, dense bread did not help his thirst. He chewed and chewed and it only seemed to make his mouth more arid. It stuck in his throat as he tried to swallow.


     Lola noticed him struggling. “You can drink from your own water,” she said. “The water carriers are ceremonial.” She tipped her own water skin to his mouth and squeezed. His chest jerked up and down as he fought to suppress his coughs.


     Keereet found that by alternating between sips of water and nibbles of bread, swallowing became more manageable. No sooner was he finished before the beasts around him started to rise to their feet.


     “Already?” asked Keereet. “Aren't we going to sleep?”


     Lola shook her head. “We'll be sleeping during the day.”


     Keereet yawned as he stood, brushing sand off of his clothes. He took another long swig from his half-empty water skin, and the procession started forward again.


     Keereet's feet and legs ached. His muscles were unaccustomed to the way that the sand shifted underfoot as he walked. He rolled his head back and forth across his shoulders, stretching his neck. He tipped his face down until his beak touched his chest.


     When he looked up, he gasped.


     The night sky in the desert was unlike anything he'd ever seen. For the first time he realized that the sky wasn't really black. It was a patchwork of dark blues and greens and greys swirled together behind millions of pinpoints of starlight. The stars stretched across the sky in a long swath like a river arching overhead from horizon to horizon. Amongst them, the moon hung round, full, and heavy.


     “You never really notice it until you're out of the cities,” said Lola.


     “You never see the sky like this on the Floating Continent. There's too much steam. It's like a cloud that surrounds the whole island.”


     “It's nice,” said Gabbo, “but it's nothing like seeing the sky over open ocean when the water's still. The moon and all the stars reflect off of it. It's like you're not even on water. Like you're sailing through the sky.” He smiled, and then he shivered. “Colder here than on the sea, too.”


     “It's only colder than the seas that you know,” said Lola. “There are places in the world where it's so cold that the ocean freezes solid.”


     “Yeah, well, I'd only know the sea where I'd been, wouldn't I? Maybe some day I'll get to see a frozen ocean, but I haven't yet.”


     The mountains loomed to the west, curving out ahead of them to the north, dotted with low shrubs. To the east was sand, unmarred by foliage. The landscape was unchanging.


     So Keereet watched the sky. Every now and again, a star would streak through it. Every time that it happened, it amazed him. He became almost unaware of the beasts around him, save for the sound of shuffling feet and shifting sand.


     As he walked, he felt himself slipping towards sleep. He stumbled once and someone caught his arm. He didn't know who it was. He yawned and sipped from his water skin every now and again. He rubbed his eyes and only managed to smear sand across his cheeks.


     He ran into the back of the beast in front of him, nearly bowling the dog over. He apologized, listening to his voice slur and stumble while he tried to force his sleepy tongue into coordination. Pulling his eyes away from the sky, he saw that some of the beasts in the procession were busy, assembling and raising massive cloth tents on long, spindly legs.


     As each tent went up and was staked to the sand, weighed down at the corners with stones, beasts poured into them.


     “Holy One,” said a voice, and Keereet looked to his right. The Wyvern approached, three beasts behind her carrying a wad of purple silk and a stack of bamboo poles. “We've arranged for a private tent for you and your acolytes.”


     Keereet nodded, not trusting his dry, exhausted mouth to communicate for him.


     In moments, the beasts had sunk the bamboo into the sand. It became a high, square frame. They draped it with the silk, laying it on in light, airy layers. It reminded Keereet of Lola's skirts.


     “I hope you find it satisfactory,” said the Wyvern. “Some of your servants will be by shortly with the morning meal.” She bowed. The three beasts who had constructed the tent did the same behind her, and then all four of them hurried off.


     Gabbo was the first between the flaps of silk and into the tent. The other two followed close behind.


     The floor was laid in thickly-woven rugs of reed. Keereet slipped and kicked a rill of sand over the mat. He scraped at it with one foot, trying to push it back outside, but he found his efforts ineffective.


     “There's no way we're keeping the sand out, Kid. Let it go,” said Gabbo. The otter threw himself to the floor, curling into a fetal position.


     Lola eased herself to the floor, and Keereet followed suit. The thought of beasts bringing bread flickered through his mind as he fell asleep.


    


    

  


  
    


     His first night at Flight Academy, Keereet sobbed into his pillow. He made no sound, choking any that threatened to rise in his throat before they could escape. Tears flowed from his eyes, sopped up by an overused, flattened pillow that his face was pressed into.


     It seemed that the other fledglings had developed a camaraderie near-instantly. Groups of them had already begun to form – eating together at meals and standing together during times of respite to chatter and laugh. The dorm master had to call for silence three times before the room full of fledgelings had quieted down for the night. Even with the lights off, whispers echoed up and down the long , low room like the sound of shifting sand dunes.


     Keereet, however, had made no friends. The whispers passed over and around him like dry wind. He couldn't recall a time in the day when the others weren't staring at him. Even the instructors seemed unable to pull their eyes away from him. After a day of shrinking from their gazes, he felt small. Small and alone, even in the crowded dorm.


     He missed home. He missed his mother and his sister. Against all reason, he missed his father. It had been clear to him before coming to the academy that he was other, something alien, and yet he hadn't known how it would feel to be among a hundred Avians deemed to be his peers even while he had no connection with them.


     Not only was he alone, he was the focus of attention. Half a dozen academy nurses had been in to examine him – to grope at his wings and mumble diagnoses to one another as though he couldn't hear them. They consulted coverless texts, scratching new notes into thin sheets of metal with needle-sharp styluses. To them he was a specimen, an example.


     “We'll all be monitoring your progress,” one of the instructors had told him. “We have high hopes for you.”


     Keereet was certain that the falcon had meant it as encouragement: “We haven't given up on you, don't give up on yourself,” but there were implications there which resonated more strongly.


     Keereet had already given up on himself. Rather than let him die in peace – if one could have peace while dying in such a way – the academy would make a show of him.


     He was a symbol to them, not an Avian. He was a sign of bravery and hope in the face of uncertainty. He was “that poor, brave eagle,” and he had no desire to be. He wasn't brave. He wasn't an example. He wasn't some grand sacrifice to medicine or science or ideals. He was just a fledgling trudging toward his death, filled with both fear and resignation.


     Someone tapped on his shoulder in the dark. He turned over, wiping the back of his hand across his eyes and clearing his throat. He hoped that it was dark enough that they wouldn't see him crying. The hand extended down from the bunk above. Behind it was the round face of an owl. He whispered something. Keereet leaned up and gestured for the other Avian to repeat himself.


     “We were just saying,” said the owl. “That we all believe in you. We know you can do it.” He grinned down at Keereet as he ducked back behind the bed frame.


     The eagle collapsed back onto the bunk as a fresh wave of isolation washed over him.


    


    

  


  
    


     Keereet slept through the hot day, waking with regularity to wipe sweat from his eyes or turn over into a more comfortable position.


     The sun beat down on the tent, and though it kept out the direct light, it did little for the heat. In the moments when he was awake, Keereet prayed for a breeze. Once, he thought he saw the edge of the silk ripple where it hung from the poles. When it didn't move again, he concluded that it had been wishful thinking.


     He felt hardly rested when night fell and a pair of worshipers brought them bread and water.


     Gabbo stretched, groaning as his joints popped and cracked.


     “I bet you could get better food out of 'em than this,” said Gabbo. “If you told 'em it was what the Scaled Gods wanted.” He ripped into a chunk of dry crust with his teeth.


     “I'd rather not,” said Keereet.


     Gabbo shrugged as he struggled to chew. “Just a thought.”


     “I believe that by this time tomorrow we'll reach the Crystal Mountain,” said Lola. “We won't sleep again until then.”


     Keereet yawned at the thought. Gabbo sighed.


     The tent was dismantled around them as they ate, the silk rolled and the poles pulled into segments by the same three beasts who had constructed it. The procession had already begun to move again, picking up speed as the beasts rubbed sleep from their eyes.


     The candles were relighted and song began to weave through the crowd once more. The beasts waddled and stumbled, but they kept pace. It seemed to Keereet that their weariness somehow gave them strength. Perhaps it was another element of self-denial that seemed to be the heart of the pilgrimage.


     A few hazy tufts of cloud rolled through the sky overhead as the crowd continued on. Once again, it had grown cold.


     Keereet considered returning the coat that the horse had given him, but it would probably insult the beast. It was likely that Keereet would be unable to find him among the others in any case.


     The mountains loomed higher and higher in the north as the procession approached them. The beasts swung eastward, away from the corner formed where the mountains deviated from the south-north path followed by the rest of the range.


     “When we come around this peak,” said Lola. “I think thatwe should be able to see the Crystal Mountain.”


     “You think?” asked Keereet.


     “I've never seen it before.”


     “Well, that's one place you haven't been,” said Gabbo.


     “There are plenty of places that I have never been.”


     Gabbo smiled at her and took a swig from his water skin.


     Keereet watched as the Crystal Mountain peaked from behind the edge of the mountain range. It was still miles away, but it stood out against the night sky as though it glowed. When the crowd had passed around the edge of the range, it came into clear view.


     Even from this distance, it was amazing. It stood higher by far than the rest of the mountain range. Were there clouds in the sky, the mineral spires at its peak would have disappeared into them. It was starkly lined and unweathered, every crag and crevice sharp and clean. Keereet couldn't see a single tree, shrub, or boulder marring its surface.


     But that wasn't what held Keereet's attention.


     The mountain itself was a brilliant, shocking blue. At the center, where the rock ran deepest, it was the mottled blue-black of the night. Toward the edges, where the crystal stretched into the sky, it was a clear, cool turquoise shade, the stars in the sky shining visible through it.


     Along the base of the mountain, the sand ran tan and pale as the rest which spanned across the desert. Where the mountain butted against the rest of the range, the rock faded from the deep blue of the sea to dull, lifeless grays and browns.


     At the sight of the mountain, the procession's song rose in pitch and volume. Many of the beasts around Keereet had begun to weep, their voices fluctuating wildly as they howled out the notes of the hymn.


     “Amazing, ain't it?” asked Gabbo.


     “It is,” said Lola.


     “It reminds me of the water in Dragon Bay. Dark in the middle and light around the edges where it touches the sand.” Gabbo had a wistful look in his eyes.


     The crowd parted in front of Keereet, and for a moment he saw the span of ground between the procession and the mountain.


     “What's that?” he asked, nodding toward a broad, open pit that stretched through the sand to the north.


     “We do not speak of it,” said a nearby cat. “It is a damned place. Horrors happened there.”


     “Where?” asked Gabbo. “I don't see it.”


     “We do not speak of it,” said the cat again. She scowled at the otter and picked up speed.


     “Sorry,” he said, his ears drooping.


     Keereet had only seen it for a flash – a mere second or two – but what he had seen did not look inviting. It may have been a trick of the light or his eyes, but it had seemed as though the bare stone pit and the sand surrounding it were stained red with blood.


    


    

  


  
    


     The did not sleep when day came. The sun was relentless. Some of the worshipers carried broad umbrellas. Some of them worked in teams to carry vast mobile awnings. The beasts clustered together underneath them.


     Keereet was smashed in amongst his companions and a dozen other beasts fighting to stay away from the sunlight. He wasn't certain that the press of bodies was preferable. He could feel the heat coming off of those around him, and the procession began to reek of sweat and unwashed bodies.


     The air was a chorus of apologies as beasts stepped on one another's feet or elbowed their neighbor in the gut. Keereet barely managed to avoid punching himself in the face as he drained the last of the water from his skin.


     It dawned on him that it was the only moment when he came close to being struck. The beasts around him were careful not to touch, bump, or jostle him. There was a slim margin of space around him. Others in the procession were not given the same luxury.


     The procession had begun to swing wide again. This time it drifted to the west. Keereet found himself stumbling uphill, sand slipping under his feet. His left leg took shorter steps than the right, his left knee bent in perpetuity. As they climbed into the chaparral, Keereet had to navigate around crumbling bits of rock and low, dry shrubs.


     The crowd climbed halfway up the mountainside before they continued straight north. Looking around him, Keereet realized that the beasts had grown solemn. The crowd was, if not silent, hushed. The songs had stopped. Their eyes were fixed forward and to the left, every one of the beasts in the procession looking uphill as they walked. When Keereet looked to his right, he swallowed hard.


     Below them stretched the vast hole which he had seen from the south. It was deeper than he had anticipated, and miles across in any given direction. The edges were ragged, formed at odd angles. It was half valley and half crevice, the desert plunging away where the hole began. Trickles of sand had spilled into the gap, and it was the sand which caught Keereet's attention.


     The ground surrounding the hole was the deep, maroon color of blood. The rock along the walls of the hole were streaked with colors that ranged from dull browns to bright, sunny oranges.


     Keereet nudged Gabbo's arm with a fingertip. When the otter looked at him, Keereet gestured toward the pit.


     Gabbo nodded, staring.


     The eagle leaned in toward Gabbo's ear. “Blood?” he asked.


     “Looks more like rust to me,” said the otter. “Like when sea water starts to get t' yer anchor chain.”


     Keereet looked over the land below them again and sighed. Rust was a much more comfortable explanation, and perhaps more likely. “What would do that?” he asked.


     “Metal.”


     The two giggled under their breath.


     A worshiper ahead of them glared over her shoulder, her eyebrows furrowed together, and they shut up.


     Keereet looked up and realized how close they were to the mountain. A hot lump began to crawl up his throat. He felt stiff, his movements jerky. He swallowed hard, but the lump didn't go away. He forced himself to breathe.


     Lola put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it. “Okay?” she asked him.


     He nodded.


     “It's gonna be alright,” she said. “No matter what happens, we're here. Gabbo and I are with you.”


     Keereet nodded again. He reached out and put his hand on Gabbo's back. The otter smiled at him and returned the gesture.


    


    


     Night fell again, finding the procession at the foot of the Crystal Mountain. The column had flattened out, arranging itself along the face of the peak. Without prompting, the beasts had left a full hundred yards between them and the mountain. The Wyvern stood in the center of the foremost line of beasts with Keereet, Gabbo, and Lola.


     Some of the followers passed out lumps of bread and swallows of water. When either came to him, Keereet waved them on.


     He knew he wouldn't be able to swallow anything. His throat was tight. He could hardly breathe. He stared up at the mountain, feeling small and terrified.


     Beasts passed by, tossing tributes into the sand before the mountain. A group of beasts worked together to carry casks of salt pork, gold statues, barrels of wine, and chests of unknown contents. They stacked them in a great pyramid before the mountain amidst the scattered donations of the crowd.


     As the flow of tributes slowed and stopped, the Wyvern raised her voice over the crowd. Though Keereet stood next to her, he found her words hard to hear.


     “Beloved and Despised,” she shouted, “we bring tribute this pilgrimage to the Scaled Gods whose home on this earth is within the Crystal Mountain. As you leave your dedications in the sand, so you leave behind your impurities and your faults. You leave here a cleansed soul in favor of the Scaled Ones!”


     The crowd boomed a response as one. Keereet felt it in his chest rather than heard it. His head was ringing.


     “Here we part from the Holy Messenger!” added the Wyvern. She gestured toward Keereet and toward the mountain. “We return him to the keep of his creators and masters that he may serve them evermore!”


     The Wyvern leaned in toward Keereet. “This is the time of parting,” she said. “Only you can proceed from here.” She held an open palm toward the mountain.


     Keereet took Lola's hand as he felt Gabbo's hand come down on his shoulder. The three took a step forward together.


     “Wait!” cried the Wyvern.


     They stopped.


     “Only the Holy Messenger may pass here. This is consecrated ground. Holy ground. Those of us from this earth may not go there.”


     “Bilgewater,” said Gabbo. “If he goes, we go. Come on, Keereet.” He shoved Keereet forward and took a few steps forward. Lola was jerked along.


     “Stop!” said the Wyvern.


     They didn't. Keereet hardly heard the command, his eyes fixed on the mountain looming ahead. He could see his reflection in it, distorted and purple where he stood in front of the crowd.


     “Beloved, stop them! We must not allow them to desecrate the home of the Scaled Gods!”


     A roar went up from the crowd and from Gabbo. The otter wrapped his hand around Keereet's forearm and tugged, running with the eagle and fox strung behind him.


     Keereet looked back over his shoulder to see the entire procession rushing forward with fury in their eyes. His knees locked and he fell. Gabbo and Lola dragged him, his legs drawing deep lines in the sand.


     The crowd hit them like a wave, crashing onto and over them. Keereet was left lying in the sand as Lola and Gabbo were hoisted overhead by squeezing fists.


     Bile rose in Keereet's throat as the worshipers carried his friends away, leaving him collapsed and alone in the sand.


     He looked up at the mountain and was dizzy. Clutching his stomach, he curled into a ball and struggled to breathe. Through the ringing in his ears, he heard Lola and Gabbo calling his name.


     He was lost. The Medicine Beast had told him that his friends were key to overcoming his fears, and he'd been right. Now that they were separated, what hope did he have? He was alone, and the isolation beat down on him, crushing him into the sand.


     The whole world expected him to be something he was not. The instructors and fledglings at the academy, the dragon worshipers, even the otters of Willowbrook had looked to him as something apart – something above them.


     And he wasn't.


     He was just Keereet.


     He vomited, spitting up what little water was in his stomach. It ran down the side of his face and was sucked up by the sand. He felt tears squeeze from his eyes as the world blurred. Through the moisture he saw the crowd become a single throbbing mass, carrying his strength away with his friends.


     He heard Gabbo call out again. Lola screamed. Keereet panted, fighting the darkness that crowded into the edges of his vision and his thoughts.


     The crowd had begun to chant. A dark, deep, angry sound which beat through the ringing in Keereet's head, cut through the darkness, and was colder than the night air that surrounded him and hotter than the sand in which he lay.


     “Kill the desecrators!” boomed the crowd. “Kill them! Kill them! Kill them!”


     Keereet felt a scream build inside of him. He fought to hold it back, but it burst from his mouth.


     “No!” Not fear, but a command. The sound shattered the night, cutting through the crowd and ending their chant. Steeling himself, Keereet got to his hands and knees. He took a deep breath and pushed himself to his feet.


     “No,” he said again. He didn't have to shout it this time.


     Gabbo and Lola were clutched overhead, in the middle of being passed to the center of the crowd.


     “Put them down. Now.”


     The beasts who held his friends lowered them to the sand. Gabbo stood, brushing sand from his clothes with quick, angry swipes of his hands. He turned and took Lola's hand, pulling her to her feet.  The fox's eyes were locked on Keereet's. She nodded at him, a few errant strands of hair falling in front of her face.


     Keereet turned his eyes on the Wyvern.


     “My acolytes stay with me,” he said, pulling his back straight, lifting his chin.


     “But-” began the Wyvern.


     “No. I am the Holy Messenger of the Scaled Gods. To disobey me is to disobey them. Would you spit in the faces of your creators?”


     “This is holy ground. Only the holy may pass here.”


     “These.” Keereet pointed at Lola and Gabbo. “Are my acolytes. Holy as ordained by the Scaled Gods. Is it devotion which drives you, Wyvern? Or pride? Do you refuse to change a flawed understanding of the will of the Gods to serve your own hubris?”


     The rabbit stared at him, her mouth open.


     “Well?” demanded Keereet. “Answer!”


     “No. No, Holy Messenger, that was not my – our – intent. Please, forgive me.” She fell to her face in the sand. In a wave, the crowd behind her collapsed to the same position.


     Lola and Gabbo stepped over and between the prostrate worshipers and took places at either side of the eagle. Lola took his hand and squeezed it. Gabbo nodded at him. The three turned toward the mountain, leaving the worshipers with their faces pressed to the sand.


     As they crossed the span between the crowd and the mountain, Keereet's chest heaved. He felt adrenaline pumping through his bloodstream, heady and driving.


     “That was good,” said Lola.


     “Did you doubt him fer a second?” asked Gabbo.


     “Perhaps only for a second.”


     “I doubted myself,” said Keereet. “I wouldn't be here without you. You two are my strength. I couldn't let them kill you.”


     Gabbo laughed. “Kid, none of us would be here without each other. We rely on you as much as you do on us.”


     They walked for a moment, the sound of the sand shifting under their feet the only noise in the night.


     “I can't believe I did that.”


     “I can,” said Lola.


     “I'm glad you did,” added Gabbo.


     “I thought you didn't doubt me.”


     “I didn't. Still glad you did, though.”


     They reached the foot of the mountain, a dozen feet from its sheer crystalline face.


     “What do we do now?” asked Keereet.


     Before he had finished the question, the face of the mountain swung away from them. Two double doors of rock, indistinguishable from the surrounding crystal, opened inward. Inside was a long, high hall of deep, watery blue. The end of the corridor faded into shadow.


     Keereet was the first to step forward. A few paces brought them past the doors, their feet on smooth, cool crystal. The sound of their footfalls echoed into the darkness.


     With hardly a sound, the mountain sealed shut behind them.
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