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    The ancient calliope trickled a jovial rhythm outside the Fledgeling tent. A murmur of wings and excited voices drifted in through the wind-whipped flap in the canvas.


    Keereet brushed his hand over the golden feathers on his head. He clicked his beak and fidgeted with the hem of the ceremonial robe he'd been forced into by frustrated flight instructors.


    I'm not ready, Keereet thought over and over again. I'm not ready.


    His fellow fledgelings didn't appear to have the same trepidations. They clapped one another on the back and flexed their wings. The handful of young Avians chattered and shouted over one another , clustered in the middle of the tent, while Keereet paced in the corner.


    “Check out Pee-wing,” one of the ravens said. “Nervous, Pee-wing? You should be. There's no way those things are gonna keep you in the air.” He tweaked one of Keereet's diminutive wings, jerking out a downy feather.


    Keereet flinched and pulled away. “Leave me alone, Teequeet.” The eagle folded his wings back and stepped away from the bully. “Just leave me alone.”


    The other Avians screeched and squawked laughter as they returned to their huddle. “You're going to die today, Pee-wing,” hissed Teequeet as the head flight instructor swept in through the tent flap.


    “They're ready for you out there. You know the drill, but just so we're certain that everyone knows the procedures,” the albatross glared at Teequeet, “we'll go over them again.” The instructor crossed his arms and flicked his wings open to full span. “Ranks,” he ordered.


    The boys fell in line, wings folded back and forearms pressed against the small of their backs. “Sir,” they responded in unison.


    The albatross paced along the line of fledgelings.“You will proceed to the fall platform in an orderly, single-file line. You will take your places on the platform in silence. You will spread your wings on command one. You will approach the platform edge on command two. And on command three, you will jump. You will feel the wind, catch it in your wings, and you will fly.”


    He stopped in his pacing and turned to face the boys, “You will not speak. You will not fall out of rank. You will not hotshot or in any way attract attention to yourself.” Here he paused and glanced at Teequeet again. “You will not ogle the girls.” A glance at an owl in the back, whose feathers puffed in embarrassment. “And you will not fail. Am I understood?”


    “Yes, Sir,” responded the boys.


    “Am I understood?”


    “Yes, Sir!”


    “I have been your flight instructor since you first broke eggshell until this moment. Fifteen years. I believe in you, and I am proud of each and every one of you.” The click of talons on the worn metal floor filled the air as the Fledgelings shuffled in place. These were the nicest words they'd heard from the albatross. The novelty brought forth an unpleasant sensation that was only compounded by the pain that the pleasantries seemed to cause the instructor. “You can do this.”


    Keereet captured the sound of those words in his mind and played them over and over. I can do this. I can do this. I can do this. He was so focused on the thought that he didn't catch the worried glance that the albatross directed at him.


    A fanfare blared outside the tent and the albatross stepped to one side of the tent flap. “That's your cue.” The head of the rank marched through the opening, flowing out one after the other in an even, gentle motion like water. Keereet swallowed hard, a quiet squawk accompanying the contraction of his throat. As he stepped out of the tent, he blinked in the harsh sunlight.


    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. The flow of boys proceeded down a path that was cut through the crowd of observers. His parents and his little sister would be out there somewhere, but he couldn't bring his gaze up from the aluminum plates that he trudged across. He felt rather than saw the line of girls come alongside that of the boys as they proceeded to the edge of the city.


    Precipice City, at the very end of the Floating Continent, had been Keereet's home for the last five years in preparation for this day. Keereet knew the smell of the air, thick with superheated steam that burst from pipes all over the city and the cloying scent of burning oils and fuels. The ground trembled under his feet with the activity of machines that kept the continent floating above the clouds. The grinding friction of gears and pistons set a rhythm that all the cities of the continent followed.


    Keereet feared he'd never feel that rhythm or smell that air again. His knees weakened as he stepped onto the rusted stairs to the platform. He followed the muscular hawk in front of him as the line skewed to one side, running parallel to the edge. He came to a sudden stop, bumping into the hawk before realizing that he'd passed his position.


    He took a rushed step back onto the well-polished plate that was meant for him. Only then did he allow himself to look up.


    Not three feet away, the metal platform ended in open air. The sky opened up before him. He knew that the sight should thrill him, should call to his very essence, but he was terrified. He looked down at the world far, far below and dizziness swept through him. He managed to keep his feet, squeezing his eyes closed.


    He played the albatross' words through his mind again, but it did nothing to combat the knot that had swollen in his stomach. Had he eaten breakfast, he would have vomited.


    The first command, a sharp, short raptor screech, sounded. The rustle of feathers swept through the air as the ranks of boys and girls spread their wings. Keereet forced his own open, as wide as they would go. He glanced over his shoulder at them. They were so small, almost withered, and they weren't half as feathered as those of the other boys.


    I'm going to die, he thought as the second screech bit through him. He shuffled forward, feeling with his talons until they touched open air.


    “Hey, are you okay?” mumbled the hawk standing next to him.


    Keereet didn't have a chance to answer. The third screech ripped through the air. He felt the boys to either side of him drop off the edge of the platform. He hesitated a moment before throwing himself forward. Better to die than to live in dishonor.


    The wind pushed against Keereet as he fell. His spread wings were buffeted and his body was pushed back and forth, but he couldn't stabilize himself. As those around him lifted up and away, riding the air currents, Keetreet flopped and twisted in the air. He curled his wings and was jolted sideways hard enough to roll him onto his back. The wind stung his eyes and he couldn't see through the tears.


    Feathered shapes whirled around and above him, watching him fall. He reached out and grasped at them, but they continued to circle and watch. To help during the Fledgeling Ceremony was forbidden.


    A scream burst from Keereet's throat as he tumbled through the air. He managed to roll back onto his belly and spread his wings once more. For a moment, he thought he had succeeded. An upward gust of air filled his wings and slowed his fall, but it didn't last.


    He spiraled downward, picking up speed as he tilted head first. Keereet closed his eyes and continued to struggle weakly with his wings.


    He fell unconscious before he hit the water.


    


    

  


  
    

    Keereet choked when he awoke. Bile and saltwater boiled out of his lungs. His throat burned with it. He was rolled onto his side and he screeched as his body exploded with sharp pain. His head swam in a dark fog


    “That a fella, cough it all up,” a voice said from somewhere in the fog. “Nearly lost ya there, but you're a fighter, I wager. A few broken bones is all.”


    As Keereet spat the last of the seawater onto the deck, he blinked his stinging eyes, straining to see through the fog. Rough wooden boards pressed against his face, wet with the water that had poured from his lungs. Lifting his eyes he saw a wooden railing. Lifting them further he saw the pale blue sky, sprinkled with puffy clouds.


    A furry face looked down upon him, sharp teeth and wide eyes glistening. The eagle screamed and fell back into the fog.


    


    

  


  
    

    “You know what they do down there?” Teequeet's voice asked. The image of the raven swam in the fog, blurred and distorted by it. “They eat each other. Filthy cannibals. They'll eat you too, Pee-wing - what's left of you after you fall, anyway.” The raven's cackling laughter filled Keereet's head until he felt it would burst.


    “You failed,” said the flight instructor, “You failed, and now you'll be eaten. We knew you wouldn't fly, Pee-wing. We knew it and we made you do it anyway. We wanted you dead.”


    A multitude of voices roiled in the darkness, doubling over and over themselves, chiding, laughing, whispering. “Dead. Dead. They'll eat you. Cannibals.”


    


    

  


  
    

    “Stop!” Keereet woke up sweating and gasping. He backed against the wall behind him, startled at unfamiliar surroundings. Wood all around him – wood walls, floor, ceiling, and wood pallet beneath him. Just the smell and feel of it was alien. The room swayed back and forth gently in long, low dips and rises. The eagle clapped a hand to his forehead, fighting the urge to vomit.


    He tried to kick the sheet off of himself but found his leg stiff. Pulling the sheet back, Keereet revealed the splint tightly bound around his leg from ankle to hip. Looking down at himself, he saw more splints and bandages than he cared for. A wrap around his chest told him that he'd broken at least one rib. He ached all over, but knowing of his injuries sent them into a burning frenzy. He squinted against the pain, but clenching his muscles only made it worse.


    The door across the cramped room creaked open. The same face from before peered around the frame. “Hey, you're awake.”


    Keereet grabbed at the wall behind him, trying to sink into it.


    “Easy. I'm not gonna hurt ya,” the Otter said. “I brought ya something for the pain.” He held out a tea tray that held a steaming clay cup and a rough iron teapot. The sight of steam gave Keereet a pang in his chest. He inhaled deeply in the hopes of getting just a whiff of the warm dampness before remembering his situation.


    “Just eat me and get it over with,” he sighed resignedly and slouched on the pallet.


    “Well that's a mite melodramatic, don't you think?” the otter asked as he shut the door behind him with his hip. “You must've had a bigger knock to the head that I thought you did. Drink the tea, it'll help.” He set the tray on Keereet's lap. “Mind you hold onto that now. The ride'll smooth out once we get back onto the river, but these delta waters move somethin' fierce.”


    Keereet grabbed at the tray as it began to slide off his legs. The steam wafted up into his face, “I know how you lower beasts are,” he said. “Don't bother trying to trick me.”


    “Lower beasts?” the otter plonked himself down into a wooden chair, “Now look here, Mister. I don't take kindly to folks telling me I'm lower than they or any other beast is. 'Specially not after I pull him outta the water, patch him up, and give him my bunk. If you've got that attitude I'll just throw you back now and have over with it.”


    “You wouldn't throw me back,” Keereet challenged. “You'd be out a meal.”


    “I'm not going to eat you, ya fishbrained bilge puddle,” the otter shouted. “Drink your blasted tea or it'll go cold. It don't taste a mite good after it goes cold. Don't work as well, neither.”


    “Too full?” taunted the eagle.


    “If ya must know, I don't eat whatever it is you are.”


    “What do you mean you don't eat whatever it is I am?”


    “Well, what are ya? I thought you was a cat, maybe, when I fished you out of the water. But your fur isn't right. Looks sorta like feathers,” the otter seemed to think this was hilarious as he tipped his head back and laughed.


    “They are feathers. I haven't got any dirty fur. That's disgusting.”


    “Can't be feathers. Avians ain't real. Next you'll be tellin' me you're an eagle.”


    “I am an eagle,” Keereet protested.


    “Of course. And I'm a unicorn.” The otter put a hand to his forehead and pointed a finger.


    You're daft, thought Keereet. He said, “But I am an eagle. I am. See?” He flared his wings out behind him. They unfolded stiffly.


    “Oh aye, I saw them. But what eagle has wings like that? More likely you're a cat with some sort of birth disease. I had a friend who once worked with a mouse with an extra toe.”


    “You refuse to recognize what's right in front of you,” Keereet grumbled as he took a sip of the tea. It was overly sweetened, but it was strong and warm. He could feel the heat spreading through his aching body.


    “Where'd you come from then? Out of a story book? I suppose you just fell out of Paradise, did you? Flapped your way on down from the clouds?” the otter leaned back in the chair, stretching his legs and resting them on the end of the pallet.


    “I did fall,” said Keereet. “Fell from the Floating Continent. It was my Fledgeling Ceremony.”


    “That's a story if ever I heard one,” said the otter. “Next you'll be telling me you're one of King Lazlo's knights, chasing griffons and slaying sea monsters to save some fussy, long-legged beast in a puffy skirt.”


    Keereet rolled his eyes and downed the rest of the tea. The otter leaned over to pour him another cup, “Drink the whole pot. Helps your aches and makes the bones heal faster.”


    Keereet's stomach grumbled as he sipped from his second cup of tea. “Have you got anything to eat?” he asked.


    “Aye, I figure I can find ya somethin'.” The otter went to the door, cracked it open, and called, “Allooo, Jubby! Bring somethin' for this poor fella ta eat!”


    A voice from outside called back, “I ain't comin anywhere near that devil, you hear? Bad enough you mend its wounds; I won't be feeding it too.”


    The otter looked back at Keereet and grinned. “Excuse me.” He stepped outside delicately and slammed the door behind him. The eagle could hear the two yelling outside.


    “I'm the captain of this vessel, and you'll be followin' my orders!”


    “I don't intend to do no such thing so long as that thing in there is involved.”


    “If I say he ain't any harm, then he ain't!”


    The voices grew more muffled as the arguing pair moved further away. Keereet could hear their boots clomping up and down the deck. He poured himself another cup of tea, emptying the pot. The pain was already abating, and his thoughts grew dull.


    As the ship rocked him back and forth, her hummed a song that his mother used to sing to him. He scooted back down onto the cot, then hiked the sheet up around him as best as he could. The song tapered off, and Keereet drifted into sleep.


    As he slept, he dreamed of home - the home that he had before he was moved to the flight academy in Precipice City. He sat on the threadbare rug as a chick, playing with cogs that his father brought home for him from the altitude factory. His mother sat in a rusted metal rocking chair near the furnace pipe that provided warmth to their home from the fire burning in the belly of the continent.


    The knocker outside the door clanged down twice and his mother called out to invite the visitor in. A stooped crone, an elderly Vulture, shambled through the door.


    “I've brought something for...” the old woman glanced at Keereet's wings.


    Keereet's mother sighed and set her knitting aside. “Another poultice, Kahnah? The last one didn't help. And neither did the one before that.”


    The chick playing on the floor linked two gears, spinning one and watching the other turn. He pretended to be oblivious during these conversations for the sake of avoiding awkwardness, but he absorbed every word.


    “This one is different, Teekeerah,” said the vulture. “This one is sure to work. At least try it.” She pressed the glass jar into the eagle woman's hands.


    “Can't you find decency enough to leave us in peace?” Keereet's mother whispered. “Leave my son to his fate. And leave my family to prepare for it.”


    The vulture bowed lower, as if trying to disappear into the metal of the floor, “So long as I am a doctor, Madam, I am unable to sit by and watch. I have a compulsion to help the less fortunate and the weak.”


    As the woman took a long, ragged breath to continue arguing her case, Keereet's mother cut her off, “Get out of my house.”


    The vulture opened her beak to protest, but Keereet's mother didn't allow her to speak.


    “Leave!”


    Keereet flinched but continued to tinker with his gears and bits of metal as the doctor ducked out of the house. The jar of poultice slammed against the door just as it closed, releasing the reek of petroleum and bitter herbs into the air.


    Keereet's mother crumpled to the floor, crying. She inhaled once, deeply, and the tears stopped. With the corner of his eye, Keereet watched her mop up the medicine, picking out shards of broken glass, and deposite the gritty poultice in a clean bowl.


    “It's time for your exercises, my chicky.” She beckoned to Keereet as she settled back into her rocker. He crawled across the rug and sat on his knees, turning away from his mother to face the wall.


    His mother smeared her hands with the poultice. Stretching his wings in and out, she massaged it into his skin and his flaccid muscles. As she flexed, pinched, and rubbed his wings, she sang.


    “Where does my chicky go


    When he's gone away?


    Is he gone to the garden


    The shop or the stove?


    How long there shall he stay?


    Oh, I cry


    When my chicky has gone away.


    But I know that my chicky


    He can not stay.


    My chicky must go away.”


    


    

  


  
    

    When morning arrived with brilliant sunshine and the cry of wild birds, Keereet listened. It wasn't the song of his people, but he listened. The sound was that of joy and peace, even if the precise words weren't the same. Listening, he felt some peace. A part of him felt at home. The sound dragged him from bed and into the open air.


    “It's good to see you up and about,” said the otter from behind Keereet. “How ya managed to get yourself outta the bunk I'll never know, but I'm glad to see ya just the same.”


    “It was slow going, but I managed,” said Keereet.


    “I've got you another pot of tea and some breakfast, if you're feelin' up to it.”


    “I'm feeling quite up to it,” replied the eagle.


    “I don't know as I ever caught yer name,” the otter said, hunching under Keereet's shoulder and helping him to a chair set next to a cloth-draped crate.


    “I take it that you don't think I'm a cat anymore?”


    “Well, I thought some about what you said, and I figure you look more like an eagle than a cat. Seein' as I haven't seen so much of the world, there's a fair chance I don't know half so much as I think I do. So I figure I'll give ya the benefit of the doubt for so long as I don't learn otherwise.” The otter used his fingers to pick at the whole roasted fish on his plate and bring a sliver to his mouth. “But you still haven't told me yer name.”


    “Keereet.”


    “Sounds eagle enough, I s'pose,” said the otter. He wiped his fishy hand through the fur on his bare chest before extending it across the table, “M'names Gabbo. I'm sure it's a pleasure.”


    Keereet looked baffled at the bare hand pointed at him. “I don't understand.”


    “When you meet somebody, it's s'posed ta be polite 'n proper to shake hands. I take it they don't do it where you're from?” asked Gabbo.


    “It's customary, where I'm from, to touch beaks after an introduction. But I suppose you haven't got a beak, have you?” Keereet put his hand in Gabbo's. He let Gabbo do the shaking.


    “Sounds a whole lot like kissin'.” Gabbo wrinkled his nose, his whiskers twitching, “Don't know as I'd like to kiss a fella.” He let go of Keereet's hand and pointed at it, “You'll have to work on that. Shakin' hands with you is like wagglin' a mackerel around.”


    “What's a mackerel?” asked Keereet.


    “What you're eatin',” said Gabbo before tossing another bite of fish into his mouth. “Or what ya would be eating, if you were eating.” He shoved the dinged metal tray closer to the eagle.


    Keereet leaned down over the fish and sniffed at it. He looked up at Gabbo with a raised eyebrow.


    “Hey, don't gimme that look. It's good. Besides, it's all we got. This or ya go hungry.”


    Keereet lifted the whole fish from his plate. He bit down into it and it crunched in his beak.


    “No, you don't- Not like that.” Gabbo pulled the fish out of Keereet's mouth and set it back on his plate. “You pick off the meat. You only eat the meat. Like this.” He rolled a large white flake off of the fish and held it out to the eagle.


    Keereet stared at the otter. He blinked a few times, his beak opening though no words coming out.


    “What? What's the problem now?” Gabbo asked, waving the fish at the eagle.


    “You want me to eat that?” Keereet asked. When the otter nodded, Keereet seemed more baffled. “You touched it.”


    “Yeah, so? You ain't worried 'bout otter germs, are ya?” Gabbo grinned. “This ain't more a that 'lowly beasts' thing, is it?”


    Keereet said nothing.


    “Damn it, Keereet. Ya shook my hand. How'd ya shake my hand if you've got that kind of problem with me?” Gabbo pushed his chair away from the crate and stomped to the railing along the port side. He glared at the riverbank as it went past. The intensity of that glare, on a day not quite so beautiful, might have caught the willows on fire.


    “Sometimes I forget,” said the eagle, “I forget that you're not an Avian.” He had begun to aggressively scrub the hand that he shook with against the cloth draped over the table.


    Gabbo said nothing for a moment. Then he turned with his arms crossed against his chest, “That doesn't say anythin' to ya? You can forget I'm 'lowly' when ya talk to me, and that don't mean anythin'? It don't, say, mean that your entire set of notions about me is a load of bilge water?”


    “Well, it's because you're a sort of nice beast. But after all, you're the first one I've met. For all I know you're the only one down here who won't eat me.”


    “Damn it, you fishbrained devil!” Gabbo howled at the top of his lungs, throwing his arms in the air.


    “I told ya so!” The voice came from the other end of the boat, and only now did Keereet see the silouette at the tiller.


    “My brother ain't convinced we ought to have you on the boat,” said Gabbo, “And I don't know that I might be gettin' more and more convinced.” The otter stomped off into the cabin and slammed the door shut behind him.


    Keereet poked at the fish on his plate, pushing the flakes that Gabbo had touched to the very edge. The flavor was strong, oily, and he wasn't sure he liked it. Oil wasn't something that he was used to eating. The smell was unlike anything he'd ever experienced. He only managed to eat a few bites before he couldn't bring himself to eat any more. He went away from the makeshift table with a mostly empty stomach.


    The riverbank sped past as the sail overhead caught the wind. Keereet watched it billow open with each gust. He flexed his wings and held them aloft, feeling the same wind that the sails caught blow right through his pitiful feathers. Folding his elbows against the rail, he leaned forward and watched the water below the boat go past, sparkling in the sunlight. The reflection hit his eyes, and it burned. It also reminded him of home – the way that the metal plates sometimes reflected the light. Most of the plates were rusted and worn, but some had been routinely polished until they gleamed. The Statehouse, the founders' statues that stood between stunted trees in the park, and the platform from which he had leapt. His heart throbbed painfully in his chest.


    The eroded edges of the riverbank – sometimes smooth and silty, and sometimes cut into sheer miniature cliffs, amazed him. He'd never seen so much dirt in his life. Of course, it was nothing for the lesser beasts to live in the stuff, but he felt filthy just looking at it. He preened the feathers in his arm, tut-tutting to himself quietly.


    His leg began to ache again. He ambled up the deck, thumping his way toward the cabin. He pounded on the door with a fist.


    Gabbo's muffled voice from inside said, “Who is it? What do ya want?”


    “It's Keereet.”


    “Shove off. I don't want to talk to ya.”


    “I know, but my leg hurts.”


    “It's broken. It'll hurt for a while,” Gabbo said.


    “Hurts less if I can sit down.”


    “Then go somewhere 'n sit down. There's a whole deck out there. And chairs.”


    “I meant if I can lay down.”


    “You're not getting the bunk. Shove off.”


    Try as he might, Keereet couldn't get Gabbo to respond again. He thumped his way back to the wooden chair he'd had breakfast in and settled down into it. Leaning back, he lifted his splinted leg onto the crate in front of him, but that position hurt more than any other.


    Keereet closed his eyes and tipped his head back. He clicked his beak a few times and whimpered. A shadow appeared over him and he opened one eye a sliver.


    “I thought you didn't want to talk to me,” mumbled Keereet.


    “I ain't said one word to you since you washed up on deck,” said the otter standing over him.


    Keereet sat up straight, suddenly alert. This was not Gabbo.


    “You're Jubby?” asked the eagle.


    “Jub. Only my brother calls me Jubby.” Jub scowled down at him and bumped the eagle's splinted leg with his knee. Keereet screamed. “Don't think I'm not onto ya. You might've got my brother fooled, but not me.”


    “I don't know what you're talking about,” Keereet hissed through his teeth.


    “You ain't. No eagle,” said Jub. “All them died off five hundred years ago. Ain't never been one since.”


    “So what am I, then?” asked the eagle.


    “You're a devil. I got ya figured out. You're tryin' ta get my brother with your witchery and your devilin', but that ain't gonna happen. There's a village fulla otters at the end of this run, and you're gonna get gone before we ever get there. Or I'm gonna get ya gone. Ya got it?” Jub leaned down over Keereet and lifted his lip into a snarl.


    “Leave him be, fishguts,” said Gabbo from behind the other otter. “You ain't the captain here and you don't make no rules or no threats against my passengers. Least not til I say so.”


    Jub grumbled something under his breath and shouldered his way past his brother. “Don't you go lookin' ta me when the whole village gets...” he paused in thought.


    “Gets what, Jub?” mocked Gabbo.


    “Gets devilled-up, that's what.”


    “Go back to the tiller, Jub, or you'll run us aground.”


    Jub turned with a jerk and stomped back up the stairs over the cabin. He mumbled to himself all the way.


    “I'd apologize for my brother, but I'm still mad at ya,” said Gabbo. “You can expect more of that in the village. Bunch of superstitious hotheads, the villagers are. It so much as rains on a Sunday and they start drawin' sigils and prayin' 'round the docks.”


    “I appreciate the advance warning,” said Keereet, still clutching at his leg.


    “There's more tea in the cabin. Let's get you to it.” Gabbo helped the eagle out of the chair and ducked under his arm, half-carrying him to the cabin. He lowered Keereet onto the bunk and forced a cup of the herbal tea into his hands.


    Keereet took a great gulp and gasped.


    “Careful. It's hot,” said the otter.


    “No kidding,” whispered the eagle. He swallowed a couple of times, rubbing his burned throat. “Why does he hate me so much?”


    “He's too proud of his stupidity. You're proof that he doesn't know everythin' about the world. You bother him more'n an itch in his skivvies.”


    “But he doesn't even know me. How can he judge me like that?”


    Gabbo raised his eyebrows at Keereet, “Doesn't sound familiar? Like somebeast else ya mighta heard of?”


    The eagle blinked and his feathers puffed up, “It might,” he said. After a moment he added, “I'm sorry.”


    “I'm not sure you mean that just yet, but I appreciate it just the same. The way I figure it, ye've gotta be something like me. I never seen an Avian before, but you can't have seen many ground beasts before, neither. It's gonna take some getting used to for the both of us.”


    “You're the first I've ever seen, actually,” Keetreet said.


    “Well, that's something. I don't know as that I feel qualified to be the first ya'd ever meet, but then what beast would be? That might explain yer first reaction, though.”


    “I thought you were all cannibals.”


    “Now that I thought was just from a bump on the head. Where'd you hear that load a' chum?”


    “A raven in flight academy told me. He said all the lower beasts were cannibals.”


    “Well, he was wrong. An' watch yer language,” grumbled Gabbo.


    “I apologize.”


    “So you really ain't never seen a beast what lives on the ground before?” Gabbo poured another cup of tea for the eagle. “Careful, it's still hot.”


    “There aren't any where I come from. We're all Avians.”


    “Where do ye come from, exactly? Can't really be Paradise.” Gabbo leaned forward over his lap to listen.


    “The Floating Continent. My family was from a city called Steam Junction, but I lived in Precipice City for the last five years at the flight academy.”


    “So it really floats then? The continent? Like Paradise in the stories?”


    “According to history it hasn't touched the ground since it left the surface more than five hundred years ago.”


    “How's it stay up there?”


    “Steam, mostly, but it has to do with magnetism, too. I'm not certain about how it works. I was never very good at science, and you don't learn the specifics unless you're in training to work in altitude. My father was the head of one of the altitude factories – where they make and distribute all the steam, but he never talked about it much.”


    “Steam? How can steam keep a big chunk a rock like that in the air?” Gabbo blew at the steam coming off the tea kettle.


    “It's a lot of steam. It runs just about everything on the continent.”


    “I'll take yer word for it. You said somethin' about yer father. What was he like?”


    “Quiet, mostly. He was a good guy. He spent most of his time at work and I could tell he was distancing himself from me, but I couldn't blame him. He was never bad to me. He was just absent a lot.” Keereet shrugged.


    “Sounds pretty bad to me. If you're askin' me, a distant father is a bad one. 'Specially if he's that way on purpose. I can't imagine livin' like that. I lost my father when I was just a little'n, and that was hard enough. But it was sudden, not all drawn out like yer's sounds like.”


    “I'm sorry.”


    “It's been a long while since it happened, and it's always been common enough in the village. Nobody's surprised when another otter drowns at sea. It hurts, but you always know it's a risk of the job. Almost, ye grow to expect it.”


    “Why anyone would take a job with that kind of risk I can't imagine.”


    “It's in the blood. M' family loves the sea. Always has. My father and his brother, my grandfather, my great grandfather. Now me 'n my brother. Ya take the risks to be with the ocean. If ya don't, then you get this empty feelin'. Like you're missin' out. Sort of like we did with our fathers. Your lot still sounds worse, though. You apologize for mine, but I should be telling you that I'm sorry.”


    “Like I said, though, I can't blame him. Or anybeast else. Nobeast can. Most beasts were pretty distant back home. I was just happy when people didn't bother me.”


    “Sounds like a strange place to me. Everyone where Jub an' I come from is awful close. Like one big family, even though we ain't all related.”


    “It wasn't the city. It was just me. Because of how I was born, you know?”


    Gabbo shook his head, “No, I don't figure I do. What do ya mean?”


    “Well, these wings.” Keereet spread his wings behind him. “They aren't normal.”


    “I wouldn't know,” said Gabbo.


    “Most Avian's wings are bigger.” Keereet's feathers puffed. “A lot bigger. And they've got more feathers – bigger feathers. When I was born they were twisted. The doctors straightened them out, but that was all they could do. I had exercises and medicines, but nothing ever seemed to help.”


    “So you were, what, different? And that made people keep away from ya?”


    “In your fifteenth year, where I come from, you go through the Fledgeling Ceremony. It's your first flight. When you become a cock. Or a hen. The girls do it too. You march out in front of everybeast and jump off the edge of the continent. Everyone already knew there was no way I'd fly. They expected me to die. I expected me to die. It was easier for people to stay away. Getting close meant they'd wind up hurt when it happened.” Keereet shrugged. “So I never blamed them.”


    Gabbo hissed under his breath, “Yeesh. Turns out you didn't die, though. That's not so bad, right?”


    “I'm not sure yet,” said Keereet. He quickly amended his statement when Gabbro scowled at him, “Which isn't to say I'm not grateful. It's just that all of this is so different. As much as home wasn't very warm, it was still home. I miss it.”


    “So we'll get you back, then,” said Gabbo, punching Keereet's shoulder.


    “That's impossible. It's up in the clouds, remember? And I doubt these pitiful things will ever get me airborne.” The eagle jerked his head to indicate his wings.


    “Don't say impossible. That word's worse than 'lesser beast.' Nothin's impossible when you've got Gabbo.”


    “If you say so.” Keereet's eyes fluttered shut and he slouched on the pallet.


    “I'll let ya get some sleep,” said Gabbo, patting the eagle's good leg. He turned to go and stopped at the door when Keereet spoke.


    “'Ey Gabbo?” Keereet slurred.


    “Yeah?”


    “Thanks. You ain't bad. For a le-... For any beast.”


    “You're welcome, Kid.”


    


    

  


  
    

    The sails were tucked in for the evening and the sun had gone down hours ago. The boat bobbed ever so slightly on the low waves rolling from one side of the river to the other. The night was silent save the call of a lone owl.


    The door of the cabin creaked open in spite of Jub's efforts at stealth. He tensed as the door came to rest against the wall, but when the bulge under the sheet didn't move, he relaxed.


    The burly otter stepped silently into the room, his boots sitting on the deck outside. He carried a knife pinched between his teeth. He brushed his tongue back and forth across the flat of the blade in his mouth, suppressing the laughter that threatened to spill out of his throat like the devil's blood would spill out of his.


    He leaned down over the cot and slipped his fingertips under the top of the sheet. He ripped it back off the bunk.


    Gabbo sat up. “Surprise, fishguts.” He punched his brother in the face.


    Jub stumbled backwards and the knife fell out of his mouth as he clutched at his eye. He shook his head, seeing stars, and leaned back against the door to the cabin. “You son of a-”


    Gabbo caught his brother around the throat and lifted him an inch off the deck. “I told ya, Jub, didn't I? Didn't I tell ya?”


    Pressed against the wall, Jub kicked his feet as he choked.


    “I told ya not to touch anybeast on my boat.” Gabbo let go of his brother. Jub fell to the deck in a heap, clutching his throat and coughing. “You're lucky you're kin, Jub. If ya weren't, I wouldn't have let go. Seeing as you is, though, you're off my boat. Soon as we get back to the village, you're stuck on land. If you ever wanna see water again, you'll have to join somebody else's crew. Good luck finding somebeast who'll take you after this.”


    Jub crawled out on his hands and knees, cursing in hoarse whispers, and Gabbo shut the door behind him.


    “You can come out now, Kid,” the otter called over his shoulder.


    The eagle crawled out from under the bunk, pulling and pushing with one arm and his good leg. Gabbo reached down and hauled him out.


    “I'm sorry 'bout him. I wouldn't have expected it.”


    “He would have killed me,” stuttered Keereet.


    “I doubt it. He's angry and he's stubborn, but he ain't a killer, even if he thinks he is. At worst he'd have given you a shiner. Maybe two.”


    “How did you know he was going to do it?” the eagle asked as he crawled back onto the palette.


    “I saw the way he looked at ya today. I know him, and I knew you got his hackles up. And knowin' him, ya won't be bothered again. Not on this boat, anyway.”


    “Are you sure?” Keereet asked.


    “Absolutely. If anybeast needs to sleep light from here on out, it'd be me.”


    “I never meant to cause a problem for you,” Keereet looked down at the deck, clicking his beak.


    “I didn't say you did, Kid. Don't go blamin' yerself. It's been comin' one way or another for a long time. I've seen it on the horizon. Pop left the boat to me, and Jubby didn't much like that. You get some sleep, now. I'll be right outside the door, and with any sort of good wind we'll dock at the village tomorrow. Ya need yer sleep.”


    “Goodnight, Gabbo.”


    “Night, Kid.” The otter shut the door behind him and slid down into a sitting position with his back against the door.


    


    

  


  
    

    The albatross sat in the living room in a leather armchair across from Keereet's mother. The two spoke in hushed tones while Keereet leaned against the wall in the kitchen, straining his ears to hear the conversation.


    “Does he have to go, Rahqueet?” his mother asked.


    “There's an option, but I wouldn't take it. You and I both know what life is like for the Flightless,” the albatross answered. “If that's what you want for your son, then that's your choice.”


    “I don't want him to die,” his mother hissed.


    “There's always a chance that he won't. Training might do some good for him.”


    “Don't feed me that line, Rahqueet. Too many birds already have. Years of exercises and medicine haven't done anything for him. Don't you get my hopes up. Don't you dare.”


    “This is a decision that you and your husband have to make, Teekeerah. I can't tell you what to do, but I can tell you that if you send him into my care I'll do my best to prepare him. For whatever happens.”


    “So that when he dies he'll be ready? Is that what you're telling me?”


    “He'll die and be remembered with honor. That's more than can be said for the Flightless.”


    Keereet heard the door open and close. He rushed back up the spiral stairs, his talons clicking quietly on the metal as he went, and his mother entered the kitchen. He and his mother both knew that he had heard the whole conversation, but neither one of them would have ever brought it up.


    When his father came home, he listened again. His parents waited for him to go to his room, but he always snuck back down to lean against the thin spot in the kitchen wall.


    “He's going. We're not discussing this.”


    “He'll die,” Keereet's mother sobbed.


    “Teekeerah, I work with the Flightless. I see them every day. I see how people treat them every day. How I treat them every day. It's better that he die.”


    “We'll never see him again.”


    “We'll never see him again either way. This way we can remember him as our son. With pride.”


    “He will be my son no matter what we choose.”


    “He won't be mine.” And with that, the conversation ended. Keereet had fled back to his room and quietly sobbed until his mother called him down for dinner. He mopped the tears out of his eyes, brushed down his wet feathers, and blew his beak before joining his parents in the kitchen. He didn't want them to see him cry. It would only make it harder for them.


    


    

  


  
    

    “Rise and shine, kid. Drink your tea and up ya get. I need yer help.”


    Keereet blinked against the light coming in through the open door. Gabbo's frame barely blocked the glow.


    “How am I suppose to help?” the eagle gurgled, pulling the sheet over his head.


    “I need you at the tiller. Jub's slunk off somewhere and I can't bring this thing to port by myself. Here's yer tea. Drink it.” Gabbo wrapped Keereet's fingers around the tea cup and lifted it to his beak.


    Keereet threw the tea back in one gulp.


    “How's yer leg?”


    “It feels better than it has,” said the eagle.


    “The tea helps. It's my grandmama's recipe.” Gabbo hauled Keereet up off the palette and helped him out the door.


    They came to the foot of the stairs and Gabbo paused, “This I didn't think about.”


    “Never say 'impossible,' huh?” Keereet chuckled.


    “We'll manage.” Gabbo stepped up onto the first step and hauled Keereet up behind him, bumping and jostling every step of the way.


    “Remember when I said my leg was feeling better?” Keereet winced at every bump.


    “Yeah?”


    “I was wrong.” The eagle leaned against the tiller and it swung wide. He almost toppled to the deck as the ship swerved to one side.


    “Easy, Kid, easy!” Gabbo stumbled and jerked the tiller back into position. “Treat her like a lady. She's delicate.” He demonstrated by tipping the tiller back and forth slightly, producing wide, gentle turns. “You wreck my boat and I'll kill ya.”


    Keereet took the tiller again and swallowed hard, “I've never done this before, you know.”


    “Didn't think ya had, Kid.” The otter went back down the stairs. “I'll be up top there,” he pointed to the top of the mast, “When I say turn, ya do it. When I say straight, ya do it.”


    “I can't guarantee anything,” said Keereet, clicking his beak.


    “You'll be fine. This is how everybody learns. Sink or swim.” Gabbo bounced across the deck.


    “Fly or fall,” mumbled Keereet.


    Gabbo caught either hand in the rigging and heaved himself up the mast. He climbed just above the sail and stepped onto the crossbeam, wrapping one arm around the top of the mast.


    “Keep her straight and even, Kid!” he called. When the otter jerked the rope in his right hand, the sail unfurled and the ship jerked into motion.


    Keereet fought the tiller to keep the boat on a straight path. His heart rose slowly into the back of his throat where it stifled his breathing.


    “You're doin' great,” Gabbo yelled over his shoulder. “Let's keep her movin' just like this.”


    The boat seemed to be moving faster than it had in Keereet's memory. The willows and brush along the river was a blur.


    “I don't know if I can do this!” called the eagle.


    “You're already doin' it, Kid!”


    Keereet gained in confidence as the river continued straight. He tensed when he spotted the bend coming up.


    “A nice, easy turn here. Take her a little wide. The inside of the bend is shallow. Don't run her up on the sand,” Gabbo called back to him. “Swing her out to port just a bit.”


    Keereet nudged the tiller to one side and the boat began to shift in the water.


    “No, the other way!” Gabbo yelled.


    “Which way is port?” Keereet overcorrected and sent the boat tipping.


    Gabbo pointed with one hand while he clung to the mast. “Port is that way! That way! But not so fast!”


    Keereet adjusted the tiller and the boat straightened out.


    “There. That's just fine, now turn her the other way. Gently.” Gabbo pointed this time, too.


    The eagle nudged the tiller and the boat began a sweeping turn.


    “Little more, turn her a little more,” said Gabbo.


    Keereet obliged and the boat swept cleanly through the bend.


    “Now straighten her out again,” said Gabbo. Keereet was already working the tiller to bring the ship straight. “There you are, just like that.”


    A cluster of wooden huts topped with thatch rooves appeared upstream through the clustered trees. Gabbo grabbed hold of a rope in the rigging with both hands and jumped from the crossbeam. As he fell, the rope cinched the sail up and the boat slowed. He jogged back up the deck and climbed the steps over the cabin.


    “Good work, Kid. I'll take her in from here. I could steer her down this stretch with my eyes closed. You get up there and drop the anchor when I tell ya to.” He pointed at a knotted loop of rope on the railing that trailed into the water.


    The ship continued to slow as the otter swung it alongside the village and into a gap between the two docks.


    “Drop anchor,” the otter called, and Keereet jerked the rope, releasing the knot.


    The rope spun off the side of the boat and the anchor caught the bottom, grinding the boat to a halt. A trio of pups on the dock hopped up and bounced from the dock to the boat with ropes, mooring the boat in place.


    “Thank ya, fellas,” said Gabbo as he strode down the length of the deck. The three young otters shot him lazy salutes and bounded back up the dock. Jub slunk from the space behind the cabin, swung himself onto the stable planks, and trudged up to the village in a huff.


    “Up ya go,” Gabbo drug Keereet onto the dock behind him with a grunt. Keereet stumbled and fell on his face.


    “Yer leg still botherin' ya?” asked the otter.


    “It doesn't move,” Keereet complained as he rolled onto his back. “The ground doesn't move. Not even a little.”


    “Aye, it'll take you a while to get yer land legs.” Gabbo helped the eagle to his feet and bent under his shoulder, helping him thump his way toward the huts.


    Those otters that were along the river stopped in the middle of what they were doing to watch Keereet limp into the village. The sound of the river staved off the silence that threatened to pervade the air as the village ground to a stand-still.


    A toddler tugged at the hem of his mother's dress, “Mama. Mama. Bird, Mama.” He pointed at Keereet and became indignant, stomping his feet when his mother refused to acknowledge him.


    A female otter stood where the planks turned into sand. She smiled and waved at Gabbo, and he did the same. She didn't seem to notice Keereet. After the exchange, she turned and walked back into the village.


    “Go back to what you were doin'. Ya look like a bunch of fish with yer mouths flappin' open,” Gabbo chided the crowd with a silly grin on his face.


    When the group refused to disperse, the otter hoisted Keereet up the steps to a broad hut. “Like I said, Kid. Ignore them. They'll get used to ya soon enough.”


    An otter sat behind a long wooden table against the wall, clicking gold coins together. Two more hunkered over a crate playing cards. The game stopped when Keereet and Gabbo came in.


    “Ready to unload?” the coin counter asked without looking up from his tallies.


    “That she is. A good catch this time around, dogs. More'n half a dozen barrels.”


    “Well, on your feet, ya lazies,” the coin-counter jerked his hand at the door and the frozen pair of otters jumped to their feet and headed out the door, their eyes on Keereet the whole way.


    “Take a sit-down, Kid,” Gabbo said, helping the eagle into a chair.


    “No market 'til tomorra,” said the coin counter. He glanced up at Gabbo, then at Keereet. Then his eyes went back to his money. “I could pay you in advance 'cept we haven't got a fish monger.”


    “What's wrong with Bubble?” asked Gabbo.


    “She's got the flu or sommat. S'pposed to stay in bed 'til Tuesday. Longer if she don't feel better by then. And 'til then I ain't got nobeast to run the stall. Yer fish ain't gonna last that long. Gonna have to salt 'em.”


    “Salt 'em?” Gabbo roared.


    “Yeah, salt 'em. And as such I can only give ya half price. And only after they sell.” The coin counter got to his feet and leaned forward over the table. “That's all I can do for ya this week, Gabs.”


    Gabbo rubbed his hand over his eyebrows and squinted, “What if I run the stall tomorrow?”


    “Can't have a fisherdog runnin' the stall. Conflict of interests.”


    “What about him, then?” Gabbo jerked his thumb at Keereet.


    The coin counter leaned around Gabbo and looked Keereet up and down, “Don't know him,” he said.


    “'Course you don't know him, but can he work the stall?”


    “He don't look a bad sort. And a fella with a bum leg means sympathy, which means beasts'll pay more. Folks'll be wanting to look at him, too.” After a pause the coin counter nodded, “All right.” He sat back down.


    “Well hang on a minute,” Keereet said, but Gabbo cut him off.


    “Selling fish is cake, Kid. You'll be fine.”


    The muscular pair of otters gave a shout from outside. The coin counter stood up again and beckoned to Gabbo as he went out the door, “Let's see what you've got, then.”


    Keereet followed the otters outside, hobbling on his splinted leg and using the wall for support. Along the front of the building, the two otters had arranged a series of glass tanks. The emptied fish barrels sat at the close end of the deck. Each tank sat atop a wheeled frame and held a different variety of sluggish glittering fish.


    The coin counter tapped at the tank full of billowing white squid. “You haven't got as much as ya caught last week.”


    “It's just as much as last week and twice as much as the week afore,” said Gabbo. “And the mackerel are as big as they've ever been. The prawns alone are worth half the cost of my boat.”


    The coin counter wiggled his fingers as he calculated, “I'll give you a five gold advancement plus your sixty percent of whatever your friend manages to sell tomorrow. Assumin' we've still got live fish here tomorrow.” He grimaced at a tank of anchovies as they milled in dazed circles.


    “Have I ever brought ya dead fish?” asked Gabbo, “I'll take ten.”


    “Seven.”


    “Eight.”


    “I can do eight.” The coin counter thumped a stack of coins into Gabbo's hand.


    The otter slipped them into a drawstring pouch tied to his belt. “I'll make sure he's at the market bright and early tomorrow. Pleasure doin' business, Shub.” Gabbo shoved himself under Keereet's arm and hauled the eagle further into town.


    “How's your leg holdin' up, Kid?”


    “Hurts,” Keereet grunted.


    “'S what I figured. Home is just up here. You can put your legs up and get away from all these gogglin' eyeballs.” Gabbo jerked his head at the growing, staring crowd that slowly followed the pair up the worn path between the huts.


    They came to a hut draped with torn fishing nets and bits of sailcloth. Gabbo bumped the door open with his hip.


    “Gabbo, who is that beast?” someone asked from the crowd.


    “What is that beast?” another voice asked.


    “He's a beast with a bum leg who needs his rest. Shove off, the lot of ya.” Gabbo shut the door behind them.


    The otters in the crowd whispered and mumbled, glancing nervously at one another and at the fisherdog's hut. The pups in the crowd huddled together, spreading their arms out like wings and wiggling their toes, imagining talons at the ends. It took hours for the crowd to disperse, but the whispers and rumors continued to spread through the town like the stink of low tide.


    “Sorry 'bout that,” said Gabbo as he lowered Keereet onto the cot in a corner of the hut. “It'll take 'em a bit to get used to ya. The pups seem to like you, at least.” The otter snatched a flint and steel off the mantle over the stone fireplace and ignited the remains of the last fire. He swung a suspended teakettle over the flames and tossed a log in before brushing his hands down the front of his trousers.


    “It's okay,” said the eagle, settling down into the cot. “I'm used to being stared at. At least here it's not out of pity.”


    “Ya hungry?” The otter asked, rummaging in a cabinet.


    “Like you wouldn't believe,” said Keereet. Enough to eat fish, he thought.


    “I don't keep much in the house when I'm out, but I can stock up at market tomorrow.” Gabbo handed a loaf of stale bread to the eagle.


    “I've never worked at a market before.” Keereet pecked at the crusty bread, swallowing hard to get it down. It dried his mouth out. “What am I supposed to do?”


    “Sell fish,” Gabbo laughed. “Ya start 'em high. Give 'em a price you know they won't pay but won't make 'em disgusted. They'll haggle ya down below what you should take, and ya meet in the middle. The higher the price, the better. You go too low and neither one of us is gonna eat til we get another catch in.”


    “How low is too low?”


    “Depends on the fish. Those prawns are pricey. Them and the anchovies ya sell by the net. Everythin' else sells individual. Next expensive is the snapper, the squid, then the mackerel. The anchovies are cheapest.”


    “You might need to write this down for me,” said Keereet.


    Gabbo laughed. “Nobeast in this village knows how to write. You'll have to remember it.”


    “Who was that beast at the end of the dock? The one with the long hair? She seems nice.”


    Gabbo cleared his throat and turned his face away. “That'd be Brenna. She's... Well, she's a better beast than half the fishbrains in the village.”


    “Pretty, too, isn't she?” asked Keereet.


    “Come off it, Kid. Drink yer tea.” He poured a cup of tea for Keereet.


    The eagle inhaled the steam off the cup and sighed. He took a sip as someone knocked on the door.


    “Who's that?” Gabbo asked.


    “Wolo,” said a harsh voice on the other side of the door.


    Gabbo pulled the door open. On the other side stood a graying otter with a string of shark teeth around his neck. He put a hand on Gabbo's shoulder and pulled him into a hug.


    “It's good to see ya, Nephew,” said the old otter.


    “Ya see me all the time,“ protested Gabbo.


    “Still good to see ya,” said Wolo. He let go of Gabbo and took a step back. “Some a' the folks said you've got a guest. A funny-lookin fella.” He glanced over Gabbo's shoulder at Keereet before looking back at his nephew.


    “I was afraid Jub would get to ya first. What'd he tell ya?”


    “Now ya know I don't take anything Jub says at face value, but there's so many beasts gabbin' about this that I thought I oughta come check on ya.”


    “Uncle Wolo, this is Keereet,” Gabbo said as he stepped aside.


    Keereet extended a hand toward the older otter. “Nice to meet you.”


    Wolo took Keereet's hand and shook it. “I'd say the same, but I'm not quite sure of ya yet. Half the village thinks you're an Avian, and the rest ain't sure what to think or are sayin' you're some sort of devil.”


    Keereet sat up higher on the cot and gestured at his leg, “I'd hope, if I were a demon, that I would have the ability to keep my bones whole.”


    Wolo nodded, “I suppose that's as true, Pup. There ain't been an Avian so far as I know for a long, long time. But I figure it's not impossible. My grandmama used to tell me a story 'bout a robin she knew as a girl. I always figured she was tellin' big fish stories, but she had me convinced more than once.”


    “For what it counts, Uncle, he says he's an eagle and I b'lieve him.”


    Clapping a hand on Gabbo's back, Wolo smiled. “It counts as enough for me.” He opened the door, stepped into the doorway, and bobbed his head at Keereet. “A pleasure makin' your acquaintance, eagle. I hope to see yer leg better soon. Should ya need anything, ya only need to ask. The Chief of Willowbrook Village is at yer service.”


    Gabbo shut the door behind his uncle and threw himself into a chair. “That's a load off, anyway. If The Chief believes ya, we've got most of the village behind ya. Jub's got a few hooligan friends, but they ain't got courage enough to cause a problem. Not if Uncle Wolo tells 'em not to. An' he will.”


    Keereet finished the last of his tea and stretched out flat on the cot. “It's only just until my leg is better anyway. After that I'll get out of your feathers. I mean your fur.”


    “Nonsense,” said Gabbo. “You're welcome for as long as you want to stay. It'll get more familiar, you know. It might not ever be home, but home sounds crummy if you're asking me.”


    “I appreciate the offer,” Keereet yawned, ”but I'm an Avian. Even if my wings aren't right. I belong in the sky. Better one of the Flightless than grounded. If there's any way to get home then I'll take it.”


    “Get some sleep,” the otter said, “One of the pups has a birthday tonight. Ya don't want to miss the party.”


    


    

  


  
    

    At sunset, Gabbo woke Keereet, shaking him gently. “You're gonna sleep through it,” he said.


    The eagle mumbled and pulled the blanket over his head.


    “C'mon, Kid. There's more food than you can eat out there, and the dancers are gettin' ready to shake it.” The otter jerked the quilt back and heaved the half-asleep eagle to his feet. “How's the leg?”


    “Dunno. I'm not awake yet.”


    Gabbo opened the door and the laughter of children and the mumble of voices rolled in. The flicker of a great bonfire lit the inside of the hut.


    “Made this for ya. Should be about right.” Gabbo shoved a wooden crutch under each of Keereet's arms. “I can't carry you everywhere.”


    Keereet thumped out the door onto the hard dirt, “They're perfect, Gabbo. Thank you.” He grinned at the otter, who thumped him on the back. The eagle stumbled but caught himself.


    “Let's get some real food in ya, then,” said Gabbo.


    As they made their way toward the festivities, weaving between huts, pups ran around them in circles, ducking to hide in the shadows from one another. Gabbo ducked behind a building and snatched one of the children up as he sprinted past. The child shrieked and kicked, giggling as Gabbo tickled him and flipped him upside down.


    “Put me down! Put me down!” the pup screamed.


    “Go on then, Sandybritches,” said Gabbo, plunking the pup down on his feet. As soon as his feet hit the dirt, he was off after the rest of the children.


    Keereet smiled as he watched them go. He hobbled along on his crutches, picking up speed in an effort to catch up with Gabbo. The two of them rounded a hut and the square in the center of the village lay before them. A roaring bonfire reached up to the sky, casting red, bouncing light over the dozens of assembled otters. Most of them sat along knotted, twisted logs that circled the fire, and the rest clustered in groups around the square, laughing and talking with one another.


    Gabbo headed straight for a long table on tall, spindly legs that was covered in food and drink. He looked over his shoulder at Keereet. “Come on, Kid. Clams move faster than you do.”


    Keereet thumped along. “I'm still learning to use these things,” he said. “Slow down, would you?”


    “Gabbo doesn't slow down,” said a female otter standing on the other side of the table. “Ever.”


    “And Brenna don't ever keep her opinions to herself.” Gabbo stuck his tongue out at the other otter.


    She tweaked the valve on a keg at the end of the table and ruby red liquid poured into the wooden mug that she held under the tap.


    “Are you old enough for raspberry ale now, Missy?” Gabbo asked, shoving a stuffed mushroom into his mouth.


    “Plenty old. And I'd figure I can hold it better than you can. Yer health.” She tipped the mug in Gabbo's direction, winked, and walked away to join a group of chattering lady otters.


    “Don't mind her,” Gabbo told Keereet. “Or listen to a word she says. I said she was wonderful, an' I meant it, but she's got a smart mouth, too.” The otter gestured at the table, “Are ya gonna eat or not?”


    Keereet picked a berry tart off the table and popped it into his mouth. His eyes widened and he shoved in a second.


    “Easy, Kid. You'll make yourself sick eating like that.” Gabbo drew himself a mug of wine from the cask.


    “It's so good,” Keereet said around a mouthful of hot chestnut. “I've never tasted anything half as good.”


    “You must not have eaten very much. This is normal grub fer us.” Gabbo took a swig from his cup and tapped the cask with his other hand. “Stay away from the wine. It'll make ya sick with the tea you've been drinking.”


    Keereet selected a large green olive and bit it in half. He rolled it around in his mouth before deciding that he liked it. He ate the other half. “Yeah, right. No wine. What are these things?”


    “Olives?” asked Gabbo, “You've never had olives?”


    “We only eat what can be grown in the hydroponics houses and the fertilizer bins.”


    “You're missing out.” Gabbo smeared a soft cheese across a slice of thin, crisp bread and shoved it into Keereet's beak. The bird devoured it and his feathers puffed.


    “There are a lot of beasts here,” he said, wiping his beak with his fingers. “I ought not eat so much.”


    “Don't hold yerself back. Everybeast here's been cooking since before we came into port this morning. There's plenty more where this came from.”


    The eagle continued to sample everything on the table. His belly became full and his leg began to hurt. He settled himself onto a stump at the edge of the square. The villagers had begun to settle down, taking their food and mugs to their seats around the fire. A tiny otter in a smudged, knee-length dress toddled up in front of him, stopping to stare at him as she gummed a berry tart. The filling oozed down her arm as she looked at Keereet wide-eyed.


    Smiling at her, Keereet wondered where her mother was. Children of this size were never allowed out of their parent's care on the Floating Continent. The pup pointed a sticky hand at Keereet. He leaned closer to her.


    “Yes?” he asked. The girl reached up and grabbed his beak.


    Keereet let out a high-pitched squawk and crossed his eyes. The girl laughed, drooling tart down the front of her dress. She looked down at her empty hands then and turned to take wobbling steps toward the table.


    A male otter intercepted the toddler, swooping her up into his arms and kissing her forehead. Keereet watched and smiled, though he quickly averted his eyes when the otter looked at him.


    “If I c'n have yer attention,” called a voice from near the fire. “Yer attention!”


    Keereet turned to see the Chief standing in the middle of the circle of logs, the fire to his back. The otters slowly fell silent, the last few children hopping into their parents laps and the standing groups turning to face the Chief.


    “We're about to start here. Miss Hobble wants to let you all know that there's more than enough food to go around. Don't anybeast be shy; tuck in. An' now if I c'n get the birthday pup to come up here with me?” He bent at the waist and took the hand of the small boy who hopped up from a seat in front of him. He hefted the boy up onto his shoulders.


    “Ladies. Gentledogs. Otters. This here's Grub, the focus of the party. He turns five today, and we're here to make sure he knows it!”


    A chorus of cheers burst from the villagers. They applauded and someone started a chant that was soon picked up by the masses. Even Keereet joined in the call.


    “Happy birthday, Grub! Happy birthday, Grub!” The chant disintegrated into a smattering of applause as the tiny otter blew kisses and waved to the assembly.


    “Back to yer mama, now,” The Chief put the boy down and patted him on the back. Beaming, Grub climbed back into his mother's lap. When the Chief stood upright, he clapped his hands to recapture the crowds attention. “I'm not quite done yet, folks. I've got another fella to introduce to ya.”


    A murmur of confusion went through the crowd as Wolo continued.


    “I'm sure some of ya have heard rumors about the beast that Gabbo brought back to the village with him. Now I want everybeast here to be clear on this. The fella's a guest in our village, and I expect him to be treated kindly. No gawpin' or followin' him around or none of that.” Wolo gestured at the stump where Keereet sat. “Stand up, Keereet, if it ain't too much of a bother.”


    The eagle got to his feet, his eyes pointed down and the feathers on his face puffing. Every face in the square turned to look at him. A whisper went through the crowd. Keereet fanned and twitched his tail feathers.


    “We're gonna quell the rumors here 'n' now, folks. This fella's an eagle.” Wolo ignored the murmur that ran across the square. “He's a beast like you and me.” An awkward silence arose like a stiff wind. “Well, then, is this how Willowbrook Village makes a guest feel ta home?”


    Gabbo was the first to start clapping, but it spread across the square in a wave. At one side of the square, a quartet of otters stood and slunk off into the shadows of the huts, grumbling to one another and glaring at the eagle.


    “That's more like it!” bellowed Wolo over the clapping. “Let's get to the partyin'!”


    As the graying otter took a seat on the logs, a cluster of female otters pranced out from behind the huts. The fire set off their silhouettes as they whirled and twisted, their skirt flaring and the beads around their wrists and ankles jangling. With only those beads and the stomp of their feet, the dancers set a complex rhythm. In combination with the whirling dervish of bodies, Keereet felt hypnotized.


    After sitting politely through the first dance, the otters applauded. A pair of tall, gangly otters with drums settled at one edge of the fire and began to pound out music. The dancers began again and the crowd began to shift. While some stayed in their seats to watch the performance, others rose to eat. Some clustered around Keereet.


    “You're really an eagle, eh?” one elderly otter asked.


    “C'n I touch your wings?” asked a young lady.


    “Where did ya come from?”


    “How did ya get here?”


    The otters all talked over one another. Keereet tried to answer each question, but his voice was immediately drowned out by another. The feathers on his face puffed out as far as they would go, making his head look like a golden ball of cotton.


    Gabbo pushed his way through the ring of questioners. “Easy folks, easy. Don't crowd the poor fella. Can't ya see he's got a bum leg?”


    A few otters mumbled apologies.


    “Besides, you can talk to him all ya want at the market tomorrow. He's filling in for Bubble as Shub's fish monger. Now go do whatever it is you barrel of fishbrains do when there ain't an eagle around.”


    The crowd dispersed, many of them grumbling in disappointment, and most of them sharing guesses and rumors amongst themselves as they moved to the table of food. It seemed to be the center of the party. Otters circulated to speak to one another or to congratulate the birthday pup, but they inevitably wound up back at the table.


    Everyone seemed to eat more than was possible. Even the little ones toddled away from the table with overfull bellies, licking jam and gravy off of their lips and teeth. More than one belt was loosened over the course of the night.


    Slowly, the younger party attendants were tugged away from the treats and snacks and sent to bed. The majority of the party goers had taken far too much ale in Keereet's opinion. Those that weren't slumped in a heap at the edges of the square were hiccuping and sobbing or trying to start fights with one another.


    Gabbo, slightly more sober than the rest of the village, slapped Keereet on the back. “I think it's about time we got ya ta bed,” he said. “It'll be an early morning ya have tomorrow.”


    The pair hobbled slowly back through the line of huts, Keereet leaning on his crutches and Gabbo stumbling from one building to the next. Each time, he barely caught himself against a wall to avoid toppling to the ground.


    A huddle of shadows clustered behind on of the huts caught Keereet's attention. He turned to look at the small group of otters, their silhouettes outlines in the flickering red light cast by the dying bonfire. Six pairs of eyes reflected the flames as the eagle watched. Sharp teeth glinted from grimacing lips. For a moment, the cadre of otters glared at Keereet, and he looked back at them.


    Jub puffed on a pipe, sending smoke rings into the darkness as he glared at Keereet from among his compatriots. He grumbled low in his throat and tipped his pipe, tapping the glowing embers onto the dirt at his feet. Gabbo's brother turned and disappeared into the trees at the edge of the village, melting into the shadows. One by one, the others followed him. Keereet saw one last flicker from a pair of eyes before he could no longer distinguish the otters from the trees.


    “Blast this door,” Gabbo grumbled from up ahead.


    Keereet turned Gabbo away from the door he'd been tugging on furiously. It was hung on a hut that was covered in hanging pots of flowers and vines that had begun to crawl across the thatch.


    “'S not my house, is it?” Gabbo asked in slurred speech.


    “No,” Keereet responded, suppressing a chuckle. “It's not.”


    The eagle had a hard time of it, prodding Gabbo toward his hut with the end of a crutch, correcting him when he made a wrong turn, and tugging him along when he slowed. Gabbo barely made it through the door before collapsing to the floor, mumbling an off-key song about Keereet didn't know what, but he heard the name “Brenna” slurred more than once to the tune. The eagle dropped himself onto the cot and clapped the pillow around his ears, though it didn't drown the noise out. He had no idea how he would get any sleep.


    


    

  


  
    

    “Up an' at em, Kid,” said Gabbo. Keereet's good leg hung over the edge of the cot, and the otter bumped it with his knee.


    The eagle sat up, blinking against the blur in his vision. He groaned and flopped his head back onto the pillow. “It's not even light out,” he said.


    “You've got a fish stall to run, remember? People can't just wait on ya to get yer beauty sleep.” Gabbo whipped the blankets off of the cot.


    “You're always so chipper,” grumbled Keereet. “I don't even know how that's possible after last night.”


    Gabbo smiled and winked at the eagle. “I'm an old seadog. I have m' ways to deal with the drink.” He forced a cup of tea into Keereet's hands, “Drink yer tea so we can get you out to work.”


    The eagle chugged down the warm liquid, wiping his beak with the back of his arm and setting the cup aside.


    Gabbo tugged him to his feet and hurried him out the door. The glow of daylight had barely begun to rise, purple and blue, over the edge of the eastern horizon, casting an otherworldly glow over the treetops of the forest. Keereet stumbled out over the threshold and shivered in the crisp morning air.


    Gabbo led him through the huts back to the village square. Where the night before there had been tables of food and a roaring bonfire, there were rows and clusters of wooden stalls, some of them no more than benches and others elaborately draped overhead with colorful canvas that lay slack in the still air. Yawning, blinking beasts ambled with purpose through the temporary alleyways, hauling crates and stacking produce.


    The two broadest avenues drew to a corner where a broad counter with a brilliant blue awning


    squatted, dwarfed by the tanks of fish that surrounded it. Wooden signs hung from the overhead canvas, painted to depict various colors and species of fish. Long-handled nets lay in a stack across the counter.


    “Up ya get,” Gabbo grunted as he hoisted Keereet over the counter. The eagle fell to the ground on the other side in a heap of feathers and crutches. “Sorry 'bout that.” Gabbo squinted and grinned, “Thought it'd be easier than havin' ya crawl underneath.”


    Keereet stood and brushed the dirt off of himself, fanning his wings and tail and shaking them.


    “Folks will start moving through here pretty soon. I'm gonna have a wander myself. If you need me, give a howl. Brenna'll pass it on for ya. Won't ya, Bren?” Gabbo turned and waved at the female otter that stood opposite the intersection from the fish stall, busy arranging casks and bottles of alcohol in a broad canvas tent that splayed open at the front.


    “Ay, I'll get the word to ya.” Brenna winked at Keereet. “If ya get in over your head, eagle, I'm not far off. Neither is Flora nor Grumble.”


    A mouse poked her head out of the door of a fully-enclosed wooden stall, her ears brushing against the top of the doorway. She pushed her brass-rimmed glasses up her nose. “Yes? Pardon?”


    “Nothin', Flora. Just got a new kid working Shub's stall. Told him we'd give him a boost if he needed it.”


    The mouse blinked at Keereet for a moment. Finally she waved and grinned widely at him, “Pleased to be meeting you. Now if you'll excuse me, my cheese is sweating.” And with that she ducked back into her stall.


    Keereet had been prepared to greet the mouse, but now his beak was left hanging open. “And Grumble?”


    “Oy, Grum!” called Gabbo.


    A voice called from inside of a wooden frame hung with heavy fabrics. A wooden plank outside was trimmed into the shape of a mushroom, leaning back on a short prop. “What? Whatcha want?”


    “You ain't gonna poke your nose out here?” Brenna chided.


    “You know it's too bright out there. Hurts m'eyes.” A long, thin snout tipped with a pink star-shaped nose poked out of a fold in the fabric.


    “It ain't yet sunrise, ya cranky fool,” said Brenna.


    “Smells bright out there, and I ain't comin' out.” The nose disappeared back into the stall.


    “Moles are all mostly that way,” Gabbo said to Keereet. “If it really comes down to it, though, he's a dependable fella.” He raised his voice, “Ain't that right, Grumble?”


    “Can't a mole tend to his fungus?” came the mole's muffled shout.


    “His real name ain't Grumble,” said Brenna. “It just kind of stuck to him.”


    Keereet smiled, “I can't imagine why.”


    “Well, if you need anything, just holler,” said Brenna, tipping a barrel of wine on its side and rolling it to a position underneath one of the legs at the front of her stall. She tipped it up on its side and leaned against it.


    A creaking cart, pulled by a slim otter, trundled between alleys. “Hot cider!” he called, “Hot cider here!” The iron kettles, big as Keereet, that were stacked in the cart let off puffs of steam when the cart hit a bump. Keereet inhaled deeply, smelling slightly fermented apples and strong, sweet spices.


    “Hot cider!” the otter called as he adjusted his hold on the poles that jutted from the front of the cart. “Get it while it's hot!” and the cart disappeared around a corner between two booths: one selling olive oil packed in bottles that contained flavorings from raspberries to rosemary to hot peppers and the other a simple stack of crates displaying a wide variety of dried fruits.


    Gabbo bobbed his head at Keereet, “If you don't mind, Kid, I'm goin' to get ta shopping before the crowd gets here 'n' buys all the good stuff.”


    Keereet clicked his beak and swallowed hard, but he nodded, “I think I'll be okay.”


    The eagle watched Gabbo stride off into the market as the sun continued to climb, casting brilliant orange light over the stalls. Only a few patrons meandered up and down the alleys, most of them carrying baskets slung over one arm or sagging packs on their backs.


    “Fresh flowers!” a fox in a brilliant green dress with her hair tied in intricate knots that were piled above her ears shouted to the growing crowd. She waved a long-stemmed red rose in the air, tilting it at passersby. A large, flat basket hung from her left arm, overflowing with blossoms of more hues than Keereet had known to exist.


    The vixen turned toward Keereet as she took up a position near his booth. “Do you mind terribly if I stand here? I can't imagine flowers being competition for a fish monger.”


    “I don't mind,” said Keereet.


    “A flower for the kind gentlebird,” said the fox, passing him a delicate white lily with a purple center.


    “Thank you,” he tucked the lily into the low collar of his tunic where it hung out over his left breast.


    “That's a luck lily,” the vixen said, “It's rare in these parts, but then, so are you. You're looking for something, I think. I hope the lily's luck rubs off on you to help you find whatever that might be.”


    A badger woman passed by, dragging three children behind her, each holding tightly to a single rope that looped around their middle and tied to their mother's belt at one end. The vixen extended the basket towards the badger.


    “Flower for a copper, Ma'am?” The vixen asked.


    “You do have some lovely roses,” said the badger, stopping abruptly. Each of her three children ran into her backside. A squabble picked up among them until the badger shot them a nasty glare.


    “Get the pink ones, Mama. They remind me of your fancy petticoats.” One of the children said, tugging at the badger's hand.


    The badger held out a hand full of copper pennies to the vixen, “Three pink roses, then, please.”


    “Of course. Pink has always been one of my favorites.” The vixen winked at the badger and passed her a trio of roses cut halfway between bud and full bloom. The badger turned and handed each of her daughters a rose. The girls oohed and ahhed over the blossoms, nipping the long stems off with their sharp teeth and tucking them into the fur behind their ears. Their mother tugged at the rope, dragging the children behind her, and they ducked into Flora's cheese stall.


    The sun had risen fully, and the crowd was one bigger than Keereet had ever seen. Bodies jostled past one another. The air was full to bursting with dealers calling their wares, “excuse me”s, and from somewhere behind the fish stall, jingling, happy music. He drummed his fingertips on the wooden counter as he watched the crowd.


    Only a few of them seemed startled by his presence, stopping mid-stride to do double-takes. One elderly skunk approached the counter just to peer at the eagle through squinted eyes. Keereet had smiled at her, at which she turned and melted into the bustle.


    A tall, thin rat pushed his way through the crowd to peer over Keereet's shoulder at the fish in the tanks behind him. The rat tugged at the short, puffy beard that sprouted from his lower lip. He dropped a large leather bag, sealed with tar, on the counter in front of him. “How much fer the anchovies?” the rat asked.


    Keereet just smiled for a moment, blinking. His heart had lept into his throat, and he seemed to have lost all understanding of where he was or what he was doing. The rat looked at him expectantly. Keereet picked up the short-handled net that lay across the counter and waved it at the rat.


    “Three copper for a netfull?” the eagle croaked.


    “You asking me or telling me?” said the rat with a raised eyebrow. “You must be new here. Usually it's a pretty otter working this fish stall. Seeing as it's your first time around, I'll give ye a break. Three copper it is.” The rat stacked three dull coins on the counter and slid them across the wood to Keereet. The eagle swept them into a box on a shelf under the counter.


    “I'll need some water in the bag, too,” the rat said, tapping a pointed claw on the sack.


    Keereet lifted the bag from the counter and turned to face the anchovy tank that stood on a raised frame behind him. He climbed onto a wooden box and dipped the leather bag into the tank. It ballooned as it filled with water, the anchovies fleeing to press in a mass against the glass on the opposite side of the tank.


    Keereet lifted the sack out of the tank and held it awkwardly with one hand as he wielded the net with the other. His first sweep through the tank yielded nothing. The fish parted around the net and smoothly gathered again as it passed.


    “You... need some help?” the rat asked as Keereet tried again, swinging the net violently through the water and sloshing it over the edge of the tank where it soaked the front of his knee-length wool pants.


    “No, I've got it.” Keereet dipped the net among the fish again, trapping a fair number in a corner where they had nowhere to go but into the net. The eagle leaned to one side to show the rat his catch, “That okay?”


    “That's fine. I'd just like to have my fish within the week,” the rat said sourly.


    Keereet's feathers puffed as he lifted the flopping, shimmering anchovies out of the tank and upended them into the tarred sack. He dropped the net back into the tank, where just the end of the handle stood above the water line. Clutching the top of the bag shut, he carried it with both hands, the water and fish inside sloshing back and forth, to the counter.


    The rat snatched it from the eagle's hands and whipped a chord around the top, cinching it shut. He heaved the sack over his shoulder. The crowd parted before him as he went and sealed behind him again, like anchovies before a net. Keereet could hear him grumbling until he was out of sight.


    “Don't mind him,” said the flower vixen, “He's had something of a bad morning.”


    Keereet smiled at her and tried to breathe deeply, forcing his heartbeat to slow. Just as he felt he was returning back to normal, another customer came to the counter.


    An otter that he recognized from the party, but whose name he didn't know, pointed at the snapper. “I need one of those. A big one. An' two nets of shrimp.” He set a wicker basket on the counter and reached into a deep pocket in his pants, “How much?”


    Keereet calculated in his head. “Six silver,” he said.


    The otter, without looking up, still digging in his pocket for his coins, said, “I'll give you four.”


    “Five silver and eight copper,” said Keereet.


    “Ya barely even lowered yer price,” the otter protested. “I'll give you five.”


    “Five it is,” said Keereet. The otter dropped a handful of silver and copper coins into Keereet's open hand. The eagle counted them and dropped them into the cash box. He snagged the net out of the anchovy tank, causing the fish inside to swirl in glittering panic.


    He managed to catch a snapper on his first try, though it wasn't the one the customer wanted. It took him four more tries before he caught a satisfactory fish. The shrimp were much easier to net; their tank was so full that they had nowhere to escape to.


    The otter shook Keereets hand and tied the basket's lid down, fish and prawns flopping inside. “Thanks, Eagle.”


    Brenna's voice called out over the crowd. “Ale! Brandy and spirits! Raspberry wine! The best mead and beer!” Her stall was instantly swamped. It seemed to Keereet that she drew customers from the other end of the village. He considered what Gabbo had said. If the fish don't sell, we don't get paid.


    He took a deep breath and squared back his shoulders. Opening his beak wide he called, “Fresh fish! Prawns, anchovies, snapper, squid, and mackerel!” The volume that he managed surprised him, and a few of the beasts that were closest to his stall in the crowd flinched and glared at him angrily. But a couple of heads turned and a line began to form at the counter.


    As Keereet served customers with increasing efficiency, he couldn't help but notice the group that had congealed at the edge of his vision. They leaned against the mushroom stall, and the crowd flowed around them. It was a cluster of four otters. Jub was among them. Keereet tried to ignore them, but he couldn't help but notice how angry they all looked and the way their lips curled back over their teeth as they spoke with one another.


    When the customers had all been served, the tanks were closer to empty than full. The flower vixen stepped into the line of sight between Keereet and the brooding otters.


    “They mean bad news for you,” she said. “I haven't heard what they're saying, but anybody with eyes can see they aren't happy. You ought to be careful.” She turned away from him, then, as a lop-eared rabbit asked her a question about daisies.


    When the vixen moved away, the otters were gone.


    A hand descended on Keereet's shoulder and he jumped. He balled a fist and spun to face the beast behind him. It was Gabbo.


    “Easy, Kid. I didn't think selling fish would make ya this jumpy. Yer like a fish in a pod of dolphins.” The otter held out a pair of warm turnovers the size of Keereet's head. “I thought you could use lunch. They're mutton. I hope that's okay with ya. The piebear sold out of everythin' else.”


    The two pulled up a pair of crates and began to eat the hot meat pies, Keereet eyeing the counter and tensing to stand whenever a beast neared the stall.


    “You seem to be doing well,” said Gabbo as he tipped the cash box sideways to look over the coins inside, “Not as good as Bubble, maybe, but she's got experience and long eyelashes going for her.” He chuckled.


    Keereet heaved a sigh and licked the gravy off of his beak between bites. “I've been trying. It's getting easier.”


    Gabbo tossed the last corner of crust into his mouth. Keereet looked down at his own pie, no more than half gone. “How do you eat so fast?”


    “It's an otter thing. I don't know if you've noticed, but we appreciate a good meal.”


    “And a good sulk,” mumbled Keereet.


    “What?”


    “It's nothing, really. I've just seen Jub and his friends almost all morning. Over there.” He waved a hand at Grumble's stall. “Just standing there staring at me. The flower vixen said she'd noticed too. Even she thinks they're bad news.”


    “Ya mean Lola?” asked Gabbo. “I didn't know Lola was here today. I haven't seen her in more than a year.” His smile faded from his face, “She only ever shows up when somethin' big is gonna happen. It might be good, it might be bad, but she's the only one who ever sees it coming. Whatever she tells ya, you'd do well to listen to what she's got ta say.”


    “What do you mean she sees it coming?” Keereet wiped a piece of potato off the front of his tunic. It left a splotch of gravy that he scowled at and tried to rub out with his thumb.


    “I mean just what I said. She's got a sense for things. Beasts and happenin's and who knows what else. Could be she's here because you are, come to think of it.”


    The vixen leaned over the counter and cleared her throat. “You gentlebeasts wouldn't happen to be talking about me, would you?”


    Gabbo stood up and grinned broadly, “Lola! It's good to see you. I was just telling Keereet about yer... gift.”


    “I don't know that I'd consider it a gift. I'm often the bearer of bad news. There are some places I'm banned altogether.” She continued to smile, though her voice had darkened. “Though it's not necessarily a curse, either.” She gestured overhead then, at the sky above the canvas covering the stall. “There's a storm coming in fast,” she said. “A big one. You may want to batten down the hatches.”


    Gabbo leaned over the counter and looked up. A single fat rain drop landed square on his nose, and he sneezed, “Looks like a real capsizer,” he said. Keereet stood and watched as the marketplace became swiftly barren. Beasts rushed home, and those who were determined to stay took shelter, darting from one stall to another and continuing to haggle.


    The canvas on Grumble's stall whipped in the gathering wind; one of the lashings had come undone. A side of his stall flapped up and down, giving Keereet glimpses of the dwarfish mole inside as he struggled to grab the corner of the cloth. Gabbo bounded over the counter in a single smooth leap and ran to help.


    “Pack her up, Keereet!” called Brenna from across the alley. “Get that canvas down or this wind 'll take the whole stall with it!” She was unlacing the canvas on the frame of her stall, rolling and tucking it into dense balls as she went.


    Blue lightning stabbed through the darkness imposed by the storm. A heavy, rolling boom followed soon after. The last stragglers in the marketplace tugged children and family to the presumed safety of the trees outside the village. Keereet could see the mast on Gabbo's ship tipping back and forth over the tops of the stalls where it rolled in the windblown river.


    The eagle got to his feet with the aid of his crutch and reached to untie the nearest chord on the canvas. Another flash of lightning streaked through the sky. Bits of wood exploded across the square as Gabbo's mast exploded, shattering as it was struck.


    “My boat!” Gabbo howled, abandoning Grumble's canvas as he sprinted toward the glow of fire that came from the dock.


    Brenna jogged across the alley to help Grumble, who was living up to his namesake, though Keereet couldn't hear him over the sound of rain, wind, and thunder. Keereet could smell smoke, but it wasn't coming only from the dock. Another glow sparked somewhere in the village, and the call of “Fire!” went up from half a dozen voices.


    As Keereet battled with the tugging canvas, the smell of smoke and the heat grew nearer. He turned to see that the other side of the stall was engulfed in full flame. The eagle squawked and reeled, falling into the loose flap of canvas that had yet to catch fire. He collapsed in a heap of feathers and fabric, his stubby wings flapping as he screamed.


    A lungful of smoke made him cough. He felt dizzy, and he couldn't find the crutch no matter where he groped for it. The splint on his aching leg made it almost impossible for him to stand. The best he could do was scrabble through the mud, pressing his back against the counter. He looked up to see that the whole stall was aflame around him. He reached back to use the shelf under the counter as leverage, and he slipped as he pulled the box of coins to the ground.


    Keereet's shrieks grew more faint in between bouts of coughing. He curled into a ball at the bottom of the counter, rubbing his stinging, weeping eyes. He jerked his tail away from the blaze as the ends of his tail feathers began to singe and crisp. He couldn't see, and he could hear nothing over the roar of the flames.


    A pair of hands grabbed him around the shoulders, heaving him up over the smoldering counter. His head lolled on his shoulders as he coughed. He could feel himself being pulled, dragged through the mud. The dark shapes of panicked beasts around him were the last thing he saw before he passed out.


    


    

  


  
    

    Keereet woke up, his lungs and eyes burning. He coughed hard, but he could still barely breathe. He was cold and he shivered. The tensing of his muscles sent a jolt of pain through his leg, and he cried out. The sound echoed back to him. A steady, even drip resounded around him.


    He blinked, and it hurt. He couldn't see clearly, but with every passing moment, more light came into his eyes. More color.


    There wasn't much to see. He lay sprawled on a hard stone floor amid jaggedly broken boulders and stones. The ceiling was low; he doubted he'd be able to stand, even if he could get up on his throbbing leg. Either side of the room was within arms reach, no more than six feet apart.


    Keereet suddenly became claustrophobic. He spread his wings, beating them hard and sending specks of sand rolling across the floor in the pitiful gusts of wind. He shrieked and clutched at his ears when the sound came back to him a thousand fold.


    Towards his feet, the cave opened up. A glow from the larger main chamber cast the only light that he could see by. He scooted along the floor towards the passageway between the two spaces, but was jerked to a stop. A thick metal bracer was closed around his good ankle. A chain bound him to the wall, pierced by an iron rod hammered deep into the rock.


    A trickle of water ran down the wall, dripping to the floor. Keereet crawled to the moisture and pressed his open beak to it, licking the wet stone. The water was cold and good, though there wasn't nearly enough of it. Keereet let the water run over and into his beak while he panted, his eyes squinted closed. Soft squawks left his beak with each exhale.


    Aside from his breathing and the gentle flow of water, the cave was silent. He sat in the silence for a long, long time. He couldn't have estimated the hours or days or months, but it may as well have been a lifetime. He could feel himself going crazy. Birds weren't meant to be underground. He was startled when he heard the faint echo of voices, steadily growing louder as they flowed into his cell from the larger cavern.


    He saw ghosts, apparitions, monsters. Unspeakable things that had crawled from under the ground and were returning to eat him. Their arm-length needle teeth gnashed and their grotesque bodies, flattened and squeezed by the pressure of the earth above them writhed as they crawled on poisoned claws and pale, distended bellies toward him. He felt bile rising in his throat and he turned to vomit, the digested remains of a meat pie splattering the floor and flecking his feathers.


    But when the voices drew closer, Keereet could see their silhouettes in the dim, flickering light. It was worse than the monsters that he had envisioned. They were otters. He could distinguish Jub's voice, then, louder than the others.


    “We're not touching him. Ya don't know what he's capable of, a monster like that. Uncle told us to keep our distance, an' come Hades or seastorm, that's what I mean ta do. An' the rest of you better do the same.”


    One of the others groaned in a high, scraping voice, “But Jub, ain't we allowed to have no fun? I'm the one that set the fish stall on fire. I ought to be allowed!”


    A sharp slap rang through the air. Keereet clapped his hands over his ears as it boomed in his cell.


    “Any other dog here want to argue it with me?” Jub paused, “I didn't think so. An' let that serve a lesson to all of ya.”


    The scrape of wood on stone echoed and Keereet watched the shadows cast on the wall sit. He pivoted, his good leg dragging the chain across the floor. The otters suddenly fell silent.


    “It's awake,” one of them hissed.


    Keereet turned head-first toward the larger cavern and crawled down the incline on his belly. He could barely see the otters when the chain was stretched taught. Four of them sat on wooden chair surrounding a crate. On the crate burned a single oil lamp.


    “It's watchin' us,” said one of the four, shivering.


    “Let it watch then,” said Jub. “So long as don't any of ya go near it and ya don't listen to a damn thing he says, we're fine.”


    Keereet crawled back into his cell then. His chest heaved as he fought back sobs. Instead, he focused on washing the stink of his sickness away. He cupped his hands under the trickle of water until they were full and sloshed the water down onto the puddle of vomit. It began to roll down the floor toward the larger cave.


    “What's it doin'?” he heard one of the otters ask.


    “Shut up,” said Jub.


    When the floor was as clean as he could get it, and the vomit had run down into the larger cave, pooling to one side of the opening in a hollow against the cavern wall, Keereet wiped the flecks from his feathers. The cold water felt good on his broken leg, though it didn't completely stop the throbbing, maddening pain that radiated from his talons to his hip.


    Gritting his eyes and clenching his beak shut, Keereet lay back on the cool, damp floor. Tears squeezed out of the corners of his eyes as he squeezed both hands around his thigh above the break. The throbbing seemed to subside slightly, though it may have been just his imagination.


    He could hear laughing from the cavern. “You dogs hear that? He's cryin'!”


    The rippled of laughter roared in Keereet's ears. He couldn't cover them and squeeze his leg at the same time, so he allowed his head to throb.


    “Don't let it fool ya none,” said Jub, “Demons like that can't cry.” The otter paused then. “Still funny, though.”


    


    

  


  
    

    Keereet couldn't keep track of time, and he didn't try. He couldn't focus on anything but the pain in his leg and the oppressiveness of the close walls. Very rarely could he bring himself to drink from the stream that ran down the wall of the cell. More often than not, he threw the water back up. Though his stomach was empty, he felt more nauseous than hungry.


    He slept for a time and awoke to the sound of scraping chairs in the cavern beyond his cell. The shadows of otters danced across the wall as they sat around the flickering lantern.


    “Don't we gotta feed him or somethin'?” asked a voice that Keereet didn't recognize.


    “Don't ask questions,” mumbled someone else, “'Specially not if Jub's here. Just do what he tells ya to.”


    “He didn't tell me ta do nothin',” the voice responded.


    “Exactly. Stay away from it. Don't go sticking yer nose inta what don't concern ya none.”


    “Let's just play,” grumbled a third.


    “Ya know the game, dogs. But what's our wager?” Keereet heard the ruffle of a deck of cards being shuffled. “I'd be willin' to get rid of some of my guard hours. Are ye otters enough to take that bet?”


    “Only if you're otter enough to make it.”


    “Guard hours is it, then.”


    Keereet leaned against the wall to let the water trickle over his head and run down his shoulders. His leg throbbed, but the worst of the pain seemed to be over. Now it was the grumbling, rumbling emptiness in his stomach that drew his attention.


    “Pass a bowl of that chowder there, Luggle.” A slap sounded through the air.


    “No names, he said! No names! Fishbrain.”


    “What's he gonna do, tattle on us? He ain't goin nowhere.”


    “We don't know what he can do, but you're gonna follow orders or so help me you'll join him fer the Moon Festival.”


    “Alright, I get it. Keep yer britches on an' pass the chowder. Anyways, I fold.”


    Keereet's stomach protested at the smell of fish chowder. Knowing that they wouldn't feed him only amplified the hunger, but his attention was focused elsewhere.


    “The Moon Festival,” he whispered, musing to himself.


    “See what ya did now? The thing knows! He knows! You hear it?” The scrape of chairs exploded from the room, joined by a splashing clatter that the eagle could only assume was falling soup bowls.


    Swallowing hard, Keereet examined the walls close around him. The conical shape of his cell had to have fed his voice into the next room, amplifying it for the ears of the guards. He pressed his beak shut tight. Even speaking to himself would be dangerous.


    The scuffle near the table continued, with otters grunting and yelling at one another incoherently. Keereet heard a few blows exchanged before he watched one shadow separate from the cluster on the wall and head away from the group.


    “The Chief needs ta know,” came a voice that grew more distant, echoing through the cavern. “I'm telling The Chief!”


    The chairs scraped again as the remaining otters sighed.


    “Now we're all in for it,” one of them said.


    “You muckheads spilled my chowder.”


    “We've got more to worry about than a few fish heads. Shut up, mop, and hope Jub ain't gonna rip both our heads off fer this.”


    Keereet fluffed the feathers on his head, shaking the water off of himself as he wondered. They'd responded too strongly for a meaningless phrase. What would happen at the Moon Festival? He belched even as his stomach churned, empty. He drank from the wall until he couldn't hold any more, but he was still hungry.


    He thought he was likely to be that way for a long time.


    


    

  


  
    

    The days ran together, only measurable by the changing of the guard in the larger cavern outside. Otters came and went in torchlit groups, though they were distinctly more quiet now than they had been.


    Keereet dreamed as he fell in and out of sleep. Every dream revolved around the looming image of the full moon in a red sky. Once the moon caught fire and screamed in Keereet's mother's voice. In another dream the moon sprouted bloody feathers that fell to the ground around Keereet, hitting the earth hard and leaving deep craters and a fog of dust that choked him. He often woke up gasping, screaming, or both. He came to recognize the laughter of those few guards who delighted in his pain.


    The water that ran down the wall wasn't enough to keep the hunger pains away. They wouldn't stop. He even slept with a clenched fist pressed to his belly. He could feel himself growing thinner, lighter, and weaker.


    The trickling noise of water against stone became repetitive and threatened to drive him insane. He found himself anticipating and finding patterns in its sound, his mind numbed by the splashing and dripping. The cell seemed to grow perpetually smaller, tightening around him like a noose.


    His leg ached. It throbbed. It swelled in the splint, and Keereet ripped the bracing and fabric away in the hope of relief that didn't come.


    Amid the pain, anxiety, and the darkness, Keereet closed his eyes again, hoping that the dreams that would come would be no worse than the reality that he was chained to.


    Rough hands closed around his shoulders and dragged him across the floor of his cell. He opened his eyes and splayed his arms and legs for purchase against the rock. His hand passed through the water running down the wall, but he couldn't stop himself sliding towards the larger cavern.


    The chain around his leg jangled as a huge, reeking otter leaned over him and knocked the peg out of the wall with a mallet.


    Keereet grunted and held back a scream when his broken leg bumped against a rock that jutted up from the floor. He was shoved from one guard to the next. Looking up into their eyes trying to find some trace of pity, he found none. Their eyes were all cold, hard, and shining like daggerpoints.


    He was hauled to his feet, squawking as he shifted the weight off of his bad leg. The chain around his leg weighed him down. In the jostle someone had locked the end of it to a rusting iron ball the size of his head. They bound his hands in front of him.


    The guards each wielded a spear, and they began to prod him with them. Each time the sharpened spearheads pricked him, a spot of blood welled on his skin, dispersing into his feather like blooming flowers.


    “Move,” urged one of the otters. The others formed a half circle behind him, leaving the way open toward a long, low tunnel. “Go on. Move, Devil.”


    Keereet took a stumbling, hesitant step forward. His bad leg protested as he walked, and his good leg felt as though it might give out beneath him. Pins and needles crawled up his body as blood began to circulate to muscles that he hadn't used in days.


    “Faster,” said the otter again, pushing Keereet with the blunt end of his spear. Keereet took a couple more steps and fell on his face.


    “Crawl, then.” The otter kicked Keereet in the ribs, sending him sprawling to his side.


    Keereet crawled. He dragged himself along on his bound hands and his good knee, scraping his belly on the stones that lay across the floor of the tunnel. The otters continued to poke and prod at him, grumbling about how slow he was going.


    Keereet couldn't see through the tears that filled his eyes. Tears of pain, humiliation, and fear. He groped along blindly, crawling along the wall ahead of the otters. He could barely make out the flickering glow of the firelight cast by the single torch carried by a guard.


    Keereet bashed his head on the wall in front of him as one of the otters kicked him in the backside. He squawked and pressed his hands to the rivulet of blood that ran from between his eyes, dripping from the curved end of his beak. He could taste it where it rolled into his mouth. Hungry as he was, he found it delicious.


    He was suddenly disgusted with himself. With his situation. With his captors. He continued to grope his way forward, seething. He hated them. He hated the filthy lower beasts. They spent their whole lives crawling along in the dirt, and now they were making him do it.


    Keereet's fingers wrapped around a stone the size of his fist as he passed over it. He ran his thumb along a sharp angle along one edge of the rock.


    With a cry, the eagle rolled himself onto his back and heaved to both feet, ignoring the pain in his bad leg as he struck out at the guards. Blindly, through tears, he lunged at the nearest shadowed shaped he could find. He brought the stone down with both hands and felt flesh yield under the blow.


    The otter howled and shoved at Keereet, but the eagle was unrelenting. He huffed out angry breath, deep, hot breaths with every blow. He drove the otter to the ground before the other guards could stop him. He howled as he brought the rock down on the otter's head.


    The otter stopped moving and the other guards fell on his attacker. They forced Keereet to the ground and beat him with the flat of their spears, whipping them overhead in high archs. The torchbearer abandoned his charge, casting the light to the ground where it sputtered shortly and went out. They continued to beat Keereet in the darkness long past the point where he was unconscious.


    


    

  


  
    

    A stinging slap dragged Keereet from another dream about the full moon. His head was lolled back on his shoulders, and when he opened his eyes he wasn't sure that he was awake.


    The moon sagged in the sky, full, round, and pocked with shadows. It glowed, the stars dull in comparison. The shadows across its surface cast the image of a grimacing skull in the sky.


    Keereet's head felt on the brink of explosion. As he moved his eyes, his vision blurred and pinpricks of light, each brighter than the moon, danced across his vision. To compensate, he moved his head instead of his eyes. His neck burned as he did it, but the drive to assess his surroundings wouldn't be ignored.


    Beneath his feet was a heap of kindling and driftwood. He stood at least three feet off the ground. Leather chords cinched tight around him pressed his back to a pole that extended feet above his head to point at the moon. He was in the town square. The huts and houses surrounding him, most of them charred if not completely destroyed, were largely obscured from his vision by the crowd of otters massed in a circle around him. He grimaced at them as they leered, some wide-eyed and some glaring as they looked him up and down.


    Between Keereet and the crowd stood an otter in a threadbare but colorful robe, a brilliant headdress of dried flowers and sea grasses draped down his back and over his brow. It was Wolo. His hand was cocked to deliver another slap, but he dropped it back to his side when he saw that Keereet was alert.


    The Chief turned to face the people of the village. He spread his arms and lifted them to point to the sky with both hands. The people stood in silent awe.


    “The Moon Festival is a long-standin' tradition fer our village,” said Wolo.


    “May it be always,” intoned the villagers.


    “The Moon is the life force of our village.”


    “So it has always been.”


    “The Moon pulls the tide,” prompted the Chief, pointing towards the sea.


    “The tide brings the fish,” responded the crowd.


    “The fish feed the village,” they said together, Wolo's voice loudest of all.


    A pup fussed somewhere, tired and bored of standing in the dark.


    “The Moon Festival has always been a happy occasion,” said Wolo, splaying his attention across the crowd. “An' it's no different this year. 'Cause though we have been tempted and deceived by this stranger,” Wolo pointed at Keereet. “We take it as a gift. An opportunity.” He turned back to the otters.


    “Our opportunity is to pass the test given to us by the Moon. The test had to have come from her. All things do, in the end. Remember, all of ye, that the Moon is dark an' light, an' she is both good an' cruel. She brings the tide, but she also brings the flood an' the sea storm that takes the careless sailor!” His voice rose to a crescendo as he screamed up at the sky.


    “But we will not be careless,” he whispered. “We know this demon for what he is, and we know what we must do. Don't we? Don't we?” The last question he screamed at the people, and they responded with hoots and cheers.


    “We destroy it. We pass the test that the Moon has made fer us. And we gain her favor. May the Moon bless us that our nets may be full.”


    The villagers repeated the last line back to him.


    “Don't do this,” Keereet said as he sagged against the post.


    “He's usin' his devilry. Close yer ears to him, all of ya,” Wolo spat.


    The villagers grew ever closer, pushing and shoving at one another to come nearer to their leader. Some grabbed at his robes, craving his blessing. Otters cried out as they were crushed together, their feet trod upon and fervor in their hearts.


    “Torches!” cried Wolo, gesturing to four men at the four corners of the village square.


    The men came nearer, the crowd parting for them. They stopped at the edges of the wood pile and the light flashed against their faces. Keereet recognized them as Jub and his men. He scowled at them. Keereet drew a wad of saliva into his throat and spat it at Jub, splattering the mucus across the otter's tunic. Jub growled in his throat, baring his teeth and lunging at the bound eagle.


    Wolo grabbed Jub by the shoulder. “Hold yer tiller. These things gotta be done proper.”


    The Chief called for oil, and two women came forward with clay vases. The Chief dipped his fingertips in the nearest jug and approached Keereet.


    “Do you admit what you are?” he asked. The village had once again fallen to a hush.


    “I'm an eagle!” cried Keereet, “Let me loose, you dirty mudcrawlers.” His voice was a grating growl.


    “Then let ya be resigned to your fate. Go back to the place that the Moon took ya from. Don't come back. From ashes you've grown, and to ashes we send ya. May the Moon bless us that our nets be filled.” Wolo brushed the oil from his fingers across each of Keereet's knees as he struggled to kick at the otter with his legs bound to the pole.


    At a gesture from the Chief, the women approached the pyre and upended their vases. Oil splashed and surged over Keereet's feet and dripped down through the driftwood. It felt warm and slick between his talons. He recoiled from the sensation and watched wide-eyed as the torches grew closer.


    “Here we wash the world clean. Here we wash our village clean. Here we wash ourselves clean.” Wolo took the torch from Jub and lifted it high overhead.


    He pulled it back, the tongue of flame whipping back and forth in the wind. The Chief threw the torch and it arced end over end, landing at the base of the pyre. It lapped at the edge of the wood and suddenly the oil caught. Flames raced up the wood, jumping in green-blue light from log to log across the still-dripping puddle of oil.


    The other three torches were thrown, and the pile began to smoke and smoulder as the oil burned. As the fire grew, Keereet struggled against the pole. He tried to lift his feet from the wood, but found himself bound too tightly. Keereet closed his eyes and coughed against the salty, heavy smoke rising around him.


    An astonished gasp went up from the crowd and Keereet opened his stinging eyes. A shadow bounded up the pyre, charged through the flames and smoke, and laid a water-heavy blanket over the eagle. He felt his bonds cut and he struggled to escape from his new captor, who promptly thumped him on the head.


    “Be still, you foolish bird. I'm getting you out of here.”


    Keereet could barely hear the Chief's angry bellowing, muffled by the blanket. He felt himself bouncing and the heat receding as he was carried away across the shoulders of the running rescuer.


    He could hear footfalls through the underbrush beneath him and a mass of trampling behind him. Yet the shouts of the pursuers grew increasingly distant. And still his rescuer ran.


    They ran for what seemed like hours, Keereet aching all the way where he'd been beaten and across his middle where he folded over his rescuer's shoulder.


    “Where are we going? Where are you taking me?” Keereet coughed at the end of each question, the taste of smoky phlegm in the back of his throat.


    “Somewhere safe,” said the rescuer. Listening through the soggy blanket, Keereet couldn't even tell if the voice was male or female.


    “Put me down. I don't want to go with you,” he said


    “Save your words for somebeast who wants to hear them,” said the rescuer. “I'm not leaving you in the middle of the woods in the state that you're in.”


    Keereet sighed, too sore and tired to fight. He sagged limply over the shoulder supporting him.


    “Are you alright?” asked the rescuer. “Don't go limp on me. I can't carry you if you're dead weight.”


    “I'm tired, I'm sore, and I don't know who you are or where I'm going. I've just been nearly burned alive, and I think I killed one of those otters. I'd hardly say I'm fine. But I'm not dead. Yet.” Keereet hacked up a wad of mucus that stuck to the inside of the blanket. It brushed against his face with every other step despite his best efforts to avoid it.


    “You're going to feel a little bump,” said the rescuer. “Stay down and stay still.”


    Keereet grunted as he was dropped onto a hard, flat surface. The blanket did nothing to soften the fall. He lay still and flat, grateful to be able to lie down and rest his leg.


    The floor rocked back and forth for a moment.


    “Up,” the rescuer said quietly, and Keereet was jostled again as the floor jerked into forward motion.


    The cart rumbled underneath him, bouncing him up and down hard every now and again and sending his whole body into severe pain. He groaned and curled into a limp ball, his muscles tensing as he tried to keep himself from moving.


    The rescuer let out a whistle like a night bird. Moments later, the sound came back from somewhere to the right. The cart rolled slowly to a stop and a second muffled voice spoke.


    “I'll take the buggy round back. Get him inside.”


    Keereet was heaved up out of the cart and across the rescuer's shoulder once more. He stifled a scream as his ribs thumped against the beast who carried him. The vibrating groan of the cart started up behind him, slowly growing more distant. He heard the squeal of door hinges and sighed as he was lowered onto a soft surface.


    The door came to with another cry from the hinges and a hefty thump. The blanket was peeled up off of Keereet's face. It was dark and quiet save for the still receding sound of the cart.


    Someone struck a match in the darkness. A lamp was lit, and pale light flooded the shack. It was smaller than any of the houses that Keereet had seen in Willowbrook Village. Keereet sat on a heap of blankets, quilts, and pillows in one corner.


    Lola hung the lamp from a dangling hook overhead and crouched to one side of the door, drawing her skirts up around her legs and picking brambles and leaves from them.


    “Try not to go to sleep yet,” she said. “You've got more than one lump on your head.”


    “I don't think I'll be able to sleep. Everything on me hurts.” Keereet groaned as he rolled over and settled into the makeshift bed.


    “I can give you something for the pain, but I can't give you all the help that you need.” The fox reached into the bodice of her dress and drew out a leather pouch on a string. She dug into it with two fingers and drew out a dried clump of moss. “Chew on this,” she told Keereet, holding it to his beak.


    He grimaced as the bitter, dry flavor of the moss filled his mouth. A puff of dust burst from the clump and he choked on it. Lola pressed a waterskin to his lips.


    “Don't swallow the moss,” she said. He gulped water down around the mouthful.


    “Where are we?” Keereet asked. “What's going on?”


    “There isn't not much to explain that you don't already know. I'm certain that you understand most of it.” She pushed an unruly curl of hair back behind her ear. “Jub has Wolo's ear on most occasions, and your arrival was no different. Jub has convinced him that you're some sort of demon and that you needed to be sacrificed. The storm was all the proof he needed. It's the worst one in years, and it came right after you did. Willowbrook otters are notoriously superstitious, and they took it to be more than coincidence.” She shuffled her feet against the dirt floor as she leaned back against the wall.


    “Jub's thugs set the fire in the village during the storm. One of them snagged you, and I followed him to the sea cave that they use as something of a club house – a place out of the way where they can play cards and get drunk. That's where they've held you for the last six days, waiting for the Moon Festival. We tried to break you out more than once, but we were never successful.” She sighed and swallowed hard, her eyes falling to the floor.


    “We who?” asked Keereet.


    “Myself, Gabbo, and Brenna,” said Lola. “They were the only two in the town who didn't follow Wolo.”


    Keereet grimaced and turned away from Lola, “Where are they?”


    “We thought it would be best if you didn't see any more otters for the time being. Gabbo didn't know how you'd feel about him. Especially with it having been his family that tried to do this to you.”


    Keereet ran a hand down his face. “He's right. I know he isn't like the others, but... I can't help hating him, somehow. All of them.”


    Lola nodded. “We expected that such would be the case.”


    “I don't think I want to see Brenna, either,” Keereet said. “But... thank them for me, I think. And thank you.”


    “You can spit out the moss, now. What good it can do it has already done,” said Lola, leaning forward over Keereet. “I need to take a look at your eyes.” She put a hand on his forehead and tilted his head back to catch the light.


    Keereet spit the wad of chewed moss out on the floor and blinked against the lamplight.


    “You should be safe to get some sleep. We'll be secure enough here overnight, but we're leaving early in the morning. You might want to consider the things that Gabbo and Brenna did for you, too. You're going to have to come to terms with your feelings about them sooner rather than later.” Lola left the water skin on the ground near Keereet's head and left the shack before Keereet could say anything.


    He lay awake for a long, long time. The pain in his body was all but gone and his beak was completely numb. He blinked up at the ceiling and watched a fat, glistening white spider crouched in its web. A moth was drawn to the lamplight and was stopped in its path by the spider's web.


    The moth struggled and flitted, tugging the web back and forth. The spider came to life and danced across the wavering threads with ease. It sprang on the moth, twisted, and turned it. The web was destroyed where the moth had been. It hung as a neat bundle from a single, spinning thread that hung in mid-air.


    The spider turned away from its prey and returned to crouch where it had come from.


    Keereet rolled over and took a sip from the waterskin. Half of it dribbled out of his numb beak onto the floor. He burrowed his face into a musty, ragged quilt.


    He thought about Gabbo and about Brenna. He knew what they'd done for him. They'd saved him. And how could he hate them after that? But then he remembered being locked in the cave, chained to the wall, and made to crawl by otters who beat him. Who planned to kill him. And he hated them all, even Brenna and Gabbo. He didn't want to, but he did.


    


    

  


  
    

    Keereet felt his fingers clutch around the stone he'd found on the floor of the tunnel. He ran his fingers over the sharp edges of the rock. He squeezed it. He caressed it. There was a perverse pleasure and comfort in it. It gave him power. It gave him superiority to the low, malformed mudcrawlers that prodded him along with sharpened sticks. Barbarians.


    He would kill them like barbarians. He sprang on them, towering over them as they cowered. He brought the stone down again and again, busting open the heads of the otters like overripe melons. They crumpled into bleeding, oozing heaps on the ground.


    Blood ran across the ground, pooling in muddy puddles under Keereet's talons. He tapped his toes in the sticky mess and reveled in it. Stooping low, he dragged his palm through the blood and smeared it over his face, painting his beak with it.


    Keereet put one massive foot to the nearest otter and rolled him over, pointing him face up. The eagle grinned, anticipating the look of pain, shock, and fear plastered on the otter's face. When the body turned over, Keereet screamed.


    It was Gabbo. They all were. All of the bodies were face-up, and all of them were looking at him, their faces twisted in terror, brains dribbling out of their heads and blood pouring from their ears and eyes. And every single one of them was Gabbo.


    Keereet felt the blood on his face grow thick, stinking and cloying. It crept into his nostrils, clotting and hardening over his beak, spreading across his face. He clawed and scratched at it as he suffocated, but it was unyeilding. He screamed, a sound deadened in his airless throat.


    Keereet woke up clawing at the quilt that was wrapped around his head. He threw it off and it landed in a heap across the room. He panted, sagging over himself as he tried to clear his head.


    The lamp had gone out some time in the night, but slivers of early morning blue light were coming in under the door and at the edges and nicks in boards along the walls. Keereet reached for the waterskin and took a long swig. He dumped the last trickle over his hands and rubbed them over his face, trying to clean away blood that he knew wasn't there.


    The door cracked open and Lola stepped in.


    “How did you sleep? You were quite restless last night. I take it you had some disturbing dreams?”


    “Like you wouldn't believe.”


    “We're prepared to leave out here. Chew this.” She forced another wad of moss into his mouth and put her shoulder in his armpit, heaving him to his feet.


    He winced and squawked, chewing the moss faster and harder in the hopes that it would come into effect sooner.


    “Easy does it,” said Lola, pulling the door open.


    A few late stars were still hung in the dark blue sky. The air was crisp, the grass covered with dots of dew. The wagon had been pulled across the doorway. A massive chestnut horse stamped in his harness, eager to be off.


    Gabbo leaned against the side of the wagon, glancing between Keereet and the ground. “Doin' okay, Kid?”


    Keereet inhaled deeply, “I'm alright.”


    “I'm sorry for what my family... What my village did to ya. I hope you can forgive me. An' Brenna, too.” He turned away from the eagle, taking Lola's hand and helping her into the bed of the wagon where she settled onto a mound of loose straw.


    “I don't think I can. Not yet, anyway. I know you both did a lot for me, but I just can't. When I think about you and Brenna, I can't help but think about the... the filthy mudcrawlers back there. And that's not something I can just get rid of.”


    Gabbo spun around, his teeth bared and his hands clenched in fists. He charged at Keereet, stopping inches away from him.


    “Brenna died fer you!” he bellowed, shaking as every muscle in his body tensed.


    Keereet looked up at him, his eyes wide as he took a step back.


    “Gabbo, he didn't know. I didn't think it was prudent to tell him yet,” said Lola.


    “She what?” asked Keereet.


    “She's dead, you fluffed-up ball of mangled feathers!” Gabbo flicked his head to the side as he turned to look into the woods, his claws beginning to bite into the palms of his hands. “She wanted to try one more time. Try to get you out. She wouldn't listen to me. I told her no. I said to wait. She went on her own. She figured she could do it alone, but they killed her.” His hands opened and his body went slack, though he was still shaking. His shoulders hunched forward.


    A hot knot formed in Keereet's stomach. He staggered backwards against the shack, his shoulders scraped by the rough wood. A few feathers were ripped out of place and fell to the ground.


    “She... She didn't have to,” he stammered, tears welling in his eyes.


    “You're damn right she didn't have to,” said Gabbo, “But she sure as hell did, an' I'll be damned if I'm going to let ya talk about her like that. Hate me all ya want, but leave Brenna out of it.”


    Keereet's head was spinning. He managed to turn his head as he vomited, splattering it down the side of the shack instead of on himself. His beak was numb again, and the pains in his body were fading, but the lump in his stomach and chest hurt worse than any of his injuries ever had.


    He couldn't help but picture Brenna smiling in the firelight and sipping ale, making jokes with Gabbo. Tears filled his eyes and rolled down his face, slipping between his feathers and making his skin itch where they left traces of salt. He rubbed the backs of his hands across his eyes and sagged against the shack.


    Gabbo turned, tears rolling down his face. Lola watched as the otter and eagle came together, wrapping their arms around one another as they sobbed silently. Eventually the vixen cleared her throat.


    “Gentlebeasts, there will be time to mourn for Brenna later. She was a good friend and we are all certainly going to miss her. But for now we've got to go. I'm sure they're still looking for their demon, and if they find us here then Brenna's sacrifice was for nothing.”


    “She's right,” said Gabbo, wiping the moisture away from his face, though there were still dark streaks through his fur.


    Keereet just nodded, the tightness of his throat keeping him from speaking.


    Gabbo helped Keereet up into the wagon with Lola and then climbed into the driver's seat. He clicked his tongue at the horse and flicked the reigns.


    The chestnut started forward, jerking the wagon into a slow roll. The wheels bumped and rumbled through the lopsided ruts that ran up the overgrown road through the woods. Every now and again, Lola and Keereet had to duck or put their hands up to avoid being knocked out of the wagon by low-hanging branches.


    As they drove and the sun rose, it began to rain. Fat drops, stinging and cold came down heavy and suddenly. The sky overhead darkened before it ever reached full light.


    Lola untied a scarf from her hair and draped it over her head, using her arms as a frame for her makeshift umbrella. Keereet shivered as drops rolled off of the leaves overhead. They always seemed to find the most sensitive spot on the back of his neck, and inevitably they slipped between his feathers and ran down to stop between his shoulder blades. Gabbo didn't seem to notice.


    Thunder rumbled overhead. Keereet felt it vibrate deep in his chest. He folded his wings close to his body as it got colder. A flash of light ripped the sky in half and Lola jumped. Keereet glanced up at her as a second flash of lightning startled her.


    “I don't like storms,” she said. She scowled at him and turned away as thunder rolled over and around them.


    Keereet scooted closer to her through the quickly dampening hay. The vixen and the eagle huddled together against Gabbo's back. The horse flicked drops of water off of its ears, huffing in frustration as it continued forward through the smattering of rain that managed to find its way through the tree cover.


    “Which way is it from here, Lola?” Gabbo asked.


    “It's east of here. Keep to the brook.”


    Keereet peered over the edge of the wagon to see a kinked line of water rolling towards them and disappearing into the trees behind them. It splashed over the rocks strewn in the stream bed, forming tiny waterfalls and rapids that produced a sound that set Keereet's beak on edge.


    The wagon veered in a wide sweep to the right as Gabbo tugged the horse's head.


    Lola flicked her scarf, and a rivulet of water ran from it to the ground. She shrugged back underneath the thin fabric and settled further into the straw.


    “We didn't have the opportunity to pack food or supplies. We'll either have to forage or otherwise go hungry for a few days,” she said to Keereet.


    “I don't know how much help I'll be at that,” said Keereet, “But I'm used to not eating.” He tapped his days-empty stomach. It growled as if provoked.


    “They didn't feed you?” Gabbo asked, turning to look back over his shoulder. The horse responded to the movement and the otter had to correct his path to keep them out of a ditch along the side of the path.


    “No,” said Keereet. “They argued about it the first day. Or when I woke up, anyway. I think it was the first day. After that they never even brought food with them. The last thing I ate was the pie you brought me on market day. And I threw that up.” Again his stomach grumbled.


    “We'll stop to find something soon,” said Gabbo. “There's no way they can track us through this storm.”


    The brook rose into a stream of mud and debris that swirled around the wheels of the cart. The horse sloshed through the ankle-deep sludge. After only a few moments, he began to have difficulty keeping his footing as tumbling clusters of leaves rolled down the slope, bumping against his legs.


    “We've got to stop. I can't have Barley breakin' a leg, and there ain't enough space to drive him an' the buggy through the trees,” Gabbo said. He pulled the horse sharply to the right. The water through the wheel spokes hissed like a pit of snakes as the water broke around them and reformed into a single silty rope. Had it been higher, it might have tipped the cart.


    The horse stamped his feet as he left the water, pressing them deep into the damp grass that grew at the edge of the flooded trail. The horse stopped short, the wheels still axle-deep in water. He heaved forward, but the cart wouldn't budge. Snorting, he tried again, and still the cart stuck fast.


    “Keereet, get out an' push,” said Gabbo, but Lola put a hand on the eagle's chest.


    “Nonsense. He can't push with a broken leg.” She tied her scarf under her chin, the trailing end of it fluttering behind her in the breeze, and hopped out into the water. “You forget that I'm perfectly capable, even after I carried this limp sack of feathers halfway through the forest over my shoulder?”


    Her skirts clung to her legs as the running water wet them and pulled her with them. The vixen put her shoulder against the back of the wagon and steadied her legs, wet up to her knees.


    “One, two, three,” chanted Gabbo.


    On three he urged Barley forward, and Lola heaved. The cart rocked forward and then fell back into place. Lola, bumped by the wagon as it rolled back, fell into the stream. Muddy water caked the spiraling curls of her hair along the sides of her face. Her scarf came undone and surfed downstream and out of sight before she could even reach for it.


    Gabbo tensed his legs in a half-crouch on the bench, but Lola waved him off.


    “I'm fine, I'm fine. Second time's the charm,” she said, heaving herself to her feet. She staggered a bit in the rush of water before gaining her feet.


    “One, two, three,” counted Gabbo, and this time the combined effort of the horse and the vixen forced the cart out of the rut it had worked itself into.


    When the cart rolled out from in front of her, Lola fell into the stream on her face. She came up choking, spitting out dirty water. In a huff, she stomped out of the water, dripping and scowling. It was all Keereet could do to hold a straight face. Lola stuck her tongue out at him.


    Gabbo pulled the wagon up under the trees as far as he could without pinning the horse in between the trees. Barley shook all over, sending drops of water in all directions. He then set to cropping up the weeds and wildflowers growing at the edges of the treeline. As Gabbo unhitched the horse and looped his lead around the nearest oak, Lola helped Keereet out of the wagon.


    The vixen began peeling off her soaked clothing, pulling layer after layer of sagging skirts off over her head. Keereet turned his head and blushed. Gabbo crouched on his haunches against the edge of the cart.


    “I'm not getting completely naked, you know. You can stop puffing up like a dandelion gone to seed,” Lola mumbled through a gauzy pink skirt that she was wrestling with. She lay her skirts in the back of the cart, left in a cream-colored leotard that clung to her body.


    “Ya may as well be naked,” said Gabbo, averting his eyes from the revelations of the translucent fabric.


    “I'd forgotten that it becomes transparent when it's damp,” said Lola, though she made no move to cover herself. “I find both of you to be rather prudish,” she added as she squatted next to Gabbo. “Modesty is largely overrated. Especially so in situations such as ours.”


    The three of them sat in silence for a moment, listening to the bloated stream run behind them and the rain beat against the leaves in the canopy above.


    “What else did I miss?” asked Keereet, “Aside from, I mean...”


    Gabbo jerked to his feet, his fists thumping against the wagon to propel himself forward. He stalked off into the shadows under the trees. Keereet took a few steps after him before Lola grabbed him around the wrist.


    “Let him go. He needs some time alone with his thoughts.”


    Keereet sagged back to the ground, flopping down on his backside in a patch of decidedly wet grass.


    “At least it's not cold,” he grumbled, pulling his good knee up to his chin.


    “They were closer than you realize, I think,” Lola mumbled. “Gabbo and Brenna. They grew up together. As rarely as I saw them, I can't remember a time when I saw one without the other unless Gabbo was at sea, and then Brenna was on the dock waiting for him to come back. And the way they looked at each other,” she sighed and a hint of a smile spread on her muzzle as she looked misty-eyed at the ground.


    “What about it?” Keereet asked,


    “In that way, boy. That way,” she crumpled up her eyebrows and stared at him.


    “What way?”


    “If you don't know now, then you'll find out in your own time. And if you don't know, then there's no explaining it to you. It'd be like trying to teach you to breathe.” Lola brushed her wet hair out of her face. “He lost a lot more than Brenna, you know,” she added. “His boat was destroyed. By the time he got to the docks it was already too far gone. There wasn't anything he could have done to salvage it.”


    “Did Jub set that one, too?”


    “I believe that one was truly the storm's doing. It was the only thing he had left of his father, and the storm took it away from him. He's got no family now, or none that would claim him. I doubt he would claim them either, for that matter.


    “He might've had Jub, as much as they dislike each other. Not that I blame him. Gabbo's brother is a mindless, superstitious slob – moreso than any of the other Willowbrook otters. And he's got Wolo twisted around his little finger. The Chief sees something of himself in Jub, I think.


    “Then there's the village to consider. Every otter in the village was family to him, but they won't take him back now. He defended you, you know. He stood up in front of everybeast and told them that Wolo was wrong. He told that you weren't a demon out to get everybeast. He told them they were crazy.” She paused.


    “They drove him out of the village with torches and harpoons. Wolo told him to never return. They'll kill him if he ever does. Not that he'd ever want to go back.”


    Keereet looked up at the branches overhead, squinting into the rain. “Why did he do it? Why'd he help me? He had no reason to.” Keereet clenched his fist and hammered it into the ground. It squelched into the muddy grass.


    “I don't know. I don't know if he knows. But I do know that he doesn't regret it. He doesn't regret any of it. Losing Brenna, that hurts. Of course it does. He would have done anything to stop her from going after you. But he doesn't measure your life against her's. He's far too smart for that.”


    “How can you know that?” Keereet asked. “He lost everything. I'd regret it, if I was him.”


    “Then he's a better beast than you are, isn't he?” Lola put her hands on her knees and stood. “If you'd like my opinion on the matter, I'd tell you not to look a gift horse in the mouth.” With that, she turned and strode into the woods, jumping just once when lightning illuminated the sky before the cream of her leotard disappeared into the shadows like a ghost.


    Keereet was left alone in the darkness and the wet with only the sounds of running water and thoughts of death, loss, and captivity to keep him occupied. It seemed to him that Lola didn't return for a very long time.


    When she did, it had stopped raining. The stream had grown to a rushing torrent, sweeping whole branches down the slope, smashing them into trees as it passed them by. To Keereet, the sound was a sweet respite from the unbroken hiss of flowing water.


    “I've brought back some dinner. It will be much more palatable if we can start a fire, but I don't know if we can manage it in this rain.” She carried a pair of rabbits slung over her shoulder, bound foot to foot with a thick strand of ivy. In one hand she held a bundle of herbs. The other was wrapped, unweildy, around a pair of wrinkled apples.


    “Did you find Gabbo?” asked the eagle.


    “I didn't look for him. He'll come back when he's well ready to do so.” Lola piled her ingredients in the cart and set to making a miniature steeple with the driest wood that she could find. In spite of the dampness, and using nothing more than a pair of sticks rubbed together, the fox had a fire blazing in moments. She field dressed the rabbits using only her hands, rubbed them with the herbs she had found, and spiked them on long spears of green wood over the fire.


    “What is that?” asked Keereet.


    “They're rabbits. Coneys,” said Lola. “Dinner,” she added when Keereet continued to inspect them, one eyebrow raised. “Unless you'd rather eat an apple and leave the rest. More for us.”


    “We'll see,” he said.


    Gabbo ambled back through the trees just as Lola pulled the rabbits off of the fire.


    “You have impecable timing,” she told him.


    He took a deep breath and sighed. “Smells good.”


    “Are you okay?” Keereet asked.


    Gabbo nodded, giving a soft grunt.


    Lola broke a leg off of one of the rabbits and passed it to Gabbo. He tore into it, hissing and blowing around it as it burned his mouth, though it didn't slow him down at all. He chewed on the bone as Lola passed another leg to Keereet.


    The eagle took the leg between two fingertips, holding it at arms length. He passed it to the other hand when it began to burn him. Lifting it to his beak, he inhaled deeply. The smell was too rich, and he gagged. His empty stomach did a back flip in his middle. He held the leg out to Gabbo, who took it without hesitation and ate it with the same rigor as he had the last.


    “I thought that may have been the case,” said Lola. She passed Keereet one of the apples, “You would do better if I could start you on broth, but I've got no way to boil it. An apple ought to settle well enough if you eat slowly.”


    Keereet pecked at the edge of the apple and his stomach roared. He wasn't sure if it was demanding more or begging off, but he took the risk.


    “Now give that a moment and see how it settles,” said Lola, snatching the apple out of his hand.


    Gabbo finished the entire rabbit by himself before leaning back against the cart cradling his full stomach and sucking a bone. Lola picked small bites from the other carcass, savoring them each individually. When she had her fill, she passed Keereet the apple again. It seemed to him that it had taken her a long time to eat very little.


    He managed to finish the apple, though his stomach didn't entirely agree with it. It made him thirsty, and he had to tip the broad leaves to his mouth just for a drop of water.


    The fire began to die down, leaving just a handful of embers buried deep in the ash. The sky had cleared almost entirely, and the sun had crossed the sky entirely.


    “We can make a few more miles before dark,” Gabbo said, standing to hitch the horse to the cart. “He oughta be able to handle the water now.” The stream, though muddy, had slowed to a gurgling ooze.


    Gabbo kicked mud over the dying fire and helped Keereet into the cart and Lola clambored in after him, beginning to pull her half-damp skirts back on. Gabbo walked the horse back until he could turn to walk back into the stream. He climbed into the driver's seat again and clicked the horse to motion.


    


    

  


  
    

    They camped at the rise of a soggy hill for the night, sleeping in the low piles of damp hay. They took turns keeping watch, though they weren't certain what they were watching for.


    All three were fast asleep when not on their shifts, but Keereet's night was peppered with repetitions of the dream he'd had of killing his captors. He woke up, tossed for a few moments, and returned to sleep only to have the same dream again. It happened over and over. The faces of the dead were sometimes Gabbo's, sometimes Brenna's. The faces of Gabbo scared him. Brenna's woke him in tears.


    The final time that Keereet woke that morning was because of the violent shaking of the cart. He rolled out of the way of a pair of stomping feet, bumping into the low railing that surrounded the cart. Lola did the same thing on the other side.


    As Keereet's eyes adjusted to the first of the early morning light, one of the feet came down across his middle. He grunted, and then shouted in protest as the beast who had stepped on him slipped and fell on top of him.


    The young otter scrambled away from the eagle, a short, sharp knife clenched between his teeth. Gabbo leapt and fell on top of the intruder. They scrambled in a grunting, panting mass of elbows and fists. At some point, Lola jumped into the mix, but Keereet scooted on his backside to press himself against the back of the driver's seat.


    Between the two of them, Lola and Gabbo managed to subdue the youth. The vixen ripped the knife away from the young beast as Gabbo pinned him to the cart.


    “I don't want to hurt ya, Bogglug,” said Gabbo, “But ya need ta calm down.”


    Bogglug continued to struggle, squirming in the hay under Gabbo's arms. He spat in Gabbo's face, and Lola mopped the moisture off of the otter's muzzle and forehead with one of her skirts.


    “Demon lover,” the teenager hissed.


    “If that's what he is, then that's what I am. But I'll be buggered if I'm going to let ya knife him, Lola, or me, for that matter. Ya don't want to do that. Ya don't know what killin' people does to a kid like you.”


    “It helps the village. We have to rise to the Moon's challenge. Why can't ya see that, Gabbo?”


    “You're a decent otter, Bogglug. Go home. Go home and care for your mother,” said Lola.


    “Wolo told me this was the best way to take care of her.” Bogglug wasn't fighting anymore. “He said if I killed the demon, my mother's illness would be over. With the Moon's blessing, her cough'll go away.”


    “And you don't really believe that, do you, Bogglug?” Lola ran a hand over the young otter's head gently, brushing stray strands of hay out of his hair.


    “I'm sorry,” he whispered. “Wolo won't like it if I fail.”


    “Here's what's goin' ta happen. I'm gonna let ya up now. An' you're not going to go for yer knife or try to hit me or bite me. An' you're not goin' ta spit at me again. Right?”


    Bogglug nodded. Gabbo let go of his shoulders and moved away from the would-be assassin. The younger otter sat up, rubbing a sore spot in his bicep where Gabbo had punched him. He looked Keereet in the eyes and then lowered his face. “Wolo won't be happy with me.”


    “You're gonna go home now, Bogglug. Tell Wolo that ya found us and we overpowered ya. Ya barely got away with your life. We had unnatural strength - the powers of the demon. Tell him that no beast who crosses us will get away with his life. Tell him to stop sendin' otters after us. It's a lost cause. Can ya do that?”


    Bogglug nodded again, still casting his eyes down at his lap. “He won't stop, Gabbo. There's a dozen otters behind me looking for ya. I don't know how I found ya first, but there's more comin'.”


    “Let us worry about that. You worry about yerself.” Gabbo patted the otter on the shoulder, and Bogglug flinched away from his touch, hissing in pain. “Sorry,” said Gabbo.


    They watched Bogglug hop out of the cart and hurry away, weaving around clumps of berry bushes and willows along the stream. No sooner was he gone than Gabbo had the cart in motion again.


    “Isn't it sort of loud?” asked Keereet. “If we're trying to avoid being found, I mean.” The cart grumbled and bumped as it rolled along.


    “We're going to have to continue on foot not far from here, but I have to return the horse to its owner first,” said Lola.


    Not long after, there was a hurried exchange with a bobcat who lived in a farmhouse just off the main path. Gabbo parked the cart in a barn surrounded by potato and carrot fields while the farmer's wife, a cheery, round queen, supplied Lola and Keereet with bulging packs of food and drink.


    One of their many children, a kit nearly old enough to have a household of her own, bound Keereet's leg with clean strips of linen and a rugbeater while the younger family members stared at him from across the room.


    The farmer outfitted Keereet with an oversized oaken stick carved with images of flowering trumpet vines, too large to be a cane but too small to be a crutch. “My grandfather made a hundred of 'em,” said the bobcat in response to the eagle's protests.


    With well-wishes and a promise to turn any trackers in the wrong direction, the farmer and his family bid Gabbo, Keereet, and Lola goodbye.


    It was slow going. As they walked through the trees and bushes, the ground grew more hilly, knotty, mossy roots curling and arcing underfoot. Runners of grass formed thick bridges between points of high ground. Keereet found himself relying on the walking stick to stay upright and moving, though even then it was difficult. More than once Gabbo and Lola had to lift him off the ground by his underarms and hoist him up over treacherous footfalls half-hidden in the undergrowth.


    They ate on the move, passing a sandwich and a waterskin back and forth between them. Lola often snatched a sprig of herb or a few leaves from overhead as they went, tucking them into various leather bags that she seemed to pull from thin air. Keereet spent much of the day chewing and sucking on plants that tasted horrid but made his pain manageable, though one of the bundles of leaves that she gave him to suck made him drowsy, and the vixen and otter had to support him as he flopped through the forest as if he had no bones in his limbs.


    It grew dark earlier than usual in the deep forest as the dying light failed to trickle through the dense foliage. Every nook and cranny was cast in shadow, and the trees themselves took on a purple cast.


    “We need to stop,” said Lola. “I can't see a thing, and Keereet's going to break the other leg.”


    Gabbo grunted and nodded, though the other two couldn't see him. “Just a little further. We ought to find somewhere with some cover.”


    “You think they're still following us?” asked Keereet.


    “You heard Bogglug, and I know Wolo. Likely as not, he sent half a dozen otters after us. No telling if he'll stop even after they go back empty-handed.” Gabbo kicked at a clump of moss that stretched across a pair of arching roots. Lola and Keereet watched as his shadowed form crouched and wedged itself into the space that the moss had covered. He disappeared up to his shoulders, struggled a bit, and then slipped the rest of the way into the hole. “This should be big enough fer the three of us, if a bit tight.” His voice echoed out of the hollow space beneath the tree.


    “I'm not going in there,” said Keereet, shivering. “I'm not.”


    Lola put a hand on the eagle's back between his wings. “Listen, it's the best chance we've got, and nothing's going t-”


    “You don't understand,” said Keereet. “I can't go in there. I can't do it.” He turned his back to the vixen.


    “Alright then, we'll sleep out here,” said Gabbo, crawling out of the hole. He brushed dirt and cobwebs off of himself as he reached up to snag a thick low branch in both hands. He let his weight hang on it for a moment, and when it held he dropped back to the ground. “Lola, you're first. Up ya go.”


    The vixen bent her knees and jumped, wrapping both arms around the lowest branch. She heaved herself up onto her knees and reached for the next limb. As she pulled herself up again, the shadows sucked her into darkness.


    “Keereet, you're next.” Gabbo took the eagle's cane and leaned it against the trunk of the tree. He squeezed the eagle around the middle and boosted him up.


    Keereet managed to pull himself up onto the lower branch and wound up straddling it, his feet dangling back and forth level with Gabbo's head. Lola's arms reached down out of the darkness.


    “Climb up one more, if you think that you can manage it.”


    Keereet wrapped his fingers around Lola's wrists and she did the same. She wrenched him up and over the next limb, leaving him folded over it across his middle. He used his arms to pull himself into a straddle on the limb, his back pressed against the trunk of the tree. Lola straddled across a pair of close-set limbs above him, her skirts stretching like a tent over the empty v between the two branches.


    Gabbo tossed Keereet's cane up into the tree, and the eagle snatched it out of the air, laying it across his lap as Gabbo hoisted himself onto the limb below. The otter sat cross-legged on the thick branch, settling his backside into the depression where the branch sprouted from the tree. A handful of leaves dropped to the ground when the otter adjusted his position.


    The light faded completely and utter darkness took its place. There was no moon tonight, or otherwise they couldn't see it through the trees. Groping for Keereet's hands in the dark, Lola passed a waterskin and a couple of pears down the tree. Keereet took a mouthful and passed the water and one of the pears to Gabbo, who fumbled and almost dropped the fruit.


    The three of them ate without speaking, each of them yawning. Keereet chewed another clump of moss as he tried to find a comfortable position for his bad leg. The sounds of night birds wove music through the trees.


    A crunching crash came from the direction that they had come, followed by a loud curse that interrupted and quieted the sounds of the night. Gabbo tapped Keereet's leg and made a motion for silence that Keereet repeated to Lola, though he didn't need to.


    Gabbo reached up and mouthed a command at Keereet, who passed him the walking stick with as little motion as possible. The otter clutched it in both hands and all three froze, staring into the darkness until their eyes hurt.


    The sound of underbrush being smashed and trod on grew louder and louder. Keereet could feel his heart in his throat, and no matter how hard or how often he swallowed it stuck fast. He tried to breathe shallowly, hoping to quiet the gush of air flowing in and out of his beak. It left him lightheaded and he relented to breathing normally, hoping that the sound of his breath was amplified in his own ears.


    The crunching of brush underfoot came to a halt directly beneath their hiding place. A bulky, broad-shouldered figure stood there, his square head turning back and forth as he scanned the darkness.


    Gabbo made another silencing motion and adjusted his hold on the walking stick. He wrapped both hands around the thin end of the stick and brought the club-like head back over his shoulders until it touched the tree trunk behind him.


    The tracker below them crouched, his muscular tail flicking back and forth behind him. He stooped to look into the cavity between the tree's roots, prodding into the space with a broad, short blade that somehow managed to glisten along its sharpened edge even in the complete darkness.


    When the otter below stood, he looked up. His mouth opened wide and he brought the machete up over his head, but not fast enough.


    The walking stick sucked at the air, making a sound like a hurricane as Gabbo brought the heavy end down on the tracker's head. The otter grunted and a wet crack echoed through the forest. He crumpled to the ground, his body falling into a wide swath of moss as it was swallowed into the shadows cast by the high arching roots below.


    Gabbo slid down out of the tree, still brandishing the walking stick. He prodded into the space where the otter's body had fallen. He kicked the body, and it slipped deeper into the hole.


    “Get down. Now.” Gabbo was panting.


    Keereet lowered himself awkwardly from the tree while Lola sprang down like a spider bounding across a web.


    “It ain't safe ta stop. We gotta keep moving for as long as we can. Let's move fast and move quiet. The less noise we make, the better. How far is it, Lola?”


    “I'm not certain. I make a habit of traveling on the road. It will be another day, at least. It may be more.”


    “It can't be more,” said Gabbo.


    They spent the rest of the night clambering over the roots and hillocks underfoot, slowed significantly by the darkness. A few times, Gabbo drew them up short, silencing them to listen to something that nobody else had heard. They'd crouch for long-stretching moments until Gabbo was satisfied, though neither the eagle nor the vixen knew what the signs of safety the otter was hearing, and then he'd wave them on.


    


    

  


  
    

    When the sun came up, it sent beautiful dappled streaks of green-hued light through the trees. Keereet marveled at it as Gabbo urged them forward. Keereet used the beauty to distract himself from the pain in his throbbing leg. He couldn't remember a time when he'd ever walked so far. He wondered if the Floating Continent was even as wide as the ground that the three of them had already covered.


    They continued to eat on the move. Breakfast was a lump of cheese with blue streaks through it. Keereet didn't eat much of it – he'd never had anything like it before, and the flavor was overpowering. He tasted it in the back of his throat for the rest of the day, no matter how much water he drank.


    Another stream crossed their path and Lola took the lead. They traveled upstream, walking in the water. The increased drag on their legs as they fought the flow of the knee-deep water, their feet sinking into the sandy bottom with each step, made them more tired, but ensured that they would leave no tracks behind.


    Keereet was tired. He'd never been more tired, even during flight academy when he'd spent all night doing wing exercises and had an oral exam on wind currents the next morning. His good leg ached, the muscles alternating between numb and burning hot. His bad leg screamed and begged him to stop, but he pushed on, looking forward to the next dose of herbal medicine even while he chewed the last.


    “Gabbo, we have to stop,” said Lola, finally. “We're all of us dead on our feet, and Keereet's leg isn't going to heal properly if he stays on it for so long.”


    “We can't stop,” said Gabbo, still trudging on as Lola came to a standstill. Keereet wavered between the two, taking a few more steps toward the otter.


    “Gabbo,” began Lola, but the otter cut him off.


    “We. Can't. Stop!” he yelled, spinning on his heels in the water. “What part of that don't you understand?” His arms were shaking and his fists were clenched.


    “Gabbo, it's n-”


    “You want them to catch us? How many more beasts do ya want dead, Lola? If they catch us, then we die or they do, sure as the tide. How many of my family do I have to kill, Lola?” His yelling sent a flock of crows up from a nearby tree. They bickered with one another as they flew away, punctuating the sudden silence after Gabbo's outburst.


    “Fine. We'll keep going,” said Lola, pulling her skirts higher up out of the water with an angry flourish.


    “Ya don't understand. Neither of ya. I killed him. Ya don't know what that's like.”


    “I do,” mumbled Keereet.


    Gabbo lowered his voice as he continued upstream, Lola and Keereet trailing after him. “What?”


    “I know what it's like. I killed... I killed somebeast. I don't even know what his name was.” Keereet took deep, shaking breaths as he tried to hold back his emotions. “He was one of the guards. I took a rock, and I killed him. I know.”


    Gabbo glanced back over his shoulder at the eagle. “I let the whole forest know where we are. Let's pick up the pace.”


    The trees opened up briefly to one side of the stream. Waist-high grass covered the empty space between the oaks, elms, and birches. Tiny blue flowers dotted the grasses and long strings of purple bells hung heavily across the top of the meadow.


    Gabbo left the vixen and the eagle in the stream and tiptoed across the loose soil at the edge of the stream. He disappeared into the tree line and reappeared halfway across the meadow, stomping his way through the grass, leaving a broad, flattened trail that looped back on itself and disappeared into the trees from the direction that they had come.


    “Hoping to buy us some time,” he explained as he stepped back into the stream.


    They followed him away from the meadow as the stream began to climb, taxing them even more than it had before. Gabbo walked more slowly and made fewer comments about their speed. As they walked, the anger slipped from Lola's shoulders.


    Keereet found himself dipping the head of the walking stick into the stream again and again, rubbing at it with the edge of his tunic before continuing forward, just managing to keep up with the vixen and otter ahead of him.


    


    

  


  
    

    Early in the afternoon, the trio reached a solid, sheer wall of rock that rose into the sky above the treetops. Moss and tenacious vines and flowers clung to cracks and crevices on the cliff face, waving back and forth in the breeze that coursed along the rock.


    “Wait here for a moment. I'm going to climb to the top,” said Lola. She took hold of a length of ivy as thick as her wrist and climbed hand over hand, her bare toes clinging to the tiny cracks and ledges on the wall. Gabbo and Keereet watched as she scrambled up the sheer rock in mere moments, sending the trees rustling as she pushed her way through the branches where they grew against the cliff.


    The otter and the eagle sat with their backs against a boulder that had sheered away from the cliff long ago and had since taken on a thick covering of moss. Keereet lifted his bad leg and laid his ankle over a rotted log, sighing as the pressure came off of the break.


    “How's that comin' along?” asked Gabbo.


    “I don't know. Still hurts, but it feels better when I can get off of it. Even just for a minute.”


    “Would it help if ya knew his name?” asked the otter.


    “Whose name?” asked Keereet.


    “The otter that ya... I know his name. Do ya want me to tell ya?”


    They sat in silence for a moment before Keereet nodded wordlessly.


    “His name was Burg.” The rattling scream of a wildcat went up from somewhere in the forest behind them. The pair tensed for a moment and Gabbo glanced up the cliff face after Lola. “He wasn't worth bilge water, if it makes ya feel better. The kind of otter with lots of mean and no smart. His mother and father were probably relieved when they heard he was dead.”


    “It doesn't help,” Keereet said, ”but thank you. For trying, I mean.”


    Gabbo grunted and opened his mouth to say something else, but Lola dropped down out of the trees overhead, interrupting him.


    “I couldn't see much through the trees, but there are at least two campfires out there giving off smoke. I can't be certain that they're following us, but it's more than likely. Most beasts don't spend a lot of time in these woods unless they have a need to.”


    “How close?” asked Gabbo, brushing down the front of his pants.


    Lola leaned over to help Keereet to his feet. “The ones I spotted are on the other side of the meadow,” she said, “but there may be some that are closer which I didn't see. Either way, we should start moving. Have something to eat.” She loosened the drawstring at the top of her pack and tossed a loaf of bread to Keereet. It bounced off of the bird's chest and landed on the ground. Gabbo picked it up, broke it in half, and passed one half to Keereet.


    Lola led them along the cliff. They headed east. The sun peeked through the branches of the trees every now and again, warming their backs. Keereet walked with one hand on the top of his walking stick and the other against the cliff.


    At twilight, Keereet stopped to lean against the wall. The others took a few more steps before they realized that he had stopped.


    “You alright, Kid?” asked Gabbo.


    “Just tired,” replied the eagle. “Leg hurts.”


    Gabbo bent down in front of Keereet and heaved him onto his back. The eagle grunted, grinding his beak as his bad leg was jostled. He settled in a hunch against Gabbo's pack, sagging forward against the otter's shoulders.


    “Gabbo you don't have t-” Began Keereet, a lump of bile rising in his throat.


    “Go to sleep, Kid. I don't wanna hear it.”


    Lola took the walking stick out of Keereet's hands and walked behind Gabbo, pushing a hand into Keereet's back every now and again when Gabbo misstepped.


    Keereet felt himself sinking into sleep, and found it growing more and more difficult to balance himself on Gabbo's back. Before long, Lola's slender hands were clasped around his waist, hoisting him higher.


    The back-and-forth rocking motion of Gabbo walking made it harder to resist sleep, and Keereet gave up trying.


    


    

  


  
    

    He dreamed again. This time he knew that he was dreaming, but he still couldn't control his actions. It made withstanding the nightmare that much more painful.


    He stood on the bare metal panels of the floating continent, looking up at his childhood home. The home he hadn't seen since he'd been taken away to flight academy. He pushed the door open, and the rusty, recycled hinges screamed with the voices of a hundred avians.


    When he walked into the living room, his mother, father, and sister were sitting at the dining room table. The floor was covered in feathers, and their bare wings dripped with blood, each one twisted at unusual angles, prickling with shards of broken bone. Keereet gagged on the smell of medicinal oil that rose from the black-brown poultice smeared over their faces.


    A figure moved in the shadows of the kitchen. It stepped into the light, framed by the open archway between the living and dining rooms.


    Keereet looked into his own eyes. There was something alien and familiar in them at the same time – an image of himself reflected in blood red tones against a background of fire. The eyes twitched back and forth without pause, seeming to jerk Keereet's nightmare self from side to side as they went.


    “Kill your family,” croaked the nightmare. “Kill them. How many? Kill them.” The voice that came from the bird's mouth was Gabbo's. “How many? Kill them all. Kill all your family.” It rose higher and louder, an overwhelming shriek, before the thing damaged its larynx. It coughed and a gush of blood and feathers rolled down its front. And still it did not stop screaming.


    Keereet sat up with a scream on his beak, but before it could escape he went still. It was dark. Darker than the night should have been. He groped out with a hand, feeling the cold, smooth, hard surface upon which he was laying. His heart pounded in his chest, vibrating his entire body and sending all of his feathers on end.


    He reached up above him and his fingers met stone not high above his head. He seemed to be hemmed in from all directions. A slow, steady dripping sound began to build in his ears. It was drowned out by the scream that sprouted in his chest and flowered from his mouth.


    Keereet grabbed his head with both hands, still bellowing as his mind raced, seemingly separate from the carnal instincts of his body. Underground, he thought. I'm underground. A flurry of panic fluttered inside of him – bouncing and rebounding off of the inside of his skin as it grew in size. The smell of dusty rock overwhelmed his senses, and the rush of water roared in his ears. Tears ran down his face in torrents. He whipped back and forth against his own will.


    “Keereet!” screamed Lola in his face. He saw her as she shook him back and forth, practically pulling him out of the bed that had been carved into the wall of the room that was now illuminated by a torch shoved into a slot in the wall opposite the pair. Still he couldn't stop his fear from growing and tearing through him.


    A sharp, hard slap drew his head to the side, and his face stung. Still he screamed. A second slap, then a third, then a fourth. Lola still yelled at him, her face looming, distorted before his.


    A broad, dark figure stepped in between Lola and the eagle. The beast made a fist and brought it crashing down on top of Keereet's head. Bells rang in the eagle's ears and brilliant bursts of colored light seeped across his vision. As his head cleared, his fear disappated. It held itself in a corner of his stomach somewhere near his spine, curling and twisting inside of him like a dying snake.


    “Thank you,” Lola told the bear as he left the room.


    “Just keep him quiet. There's sick people trying to sleep around here,” the bear answered, closing the wooden door behind him.


    Lola turned back to the eagle then. “Keereet, you are going to be fine. You're safe here. I know you don't like it underground, but this is the best place for you to be right now.”


    “Where am I?” Keereet managed to mumble.


    “I wish he hadn't hit you so hard,” said the vixen, running her fingers over his head as he winced. “Mother won't be happy with him.”


    “Where am I?” said Keereet.


    “You're in UpDown,” said Lola, pulling a wooden rocker over the rich woolen rug that sprawled across the floor. “In the infirmary. They'll take better care of you here than I can by myself.”


    “The assassi-” Keereet checked himself, “The otters who were following us?”


    “They will never get into the city. It's a natural fortress, and there are more than a dozen guards at the only entrance.”


    Keereet sighed and lay back onto the pallet, cradling his throbbing head in both hands. “Where's Gabbo?”


    “Sleeping, I should expect. We could hardly get him to leave your side. He only left because Grizwold threatened him with a bath.” She smiled, laughter in her eyes. Keereet couldn't help but smile back. “How is your leg feeling?” she asked.


    “Fine, actually,” said the avian. He looked down at his leg and was surprised to see it encased in a thick, hard covering of dried mud swathed in thin strips of cloth. Only the ends of his slender scaled toes, each tipped with a pointed talon, poked from the end of the cast.


    “That's good. I expected as much. You shouldn't feel any more pain, but you ought to stay off of it as much as possible just the same.”


    “I'm starving,” said the eagle.


    “I'll see what I can find in the kitchen for you,” said Lola. “Will you be alright by yourself? No more screaming, I trust?”


    Keereet's guts tied in a knot at the thought of being left alone, but he nodded. “I'll be fine.”


    When Lola left, he pinched his eyes shut, trying to block out the image of smooth rock walls, trying to ignore the sound of running water that wasn't there. He imagined the dark, open sky that had always hung over the floating continent. Breathing deeply, he could almost smell the rusted, oily scent of home, unpleasant but nostalgic.


    He opened his eyes again when he heard the door open.


    “Lola, wh-” he stopped. The fox at the door wasn't Lola, but the distinctions were few. This vixen had the same lanky, lithe build and kinked, curly hair as Lola did, but her fur was speckled with gray hairs that clustered densely around the edges of her nose and lips.


    “I hear that quite often,” said the vixen. She set a tray across Keereet's lap as he sat up. “Be sure to drink all of that broth. It will help the bone set good and hard.”


    The wooden tray was worn but sturdy. A deep bowl of dark broth took up most of its surface, but was accompanied by a thick slice of bread spread with butter of the deepest yellow that Keereet had ever seen. A tall mug of sweet-smelling liquid was shoved into a corner of the tray.


    Keereet sipped from the mug before tipping it back all in one long, chugging drink. He licked the rim of the mug before holding it out to the vixen. “May I have more, please?”


    “You'd think you'd never had apple juice before. But then I suppose you haven't, have you? Finish your broth first. I don't want you to fill up on juice.”


    “Mother, don't you think he's a big enough kit to make his own decisions?” Lola chimed in as she came through the door.


    “He's my patient and he'll follow doctor's orders. No never mind what a nosy vixen too big for her britches has to say about it.” Lola's mother took the rocking chair before Lola could get to it. The two stuck their tongues out at one another.


    “You know, before we arrived I was thinking about how much I had been missing you. I don't know what came over me,” taunted Lola as she sat cross-legged on the rug. “Keereet, I trust you've surmised that this... charming vixen is my mother, Delores.”


    Keereet lowered the bowl of broth from his beak to nod politely at the older vixen. “A pleasure, I'm sure.”


    “No need for formalities here, Birdie,” said Delores. “After all, I've seen you naked!” she chortled as Keereet's feathers puffed. “Don't be shy, Birdie. I'm a doctor. I had to examine you, after all. And you needed a bath. Badly.” She wrinkled her nose.


    Keereet couldn't seem to get his feathers to flatten, so he occupied himself in picking his bread to tiny bits before putting them in his beak and chewing. This sent Delores into another fit of laughter that seemed to climb the walls as it danced through the room.


    The door swung open and the muscular bear poked his head into the room.


    “Don't be a spoil-sport, Grizwold. We're being no louder than the mutest of church mice,” scolded Dolores. The bear grumbled to himself as he closed the door. “Now Birdie,” said the doctor, “you've done quite some damage to your body over the last two weeks, or had it done to you, I'm told.


    “You've got a broken femur and tibia. They seem to be healing well, if a little knobby. I'd have rather you stayed off of it for the first two weeks, but that can't be helped then or now. You have some bruised ribs, but nothing broken there. Almost everything that you have is bruised, sprained, or strained. And I'm not certain, as I've never had an avian patient before, but it seems your wings may be out of alignment or you've twisted them somehow.”


    “My wings are how they've always been,” interrupted Keereet.


    “Really?” asked Delores. “I don't see how anyone could fly with those, but then I'm not terribly experienced with flight mechanisms.”


    “I don't fly,” Keereet said. His feathers had all fallen quite flat by now.


    “Oh. I apologize, Birdie. I wasn't ce-”


    “There's no need to apologize... But thank you,” Keereet tipped the bowl back and downed the remaining broth. He grimaced. It had gone cold.


    Lola let out a long, low snore from where she was leaning back against the wall beneath the torch. Delores untied a shawl from around her waist and draped it over he daughter's lap.


    “You've all had quite the adventure, I think,” she said. “If Lola hadn't have told me, and if I hadn't have seen you with my own two eyes, I'd never have believed it. I didn't know there were Avians anymore.” Delores smiled. “You must be hearing that a lot.”


    Keereet nodded, “More than I expected. We remember you – we the Avians, I mean. We know you're here. I wouldn't have thought you didn't know we were up there.”


    “You'd be surprised what you can forget in, what has it been now, five hundred years?” Delores took the tray from the eagle. “Had quite enough, Birdie?”


    “Yes, thank you,” he said. “My name is Keereet,” he suggested as an afterthought.


    “I know, Birdie,” said the vixen as the stepped through the door. “Sleep well.” And she shut it behind her.


    For the first night in weeks, Keereet slept soundly and without dreaming.


    


    

  


  
    

    When he next woke, pale orange torchlight filtered into the room through the sheer curtain hung across a circular window mounted in the door. Brighter light slipped in around the door frame, casting the room in orange-hued shadows. Save for Keereet himself, the room was empty.


    When he turned over, rolling his cast with both hands, he knocked a bell from the edge of the pallet, sending it tinkling to the floor. He leaned over the edge of the bed to grope for it, but it was just out of the reach of his fingertips. When he did manage to touch it, he bumped it into a roll that took it halfway across the room.


    “Ah-ah,” scolded Delores as she came into the room, “You're going to fall and break your cast open. I can assure you that won't feel good. How fast did you expect me to come after you rang the bell? I've only got two feet.” She shoved Keereet's shoulders, helping him up into a sitting position. His bad leg dangled rigidly before him until the doctor shoved the rocking chair underneath it.


    Keereet yawned and stretched his arms out wide, wincing when the motion tugged at his sore ribs.


    “Still tired after all that? You've slept for more than a day, all told. How're you feeling?” She tightened the bandages around his ribs as they slipped down Keereet's chest.


    “Sore all over, but it's bearable,” said the eagle.


    “That'll be from having stayed in bed for so long, in part. After some breakfast we'll see if we can't find you some crutches and get you some exercise.”


    Grizwold shoved the door open with his backside, carrying a breakfast tray in both hands. He dropped it into Keereet's lap and left without saying a word.


    “I apologize for my assistant's behavior,” said Delores. “He's really quite sweet, but he has to keep up appearances. Eat. Eat.” She shoved a heaped spoonful of oatmeal at Keereet's beak. He took the spoon out of her hand and fed himself. Delores poured him a tall mug of apple juice as he spooned hot sugared oats into his beak as fast as he could swallow them.


    The door opened again and Gabbo stepped through.


    “I hope it's alright,” he said as he carried in a torch and shoved it into its place on the wall. “Grizwold said he was up.”


    “Quite alright,” said Delores. “He's just having breakfast now. I don't suppose you'd mind helping him around when he's finished? Nothing too strenuous, of course, just enough to get his blood back into his limbs and work the kinks out of his muscles.


    “Don't mind at all,” said Gabbo.


    “Then I'll go find him some crutches,” the vixen said as she left the room.


    “How're you feelin', Kid?” asked the otter.


    “Fine,” Keereet said between gulps of juice. “I feel like I've slept for four days instead of one.”


    “It's good to see you awake,” Gabbo said. “Sorry I wasn't here last night when you were up. I was on guard duty.”


    Keereet shrugged. “That's fine,” he said, pushing the empty tray to the end of his bed.


    “Not to put ya on edge; we're safe here, but it looks like Wolo is more determined than we thought. UpDown has guards posted all along the cliff, an' there's no less than a dozen assassins looking for us out there.


    “They lost the scent, I think, or might be they know we're here and that they won't be allowed in. We've been watching them mill back and forth out there all day. A couple of them have disappeared since last night. We don't know if they went up ahead to scout or sent them back to report, but it's best that you stay put for the time being.”


    “Where are we going, exactly? Our final destination, I mean,” Keereet said.


    “I don't rightly know,” said Gabbo. “Lola an' I didn't plan that far ahead. We knew this was the safest place for us, somewhere that ya could get the medicine that ya need. Ain't nobody better than Delores. Besides that, I figure it depends on how long it takes Wolo to call his dogs off. And you, of course.”


    “Me?” Keereet asked.


    “Where do ya wanna go?”


    Delores interrupted, shoving the door open with a pair of crutches tucked under her arm. “He's not going anywhere,” she said. “Not yet, at least. If he spends too much time with too much weight on that leg it'll have to be rebroken. He needs bed rest and gentle exercise.” She held the crutches out to Keereet and slid the rocking chair out from under his leg.


    The eagle slid off the bunk, holding his cast just above the floor in front of him as he tucked a crutch into either armpit, leaning on them and swinging his body forward.


    “Too tall?” asked the doctor.


    “No, I think they're okay. They'll just take some getting used to.”


    “If it's too much stress on your ribs, stop. In the meantime, Gabbo, take Birdie for a walk.”


    “Yes Ma'am,” said the otter. “C'mon, Kid.”


    The door to Keereet's room opened into a broad hallway. Identical doors lined either side of the hall, a small number carved into each one just below the window. One end of the hall ended abruptly in a roughly-carved, unfinished wall. Torches and lamps hung along the walls between the doors, ending where the other end of the hall opened into a broad, open space.


    It was hard going for Keereet at first. He couldn't seem to get both crutches at the right angle and keep his bad leg off the ground at the same time. Gabbo took one long, leisurely step for every three short hops managed by Keereet and his cast. Frustrated, the eagle sighed and repositioned the crutches. Already they were making his underarms sore.


    “Take yer time,” said Gabbo, “I ain't in a hurry, and if you fall Delores'll kill me.”


    “Sorry,” grunted Keereet. His wings tipped and waved to either side of him as he tried to keep his balance. “Never done this before.”


    “No apology needed.”


    At the end of the hall, Keereet paused to catch his breath and look down on the city.


    “This is UpDown,” said Gabbo. “Sort of amazing in a way, ain't it?”


    The main chamber was a huge, natural crack in the rock - a wide, jagged sliver of space that tapered off to the north and south and opened to the sky overhead. Along the edges of the canyon, layers of pathways were carved into the stone. Rope bridges spanned gaps at all angles around the canyon.


    A bustle of all kinds of beasts splayed across the paths, bridges, and the floor below, passing in and out of natural and hand-carved tunnels that branched from the canyon. Some of these tunnels were marked with bins of brightly blooming flowers or intricate carved arches.


    In the center of the canyon floor, a group of beasts sat on stone benches around a spring that bubbled clear water into a wide, shallow basin. A fountain rose from the center of the bowl, spraying cool water in long, arching streams that crashed into the pool below where a handful of fat, colorful fish circled, taking refuge from the sun overhead beneath the lily pads and floating blossoms that dotted the water's surface.


    “Pardon me,” a cougar mumbled as she stepped past Keereet and Gabbo, walking much closer to the unguarded edge of the path than Keereet would have dared do himself.


    “It is,” said Keereet.


    “Think ya could stand to walk a mite further?” asked Gabbo.


    “Definitely.”


    The otter led, and Keereet stumbled behind, as they wove along the edge of the canyon. They passed a number of beast, most of whom only stopped briefly to stare at Keereet. An elderly hare stopped and watched as Keereet thumped his way past. The hare's ears twitched and turned as he inspected the eagle, mumbling to himself.


    “Well, Nips?” said Lola as she rounded a corner, putting a hand on the hare's shoulder. “I see you've met my friend Keereet. Keereet, this is Nips.”


    “A pleasure, I'm sure,” said the eagle. The hare wetted his lips with his tongue and continued to stare.


    “He can't be an Avian, surely?” Nips asked Lola.


    Lola put her other hand on Keereet's shoulder. “That he is. And an eagle at that.”


    “An eagle,” mused Nips aloud. “Rosehips and juniper, never thought as I'd see an eagle. Fancy that.” The hare extended a gray hand to Keereet then. “Don't mean no offense, of course. None intended. But you're like something that walked out of one of my nana's fairy tales.”


    “I get that a lot,” said Keereet. “No offense taken.” He took the hare's hand and they shook.


    “Well I hope you enjoy your time in UpDown, and I do hope your leg heals up. Had a bad break m'self, years ago.”


    “I appreciate that,” said Keereet. The pair said goodbye and went their seperate ways, Lola joining Gabbo and Keereet on their tour.


    “How are you finding UpDown?” the vixen asked.


    “I haven't seen anything like it before,” said Keereet. “I don't know that I'll see much of it, at this rate.” He wagged his crutches back and forth.


    “You'll get the hang of it,” said Gabbo.


    “I love it,” said Lola. “I grew up here. It manages the perfect balance of small-town community with the excitement of a city. We get visitors and traders fairly regularly, but everybeast still knows every other beast here.”


    “It's too big for my tastes,” said Gabbo.


    “This is hardly big city living,” Lola teased, “You've never been somewhere like Red City or Marasca.”


    The three had worked around the wall to a dead end. The path came to a head in a sharp corner where an archway was cut into the rock. A set of stairs spiraled down inside the alcove, and Keereet shook his head.


    “I'd rather not chance that today,” he said.


    “That is most likely a wise decision,” said Lola. “Once we get you back to your room, there's something I thought you might like to see.” She patted a leather-bound book that was tucked up under her arm.


    “I probably ought to get back to the surface,” said Gabbo, gesturing at the crack in the earth overhead. “I'm figurin' you can get him back to his room?”


    “I'm almost certain that I can manage,” said Lola. She put a hand between Keereet's shoulder blades and helped him turn back.


    The walk back to the room seemed longer than the walk away from the room had been. Keereet went from being sore from stiffness to being sore from his walk.


    “You'll be comfortable here, I'm sure,” said Lola. “I didn't think it prudent to say anything in front of Gabbo, but... we're a lot more accepting than the otters at Willowbrook Village. Which isn't to say people here won't stare at you or give you a sideways look. Some of them will, but we're not a group for mob mentality.”


    “So long as nobody here tries to burn me at the stake, I think I'll be okay.”


    “I can almost guarantee that nothing of the sort will happen here. UpDown doesn't make a habit of bonfires.”


    “It's an unusual name, isn't it?” asked Keereet.


    “UpDown? I suppose it might seem that way to someone new. It sounds pretty normal to me. The story is that the two brothers who found the canyon and decided to settle here had some sort of an argument. One brother stood at the top of the crack while the other climbed to the canyon floor. The one on the floor said that the walls went up, and the one on the top of the cliff said that the walls went down.


    “It sounds like a ridiculous thing to argue about, but it's supposedly where the name came from. Remember that all folk tales should be taken with a healthy dose of salt. Speaking of folk tales, I wanted you to have a look at this book that I located in the library.”


    They had reached Keereet's room. He settled into the rocking chair, and Lola climbed up into a sitting position on the bed. She laid the thick volume on her lap, the spine crackling and snapping as she opened it. Keereet winced at the sound.


    “What are you going to do when the binding breaks?” he asked.


    “Then we rebind it,” she replied. “It's only wood and leather. So long as the pages are still intact, it can be mended.”


    “It's not that easy where I come from,” said Kereet. “I forget there's a difference in resources.”


    “I wanted to read a few passages to you,” Lola said. “This is a book of morality tales written for children. Don't go into the woods alone, don't tease a wolf, obey your parents, those sort of messages.”


    “Like The Chick Who Peeked?” asked Keereet.


    “I'm afraid that I'm not familiar with that one.”


    “It's about an owl chick who's curious about the earth below. So he creeps closer and closer to the edge of the continent every day. His mother catches him and scolds him, telling him he must never go so close to the edge, but he ignores her.


    “One day he goes to the very edge and looks down, but he can't see very well, so he leans, and he leans, and he leans, and finally he falls off.” Keereet gestured with his hand, swooping it down through the air. “He gets eaten.”


    “Eaten by what?”


    “A tribe of-” Keereet paused and swallowed before changing the story from foxes to, “ferrets.” He could feel a ring of feathers around his face begin to puff up, and he changed the subject. “Anyway what did you want to read to me?”


    Lola seemed not to notice his pause or embarrassment, or if she did she didn't say anything about it. She ran a long, slender forefinger past rich illuminations penned in vibrant hues of ink as she sought the passage she remembered. “Here's one I had in mind,” she said, and began to read.


    “Many years ago, before the last of the Avians gathered in the East.” She paused and turned to another story. “When Avians were still widely seen in the world, and not only found in the East.” She turned another handful of pages. “In years not far distant, when all Avians – ravens, hawks, eagles, and hummingbirds – had disappeared from all lands but the far East.” She slapped the book shut, making Keereet wince again, and looked at him expectantly. “There's a fair number of stories in here that say something similar.”


    “You aren't going to read the whole of the stories?” Keereet asked.


    “The whole of the stories aren't the point,” said Lola. “Do you recall that I said all folk tales should be taken with a grain of salt? Even though this is the case, most stories start with a grain of truth. Nearly every story I can remember being told as a child starts in the same manner as these stories do. With all of the Avians disappearing into the East.”


    Keereet stared at her.


    “I thought that perhaps you might want to find somebeast more like yourself. I know that you're not entirely comfortable with the rest of us. If we find an Avian, he or she might even be able to help you go home. All of these stories suggest that, to find an Avian, we should go East.”


    “But they're just stories,” Keereet said, but his mind and heart both raced. He suddenly wanted to see another avian more than he'd ever wanted anything else in his life. The thought of going home nearly made him cry. But then the thought of going home sunk in. Do I want to go back? He asked himself, remembering the bullying, the alienation, and the humiliation. I was never more comfortable there than I am here. If I did go back I'd be Flightless.


    He grimaced at the thought of being relegated to the lowest caste, working slave labor in the most dangerous factory jobs, spending the rest of his short life shoveling coal into boilers and hanging from the bottom of the continent, dangling at the end of ropes and chords and dodging jets of superheated steam to repair rusted vents. Every avian would look down on him more than they already did. Justifiably so.


    Keereet wasn't sure that was what he wanted. He couldn't help but notice that Lola had said we. Not you, but we. He couldn't remember being included in a “we” among the Avians.


    Lola grinned at him, her eyes sparkling and her ears flicking back and forth. Keereet did his best to fake a smile in return.


    “We don't know when I'll get out of here anyway. We'll talk about it when the situation clears up.”


    “You're not happy,” said Lola. “I thought you would be excited. Isn't going home what you want?”


    “I don't know what I want,” the eagle admitted. “I'm not sure I want to go home. I'd be Flightless. It would be easier for my family to think I was dead.”


    “I'm sure they're heartbroken,” said Lola. “Any family would be if put in a similar situation.”


    “You don't understand what the Flightless are,” Keereet said. “They're cowards and invalids. They have wings, but don't use them. It's a waste of noble blood. It makes them lower than beasts.” He paused and glanced at Lola for a reaction and didn't see one, so he continued. “My family would be ashamed even to know me. My father might lose his job because he fathered a Flightless. My sister would never find a mate. I can't do that to them. They'll be happier having a funeral for their son who dove bravely into certain death, even if he was a freak.


    “I'd be separated from the rest of society – seen at a glance and spat at. I'd spend the rest of my life as a slave doing the jobs too dangerous for anyone else. I'd likely burn to death – either in steam or the boiler fires. If I didn't burn I'd die sick from working in the fertilizer plant or drown in the manure vats.


    “Weighed against living here alone for the rest of my life, I'm not sure I think going home is the better choice.”


    Lola frowned then, tucked the book under her arm, and went to the door. “We may be beasts,” she said, “and it's possible that we may even be lower than you. But even if we are, being among us isn't the same as being alone.” She slammed the door behind her. Grizwold bellowed down the hall for her to keep the noise down.


    Keereet sagged in his chair, staring at the wall opposite him. He couldn't keep his thoughts straight – they shouted over one another in his head. So he stopped thinking, focusing on tracing the shape of the wall with his eyes.


    He didn't know how much time had gone by when Delores knocked at his door. She didn't wait for him to answer before coming in.


    “You certainly know what to say to get Lola's hackles up,” she said. “I brought your lunch.”


    “I didn't mean to offend her,” said Keereet.


    “No, I'm sure you didn't.” Delores settled a lunch tray into his lap. The smell of onions rolled into his nostrils as he breathed in the steam rising off the soup. “But that makes it all the worse. Had you meant to offend – had you said it purposefully to spite her – then at least you'd have been aware of your actions. Choosing your words to hurt her would mean you'd considered how she feels, at the least.


    “Offending in ignorance, though... Well, discrimination without thought shows her that you don't care. You don't stop to consider her feelings either way. You invalidate her – and the rest of us – and you play the fool doing it. I have other patients to see to.” She slammed the door behind her, just as Lola had, and Grizwold grumbled again. Delores snapped at her assistant, though Keereet couldn't make out what she'd said.


    Keereet lifted a spoon full of soft-cooked shredded onions to his beak and then dropped them back into the soup. He was no longer hungry. He leaned over his bad leg and set the tray on the floor, shoving it away from him into the corner with the end of a crutch.


    The eagle shambled to his pallet, lifted himself into it, and lay on his back. He stretched and curled his wings behind him, the few feathers on them chaffing against the bed as he did.


    His mind still ran wild, thoughts tripping over one another and rolling into one another without making sense. Disconnected thoughts seemed right at home with one another. Even when he tried to focus on the way that the torchlight played across the ceiling, his mind wandered back to the torrent of self-doubt and confusion.


    “I don't belong here,” he said out loud. “But I don't belong there either.” He had hoped voicing some of what he was thinking would help him straighten it out, but it didn't. “I can be surrounded by Flightless, and be one myself.” He wasn't sure which was worse. “Or I can be stared at here, chased by crazed beasts, and live among them.”


    Talking wasn't helping, so he shut up.


    Nobody came to see him for the rest of the day. Grizwold came in and took his tray, but the bear might not have even seen anyone else in the room for all the attention he paid Keereet.


    “Take the torch,” Keereet mumbled at the bear's back. Grizwold snatched the dying light off the wall and left Keereet in darkness.


    The darkness transformed, as Keereet fell asleep, into home. He was walking through the greenhouse park in Precipice City during one of few breaks from classes. A selection of small, ugly tomato plants clustered along the path, just putting on hard, green fruit. Pitiful bean vines stretched up meshes of rusting wire that were staked into the rocky, sandy soil. Few other plants grew in the park, all of them producing food of some sort. There was no room for ornamental plants here.


    Up ahead, a Flightless spread fertilizer between the plants, scooping crumbling, stinking, wet mush from a bucket with his bare hands and getting on his hands and knees to brush it over the ground in a thin layer. The Flightless' tattered uniform, a sack cloth tunic that barely covered him, was darkened in streaks where he had wiped his soiled hands.


    Keereet covered his beak with one hand, fighting the bile rising in his throat.


    “You aren't supposed to be here!” he yelled at the crouching, dirty avian. It was far too early for the Flightless to be out on the streets. The eagle strode up to the crouching figure, put a foot on his back, and shoved. The bird toppled to his side and cowered under Keereet's kicking feet, whimpering and covering his head with muck-covered hands.


    When those hands moved, Keereet gasped. He was looking into his own face. A dirty, smudged, tired version of himself. The pitiful creature twitched his misshapen wings and crawled backward away from his assailant. He got up to run.


    As he fled, Keereet bent to pick up the bucket, still half-full of manure. The eagle pitched the bucket at the Flightless, striking him square in the back. Fertilizer exploded into the air, covering the mewling creature. Keereet strode forward and kicked the dirty avian again.


    Lola looked up at him from where she lay on the ground, dirty and stinking. Keereet kicked her again and again and again. She curled into a ball and he stomped on her with all the force he could muster. She cried out underfoot. Her cries eventually became grunts, and then these, too, were silenced.


    Keereet rolled the Flightless over again. His own empty eyes looked up at him from a face frozen in a contort of pain and fear. He put a foot over the face and crushed it into the dust, sending cold rivulets of clotting blood into the dust to mingle with gobs of spilled fertilizer.


    


    

  


  
    

    When Keereet woke up after having had the dream over and over all night long, breakfast was already waiting for him. A short table held the tray near his feet. He inhaled the meal, in spite of the toast having gone cold and hard and the cheese having begun to dry out, droplets of oil settling on its surface.


    When he had washed breakfast down with a cup of cold tea that he swallowed in one great gulp, he reached for his crutches and pulled himself to his feet. He managed to get himself out the door before he was intercepted by Gabbo and a pair of burly lizards.


    “Get back in your room an' sit down, Kid,” said Gabbo as he pulled Keereet's door open.


    “What is it?” the eagle asked as Gabbo pushed him into the rocking chair.


    “Wolo's here,” said the otter. “He's demanding a parley. He wants to negotiate with the city for yer release. So that he can take ya back to Willowbrook.”


    “But you said I was safe here,” said Keereet.


    “You are safe here.”


    “So then the city refused?”


    Gabbo looked away, and one of the lizards answered for him.


    “The city will hear his negotiations.”


    The other lizard, nearly identical to the first save for a tail that ended abruptly with a blunt half-healed stump, said, “It's best for you to stay here. We don't know what Wolo is planning, but we've got guards at half a dozen points in UpDown. If he tries any sort of deception, he won't be able to get past us.”


    “You're letting him in?” asked Keereet.


    “The parley won't happen in the city,” said Gabbo. “The council is going to hear him out from the cliff top. Wolo and his otters will be at the bottom.”


    “I want to go,” said Keereet.


    “I highly advi-” started the long-tailed lizard before Keereet cut him off.


    “I want to be there.”


    “You won't be allowed to speak,” said the second lizard. “Only the council may participate in negotiations. Deliberation, however, will be an open forum.”


    “I won't say a word.”


    “You'll do best to stay out of sight,” said the short-tailed lizard.


    “He doesn't have to see me. I just want to be close enough to hear what's being said.”


    The two lizards and Gabbo huddled together, mumbling to one another.


    “This is acceptable,” said the short-tailed lizard.


    “Though I highly advise against it,” said the other.


    “Come on, Kid,” said Gabbo.


    The three of them had to help Keereet up the stairs as they climbed the walls of UpDown. They gathered Keereet's guards as they went. When they reached the crack, their party consisted of Keereet, Gabbo, the two lizards, a gopher, Grizwold, and a trio of foxes. The guards formed a circle around the eagle as they climbed onto the top of the cliff.


    UpDown was settled in the middle of a lumpy, uneven plateau. The edge of the cliff ran perpendicular to the tapered crack while flat, sandy grassland extended on the other side, marked by a pair of trees standing far distant from one another.


    “Stop here,” said Gabbo. “An' stay quiet.”


    The group halted as soon as they had all emerged from the crack. A cluster of beasts in long cream-colored robes stood along the cliff, facing the forest where Keereet assumed Wolo and his men waited.


    “Wolo, High Priest and Chief of the Otters of Willowbrook Village, requests a parley with the Council of UpDown,” called a voice from below.


    “The Council will hear his negotiations,” responded one of the robed beasts. Keereet recognized her as the cougar that he had passed on his walk the day before.


    “I demand that ya hand over that outlaw and his minions that ya harbor.” Keereet recognized the voice as Wolo's.


    “To what outlaw do you refer?” called the cougar.


    “He calls himself Keereet, though I doubt that's his true name.”


    “And what are the charges which you bring against him?”


    “He is a scourge upon this earth, a deceiver, a demon, and a blight against our goddess Moon.”


    The silent council members glanced between one another. Keereet saw incredulity on some of their faces. Others smiled as if the whole affair were a joke.


    “What evidence do you hold of his guilt?” the cougar asked.


    “We don't need to give our evidence to ya, Councilcat. Ya do not sit as judge in this case.”


    “Is he to have a trial, then? Who sits as judge where such cases are concerned? What is the penalty for devilry?” Keereet thought he heard a mocking lilt to her voice.


    “Trial ain't fer a beast like him. Only the Moon can judge – with me as her speaker. The demon must be destroyed.”


    “And if we do not hand him over?”


    “Then you prove yourselves friends of the demon, enemy of the Moon, and Willowbrook Village won't have no choice but to wash the world clean of you along with the demon.”


    “Are you calling our beasts to war?” asked a Councilbear.


    “I'll make holy war on yer beasts. We'll raze ya to the ground and leave none alive – not dogs, women, or pups. We don't take no prisoners. The goddess is unforgiving to them as turn away from her.”


    “And if we do not suppose to follow your Moon goddess?” asked another Council member – this one a hedgehog.


    “Then you are heretics!” cried a woman's voice from below. A mass of others took up the cry. A chant of “Heretics! Heretics! Heretics!” boomed across the plateau until Wolo silenced his people.


    “What's yer answer?” demanded the Chief.


    “As with all negotiations,” said the Councilcat. “We are not the sole authority. We do not make the final decision, but act merely as a mouthpiece for the people of UpDown. There must be deliberation.”


    “Give yer answer before nightfall,” said Wolo,” or ya give up any claim of yer innocence.”


    “We can not hope to have your an-” the Councilbear began.


    “Silence! Yer answer comes before nightfall or not at all!” Wolo's final remark was followed by the crashing sound of beasts passing through the forest.


    The Council turned away from the cliff and filed down into the crack. None of them looked at Keereet or his guards. The eagle felt as if he had swallowed hot coals.


    “The deliberation'll happen immediately,” said Gabbo. “You'll be expected to speak, but ya don't have to.”


    “Nobeast will blame you if you don't,” said one of the lizards.


    “I want to,” said Keereet.


    The guards helped him down to the floor level. It took much longer than the travel to the surface had. When they arrived at the pond, the deliberations were already underway. The Council members sat along the benches that were arranged around the water, and the people of UpDown crowded around them, leaving only the center of the circle open.


    The Councilcat was already speaking.


    “Wolo speaks nonsense. The otter's goddess demands the eagle as a sacrifice. He has also demanded that we turn over the eagles companions - Gabbo and Lola, who aided Keereet in his escape. It can be assumed that they would suffer the same fate.


    “If we do not turn them over, he threatens holy war against our city. They will take no prisoners and show no mercy.


    “This deliberation is undertaken that the beasts who so wish to do so may speak their piece. Speaking will be restricted. We have limited time. Wolo has demanded an answer before nightfall. A vote will determine the answer which we give him.


    “As for myself.” The cougar paused, “I feel that to give our kin and our guests over to the whim of a crazed mob is unthinkable. It would weigh on my conscious like no burden imaginable. It is incomprehensible, reprehensible, and I will vote no.” With that, the Councilcat sat.


    The Councilbear, who was seated to her immediate left, stood.


    “Councilcat Kasha has spoken much to my mind. In order to preserve time for those who can add to discussion, I simply say: I will vote no.”


    “I will vote no,” said the next Council member.


    “And I,” said the next.


    “And I,” said the next.


    The final Council member, a raccoon, stood. She took a deep breath.


    “We are better than the mob outside of our doors. This I believe whole-heartedly. But to answer no means resigning ourselves to war. UpDown has not seen conflict in many years, surely longer than I have been here. I do not wish us to subject ourselves to that on behalf of a stranger, one of the kin of those who threaten us, and a fox who is rarely seen inside our city.


    “We have the whole of UpDown to consider. The lives of every beast here. Wolo has threatened violence against our children. Are you willing to see our kits dashed against the rocks for these three? I, for one, am not.


    “It is not easy to say, and I speak with a heavy heart, but I will vote yes.”


    The raccoon sat and the Councilcat stood again.


    “At this time, I invite any citizens who wish to speak to come forward.”


    A handful of beasts came into the circle, and each had their turn to speak. Their opinions were widespread, and their speeches varied in quality. The crowd waned and waxed as beasts came and went, forgoing the discussion for lunch or to see to other duties. The Council members were served bread and butter with tea from trays brought to them by volunteers. The discussion went long into the day before the Councilcat stopped the proceedings.


    “We run low on time, and those whom this deliberation involves have not yet had their say. I invite Lola to speak, should she be so inclined.”


    The crowd stirred as the beasts looked about, trying to spot the vixen amidst themselves.


    “As she does not seem to be here,” said the Councilcat, “the next to speak would be Gabbo.”


    Gabbo stepped away from Keereet and into the center of the crowd.


    “I'm not a beast fer giving speeches,” he said. “And I don't know much of what to say that ain't already been said better. I can't make this decision for ya, and I won't try. Vote what ya will. I won't fight yer answer.” Gabbo melted back into the crowd.


    “And now the eagle may come forward,” said the Councilcat.


    The feathers on his face ruffled and puffed, and his heart seemed to be trying to spring from his throat, but Keereet shuffled into the center of the crowd, helped along by the two lizards who stepped back among the citizens when Keereet was in place.


    “I could say 'I don't want to die,' but that's true of every beast here. And we all have our time.” Keereet paused and looked down at the ground, unable to look into the crowd. “Enough has been laid aside for me already. Too many sacrifices have been made.” Here he glanced up at Gabbo, who nodded at him to continue.


    “I don't mean to impose,” said Keereet. “And so I won't. I won't be the reason that your people face war. Not for me. For Lola and Gabbo, I would vote no. Vote no for them, but if you would vote yes on my account, I would ask you not to.


    I am the one that Wolo really wants. Give me over to him, hold Gabbo and Lola back. He didn't mention them by name. Tell him I was the only one who you house. You don't know who helped me, but they never arrived. Vote yes.” Keereet thumped his way back into the crowd on his crutches, and the beasts parted for him, forming back into ranks around him though they all continued to stare at the eagle.


    The Councilcat stood and raised her arms, the sleeves of her robe bunching on her shoulders. “You have heard the opinions of those concerned. Now we vote. The question is whether or not we give Lola over to Wolo. Those in favor?”


    A smattering of weak “I”s bounced through the crowd.


    “Opposed?” asked the cougar.


    The canyon thundered with the response.


    “The question is denied. The question, then, is whether or not we give Gabbo over to Wolo. Those in favor?”


    A few more “I”s sounded from the crowd.


    “Opposed?”


    “I,” said the majority.


    “The question is denied. The question, then, is whether or not we give Keereet over to Wolo. Those in favor?”


    A chorus of “I”s flooded through the canyon. Keereet felt dizzy for a moment, but managed to keep his feet.


    “Opposed?”


    The “I”s given sounded identical to those given in favor to Keereet's ears. He could hear the blood rushing through his head and feel his heart hammering in his throat.


    “The question is denied,” said the Councilcat. “Lola, Gabbo, and Keereet will remain in our protection. Does anybeast here challenge the vote?”


    None spoke.


    “Then we deliver our ver-”


    The Councilcat was interrupted by a voice from the top of the crack. The figure, silhouetted in purple and red by the fading sunlight, cried down into the city, “Arms and stations! Arms and stations!”


    The crowd scattered, some bounding up the stairs toward the surface and others scurrying into side passages. The Council members shed their robes, leaving them on the benches where they sat. Each of them had an aged but polished saber on their hip. A young raccoon scampered into the crowd and gave the Councilcat a longbow and a quiver of arrows with red feathers.


    Gabbo grabbed Keereet by the shoulders, “Get back to yer room. The twins'll take ya and stand guard at yer door.”


    The two lizards each heaved Keereet off of his feet, one under each of his armpits. One of them took his crutches under his free arm, and they carried him up stairs. They circled the walls of the canyons, spiraling up to Keereet's room as they dodged beasts rushing in both directions.


    Lola met them at his door and helped him into bed as the two lizards posted themselves in the hallway. Grizwold's thundering feet rumbled into the hall and he paused at the door to arm each of the twins with a staff before thundering off again.


    Keereet tucked himself up into the nook of his bed and Lola dropped into the rocking chair.


    “You didn't come to the deliberation,” said Keereet.


    “I had an idea of how it would progress,” said Lola. “I was preoccupied with more important endeavors.” She opened the top of a heavy drawstring sack that she had carried with her. “Tie this around your waist,” she said.


    She passed him a long, curve-bladed dagger in a leather sheath. Keereet fumbled with the long, thin thongs that it was bound to and tied them tightly around himself. Lola leaned a quiver full of arrows and a long, slender bow against the wall next to his bed.


    “I don't know how to use them.”


    “With any luck you won't need to, but I trust you can tell the handle from the blade, and Kasha has proposed to teach you skill with the bow. Just in case.” She tied a long, thing rapier around her own waist. It stabbed through one of her lighter skirts and ripped a hole in it. She cursed and ripped off her extra skirts, leaving only the longest and heaviest. The others she put in a pile on the floor.


    The sounds of crisis rolled in through the window, beasts calling to one another and the clatter of wood and metal in combination with the sound of running feet.


    “I wish I knew what was going on out there,” said the eagle.


    “It sounds more exciting than it is,” said Lola. “There's no way that Wolo could capture UpDown. His attacks are futile and illogical. He's only commanding a handful of archers shooting flaming arrows. Half of the arrows don't make it to the top of the cliff. Those that do don't manage to hit anything flammable. There's very little in the way of vegetation on the surface.”


    “Lola, I wanted to apologize. For what I said last night. I don't...” he paused to collect his thoughts, “I don't want to have a problem with anybeast just because they don't have wings and feathers. I know it's not right, and I know you're not how I think of you. I've seen you be better than that. It's just...”


    “Difficult to overcome old habits,” she said for him. “I understand. I won't apologize for how I responded. That was warranted. But I find it reassuring to know that you want to change, at the very least.”


    Keereet smiled and his stomach growled.


    “I'd go to the kitchen and procure some supper for the two of us, but I'm supposed to be at my station.” Lola rolled her eyes.


    “This is your station?” asked Keereet.


    “I'm your last line of defense, apparently. You had better hope that nobody gets past the twins.”


    The two of them laughed and then an argument could be heard coming down the hall.


    “I'm fine, dammit! It's just a scratch!” It was unmistakeably Gabbo.


    “You're wounded and Delores will want to see to you! I can't believe you made me carry you the whole way, you big baby.”


    “Delores is gonna chew yer head off, ya fishbrain!”


    Then Delores' voice joined the fray. “What will I chew his head off for?”


    “He's wounded, Miss Delores,” said the voice that Keereet didn't recognize.


    “Let me have a look,” said the doctor. After a pause, she added, “It's just a scratch! Why are you bothering me with this when I've got real patients to see to. Not enough action for you?”


    “I told ya,” said Gabbo. “Damn arrow didn't even hit me. It landed next to my foot and bounced off the ground against my leg.”


    “Sorry,” mumbled the unrecognizable voice. “I just thought...”


    “Never mind what you thought,” said Delores.


    “Get back to yer station,” said Gabbo.


    The door opened and both Delores and Gabbo entered the room. Delores sat a tray on the bed next to Keereet. It held a whole loaf of dark brown bread, a dish of butter, and a mounded bowl of berries.


    “I'd have brought you two something hot, but there doesn't seem to be anybody cooking in the whole damned city,” she said. “There's enough for you there, too, Gabbo. If you're hungry.”


    “Thanks, but I ate on the front lines. It's brutal up there. The tea's all gone cold.” He stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth. Delores ducked out of the room and closed the door behind him.


    “So where's this mortal wound?” asked Lola.


    Gabbo took on a limp and turned his leg toward her, displaying a long, shallow nick that had already scabbed over. “I don't think I'll ever be able to walk proper again,” Gabbo teased.


    “Is it as bad up there as I think it is?” asked the fox.


    “Worse,” said Gabbo. “Half the city's up there. More than half of them are playing cards, an' the rest are running 'round in circles like they can't find a latrine. Wolo's only got three archers, and they ain't very good. Kasha caught one in the arm and they all scrambled back under the trees. There ain't been a shot fired in twenty minutes.”


    “Sounds exhilarating,” said Lola.


    Gabbo patted Keereet's good knee with the back of his knuckles. “Scoot down, Kid. Make room.”


    Keereet hobbled to one side and the otter flopped onto the pallet next to him.


    “It was good of ya to say what ya did, Keereet. Stupid and dramatic, but good. You've got more guts and honor than I'd have given ya credit for.”


    Keereet's face fluffed up again and he shrugged, “It wasn't really honor or guts. Maybe it was dramatic, but I don't want to see anybody else get hurt.”


    “I'll wager I'm the only casualty,” said Gabbo. “And I'll forgive ya for that.”


    They ate their dinner, dividing it amongst themselves. Lola read to them from the book of folk tales as the night drew on. Delores brought them tea and a loaf of lemon cake late into the evening.


    “It's gone quiet up there, though nobeast's let their guard down. It looks like Wolo's drawn his men back after the oil vats were brought out to be heated. He's got that much sense, at least.”


    “Stupid runs in the family,” said Gabbo.


    “Lola you're supposed to stay here for the night. I'll have Grizwold bring in a cot. They're asking after you up top, though, Gabbo. And I can only hold you on the pretext of a boo-boo for so long.”


    “I guess I'd better shove off, then,” said the otter. He took a swig of tea and shoved a slice of cake into his mouth before he went out the door. Delores followed after him.


    Soon after, Grizwold brought in a thick bedroll and laid it on the floor for Lola, dropping a folded quilt on top. The vixen crawled onto the bed and wrapped herself in the blanket, laying her weapon on the floor beside her head. Keereet lay on his side on his pallet.


    “I don't think I'll be able to get any sleep,” he said.


    “Take a night to relax. You're more than safe here. Wolo doesn't have the beastpower to take the city, and there are more guards between here and the crack than you could count on both hands.”


    “Still, if anybeast gets hurt...”


    “These people have made their choice, Keereet. They decided to stand by you, me, and Gabbo. They know the risks, and they've decided to face them. If anybeast does get hurt, it is not your fault.”


    Keereet rolled onto his back. In spite of his anxiety, he managed to fall into a deep sleep before long.


    


    

  


  
    

    When Keereet awoke in the morning, the city was still aflutter. Guards and fighters changed shifts – inhaling what breakfast they had time for before going to their posts or to bed for a few hours of much needed sleep. The lizards at Keereet's door were replaced by a rabbit and a badger.


    Lola abandoned her post only momentarily to find breakfast for herself and Keereet. The two of them ate in a hurry and Lola helped Keereet into the hall. The guards flanked them as they passed into the canyon.


    Ranks of weapons and armor were arrayed on the floor below, swords and spearheads shining in the sun that streamed in from overhead. Children polished hard leather bucklers and helmets, cleaning away the dust left from years of storage. A stream of young beasts ran up and down the walls, delivering food and supplies to the fighters on the surface.


    Motion stopped abruptly as a crackling crash boomed through the air.


    “What was that?” asked Keereet.


    “I couldn't say,” said Lola.


    The two of them, followed closely by Keereet's replacement guards, made their way slowly up the canyon walls. The badger and rabbit grew more anxious the higher they got.


    “I think we ought to go back to your room,” said the badger. The rabbit bobbed his head in agreement.


    “We'll be perfectly safe,” said Lola. “When we hear screaming, that's when we find somewhere to hide. Does it sound like anybeast is being inured up there?”


    The guards relented and helped Keereet up the last flight of stairs.


    The top of the plateau was blanketed with beasts that might have been mistaken for picnickers if they weren't each armed. They sat cross-legged on the ground in small groups, fidgeting and picking at the sharp edges of their weapons with their claws.


    Kasha passed back and forth, pacing along the cliff edge, conversing with Gabbo, who followed her as she walked. A row of massive fires burned there, a beast-sized pot of boiling fat suspended over each one.


    Gabbo left Kasha when he spotted Lola and Keereet.


    “Ya prob'ly shouldn't be up here, Kid.”


    “What was that noise?” asked Lola.


    “They're fellin' trees along the cliff. It's gonna give us a better line of sight, but then it'll do the same for them.” Another crash sounded over the side of the cliff and a flock of birds burst into the air, screeching as they circled overhead.


    “Shouldn't you be getting some sleep?” asked Keereet. Gabbo's whole body sagged where he stood.


    “I ain't tired,” said the otter.


    “Liar,” said Lola. “I'll sic mother on you.”


    “Alright, if you're gonna be that way then I'll take a nap. Lemme clear it with Kasha.”


    Gabbo spoke with the cougar for a brief moment before beginning the climb down into the canyon.


    Kasha spotted Keereet and Lola then and abandoned the cliff edge.


    “Their best attacks have proven more than ineffective thus far,” she said. “I don't expect much more out of them. They seem to be spending all of their energy destroying the forest.” Another tree fell and the cougar winced. “Some of those trees are a hundred years old or more,” she complained.


    “I'm afraid that I don't hold the same certainty as you do, Councilcat. Not when it comes to Wolo's stubbornness. They tracked us here through the densest part of the forest, even after we sent one of their assassins back empty-handed and killed a second,” said Lola. “Have you considered launching an offensive?”


    “We're too exposed up here. They'd be able to pick us off one by one if we tried to come down the cliff. I'm afraid we're at something of a stand-still. We have next to no recourse until Wolo decides to act.”


    Keereet looked back over his shoulder at an angular boulder that sat on the cliff's edge. A number of the rocks, ranging from the size of Keereet's head to twice the size of his body, lay in clumsy heaps across the top of the plateau. “Have you considered a catapult?”


    The cougar traced Keereet's line of vision. She turned to a nearby fox. “Tell the beasts to gather what boulders they can. Roll them if we have a need to, but I want them stacked here,” she pointed to her feet, “ there, and there.” She pointed to two empty spaces on the other side of the oil vats.


    The fox scrambled to his feet. Keereet, Lola, and the cougar watched as the fox moved from group to group, ordering the beasts to their feet. Most of the beasts took to rolling the chunks of stone across the plateau, flattening the few clusters of weeds and grass that sprang up here and there. A few of the larger beasts – one a bear of massive proportions – heaved the smaller of the boulders up onto their shoulders or settled them against their bellies in clenched arms to carry them to the beginning piles.


    Kasha pulled aside a mole who was having a hard time moving the heavy material. “Bring me the carpenter,” she said.


    Within moments, a broad-shouldered badger stood before her, flanked by two younger beasts. He saluted the cougar.


    “No need for formalities. I have a job for you and your sons, if you think you are able to do it. Can you build me a catapult?”


    “Aye,” said the badger. “It's an easy enough idea. Though I've never put one together of any real size before, I built them to scale when I was a pup.”


    “How soon can you complete them?”


    “Depends on how many you want. Between my boys and me we can get one done before tomorrow morning.”


    “Would more hands get the work done faster?”


    “We could use help for some of the muscle power. There's some carpentry work that won't anybody but us be able to do, but if you can spare us each a work crew, you'll triple your production.”


    So the work crews were assigned. While the forest was full of the sounds of destruction, the top of the plateau rang with the thump of heavy mallets driving wooden pegs and saws dissecting planks.


    When the work was underway, Kasha pulled Keereet to one side. “I was told you were assigned a bow. Where is it?”


    “I left it in my room,” he said. “I didn't know I would need it.”


    “Keep it with you at all times. Likely as not, you won't need it, and we shouldn't have a need for you fighting up here, but you never know what will come later. Don't leave it behind when you go anywhere.” The cougar turned to a nearby messenger, a chipmunk, and pointed at the canyon. “Fetch the eagle's bow. His quiver and arrows as well.”


    The messenger scurried off, vanishing into the crevasse in a hurry.


    “This way, Keereet,” said the cougar, putting a hand on his back and steering him away from the guard camp. The came to a stop on the other side of the crack and the cougar pointed into the distance.


    All the way across the plateau, at the furthest edge, there stood a round bundle of straw painted with whitewash. Several rings of red and blue circled the center of the target.


    “Can you see it?” Kasha asked. “Is it too far?”


    “Too far to see or too far to hit? I can see it fine,” said Keereet.


    “Right. Eagle's eyes. If it's not too far to see, then it's not too far to hit. Show me your firing stance.” The cougar took a step back and looked Keereet up and down.


    “My what?”


    “Firing stance. How do you stand to fire an arrow?”


    “I... Like this?” asked Keereet, turning sideways to the target and spreading his legs, most of his weight held on his good leg while the leg in the cast maintained his balance. His crutches leaned uselessly against either side of his ribcage.


    “Are you left-handed?” asked the Councilcat.


    “No.”


    “Then you're facing the wrong direction.”


    Keereet turned the other way around, facing away from Kasha. The thump of boots on sand and he rustle of dry, sparse underbrush meant that she was circling around to stand to his right.


    “Better. I'd like more weight on your front leg, but we'll have to do with what we're given, won't we?” she kicked at his right foot. “Move your legs closer together. And keep them straigher. You're shooting, not relieving yourself.”


    Keereet adjusted his stance accordingly, nearly falling over as he put too much weight on the cast.


    “That will have to do. Comfortable?”


    “As much as I'm going to be standing on this leg,” said Keereet.


    “Well that can't be helped. And don't tell Delores I've got you doing this.”


    “The eagle's bow and arrows, Councilcat,” said the chipmunk.


    Kasha took the weapon from the messenger and dismissed him. She slung the quiver over Keereet's shoulder, completely unbuckling the cinch that shortened the strap in order to get it over his wing.


    “Can you reach that?” she asked. Keereet reached over his shoulder with his right hand and grabbed hold of a fistful of feathers at the end of the arrows.


    “Easy, Nimblepaws. You're going to crush them,” said the cougar. She slapped his right hand away from the quiver and forced the smooth, pale wood of the bow into his left. “Hold it at arm's length,” she said.


    Keereet lifted his left arm away from his body and nearly fell as the crutch dropped from under his armpit. He managed to regain his balance.


    “Draw it back.”


    Keereet wrapped his hand around the string and wrenched back on it. His muscles tensed and his sore ribs protested as he pulled it taught, drawing the bow into a steeper curve.


    “Not with all of your fingers,” said Kasha. “Just the first two. And only at the tips. Just enough to hold onto it.”


    Keereet released his grip on the string, pulling his fingers back one by one until only the last two were crooked against the string. He slid them back to the tips, and he went too far. The bow let out a twang as the string snapped into neutral position, whipping against his forearm when his arm bent with the recoil.


    “Hurts, doesn't it?” asked Kasha when Keereet squawked. “It's so you don't do it more than once. Try again.”


    Keereet drew the bow back again, and this time he held onto the string.


    “Much better. Now slowly bring the string back to the bow. Don't release it.”


    Keereet brought the string back to rest. He maintained enough control to avoid hitting himself again.


    “Good. Do it again. This time, aim. Put the top of your left hand where you want the arrow to go. Good. Draw. Ease it back.”


    The string behaved again as Keereet brought it back to a neutral position. His arm moved less than it had before.


    “Better. Again.”


    Keereet's leg and ribs were aching as Kasha had him flex the bow again and again and again.


    “Stop,” she said. “Notch an arrow. Settle it on the top of your left hand, against the bow. Aim. And fire.”


    Keereet pulled an arrow from the quiver and set it to the string. He lay it over his left hand and drew. Taking a deep breath, he released. The string twanged and the arrow dropped, tumbling head over feathers into the dust.


    “Again,” said Kasha. “Hold the arrow steady up to the moment you release.”


    Keereet fired again and the arrow fell into the dirt at his feet once more.


    “This i-” started Keereet.


    “I don't want to hear it. This could save your life one day. It's a skill. It's difficult. It takes work. And I am going to make you work. However, seeing as you're in pain, the sun has passed its highest point, and I have other duties to attend to, I'll dismiss you for the day. I expect to see you again tomorrow morning. Don't forget your weapon.”


    “I won't, Councilcat,” said Keereet, tucking his bow into his quiver. The cougar bent to pick up the arrows he had fired and his fallen crutch, passing them to him before she hustled off to inspect the progress on the catapults.


    Construction continued through the night, and in the morning three catapults stood on the plateau, each an even distance from the heaps of rock.


    For days there was no conflict. The oil bubbled away, the archers paced the cliff face, and the catapults stood unmanned and unused. The forest below was quiet, save for the occasional whispers of conversation drawn up the cliff by the wind.


    Every morning, immediately after breakfast, Kasha led Keereet through archery lessons, making him start from the very beginning every day. He took his stance, and she corrected it. He drew and eased the string back until Kasha was satisfied that he hadn't forgotten how to do it. Only then did she give him leave to fire arrows.


    He fired again and again and again. For a week he made no progress. His arrows toppled into the dirt like drunks, coming closer to piercing his feet than the target. On the ninth day, the arrow flew. It sailed beautifully through the air and pounded into the target.


    Kasha smiled for the first time since she started teaching Keereet.


    “There. Eagle eyes, what did I tell you? You know how to see, and that's the hardest part. It's the body mechanics that you need to work on, but once you've got that. I'll make an archer of you yet.”


    Keereet's chest feathers puffed with pride and he fired again without prompting. This one dropped halfway between the eagle and the target. He frowned.


    “Don't get cocky. You're not that good yet,” said the cougar. “Take the rest of the day off.”


    


    

  


  
    

    As the sun rose the next morning, a bugle sounded from somewhere below. Gabbo, returning to his shift, was trailed by Keereet, Lola, and the lizard twins as he emerged onto the plateau from inside the canyon.


    “What's happening?” Gabbo asked the cougar.


    “The beach rats have arrived,” she said. “I can't imagine why, but they've apparently aligned with your uncle.”


    Keereet looked below to see a stream of carts and beasts - rats of all shapes, sizes, and colors pooling in a broad clearing ringed by felled trees. There were hundreds of them, each carrying long, curved scimitars and barbed harpoons. Some of them had slingshots.


    “Ready the catapults!” cried Kasha. Clusters of massive beasts loaded the cups of the war machines while the carpenter and his sons took up positions behind the triggers.


    The bugle sounded from below again and the rats and otters mingled into rough ranks. One of the rats barked orders and scolded the otters for their lack of preparation.


    Kasha stepped to the edge of the cliff and called down to the assembled beasts. “Rats! We have no quarrel with you, should you prove to have no quarrel with us. Let us not shed more blood than has already been spilled. Stand down.”


    A chorus of rough laughter rolled up from below before the rats' general cut off the troops.


    “We will not stand down, Miss Kitty!” Another peal of laughter from the troops. “Afeared to fight, are ya?”


    “The rats from Low Beach have always been bent on fighting, Councilcat. You'll not get them to back down once an opportunity has revealed itself to them,” said Lola.


    “You have made your decision,” called the cougar. “Loose the catapults!”


    The twang of triggers sprang from each of the catapults in turn. The arms pivoted and sent their loads into the air. Clusters of boulders fanned out over the forest and came crashing down. Many went wide or too far distant, but a good number found their marks. Screams of pain and the dull thud of stone on flesh filled the air as holes were driven into the ranks assembled below.


    “Reload!” cried the cougar.


    “Forward the ladders!” screamed the rat.


    Pairs of rats ran forward and threw shoddy, flimsy ladders against the cliff face. The top rungs reached nearly to the top of the plateau, and already the rats surged forward, throwing themselves up the ladders.


    “Archers!” Kasha gestured them forward as she drew her own bow from her shoulder and set an arrow. “Fire at will!” She loosed her missile, felling one of the advancing enemies. He collided with two more rats on his way down, knocking them from the ladder. They fell to the forest floor below and were trampled by the surge of bodies. Other rats fell from other ladders, and the archers continued their assault with mixed results.


    Keereet stepped forward, drawing an arrow from his quiver, when Lola grabbed his arm.


    “Not you. You're a last resort. Mother will kill me if she hears you've so much as touched a bow.”


    The eagle sighed and slipped the arrow back into the quiver as he distanced himself further from the rank of archers.


    Small stones and pebbles flew through the air in response to the arrows. More than one found its mark, driving a handful of archers to the ground. Two of these returned to their feet, but most stayed down, crawling away from the front, and one raccoon did not move from the place where he had fallen, the stone buried in his oozing eye.


    “Oil!” commanded Kasha. Beasts used long poles to tip the oil vats up, pouring boiling fat over the side of the cliff. Howls and shrieks went up from below, and the ladders were emptied. A hedgehog used his oil pole to reach down and shove the nearest ladder back over itself. It crashed down onto the rats below.


    “We need to get you inside,” said one of the twins to Keereet as the two lizards seized him by either arm. “At least into the canyon. It's not safe on the surface.”


    Keereet allowed himself to be led away, followed by Lola. He paused at the first level into the canyon, but upon realizing that he was left unable to see what was happening and still exposed to the sounds of war, he trudged back to his room.


    The more curious beasts of UpDown were assembled along the canyon floor and walls, staring up at the crack and listening for any hints of progress. The cautious had retreated to bedrooms, locking themselves in and soothing their children with stories and songs, trying to drown out the screams from above.


    The twins posted guard outside of Keereet's door. From this distance from the fighting, Keereet could only hear the ghosts of barked orders and screams, punctuated by thunderous booms that he assumed were made by the falling rocks flung by the catapults.


    He and Lola sat silently, staring at one another wide-eyed. Lola jumped every time the catapults fired. She fingered the hilt of her rapier, tracing the filigree in the handle with repetitive care.


    “I wish we knew what was going on out there.” Keereet broke the quiet in the room.


    “I'm not sure that I care to know,” said Lola.


    The hallway burst into sound then as Grizwold thundered down the hall. Keereet got to his feet and peered through the gap in the curtains. The bear drug a liter behind him. As he pulled it past, Keereet saw a mouse laying unconscious on the canvas, blood running down his face from somewhere beneath a crop of dark brown hair. Delores followed the liter into a room and shut the door behind her. Grizwold soon emerged, bounding towards the fray once more.


    There was a steady stream of injured from that moment onward. Most of the beasts, Keereet thought, would be okay once their bones were set or their gashes were stitched shut. Some, however, he couldn't bring himself to look at twice.


    After a while, the stream of incoming patients trickled to a stop. Cots were lined up and down the walls of the hallway, each housing the least injured. Many of the rooms echoed with groans and occasional screams as Delores did the more gruesome part of her work.


    Lola watched as her mother passed the door. The older vixen's dress was speckled, sprayed, and smeared with crimson, and her hands were bloody up to her elbows. He hair fell across her face, and her fur was damp with sweat. Lola glanced at Keereet.


    “Go help your mother,” he said. “I'll be fine.” The twins had been replaced by another guard change. The mole who had replaced them was making small talk with a fox sitting in a nearby cot pressing a bandage to his forehead.


    Lola hurried out the door, and soon she was running up and down the hall, busy and bloodied as her mother.


    Keereet lay on his pallet, staring at the ceiling and plugging his ears with his fingers, trying to block out the sounds of the screaming badger in the next room over. He jumped when his door opened and then relaxed when he saw that it was Gabbo. The otter sagged into the rocking chair and wiped his hair out of his sweaty face.


    “The worst of it's over. Fer today, at least,” he said when Keereet sat up. “The rats retreated. They never took the wall. There's casualties and injuries on both sides, but they got the worst of it.” He took a deep, whooping breath and sighed long and low. “They're burnin' their dead now. There's a great heap of them. It stinks worse than anythin' I've ever so much as thought of.


    “Nobody's seen hair nor hide of Wolo. It looks like he shoved off as soon as the fighting started. Or at least got himself to a fair distance.


    “How about you, Kid? Doing okay?”


    “I'm not hurt,” he said, “but staying in this roo-” He was cut off by a high, long shriek from the end of the hall.


    “I know what ya mean,” said Gabbo. “None of these beasts have seen fightin' like this before. I ain't seen it before. They've got the pups practically locked in the nursery on the canyon floor, but they're still hearing it down there.


    “There's pups here as won't forget this their whole life, even if they don't see a single arrow or a drop of blood.” Gabbo stretched. “Goddess, but I'm tired.”


    Keereet twitched.


    Gabbo shook his head. “Sorry. Old habit. Anyway, it's getting dark out there and I'm off duty for the night. Since Lola seems to be busy, I thought I'd keep ya company. If ya don't mind.”


    Keereet smiled, “I'm happy to have you. Though I don't know how much sleep we'll get.”


    “We just need a bellyfull,” said Gabbo. “Stick tight, and I'll be back quick as a whistle.”


    He was back soon with a pitcher of apple juice, a roast chicken, and a bowl of boiled potatoes.


    “It's more than I expected to find,” he said, “but I guess not many beasts have the stomach for dinner tonight. I couldn't find any cups, so we'll have to share the pitcher.” He passed the jug to the eagle. “You first.”


    Keereet took a long slurp of juice and wiped the back of his hand across his beak before passing the pitcher back in exchange for a leg of chicken and a potato that scalded his hand. He wrapped it in the bottom of his tunic and waited for it to cool while he tore into his chicken.


    “Mind the bones,” said Gabbo. He winked at the eagle and took a chunk out of a potato with his teeth.


    Gabbo was right in part. When they'd finished dinner, Keereet was even more tired than before. His stomach was full to bursting. He lay back on his bed, and sleep grew very close. Every time he thought he might get some sleep, however, someone in the hall groaned or screamed, and he was jerked back to wakefulness.


    Gabbo seemed to fare better. He let loose a string of long, low, deep snores every now and again. It didn't help Keereet's attempts to sleep. Eventually he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and did his best to creep from the room on cumbersome crutches.


    The lights were extinguished in the hall, save for a single torch at the canyon end. Most of the beasts laying on the emergency cots were awake as well. Some of them read in the dim light. The rest just lay on their backs, blinking at the ceiling and cradling swollen sprains.


    When the occasional cry of pain went up from one of the side rooms, every beast in the hall jumped or tensed. They avoided eye contact with one another, clearing their throats or humming to themselves.


    Lola and Delores passed Keereet on their way out, Lola carrying a tub of blood-tinted water with red rags floating in it and Delores hauling a bundled bloody sheet. Keereet froze, afraid he'd be scolded for being out of bed, but neither of the vixens so much as glanced at him.


    The eagle stepped over his guard who was laying in a heap on the floor, mumbling in his sleep. Keereet made his way down the hall toward the canyon. A handful of torches lit the open space, leaving much of the canyon in shadows. Only a few beasts moved along the walls, climbing to the surface with trays of hot tea and returning with messages for family and orders from the council.


    Keereet tried to climb down the stairs, and he succeeded for the first few before he had to stop and regain his balance, taking a deep breath before beginning again. Going down the stairs was loud business. He was surprised he didn't wake the whole city.


    He ended his walk sitting on one of the benches near the fish pool. He watched the goldfish meander in lazy circles. Their lacy fins wafted back and forth in the water. The motion and colors were soothing, as was the distance from the hospital wing. He felt himself falling asleep, sagging forward against the crutches he had propped against his good knee.


    He jumped when his eyes loosened their focus, bringing the reflection on the surface of the water into perfect clarity. The mirror image of clustered, puffy clouds overhead framed a dark form against the moonlight. Keereet jerked awake and his head flew back as he looked up.


    In the open sky that he could see through the crack, the wavering figure of a massive chunk of rock, surrounded and nearly masked by a haze of steam. Keereet watched it sail past until it was swallowed by the clouds and was gone. He kept looking, hoping for it to come back into sight, but it didn't. He began to wonder if it was the beginning of a dream or if he'd actually seen it.


    He sighed and fell into his memory.


    “What does the earth look like?” asked his sister as they played on the floor in the living room.


    She was a perfect example of an eagle chick, cherubic with baby fat and glistening with thick, golden, well-preened feathers. Any and every light danced in her eyes, regardless of how dark the room was. Her wings were graceful and well formed. Doted on endlessly by every bird she met, she was his antithesis.


    “I don't know. I've never seen it. Scoot over. You're squishing me.” Keereet shoved his sister out of his lap yet again.


    “Tell me a story about it,” she said, scooting back against him and laying her head on his shoulder with a yawn.


    “I'm no good at stories, Rahtah. You know that. Ask Mother.”


    “She's busy. I'm not supposed to bother her. You can tell a story if you try. What do you think the earth looks like?”


    After trying and failing to avoid looking into his sister's eyes, Keereet rolled his own and sighed. “Alright, fine. Well, there's lot of water. So much water that it's not rationed, and it's fresh. Not recycled.”


    “That doesn't tell me what it looks like,” Rahtah complained.


    “I'm getting to it,” said Keereet. “There's lots of trees and plants, too. Whole forests of it. Green, tall trees butted right up next to one another so that you can't see the sky when you look up.”


    “Can you see the Continent from down there, do you think? When you're not under the trees, I mean?”


    “I bet you can. The Continent is pretty big.”


    “But Daddy said that the steam is so thick it just looks like a cloud from below. Do you think that's true?”


    “I don't know. I guess Father would know better than anyone else, but I don't think anybird has seen the Continent from below. Not in a long, long time.”


    “What about the Flightless? They work below the Continent all the time.” RahTah stroked the crest feathers atop the head of her favorite ragdoll.


    “They're not far enough from the Continent to really see what it looks like. If there's a steam cloud that thick, they'd still be inside of it. Besides, I said anybird.”


    “They're birds too, aren't they? I saw some yesterday – a chick like me with her mommy and daddy. They were cleaning the windows on the greenhouses.”


    “When was that? They aren't supposed to be out during the day. Did you tell Mother and Father?”


    “It was still dark. I can see the greenhouses from our window. It's hard for me to sleep sometimes. I like to watch the Flightless. I never get to see them otherwise.”


    “Father wouldn't like it,” said Keereet.


    “I know he wouldn't. You won't tell, will you? Please don't tell.” The chick took Keereet's hand in both of hers and squeezed it tightly.


    “I won't tell,” said Keereet. “But you shouldn't do it. If Mother or Father catches you, then you'll catch it.”


    “Why aren't they allowed to be with all of the rest of us?” asked Rahtah.


    “They aren't like us. They don't fly. Flight is a part of being an Avian. Refusing to fly is cowardly and shameful.”


    “But some of them can't fly,” protested Keereet's sister.


    “That's no excuse not to try,” said Keereet. “That's what makes them cowards. A real avian would take the chance and jump.”


    “Keereet?” she asked.


    “What?”


    “Are you going to jump at your Fledgeling Ceremony?”


    Keereet was silent. He cast his eyes on the rug and his sister's doll, abandoned on the floor. It lay limp, its legs at awkward, broken angles.


    “I don't want you to,” she sighed, settling her head into his lap. “I don't care if you're Flightless. I'll still visit you.”


    Keereet patted his sister's head. She smiled as he stroked her feathers. She reached for her doll and clutching it to her chest. Keereet turned his head so that the few tears running down his beak wouldn't drip onto her. They sunk into the feathers on his shoulder instead.


    They sat on the floor like that for at least an hour, Rahtah asleep in Keereet's lap and he thinking about his imminent death. He wished it were as simple as his sister thought it could be.


    The sky began to brighten where it peeked through the crack overhead, and Keereet still hadn't managed to get any decent sleep. He was certain he'd dosed off once or twice while sitting on the bench, but only for minutes at a time.


    Updown began to come to life when the sun was fully up. The guard on the surface changed, weary armor-clad beasts passing their helmets and shields to those in the next shift before dragging themselves to bed.


    A string of children marched across the city floor, holding hands when they weren't rubbing their eyes or stretching their arms high into the air. The nanny accompanying them, a short, chubby chipmunk, herded them into the tunnel that led to the mess hall. The children slowed at the entrance, staring at Keereet where he sat, some of them pointing.


    “Staring is rude, children,” said the nanny. “Now come along before your breakfast gets cold. Nobody likes cold oatmeal, do they?”


    The notion of a cold breakfast set most of the children in motion. Those that didn't move themselves were obscured from Keereet's view when the chipmunk stepped between them and the eagle, shaking her apron at them.


    “Shoo. Go on, shoo. What would your mothers say?”


    The group was rushed into the tunnel with a chorus of moans and lamentations which the chipmunk shushed with fierce tongue clacking. Keereet smiled after the children and then the ground shook. A chorus of screams burst from the tunnel and a cluster of messengers came sprinting down the walls of the canyon.


    Keereet got to his feet as a second rumble rolled through the ground. Loose gravel shook from the canyon walls, dribbling to the floor of the city like rain. The twang and grate of the catapults sounded from overhead.


    Keereet watched a pair of messengers run back up toward the crack, Gabbo in tow.


    “What's going on?” Keereet yelled after him, but the otter kept running.


    It took Keereet a long time to make his way up the staircases to the surface, hobbling on his crutches between earthquakes. He was shoved and jostled as beasts ran back and forth, some moved by deliberate urgency and others clearly driven by simple panic. An elderly badger set to howling, running in circles on the city floor with her arms wrapped around her head. A flurry of beasts chased her, trying to calm and console her.


    When Keereet reached the surface, nobody noticed. Half a dozen beasts were assigned to each catapult, loading them as soon as they'd been set. A bellow of “Clear!” went up from the operator, the beasts scattered, and the catapult fired again.


    Along the edge of the cliff, a line of archers fired volley after volley, their quivers restocked by beasts running up and down the rank. Kasha stood in the midst of them, firing more rapidly than any of the rest. Her lips were drawn back in a snarl.


    Keereet ventured forward and Gabbo grabbed him around the shoulders. “You'll only get in the way up there, Kid. This way.” The otter bounded across the top of the plateau to one side of the combat. Keereet thumped along behind him, working hard to maintain his footing as the periodic shaking continued.


    Keereet peered down over the edge of the cliff, stabilized by Gabbo. The eagle's beak fell open.


    The forest floor below seemed to crawl. It was absolutely covered with rats and the occasional otter. There was no visible ground in the clearing or between the treetops. The beasts below were pressed tightly together, and they were armed.


    Atop the sea of bodies floated a pair of massive battering rams, composed of oak trees lashed together in a bundle. The leafy tops had been broken away, leaving jagged, sharp limbs that smashed and splintered when the ram was bashed against the wall at the base of the plateau. The crowd of attackers moved as a whole, pulling the ram back and running it against the cliff.


    Boulders from the catapults crashed into the hoard below, opening gaping holes that were immediately filled by the inward press of rats. Arrows fell into the ranks, dropping the occasional attacker. Still the rams slammed into the cliff.


    “What are they trying to achieve?” Keereet asked. He stepped back from the cliff as the plateau shook again.


    “I couldn't tell ya. Rats aren't known for brains, but Kasha's worried they might break through the thin spots if they find them.”


    A flame exploded below. The fire splattered in a ring from where it had burst, and a cheer went up atop the plateau. Keereet and Gabbo turned to see Lola and a cluster of women each carrying a lit torch. Every one of them had a low-slung, bulging sack draped over one shoulder.


    Lola reached into her sack, drew out a glass bottle filled with amber-colored liquid, and lit the wick that had been buried in the cork. She watched the wick take the flame, drew the bottle back over her shoulder, and pitched it off of the cliff. The bottle burst on the head of a rat below and the liquor inside caught as it splashed, drawing a line of flame across the next three beasts.


    Even the fire raining down on their heads didn't stop the rats. The plateau still rocked with the hammer of the rams, and the voices of those in charge of the onslaught still called out orders and encouragement.


    Kasha and the archers had run short on arrows. Only a bare handful still fired, using the last of the stores. The remainder took to throwing the liquor bombs with the women or began simply throwing stones barehanded onto the beasts below.


    The rams hit the cliff again. And again. And again. The plateau groaned and sand began to pour from the top of the cliff onto the beasts below.


    “Get back!” howled Kasha. “Everyone away from the cliff!”


    The beasts tossed a last few stones and bottles over the side before they rushed back towards the crack, scrambling on their hands and knees as the ground shifted.


    Gabbo grabbed Keereet around the middle and pulled him backwards, abandoning the crutches as the ground beneath their feet began to slide away from them.


    “It's going to go! Get out of there!” cried the beasts that had reached safety to the stragglers.


    A mole who couldn't move fast enough fell to his knees and slid backwards, grabbing frantically for purchase in open air and finding none. He screamed as he tumbled to the forest floor.


    Another beast went over. And another, each of them with wide, terror-filled eyes and mouths open in screams. The vats of oil tipped, sloshing their boiling contents into the fires beneath them. The heavy iron vats rolled off of the cliff into the rats below, proceeded by runnels of liquid flame. As the last of them fell, so did the face of the cliff.


    The strength of the rock failed and a long, shallow swath of stone split from the edge of the plateau. It tipped away from the standing cliff and fell in sheets and clusters, sending up a torrent of billowing dust.


    Gabbo and Keereet went with it.


    The sound when the stone hit the ground was immense – amplified thunder. It all but masked the screams from below. The landslide crushed every beast in the clearing below, cascading over the rams and into the trees, demolishing the first few oaks and alders, breaking them off and adding them to the wash of debris.


    “Gabbo!” bellowed Lola atop the plateau. “Keereet!” She took a step towards the edge and was restrained by the beasts behind her.


    Keereet gripped Gabbo's ankle with both hands. His leg dangled painfully. The cast had broken away and fallen with the rest of the avalanche. Gabbo clung to a high edge of stone, both arms wrapped around a point of rock that barely provided purchase.


    “Don't ya dare let go, Kid,” the otter grunted. “You let go and I'll kill ya.”


    Keereet opened his beak to respond, but he choked on the dust that coiled in long, airy strands around the pair.


    Gabbo shuffled an arm, scrambling for a better handhold. He slipped back a few inches, the edge of the cliff scraping the fur off of his chest. He gasped and his arms shook.


    Keereet reached with his good leg towards the cliff, but it was too far away from him. The tips of his talons brushed the wall, scraping away loose flecks of sand.


    “Stop. Movin'.” huffed Gabbo into the dirt that his face was pressed to. Keereet obeyed.


    The otter groaned as he pulled with both arms, dragging himself up the face of the cliff. His elbows locked and he cursed.


    “Climb, Kid,” he told Keereet.


    “What?”


    “Climb. Up. My back.”


    “I don't think I can. I'm not strong enough.”


    “Bilgewater. Do it,” Gabbo snapped over his shoulder.


    Keereet hesitantly let go of Gabbo's ankle with one hand. He reached up just a hand's length more and snagged the otter's trousers.


    “Woah, woah. That's not gonna work,” protested the otter as his pants began to slide down.


    Keereet gave up and clung to Gabbo's ankle again.


    Gabbo sighed and reached out with his arm again, using it for leverage to pull himself up another couple of inches. As soon as he gained the space, his arm slipped and he slid backward. He and Keereet gasped as one when they jerked to a stop where they had originally started. The jolt loosened Keereet's fingers and he found himself with his hands wrapped around the broadest point of Gabbo's boot. The otter pointed his toes up.


    “Hold on, Keereet. Don't you let go.”


    Gabbo began to pull himself up again, his arms shaking and his breath coming in whooping pants.


    A pair of hands grabbed him around the shoulders and heaved him up. Keereet was drug through the air behind him too quickly, and the eagle's hands slipped off of Gabbo's boot. He began to fall and jerked to a stop when fingers dug into the back of his tunic.


    With a great heave, Kasha pulled the eagle up onto the plateau. He landed flat on his back, his quiver and bow squirting out from under his shoulder and rolling away. He panted and choked on the dust that pervaded the air.


    “Thanks fer that,” Gabbo told Grizwold as he touched his fingertips to the raw patch on his chest, bringing away muddy blood. The bear nodded.


    “Go and get cleaned up,” said Lola, brushing her hair back out of her face with one hand. “And don't do anything like that again.”


    The fox tugged Keereet to his feet as Kasha moved to peer over the edge.


    “It looks like they've killed themselves off mostly, but I don't like how much rock they took away. They've got to be within a finger's breadth of the old quarters.”


    “We can move beasts to the other side and seal off the rooms, Councilcat,” said one of the carpenters.


    “Do it. And have a crew inspect for internal damage.” The cougar turned to a nearby messenger, then. “Check for any wounded inside. Deliver word to the families of the fallen. Do it gently. If they'd like to speak to me or anyone else on the council, we'll be available to meet them in their quarters prior to supper.” She rubbed the back of her wrist across her forehead, brushing away a coating of soft dust that made her sneeze.


    “How are the catapults?” she asked, walking towards the beasts who were inspecting the machines for damage.


    The rats below began to dig through the rubble, shuffling it further back into the forest. Keereet could hear Wolo yelling at them and urging them to work faster.


    


    

  


  
    

    The crews inspected the inside of the city. Only a few of the older rooms closest to the cliff had collapsed. Fortunately nobody had been hurt, and it was a matter of little time for a couple of moles to collapse the largely unused rooms and tunnels that provided a possible point of entry from outside.


    When night rolled around, the guards were still on edge on the surface, the rats were still sorting the debris in the clearing and hauling it away, Gabbo had a bandage wrapped around his chest and under his armpits, and Keereet had a new cast on his leg.


    “How'd ya figure to make those things, anyway?” Gabbo asked Lola.


    The trio were taking their dinner under the open sky. The sky was painted with purples and pinks and the first of the stars were beginning to show.


    “I learned it in Red City,” she said. “They use black powder there, too. It's more effective, but I hadn't got any. So I made do. Had I remembered them sooner we may have had a greater advantage.” She nibbled on the edge of a crust of bread.


    Kasha patrolled back and forth along the cliff, her tail whipping back and forth. Keereet watched her silhouette as she paced.


    “She's not happy,” said Gabbo. “I'm worried she's gonna do something stupid.”


    “Like what?” Keereet asked.


    “I'm not sure. Let's hope it don't happen.”


    A massive fire flared up in the middle of the clearing where the rats and otters had managed to haul away most of the rocks. A great mound of wood was stacked in a funeral pyre, heaped with the bodies of the dead, stripped of their armor and weapons. The smell of burning fur and flesh wafted upward through the air.


    “I think I've lost my appetite,” Keereet said, pushing his dinner tray away.


    “You an' me both,” said Gabbo.


    Lola dropped her bread onto her tray and pinched her nose.


    The trio stood, Keereet on his replacement crutches, and turned toward the crack. They froze when a chanting started from below.


    Kasha was frozen in place, and the three took places alongside her, peering down. Keereet couldn't tell what the rats were calling. They beat on their shields and clanged their swords together as they yelled. Wolo stood on a mound of stone at the head of the pyre. He swept his arms through the air, silencing the mass of beasts.


    “Councilcat,” he cried up the cliff. “I speak now only to offer mercy fer yer people. I hold no hope for you, but there might be innocents among ya.


    “Ya know how close my beasts are to victory. We'll sweep yer city in no more than a day.” The beasts behind him cheered before he cut them off.


    “I'm not without a heart. Any among ya who desires to live may do so, provided they recognize the Goddess in her power and I as her vassal. Those beasts in the city who pledge themselves to Her, to me – their lives will be spared. The Goddess offers open arms to all believers.


    “True believers.


    “Those who would not harbor demons and their servants.”


    Kasha hissed and squeezed the bow strapped to her side. “There are none here who believe in your heathen Goddess, Wolo. You'll convince none of us that you are anything more than a sad beast whose inferiority complex has driven him to madness.”


    “There are believers among us all,” crowed Wolo. The hoard responded with noisy fervor.


    “Though some of your beasts may need convincin'.” The otter stroked his graying beard. “In such a case, I'll give 'em reason to believe. Bring out your townsbeasts: dogs, women, pups. Bring 'em to the surface at dawn. Send yer best fighter down, and I'll fight him single-handedly. The powers that the Goddess gave me'll show themselves an' the eyes of the beasts'll be opened to her glory.”


    “You're comple-”


    “I'll do it.” Gabbo cut in, raising his voice over Kasha's.


    The cougar glared at him, looking him up and down. She hissed under her breath. “Gabbo what do you think you're doing? This isn't your decision.”


    “He's a feeble, crazy old man. If I can get him one-on-one, I can kill him. When my uncle dies, the rest of them go home. The fightin' stops.”


    “Have you come to a decision?” asked Wolo. The rats and otters laughed.


    “How do you know he's not going to fight dirty? There's hundreds of rats down there. What's to keep him to his word?”


    “He's convinced he's the Goddess' messenger. He won't cheat. It'd take away from the point he's tryin' ta make.”


    “Are you sure?” Kasha asked. “This is a great thing you're doing for the city, Gabbo, but I can't be responsible for your death. Can you really do it?”


    “I'm positive,” said the otter, squeezing his hands together until his knuckles cracked.


    “Your challenge has been met,” called Kasha. “Do we have your word that Gabbo will be allowed to fight you and only you, with no interference from your beasts?”


    “May the Goddess drown me if I tell lies.” Wolo closed his eyes and raised his hands to the moon. “The fight'll be at dawn.” He turned away from the cliff and climbed down from the rock, passing through the rats and otters assembled. They parted to allow him to pass, touching him with reverence as he slipped into the shadows at the edge of the forest.


    Gabbo took a deep, heaving breath and stomped away from the edge of the cliff. Lola put a hand on his shoulder and followed close behind him. Keereet made his way behind them.


    When the three had separated themselves from the guards on duty, cloaked in shadows and standing amidst low scrub, Gabbo sunk to the ground. Lola squatted next to him and put a hand on the back of his neck as he cried.


    “You don't have to do this,” she said. “No beast will judge you.”


    “I know,” he said. “But I'm gonna do it. He's my uncle, an' I'm sick of the killin' and the dyin', but it's the only thing that will stop this. If he has to die, then I want to be the one to do it. I can't leave it on someone else's shoulders.”


    Keereet sat, flopping into the dust as he protected his bad leg. “Gabbo, I'm sorry. It's my fault. If I'd have never been here, if I'd just have died... None of this would have happened.” He hung his head and sighed. “I ought to just give myself to him. It'd be easier for everyone.”


    Gabbo jerked Keereet's head up by the feathers. “No. You're not gonna do that. Not now. Not after Brenna. Not after all the beasts here put up with this on yer account.” He let go of the eagle's head. “Somethin' like this would have happened sooner or later,” said Gabbo. “It's in Wolo's nature. He'd have found some reason to kill in the name of the Goddess.”


    “Gabbo,” said Keereet after a long silence. “Thank you.”


    The otter clapped a hand on the eagle's shoulder and squeezed it, saying nothing as the tears on his face dried. “Bring me a sword,” he said to Lola. The fox hurried away into the darkness.


    When she returned she was carrying a sword in a long leather scabbard, and she had a helmet tucked under her arm, worn thin after having had a thick layer of rust ground away. She shoved it onto his head. It smashed his ears down and he adjusted it so that he could hear better, turning it so that the muzzle guard lay in the correct position.


    He took the scabbard from her and laced it onto his belt, drawing the sword and whipping it through the air. Lola and Keereet stepped back, watching the otter go through a series of drills and flourishes.


    “He's clumsy, but he's quick. He's faster than Wolo by far. He'll do fine,” the fox said.


    “He'll win, won't he?” asked Keereet.


    “He'll have to.”


    Gabbo practiced through the night, alternating between swordplay, stretching, and jogging across the plateau. He refused to eat, but he accepted a few swallows of water that Lola insisted he drink.


    In the early morning, the beasts of UpDown were paraded onto the plateau. They couldn't all fit along the edge of the cliff. Badgers, foxes, weasels, hedgehogs, and any number of other beasts stood four deep, some of them holding infants in their arms and others bent over canes.


    On the forest floor, the remaining rats and otters stood in a wide circle at the edge of the clearing. Wolo stood in the middle, clad in nothing but his robe and armed only with a short ceremonial dagger that he passed from hand to hand.


    Gabbo clung to the cliff face, tethered to the top of the plateau by a long rope. The collected beasts watched him as he scurried down like a spider. When he reached the ground and untied himself, the rats and otters began to crash their weapons together, stomping in time and chanting in deep, gutteral tones.


    Gabbo stepped into the clearing, standing opposite his uncle. The old man flourished his dagger into the air, the chanting stopped, and the fight began.


    


    

  


  
    

    Wolo sprung forward, raking the dagger through the air at Gabbo's throat, but the younger otter was already too far away. Gabbo stood with his knees bent, drawing his sword from where it was tied at his waist. He hefted it in one hand, feeling the balance of weight from the tip to the hilt.


    “It's a pity you've fallen ta the demon,” said Wolo, circling.


    Gabbo worked in the opposite direction, keeping Wolo in front of him. With the sword held across his body, Gabbo watched his uncle's fingers twitch against the hilt of his dagger.


    “It's a pity you're damn crazy,” said Gabbo.


    Wolo laughed. “Ya never did believe. Ya never had any faith. Like yer father. Neither one of ya would've made a half-decent chief.”


    “My father had more sense than you ever did,” Gabbo spat, prodding at his uncle with a jab. Wolo hopped away, though the sword caught a fold of his robe and pulled a long rip in it.


    “Yer father was too good for the rest of us. He had his nose in the clouds. He couldn't stand to be a Willowbrook otter. It didn't do for him. 'S why he married yer tart of a mother.” Wolo shifted the dagger to his other hand and dove towards his nephew, missing and blocking the counterattack that Gabbo threw at him.


    Gabbo scowled and sprang forward on his toes. He whipped the sword down overhead, and it bounced off of the ground when Wolo hopped to one side. Gabbo felt the old otter's dagger dig into the muscle of his arm and cried out. A gasp went up from the beasts gathered at the top of the plateau.


    Gabbo ripped himself away from the pain and struck out with the sword, catching Wolo across the shoulder as he spun backwards. The cut was long and shallow, but it bled profusely.


    “He bleeds!” cried a few of Wolo's followers. “Why does he bleed?”


    “Be still!” the otter called back.


    Taking advantage of his uncle's distraction, Gabbo dove at him with the point of his sword. The older otter sidestepped and Gabbo's momentum carried him past his target. He felt the dagger slice down his back as he passed.


    “This is just how it was with yer father, too. He thought he could fight me. But I was blessed, an' he wound up dead.”


    Gabbo's eyebrows bunched together as he felt at his back with one hand, brushing his fingertips over the long, shallow line drawn in his skin. “You're still not talkin' like a sane beast, Uncle. The sea took him. Otherwise you'd never have been Chief.”


    “The sea took him.” Wolo grinned and laughed, “The sea? Ya still believe that? The sea didn't kill yer father. I did.”


    “Ya said he drowned!” yelled Gabbo.


    “He lied,” said Jub from within the crowd. “He had to. Father was the eldest. He'd have been Chief had Uncle not killed him.”


    “I couldn't let that happen,” said Wolo. “So I killed him. I strangled him.” The otter held up his hands and squeezed them together around the hilt of the dagger. “He fought, but he failed. I killed him on his own boat an' pitched his body overboard, a fittin' tribute ta the Goddess.”


    Gabbo seethed. His chest puffed high and sank low as he breathed in deep, violent huffs. He pulled the sword back overhead with both hands on the hilt and charged. The sword came down once, twice, three times against the Chief's dagger.


    Wolo retaliated, jabbing the long, thin dagger up at Gabbo's ribs. The dagger only met air when Gabbo lept away.


    The crowd grew agitated. The rats and otters called from Gabbo's blood while the beasts of Updown cried out in anguish every time either party struck out at the other.


    After a long, agonizing handful of seconds, the pair parted. Each was bleeding, neither badly wounded. Gabbo and Wolo each stepped away from one another, widening the gap.


    Gabbo's mouth went open when he misstepped. His ankle folded over and he crashed to the ground. The sword bounced away across the hard-packed earth. He reached for it, scrambling backwards, but he wasn't fast enough.


    Wolo fell upon him, sitting on his nephew's chest and pinning Gabbo's arms to the ground with his knees. Gabbo rocked back and forth, jerking his body as hard as he could, but the old man wouldn't be thrown.


    The dagger was poised at Gabbo's throat, the tip pressing into his fur and pricking his skin. Wolo leaned low over him and grinned.


    “Like father like son,” he said, pulling the dagger up high with both hands.


    An arrow thumped into the chief's chest as he stretched his arms to the sky. He let out a low gurgling sound as blood began to dribble from his open mouth.


    The old otter cast his eyes to the top of the cliff, his eyes meeting Keereet's. As the eagle let the bow drop from his fingers, the otter rolled off of Gabbo and lay still, his blood oozing into the dust.


    A shocked gasp and a flurry of murmurs rose among the rats and otters.


    “He's dead!” some beast shouted.


    “He can't be dead! He's blessed!”


    “It was a lie!” crowed one of the rats. “A bloody lie! He ain't blessed at all! He's dead!”


    The angry grumbling of the rats quieted as they slowly dispersed into the woods, leaving the few otters behind to stare aghast at their dead leader.


    Gabbo sat up and looked to the plateau to identify his savior. Keereet sighed when the otter looked away with uncertainty in his eyes. Lola put a hand on Keereet's shoulder.


    “You should tell him. He'd want to know.”


    Keereet didn't respond.


    Half a dozen otters left in the clearing clustered together, mumbling amongst themselves. Gabbo got to his feet, staring at them as he distanced himself from them.


    Jub cleared his throat. “You, uh... Ya won't need to worry about us any more,” he said. “We thought... Well, we were wrong. I mean, I still don't like yer buddy up there,” he pointed at Keereet, “but we're done chasin' ya.”


    “Go home, Jubby,” said Gabbo, “Go back to the village. Be the chief. An' remember what crazy looks like. Don't turn into Wolo.”


    “There ain't no village,” said Jub. “Everyone's either left or dead. We're the only village there is now.” he gestured at the few who stood with him. They looked expectantly at Gabbo's back, but when he didn't respond, they turned away and walked into the woods.


    Kasha kicked a rolled rope ladder off of the cliff. Gabbo climbed it, the cut across his back oozing half-congealed blood as his muscles worked. The beasts of Updown began to trickle back into the canyon, led by parents covering their childrens' eyes.


    Gabbo didn't have to climb the last few rungs. He was hoisted up onto his feet by Grizwold and Kasha. Lola pulled the helmet off of his head and inspected his cuts.


    “You're going to be fine. There are no cuts here that went too deep,” she said.


    The otter untied the sword from his belt and passed it to the closest pair of free hands. “Thank you,” he said to Kasha. “It was a good shot.”


    “It was not my shot,” said the cougar.


    “Then who?” asked Gabbo. Kasha. Lola, and Grizwold looked at Keereet, who looked down at his feet.


    “Thanks, Kid,” said Gabbo.


    “Yeah,” was all Keereet could find to say.


    “Gabbo, this may not be the best time, but what would you like us to do with the body?” asked the Councilcat.


    “Do whatever ya have to. Whatever's easy.” Gabbo inhaled deeply and sighed.


    “Let's get you some food and some sleep,” said Grizwold, wrapping an arm around the otter's back and ushering him into the crack.


    The beasts of UpDown were spread throughout the city, many of them gossiping in excited tones. As Gabbo, Lola, Grizwold, and Keereet passed, most of the beasts fell quiet. Some of them stared, others looked down at their feet. A few offered words of encouragement or condolences. Gabbo didn't say anything to them, giving every one of the beasts the same ambiguous nod.


    Delores was waiting for them when they returned to Keereet's room. She had brought breakfast trays for each of the three. She forced Gabbo down onto a stool and began to spread salve over his cuts while he ate hot oatcakes with fresh butter and jam. His eyes brimmed with tears, but none of them fell, and he continued to shove food into his mouth. Neither Keereet nor Lola mentioned it.


    “This gash on your back is going to be a bit tricky,” said Delores. “It's grazed the muscles. You'll have to take it easy until they knit themselves back together. I'm going to help them along as best as I can.” She threaded a needle with coarse, sturdy twine and began to stitch the wound shut.


    Gabbo flinched every time the needle pierced his skin.


    “Stop moving. You're making this difficult,” said Delores. “There. That should do it. Take it easy tonight. I'd give you a room in the hospital wing, but they're all full. I think you'll be able to take care of yourself in your guest room.”


    “I can move out of the wing, if you need the space,” offered Keereet.


    “You are doing quite a bit better. In spite of your spill yesterday.” Dolores scratched at a spot under her chin. “Consider this your discharge,” she said, “but I'll want you to come back occasionally so that I can have a look at the both of you. Stay off your leg and don't stretch your back.”


    


    

  


  
    

    The next evening, a funeral ceremony was held for the fallen UpDowners on the canyon floor. A procession wound around the walls and down a dusty, disused tunnel. At the head of the march, the bodies were held aloft, wrapped in blue cloth and draped in strings of bells. The friends and family of the dead carried them to the chambers where each would be sealed into a deeply carved cubbyhole in the rock.


    The procession went silently, save for the sound of bells that tinkled with every step that the procession took. Lola walked behind the families as a healer, along with her mother and Grizwold. Gabbo and Keereet took up the rear as those most divided from the deceased.


    Only the families were allowed inside of the crypt for private grieving. The remainder of the funeral party returned to the spring in the center of the canyon where they lit candles that bobbed in small paper boats on the water. Only once the candles had begun to go out did the sound of weeping begin to fill the air.


    The funeral lasted all day, transitioning at nightfall into a party – a celebration of the lives lived by the dead. Jovial laughter overtook sobbing as those who knew the fallen best shared memories and stories of those being remembered. A cake of colossal proportions was baked by the kitchen staff and carried into the canyon with much fanfare. It was placed on a pedestal draped with a brilliant red tablecloth and cut into pieces.


    One frosting-heaped piece was left on the table for each life lost, set aside in honor of the dead – eight pieces in all. Each piece was joined by an abandoned mug of cold strawberry wine.


    The festivities went long into the night, gradually winding up to a crescendo of raucous, half-drunken laughter and then fading as the sun rose and the beasts finally dragged themselves to bed.


    The next day was quiet. After the siege and the funeral, most beasts had seen fit to take a day of relaxation. The nursery held a picnic for the children alongside the fish pond, and many gathered to watch the children play. Keereet and Gabbo spent the majority of the day in their guest rooms in silence.


    Keereet could hear Gabbo crying through the wall. Something crashed and shattered. Keereet though it might have been Gabbo's lunch dishes. The eagle looked at Lola where she sat cross-legged on the floor across the room from him, her skirts draped in heaps over her legs.


    “He just needs more time. It won't do him any good for either of us to go in there right now,” said Lola.


    Keereet nodded.


    “I know you wish that there was more that you could do, and I wish that I could too, but he needs time to come to terms with everything that's happened. If he hasn't come to his senses in the next few days, then we can worry. Until then...” the fox shrugged. “Focus on getting better.”


    Keereet adjusted his bad leg where it was propped on a padded stool.


    “Have you thought any more about the stories that I showed you?” Lola asked.


    “Hm?”


    “What are you planning to do when your leg is better. Where are you going to go? East?”


    “East,” Keereet said, his eyes losing focus as he looked down at the floor. “I hadn't thought about it.”


    “There hasn't been much time to think lately,” said Lola.


    Keereet nodded.


    “I'm sure the people here would be happy to have you should you decide to stay. But you won't, will you?” Lola looked up at Keereet. “I don't know what you're looking for. I don't think you do either, but it's not here, is it?”


    “I'm not sure yet,” said Keereet. “It's... it's a great place, but I don't feel at home here. I don't think I'll ever be comfortable living underground, and I don't belong.” He sighed and smiled. “Though I'm not sure I really belong anywhere.”


    They both jumped as something else broke in Gabbo's room.


    “Everyone belongs somewhere. Sometimes it's just harder to figure out where that is.”


    “Where do you belong, Lola?” asked the eagle. “You're staying in a guest room here, so it's obviously not your home.”


    “I belong everywhere,” said Lola. “I belong on the road. I have something of a reputation of following the action, and that's true. But that doesn't mean I don't belong.”


    “Maybe I should try that,” said the eagle.


    “I don't think you're the action type, Keereet.” Lola laughed. “You'll want somewhere to settle down eventually. You'll just have to figure out where you want to do it. What's so bad about having a home, anyway?”


    “Here? There's something about the ground that's unsettling. On the Floating Continent?” Keereet asked. “It's not what's wrong with it. It's what's wrong with me.” He spread his wings.


    “Nothing wrong with you so far as I can see.”


    “You're being kind. On the Continent, they aren't. If I go back, I'll be Flightless. Ostracized. My family would be ashamed of me and they'd be shunned by most of the community. It's the only home I've ever known, but that doesn't mean it's a good one. Not for me.”


    “So you've decided that you don't want to go back?”


    “That's not necessarily true,” Keereet said. “As different as I am there, I'm a freak here. Half the beasts I've met have tried to kill me. The other half stare at me like I've got three heads. I'm not normal here, either. I guess I'm not normal anywhere.”


    “Well, think about it for a while. I can't speak for Gabbo, but when you decide to go - wherever you decide to go – I'd like to go with you. If you'll have me.”


    “I'll let you know,” said Keereet. “And I appreciate it.”


    “I follow where the action leads, remember? And even though you're not the action type yourself, you seem to attract it like honey draws flies. I can't let that opportunity go by. Besides, I can't stay here. As much as I love my mother, she'll start to drive me crazy in the next few days. She inevitably does.”


    “You seem to both have very strong personalities. You're a lot alike, really.”


    “I am nothing like my mother,” said Lola. She crossed her arms.


    “No, you're right,” said Keereet. “My mistake.”


    But Lola was already up and crossing the room. “I'll be back later with your dinner,” she said as she swept the door open and shut it behind her.


    When she left the room was too silent for Keereet's liking. Even Gabbo had quieted down. The eagle rapped on the wall with his knuckles. “Gabbo?”


    “I don't wanna talk about it, Kid. Leave me alone,” was the muffled response through the stone.


    


    

  


  
    

    It was another three days before anyone saw Gabbo outside of his room. Finally, Lola goaded him out, demanding that he take a bath. Keereet watched her march him past his room, prodding him along in front of her with the tip of one finger.


    When his bath finished, Gabbo retreated back into his room. Lola shrugged at Keereet through the window as she walked away from Gabbo's door. When she had gone down the hall, Keereet pulled himself to his feet with his crutches and hobbled out of the door. He thumped on Gabbo's with a full, firm punch.


    “I took yer bath. Shove off.”


    Keereet pushed the door open and stomped in as best as he could while on crutches.


    “What are you doing?” he asked Gabbo.


    The otter lay on his bunk, facing the wall with his back pointed at Keereet.


    “I'm collectin' seashells. What do ya think I'm doin'?”


    “I think you're feeling sorry for yourself.”


    Gabbo shot the eagle a dirty look.


    “Listen, Gabbo. I know you've lost people you cared about. I know about Brenna, and I'm sorry. I know you didn't like having to hurt people, and I know the news about your father is hard to hear, but it's done now. You did what you needed to do to save these people and me and Lola and yourself.”


    “I never wanted ta do anythin',” mumbled Gabbo.


    “You'd have rather Wolo killed everyone in the city?” Keereet asked, flopping onto a wicker chair.


    “No. I just wish there had been someone else ta do it.”


    “See? You're not even worried about Brenna or your father or Wolo anymore. You're feeling sorry for yourself. Like I said. What would Brenna say if she saw you pouting?”


    Gabbo sighed deeply, turned over, and swung his legs off of the edge of his bed.


    “You're right. I don't like to admit it, but you are.”


    Keereet grinned. “Am I ever wrong?”


    “Don't make me write a list, Kid,” said Gabbo. “Not even a list. I could write a book. If I could write.” The two of them laughed.


    “I'm glad to see you feeling better.”


    “The mess staff will be, too. I think I've smashed half their crockery.”


    “Lola will want to know that you're back to yourself again.”


    “The things that vixen puts up with from me,” he sighed. “It weren't too hard on her, was it?”


    “I don't think so. She suggested we give you space, but I couldn't let you sulk in here anymore.”


    “Alright, come off it. I get the idea.” Gabbo punched Keereet in the shoulder. “How's yer leg?”


    “Getting there. I'm still supposed to stay off of it for a few weeks, but Delores says it won't be long before the cast comes off and I won't need the crutches anymore.”


    “What are yer plans then?”


    “I'm going to go East, I think. Lola showed me some stories that said that's where the last of the Avians were. Maybe I'll find some. It would be nice to find somewhere that I'm not the only one.”


    “Well if both of you are goin' east, I figure I'm goin' with ya.”


    “You don't have to, Gabbo. You've still got Jub. You could go back to the village, a-”


    “Forget about my brother, Kid. I don't want anything to do with him. Not after all of this. I hope he comes to grips with what he's done, and I hope he learned somethin', but that's all I can do for him. I won't be going back. Unless ya don't want me to come.”


    “No, that's not it at all. I'd love for you to come with us. I'm sure Lola would too. I just want to make sure you don't feel obligated. I'm grateful for all that you've done for me, really, but I'm still not sure I understand why you've done it.”


    “Do I have to have a reason?” asked Gabbo. “I know the beasts you've met haven't all given you a reason to trust us. 'Specially the otters, but we aren't all alike, ya know.”


    “I know,” said Keereet. “Or I think I know.”


    “Then just be happy knowin' I helped. And that I'm not done helpin'.”


    


    

  


  
    

    A month passed before Delores decided that Keereet's leg was well enough for the cast to come off. He continued to use the crutches for a few days thereafter, but only as a precaution. Soon he was back on his feet, walking and running as well as he ever had.


    Word that the eagle was preparing to leave the city spread through UpDown as rumors, news, and gossip usually do in small communities. When Gabbo, Lola, and Keereet climbed up the walls of the canyon with well-stocked packs slung over their backs, more than half of the city was there to see them off.


    Delores cried and clung to her daughter, smearing tears across the shoulder of Lola's dress. Lola patted the back of the woman's head and murmured soothing words to her.


    Kasha and the rest of the council stood at the head of the rope ladder where it dangled down the cliff face into the forest.


    “Good luck,” said the Councilcat. “May you find friends wherever you go, and may your path lead you to whatever it is that you are looking for.”


    Keereet squinted into the sun where it hovered just above the horizon, casting the top of the plateau in brilliant morning light.


    “East,” he said, “We're going east.”
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