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“P-PLEASE COME BACK...”

When the first light seeped in, I awoke with a jolt. There was a quick blur from brown to green when a sharp pull upwards tugged around my shoulders. Blinded by green fabric, I smelled a faint smoky, sweet aroma while held tight to someone’s shoulder.

“By all that I am, you sure took your sweet time,” a young male voice cried.

Held tight from the earnestness of his embrace, I, sounding muffled, tried asking what was going on. I wriggled and pushed the person away. There was a smiling face when released enough to bring my head back a bit. Though he appeared young, his face was still rather hazy with my sleep-clouded vision. Not heeding my questions or asking what I meant to say, for that matter, he lifted me off the bed into his arms and carried me out the door. Taken aback at a loss, I couldn’t object.

“Oi, has the meeting begun? Look who’s awake! Get King Basi in here,” the green-clad stranger shouted.

Although my sight remained blurry, I sensed going down a set of stairs along the sidewall of a large room made of what looked like wood and maybe black marble with a high ceiling. There were also bright, twinkling lights hanging overhead, appearing somewhat tiered altogether. Still, I could barely stand looking at them for any length of time. 

Eventually, the sounds of excitement rose among many other murmuring, faceless people. My carrier smiled at me from the corner of my eye while we headed toward their scattered gatherings.

Once put back down, the young man breathed in deeply, stretching out his arms one at a time in order to keep me steady and on my feet.

“Hey, Jacques! Jared! Get your rear ends over here,” he called out before turning his head and then pointing at a random, blurred-out crowd. “You lot! See if others have begun waking up too and spread the word!”

“Yes, sir,” a voice in the crowd replied, initiating others to move out.

My vision finally focused for the moment, but my mind was still blank. The other two called over each took turns hugging me warmly or grasping my hands in relief and joy. However, who was who? It was not coming to me, looking back and forth. Despite this, all had broad smiles, and their embraces felt oddly familiar.

Wo~w...I’m short!

On that thought, I could now see the young man in green’s spiky hair and freckled skin. Though lean and healthy, he towered above me. Well, at least a good head and shoulders taller. The person beside him was even taller. In fact, the tallest of the three had long, black hair loose around his shoulders and a handsome brown complexion, while a floor-length cloak of red and black cotton rested around his strong frame. Then, there was the shortest man, much older, wearing a blue cloak. He had wild hair that reminded me of tangled, sun-kissed prairie grass and carried what looked like a walking stick made of polished gold.

“Hey, Lute? We may have thrown ourselves at her too fast,” the man with black hair remarked, acknowledging the young man in green with a nod.

“I agree, Jacques, but just think, after so long, she’s finally awake.”

I ignored my rising questions about that comment for the time being. Names meant nothing if I couldn’t remember these people. Confused, I placed my hands over my ears. From the corner of my eye, the others looked at each other, their brows creased.

“A-Are you okay?” Lute asked.

I squeezed my eyes shut. My head throbbed. My jumbled memory felt like someone had taken a completed puzzle and tipped it over the table. It was painful trying to focus while sudden mental images swarmed in and out randomly.

Forced to give up, I shook my head and reopened my eyes. Overwhelmed and still sleepy, my vision blurred a bit, and my head grew heavy and hurt still. Unwillingly, my head drooped to my hands, and my knees buckled. I slumped onto the floor.

“Sister, hey, you all right?” asked a new, deep voice.

I whipped around, and there was the face of a beast behind me, I swear, who wasn’t there before. The creature was a lion, a huge, golden beast with piercing, hazel-blue eyes. As if that wasn’t enough, his form began changing. Almost instantly, my chest tightened. I trembled when this creature stepped closer to me with his flickering appearance from full-beast to a half-lion man. I scooted backward on the floor while, from the corner of my eye, the others stared, confused.

“Sis? It’s me―”

Unable to keep it in any longer, I cried out. I jumped onto my feet and took rapid steps backward until my weak legs gave out. I collapsed onto the cold floor but kept inching away.

“I-I’m sorry, b-but do I know any of you?!” I stammered, pointing wildly between everyone in the group.

Silence fell among all of them. After awkward moments, Lute helped me back up and folded me into another hug. He pressed my head into his shoulder with his right hand while wrapping his left arm around my waist. This action felt strangely familiar, and there I stood in silence. I didn’t recognize who Lute was to me, but...

But I feel at ease.

With that in mind, I still couldn’t connect the dots, the names to any faces, of these people or talking beasts, or this place for that matter.

My head hurts! But...they all seem to care about me a great deal...where do I even start?

My chest tightened from the sudden throbbing, yet a heavy emptiness and loss weighed in my mind. 

“It’s all right. We are here to help,” Lute reassured. “Tell you what, let us take you back upstairs. You can eat something, okay?” he suggested while he let me step away from his embrace, smiling gently with eyes filled with concern.

“Slowly, though,” the elderly man said. “I would rather not send her into any more shock.”

The lion stepped forward. “I agree with Jared. I’ll report her awakening back home. Take care. She appears to have lost a good deal of memory to have forgotten us.”

Yes, that’s right, I don’t remember. Where am I, anyway?

They all nodded in agreement. Struggling to stand, Lute came over and helped me onto my feet. I took a step, but my knees caved. He caught me and lifted me into his arms again.

What has happened? Why does every part of me feel so groggy?

But I understood I couldn’t answer these questions myself. Once back in the same large bed, a middle-aged woman dressed in plain gray soon appeared with a tray of bread, sliced cheese, and what I assumed to be water in a silver cup. I could tell she had been crying after she walked closer and placed the tray in front of me.

“Thank you, Miss Wanda.”

“Of course, Sir Lute,” she replied with a large smile and left the room, shutting the door behind her.

Sir...he’s not that much older than me.

I whispered her name, making sure I remembered before a dinner roll was playfully stuffed into my mouth.

“Eat. Doctor’s orders.”

I didn’t argue. Once finished, though, my stomach growled.

“Aw, still hungry,” I whined. “I could probably eat three trays of food before getting full.”

Lute chuckled. “Yes, yes, I’m sure you would, but we want to be sure you could keep this much down first.”

Why?

I settled back against the bed’s white headboard and pillows just before Jared and Jacques joined us, walking into the room.

I shook my head. This was no time for more food. I needed to concentrate and get some answers.

“Okay...but I’m still hungry and also still confused. Can anyone please fill me in now?”

“Whew, she’s quick,” someone else remarked with a short whistle, sounding impressed.

I craned my neck to find who spoke in a peculiar, light accent and discovered another stranger heading into the room with utmost perfect posture...who couldn’t possibly be human.

Then again, I met a talking lion-person...but, jeez, those blue eyes are huge.

“Well,” said Lute, “this honestly should be no surprise to you by now.”

Combing back his stark white hair with his slender hand, the new stranger gave a short laugh. “Ha, true words, this shouldn’t be,” he sighed.

Hold on!

“W-Wait, I-I understand him? I understood that lion before, too. What is going on?” I asked, pointing a finger, jolting back, raising my legs to my chest all at once, only to bang the back of my head against the edge of the headboard.

Smooth move me...

“Oi! Easy, easy, calm down...you’re fine,” Lute soothed before pointing to the newcomer. “This is Xenos...remember?”

With a weak “no” and a hand on my new bump, I sank into the pillows to relax. Strange to me, Lute took my free hand as I settled down. With a jolt, I sat back up, and my head throbbed.

“L-Lute, what is it? You’re looking at me like I am going to disappear.”

“Well...how do I put it? I guess I’ll be blunt.” Lute fidgeted in his chair and looked between his companions for a couple of moments before returning to me. “You...have been in a coma for a long time. Don’t you remember anything at all?”

“Before falling asleep for a long time?” I shook my head. “No, not really...I mean—”

“That is because, in truth, there is nothing to remember,” Jared interrupted.

“The elderly one is being cryptic, Lute.” I pointed at the older man, squinting my eyes.

“Oi, don’t you remember any of us?” he asked, worried.

I relaxed and returned my hands to my lap, staring at my blanket. “N-No. I’m sorry. The one thing I clearly remember before I woke up was a fireplace and a small, decorated box. Earlier, downstairs, when I saw all of your faces and heard your names, my head began hurting. I can’t seem to put the pieces together.” I looked up. “Lute, what is going on here?”

With a solemn expression, he studied my face for a long time.

“You see,” said Jared, breaking Lute’s gaze. “There is nothing to remember, for she cannot even recall our friendships with her.”

“What about you?” Xenos asked, grabbing my attention next. “Do you know who you are?”

I had been concentrating so hard on who they were I didn’t think about myself. I looked at my hands and closed my eyes. My thoughts scrambled in piecing something together. Instead of memories was a great emptiness. Not making much sense to me, I couldn’t put such a feeling into words. Silent, I looked among my company and shook my head, having no clue.

“Well, this is going to be difficult.” Xenos sighed heavily and leaned back on the bedroom wall, crossing his lanky arms.

“Look. I said this once, and I will say it again. This whole thing was not your fault,” Jared replied. “As for you, Kayla, sulking will not get us anywhere.”

“H-Huh?” I stammered.

“That is your name. Your name is Kayla, our Saqui.”

“Oh...our what? How long was I out exactly?”

“Our Saqui, our leader. You turned twelve while asleep over a month ago,” Lute answered.

“Doesn’t tell me how long.”

“I’m afraid to tell you.”

Jacques rolled his eyes and groaned. “Ugh, just tell her, won’t ya? She wants to know. If ya won’t, as her doctor, then I will.”

“Oi, if I am her doctor, I order you not to. Let’s not shock her further.”

Jacques raised his hands in surrender and shook his head, conceding after Lute finished but remained silent. I brought my hands to my face, unsure if I could take this all in. After a few deep breaths, I lowered my hands and sank back into the pillows again.

“Whoa...leader? No way. But if I had been asleep for so long, you, Lute, must think I’m going to fall back or something.”

The doctor nodded with a slight grin. “We’ve been handling things well since your incident. Right now, the kingdom is peaceful.”

“Ahem.” Xenos stepped forward. “If you count everyone, mostly, being—”

“Oi. Not now,” Lute clipped.

“Fine.” Xenos rolled his eyes.

“While true, our situation is peaceful,” Jacques butted in, changing the topic. “By the looks of things, we need to back up a bit and explain.”

“Where did I come from?” I asked, getting comfy and happy to get somewhere on this puzzle.

“O-Okay looks like we need to back up quite a bit,” Jacques stuttered in deadpan, slapping his hand onto his forehead.

“Where am I from and how did I get here?” I asked next, not letting the remark get to me.

The others followed Jacques’ exasperated example. It was almost comical when the rest simultaneously slapped their palm to their forehead.

“D-Did I say something wrong?” I gripped the sheets.

All four winced and together put a hand on their temples or shook their heads in a feeble attempt to get rid of a sudden headache.

I sat up, let go of the sheets, and held my hands in front of me with widening eyes. “What? Are you okay? What happened?”

“Tch...it’s n-nothing,” Lute stammered.

I put my hand on his shoulder and shook my head. “No~ what is it?”

He waved a hand of dismissal, keeping his eyes closed. “Oi, relax. All will be fine, okay?”

I cocked an eyebrow at first but took a deep breath before leaning back once more.

Xenos eventually smiled. “That’s better.”

What’s better? No...just relax.

“Looks like the one option we have is using the book,” Jared sighed.

“What book?” I asked.

“Yes.” Jared nodded his head. “Yes. We are going to need it.”

“Oh, good grief!” Xenos threw his hands into the air.

“Knock it off, and don’t get angry,” Lute replied with a stomp of his foot. “Her condition was not because of you.”

Xenos slapped the wall. “B-But come on, Lute, this is sad!”

“Stop it,” I cried, holding my hands up. “Now...again, what is this special book? How will it help, Jared?”

“Kayla, it is your story. The book contains your story. Composed of many entries, accounts given by those who care about you, have been a part of your journey, there are, of course, entries you, yourself, have written.”

“So~ it’s a diary, then?”

He nodded. “I suppose you could call it one. However, that implies it belongs to just one person. In other words, only one person wrote in it. That is not technically the case here.”

“I see.” I shrugged. “If you think it will help me, I’ll give it a shot. Not like I’m going anywhere, right? I don’t have many options.”

“Yes, well, rest assured, the book should help you better than any oral retelling today,” Jared replied as a matter of fact.

“All right...is that talking lion-man―er―beast-person, also in the diary? I mean, it was a cat, then a man with whiskers, then a cat again. That was really, really freaky,” I pondered aloud.

“As for him, King—” Jared began.

“King?” I interrupted.

“Yes, well—”

“How is that possible?” I insisted.

Lute flicked his pointer finger onto my forehead. I was going to object, but he gave me a stern look. Yup, I had to listen and go with it for now.

Still, are you telling me that animals can write, too? It better be one special diary to allow that to happen.

Silent, I struggled between uncertainty yet wanting to believe.

Surely these people mean a lot to me. I hope this thing does the trick.

“We will leave you be to take your time with this,” said Jared with a kind smile. With a wave of his hands, he made the book in question appear out of thin air. “This will be a lot to process and recover.”

“I’m sure it will be,” I replied, taking the diary. “Boy, this is as heavy as it is thick. Wow.”

Jared stepped back from my bedside. “Yes, well, please trust this will help you remember. Do not be alarmed by its condition. One could say it has missed you as much as we have.”

I wiped the dust off the front cover. “I-I see...so it’s...quite special then.”

“Very,” Lute added.

Jared turned toward the door. “Come, gentlemen, let us leave her to her reading.”

Left alone, before I could ask any more questions, I studied the item carefully. It was certainly odd for a diary, never mind a book. There was no title. The covers were this blue-tinted, crystal-like material, and a mysterious, inky black liquid oddly stained them, swirling around just beneath the surface. The outside was warm and surprisingly grew hotter the longer I held it.

Come on...I need you. These people need you to help me out here!

Bearing through the pain, I pried it open.

It hurts! Knock it off! 

“Could you work with me here?”

A chill ran down my spine when a whiny screech trilled out, but the sound wasn’t about to deter me from my task. Slapping both hands on the tan pages to prevent the covers from snapping shut, I next heard a ghostly sigh.

“Whew!” I leaned back. “All right, that was weird.”

I studied the reddish font and sat back up, ignoring the slight burning sensation in my hands. Before starting, the pages’ aged, tan color dissolved away while a gold font replaced the icky red. Although the pages I looked at became pure white, the rest remained tan, like they were waiting for me to turn to their spot.

“Okay, so you definitely have a life of your own. I get it. Are you sick or something?”

A sick book...yeah, right...

“Oh, who am I kidding?” I muttered.

Another sigh emitted from the pages in response, and this time it felt like a gentle breeze smelling of freshly cut grass.

Wow...

“Oo~o, well then, let’s see what we can do here,” I whispered.
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THOUGH THE AIR WAS still prickly and humid, it was roughly the middle of the wet season, and I was late.

I’m late, I’m late. Ugh, why is it we, Monkeys, always are?

Briskly traveling toward my destination as fast as my old, hairy limbs could carry me―hobbling past the short grass and packed earth―I made my way to his majesty’s home we call Johari. As our precious gem, the place was the crowning jewel of our lands.

Oh, hoh, there it is! My, it will be good to see them again.

The place was an impressive rock formation wherever you stood in our Masana Territory. It could be seen even as a significant speck if you were far on the south side of our borders. On top, a prominent slab of rock juts out nicely, providing shade below. I always liked the ledge’s splendid vantage point for viewing the land. That said, the cave underneath the rock was even more impressive. During particularly terrible dry seasons, Johari saved us with its water reserve and cool cavern.

When I arrived at the meeting, every Lion and cub making up the Tribe of Johari had gathered in a circle on the ledge. I pushed myself through the murmuring crowd, and my jaw dropped once I reached the center.

Lying unconscious slept a small creature with long hair the color of our wispy, golden grass. Covered in strange, sky blue fabric, its’ hands, feet, and face were furless. The creature almost looked like a monkey but only had hair on top of their head.

Like my grandma used to speak of...human.

In passing, I overheard two Lionesses from the Samiria Troops whisper about finding said human in Cloudy Canyon while on dawn patrol.

It was after their majesties of the Tribe had arrived that we guessed how the being could even live in Cloudy Canyon―a place where hyenas roamed. My good friend King Enzi led the discussion, but, in the end, we remained stumped about how the human even arrived in the Canyon.

My astonished king was about to ask another question when a radiating blue light erupted from the sleeping creature, knocking us all back.

Flat on my back when I next opened my eyes, I was drawn to the odd, blue light that continued to ripple throughout the land, extending as far as one could see. I could feel in my bones the next few moments would impact our very existence forever.

All was still, hushed.

Quiet—nothing from the Birds or even from distant Elephants. The silence seemed to last an eternity. Unable to see the mysterious light any longer, I gasped. In a moment of realization, I became a believer in a timeless foretelling.

So, it has come to pass...Wait...No, no, no!

Fortunate enough to be by a puddle from the brief rain we had much earlier that morning, the sight of my reflection confirmed my newfound belief. My jaw dropped once again. In place of my precious, black-speckled-gray coat and white hairs about my chin was a boney face of dark skin with black-grey hair circling my entire set of features. Shivering, I sat up and looked at my whole self, nervous.

This is out of stories! Me! A Brazza coatless...?

I studied and was relieved to find I had my nimble hands and bushy, black tail. Meanwhile, multi-colored bands decorated my wrists and neck. If that wasn’t enough of a surprise, I gasped, discovering new, gray fabric had wrapped itself around my lean waist. I took a moment to better study this strange cloth and found it wasn’t attached to me. I could remove it but didn’t want to ditch my replaced protection.

This is! By the Sun’s Mane...I resemble the new human now.

I tried standing but conceded waiting for someone to grab a long stick to balance my bent, wizened form. I remained seated and observed the Tribe of Johari members try standing with their new forms.

These robes had to have appeared once they transformed like mine had...

The Tribe members had honey-brown skin in the place of usual fur with heads of black hair. Now swathed in a muted gold, their hairstyles varied among their stature and weight. And while they all clamored to stand on enlarged, fur-covered hind legs and paws for hands, a few other things remained of their true Lion forms, such as whiskers and furry tails. Plus, their eyes had retained their feline, piercing look about them.

In the wake of my silent awe, I recalled my predecessor’s legend. How excited she was speaking of a special being who would return the flow of the land’s magic.

I guess today is the day...a happy one indeed.

Queen Nadiwa’s hair was styled in a cascade of skinny, twisted sections. She had sun-colored, glistening bands on her ankles and wrists. Meanwhile, attached and hanging from a matching neckpiece, her new dress wrapped around her, flowing down to her ankles. In contrast, King Enzi’s hair was thick, shaggy, and very reminiscent of his mane. His attire hung down and around him from one shoulder. He also wore golden cuffs, like his mate.

The stories have come true. The legend passed from generation to generation. Sure, I had to believe we preferred our original forms and way of life, but for these particular changes to happen meant an outsider was the start of something big. The curiosity lying unconscious had to be the one...speaking of which, at that moment, the human screamed from the top of their lungs.

“Ye~up, their lungs sure work. Hn~ what a high-pitched voice,” I mumbled after plugging my ears.

They ran through the crowd, all knobby knees and sticks, heading for the end of the rock ledge, but stopped, turned around carefully, and stared at us with round, shocking, deep green eyes.

Why are they afraid?

“Oh, I-I’m sorry, for a-a bit there I...”

They didn’t have to explain. Our appearances flickered from a beast to beast-Furless and back, our outfits fading in and out around our shifting selves. When the situation became seemingly steady, the human kindly smiled, giggled a little, and put their small, pale hands behind them. I had a sinking feeling my new form was permanent, at least for now.

“My name is Kayla. What is yours?” she asked, pointing to his majesty.

“My name is King Enzi Roybishki, king of—”

“U~h, Easy or Enkey? Wha—Roy...Binky?”

“That’s En-zee Roy-bish-ki to you, child. This is my wife, Queen Nadiwa, my son, Prince Basi, and my friend and Lead Advisor, Baobi de Brazza.”

His majesty introduced everyone in the Tribe to her and then asked Kayla how she had arrived. She shook her head with a shrug and then turned to Prince Basi.

“Hello there!” She waved. “Basi, right? That’s a cute name.”

She giggled again and smiled at the little prince, who frowned at being called “cute” but grinned.

His highness introduced himself and announced he was five full moons old today. As it turned out, Kayla replied she was five years old, too. Prince Basi was now a bald cub-Furless who appeared around her age dressed in white wrap―like all the other cub boys― knotted around his waist that fell right above his knees.

“Father, can I show Kayla our kingdom?” his highness pleaded.

“I don’t see why not. So much has happened we could use a break to adjust but be careful,” King Enzi replied with slight caution.

However, without hesitation, the children smiled and bounded toward the land below.

“I will follow, your majesty?”

“Yes, go, Baobi. We will take a short break and hold off on the meeting until you join us.”

It didn’t take much to catch up because Kayla had to help the prince get used to walking before he could begin running, which, in turn, led to a long game of chase I witnessed from a nearby boulder.

“You know...you’re all right,” his highness panted, exhausted after playing for a while. “Oh! And Basi is just fine. I don’t like friends calling me ‘prince,’ okay?”

Kayla smiled and rolled over to hug the prince. “Okay!” she laughed and locked the young prince into a tight squeeze.

“Hey! Let go! Kayla!”

Though their hugging struggle proved a bit comical, from the corner of my eye, a familiar cub crouched down low...ready to pounce.

“I got her, Basi. Hold her down!”

“N-no, don’t! Moli!”

It was too late. The prince’s best friend pounced on Kayla, and the human got a long scratch on her arm.

“Ow! Why did you do that?”

Kayla was in tears while the little Lioness stood with wide eyes.

“Moli! The Samiria Troops found her.” Basi scolded. “How else would she be with me if she wasn’t safe to be around?” He folded his arms. “Also, where have you been? You weren’t with everybody else back home this morning.”

The Lioness was one of many cubs living in Johari who had also changed. She was now a little girl like Kayla, except for traces of her animal self. She appeared the same age as the prince, and her head was mostly bald with braids hanging off the left side.

Moli shook her head. “I-I decided to take a nap and overslept!” She flapped her paws. “I thought she was hurting you, Basi, I’m sorry.”

“You may want a nap, but you need to let an adult know where you’re goin’,” the prince reminded.

“Right...sorry,” she conceded, briskly twitching her tail.

“Oh, it’s okay, Moli. I’m fine,” Kayla soothed, wiping her cheeks. “My name is Kayla.” She touched her injury. “How could you scratch me like that?”

“Again, sorry. We were just ourselves, Johari Lions, Elephants, Birds, Monkeys, and Zebras until something changed our five Tribes of the Masana Territory,” Moli informed before showing Kayla her fuzzy paws. “See these? I had longer claws once, but, hey, I still have my tail!”

“Those are really neat,” Kayla agreed with a smile before looking at her surroundings more. “This place is very pretty, Basi.”

“Thanks, this is my kingdom.”

“It’s not your kingdom yet, Basi,” Moli teased.

“I-I know! Hey, Kayla, what are you looking at?”

“Nothing really, just that big stone, cave thingy way over there.”

“Heh, it’s my father’s home. It is called Johari.”

“Ah...we just came from over there, huh?”

His highness nodded. “Yep.”

“Ah. Hey, Moli? Let’s be friends, okay?” Kayla asked before hugging the Lioness, who looked at the newcomer with a wistful smile and hugged back.

“Sure.”

Once all three started playing, laughing, and running together, I sat down, pleased our newest member was making new friends.

Thank goodness...

After escorting the children back to Johari, the sun was well past its highest point. From there, my attention moved to King Enzi. He appeared deep in thought, standing nearby the cave entrance. I had a feeling in my bones he was concerned about keeping Kayla here. I walked over and gestured to speak with him and his wife in private.

“Don’t worry so much, your majesty,” I whispered. “She may become the one we have been waiting for. Remember the legend I shared with you both once?”

Queen Nadiwa nodded. “Baobi may be right. If we raise Kayla, she may come to understand us and her destiny.”

“Yes, it is all up to her,” the king whispered and nodded before stepping forward. “Now!” he boomed, snapping his attention back to other matters. “We have a meeting to start!”

With that, every Lion and I sat down in a circle, surrounding Kayla, who found herself in the middle.

“Wh-What is going on?” she asked.

“We want to get to know you,” King Enzi replied.

“Okay~, why does everybody need to be here?”

“Because that is what we do when we get together,” her majesty informed in turn.

Kayla sat down cautiously, facing the Royal family and me. “Um, fine, but I want to get to know you too.”

His majesty sat up straight. “You will, but today we ask the questions.”

Jeez, your majesty, take it easy...this isn’t a trial...

As if she read my mind, the queen elbowed the king a little and gave him a stern look.

King Enzi coughed. “A-Anyway~, who are you?”

The pure-Furless shrugged. “I’m Kayla. I am five years old, and I, um, like to draw and...um.”

The poor thing turned red in the face and became nervous.

“You like to run too,” Prince Basi encouraged with a smile.

“And you’re obviously nice,” Moli added.

She grinned and regained composure. “Thanks.”

“Hm~” the king continued. “But what are you? I’ve never seen such a hairless Monkey like yourself.”

She laughed. “I-I’m no monkey! Ha, I’m a human! I’ve always looked like this and—Oh, my favorite foods are chicken, berries, and sweet things.”

“So you eat prey and plants, then?” Queen Nadiwa confirmed.

Kayla’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Prey? No...I like chicken nuggets and fruit, though.”

Their majesties and others looked at each other with wide eyes.

Nuggets? What does that mean?

“W-Well, we have no such thing as ‘nuggets,’ as you put it,” said King Enzi.

Her grin vanished. “Aww, I guess it’s nothing but fruit and salads for me.”

“Salads?” I asked.

“Veggies. You know, plant stuff?”

“Hn~, yes, I get it. I’m well aware of ‘plant stuff.’”

“Do you have a family? Where is your father or mother?” her majesty asked.

“I...I-I don’t know...” she whispered, lowering her head.

“Are you sure?” Moli asked with a kind voice.

Kayla lowered further, making it clear her heritage was a touchy subject.

“Moving on,” King Enzi redirected with a cough. “What are those strange things on your feet?”

Kayla raised an eyebrow before looking at herself. “Sandles? Clothes for my feet. Much like you wearing a robe, you know,” she said and pointed at our prince. “You, Basi, are wearing a skirt.”

“They don’t hurt?” Queen Nadiwa asked.

“No~ it’s like, hard but soft? I feel comfy in them.” Her face brightened. She sat and took off a brown sandle. “Wanna touch it?”

Her majesty shook her head. “No, thank you.”

With that conclusion, our inquiries later revealed Kayla had none of her kind to look after her. She was here and here to stay, for I knew it was not in our hearts to turn someone helpless away.

After our meeting, Kayla and I shared a simple meal. Before I was about to go home, I was glad to find her looking out over the ledge with his majesty. At least for me, I found each transient event captivating and unique. Curious, I decided to make my way up toward them.

“You know...Kayla, you can stay here as long as you want, right?”

She looked at him and smiled while nodding. “Okay.”

“Now, Kayla, I request you turn me back to my true form.”

“Huh?”

“Er, never mind. Goodnight.”

She watched his majesty travel down the side of Johari. No doubt, I reasoned, to turn in for the night.

Poor thing...she’s had quite a day. I do hope his majesty will open up to her.

“Oh, hello. Baby, right?”

Ah, she saw me...

I shook my head. “Ba-o-bi.” I corrected with a grin. “And if you may or may not recall, it is Advisor Brazza.”

“Oh.” She blushed. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine, child.”

“It’s Kayla.”

“Of course.” I nodded.

“Say...um, I’ve heard others bring up these...places, and I still don’t get it.”

“You are wondering where you are?” I asked once we took a seat on the stone ledge.

Kayla nodded, sheepish.

“Well, let’s see...to answer your questions, do you know your four directions?”

Her eyes looked off to the side for a few moments. “Uh~ sort of?”

“Hn~...all right, I will try to break it down for you.”

She perked up and put her hands in her lap. “Okay.”

“Kayla, you are in the Masana Territory, and this place you are in right now is called Johari. This cave is the home to the Tribe of Johari, the Lions, and the Royal Roybishki family.”

“Right, Basi told me that much.”

“Er...okay. Anyway. Down south of us is the Cloudy Canyon and―”

“What lies beyond that?”

“H-huh?”

“Well, look”—she pointed—“there’s something else. What is past the Canyon?”

I studied what I could see of the south only to be baffled. For as long as I could remember, there was nothing worth mentioning past the Canyon because there was nothing but barren land to see. Yet, sure enough, there were greener than green grass and hills covered with forestation.

How I could have missed this transformation startled me.

D-Did that just happen or something? I must be getting old...

“W-Well then, beyond that, do not venture off by yourself so that you can stay safe.”

“Okay...” her voice trailed off, skeptical of me.

“Kayla?”

She raised her hands. “Fine, fine, I won’t.”

I’ll have to get volunteers from the Tribe of Birds to check out and survey the south now...if they haven’t done so already...

“Good. Now, off to where the sun rises in the east lies the Foggy Mountain range. It is one of our borders, and we don’t venture off from there because it’s too barren for us to go and hunt anyway.”

She nodded. “Makes sense. What about where the west?”

“Sky Lake. The body of water acts like another border. We don’t venture beyond that because of the Dead Mountains. Just stay within those landmarks, and you’ll be safe.”

“What are the ‘Dead Mountains’? Why not go there?”

I rolled my eyes. “Hn~ think about the name.”

Kayla squirmed a little as she wrung her hands together. “O-oh...dead. Ri~ght―er―okay~ then.” She then clapped and held her hands together. “So! We have the Foggy Mountains, Sky Lake, and Cloudy Canyon,” she confirmed, pointing in each direction, changing the subject.

I nodded. “That’s correct.”

With a big smile, she jumped up and wrapped her small arms firmly around me. “Okie dokie! Thanks!”

“N-Not a problem.” I stammered in surprise.

“I’m glad to have met ya!”

I patted her head. “Yes. Yes. Sure thing.”

Kayla giggled, released me, and took a step back. “Could you show me where I sleep?”

Letting go, I relaxed again. “Sure.”

I knew there was so much more I wanted to explain, but I decided to drop the matter for now. When the sun had set for the night, she was all settled to sleep among her new friends. Finally free to return to my home tree, I now had much to think about and hoped to get some sleep.
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TULA – Appears 20 When Beakless
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MY FEATHERS ARE MY pride. My feathers are colorful, bright, and the envy of many.

Sigh...

So, you can imagine the shock! The horrific terror I felt after coming around from being blinded by a sharp light, finding myself on the ground and unable to fly! Oh, why me, was the question I kept asking myself ever since I had to relearn the wonder of flight...from scratch.

Breathe, Tula, breathe...Grrah!

Reminiscing about the incident, I knew, was no good. I, with my fellow Tribe of Birds, had been mostly plucked to reveal skin varied in color among the different flocks while our precious fringe was now scattered down feathers covering our bodies. Our heights ranged as well as our weight and eye color. Now ten sunrises since the horrible moment, only today had we achieved shifting our feathers for flight and taking to the sky. Yes, out of those of my Tribe I had seen these past several days, it was safe to say we were now the feathered-Beakless with heinous extremities proportional to our new bodies. Our wingspan was enormous compared to what we were used to, but precisely what made them so repulsive...I just couldn’t accept the fact and have been doing my best not to look.

Today I soared as high as possible. Up and up I went, having dearly missed my ability to do so. I turned south, breathing the brisk air deeply with my eyes closed, and stayed put for the moment, happy to achieve flight again.

When I reopened my eyes, the south had drastically changed. After being down on the ground for so long, the new sight had left me speechless for the first time in my warbling life.

I eagerly dived downward to rally a few to come with me to survey the changed lands when I spotted a creature hobbling toward my home tree.

Oh no you don’t!

While in my thoughts, I found my landings still needed work, crashing into my old friend in trying to get his attention.

“Oof! Mah, what was that for, Lady Tula Lilac de Rollers?” an all too familiar voice admonished.

I looked over my shoulder, puzzled at first. “B-Baobi?”

“Hn~ in the flesh in the place of my fur, I am afraid,” he grumbled.

I got up and dusted myself off. “Many apologies.”

“Oh, my...you certainly changed.”

Oh. You have no idea...

“Apologies for not coming out here sooner,” the Monkey continued. “But other matters have kept me―”

“Uh, hello~? Do you have any idea how much sass the Ostriches have been giving me and us flight-gifted kind for the past several days? It has been ludicrous! The pointing! The teasing, I mean, I look ill! I look permanently molted. I’m freezing half the time, and don’t get me started on these!”

I thrust my wingtips forward. The ugliest part of my new form I had been trying to ignore was now up close in my friend’s face.

“Those look...nice?”

“They’re hideous! We Birds don’t need three dexterous sticks you call fingers.” I pulled back my winged-arms and raised my left foot. “Plus, I’ll have my dainty talons over these clunky pieces of flesh you call feet any day. They get in my way! I can’t—”

I would have kept ranting, but the Monkey’s husky laugh stopped me.

“You Birds and your looks.” Baobi shook his head.

“Looks are everything when you want a mate,” I cried. “I can no longer stand having the males looking at me now!”

“I am afraid our forms are here to stay. Her influence can even reach this far out, it would seem.”

I ruffled and puffed. “Huh? Her? What, what?”

Baobi sat down, crossed his legs, and set his long stick to the side.

Oh dear, I feel a long story coming on...

I settled down and heard the tale of Kayla and the changes her arrival had brought with her.

“So now I must ask you to lead a survey team to head south,” he finished.

“That’s a big favor to ask after this hatchling destroyed our plumage,” I huffed.

“Hn~ she is here to stay whether you like it or not. And this isn’t just me asking either, Lady Tula,” the old Monkey defended.

I ruffled and puffed again. “Hmph, I take it this is the king’s wish, too?”

Baobi simply nodded.

“Very well.” I got up and preened my remaining feathers a little. “It will take at least four sunrises from what I’ve already seen in my flight today.”

“Take your time. King Enzi is in no hurry.”

I nodded and flapped my winged-arms. “You owe me big, my friend.”

“I’ll get you and your flock berries, I promise.”

I whistled, letting him know we had a deal, and took off, shakily flying away.

*  *  *
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LITTLE DID I KNOW IT would take six sunrises before returning to Johari with my findings.

“More pure-Furless ones, you say? There are more like Kayla?” Queen Nadiwa asked.

“From our count, we saw at least fifty, your majesty,” I reported in a hush, off to the side with their majesties and Baobi. “The two-legged creatures reside in a near treeless valley, a two-day journey from here. We are fortunate to have this distance between us because a few companions and I saw many shiny short and long weapons and sticks, which some of these creatures used to kill these new Birds I’ve never seen before.”

Her majesty gasped. “No, you can’t be serious?”

“Sad but true! Yes! My friends and I witnessed these odd ones. Though similar, in kind, were black and brown, and some all-white, shot down from the sky by these very weapons. They had voices of their own we could not understand. More importantly, it would seem the pure-Furless view us no better than food. Why they couldn’t stick with the other, unfamiliar creatures on the ground to eat, I’ll never know. I mean, they have what appear to be gazelles, but taller, with huge racks of bone on their heads. Eat those, you blasted freaks,” I last chided with a brisk ruffle.

“That is sick and preposterous,” his majesty cried, his queen hushing him to keep the others from hearing.

“How were you able to be unseen or unharmed?” Baobi asked.

“We Rollers are small,” I replied. “It would seem if one were to cross over the Canyon, you mysteriously change back to your normal self.”

“Whoa, interesting,” Baobi whispered and scratched his head for a moment. “Hm~ I guess it’s no wonder the humans didn’t notice you.”

“Humans?” I asked. “I like pure-Furless better.”

“No matter,” my queen sighed. “You shouldn’t.”

“Why, your majesty?” I asked. “It seems to be a perfect name to call these plain creatures.”

“Kayla is human, not ‘pure-Furless,’ and we should respect that,” her majesty defended. “Furthermore, she, herself, is harmless.”

“Fine, she’s human, but we are Furless, Beakless, and so on when she is around,” I insisted. “Regardless, the Birds will trust your majesties’ decision to keep this human around,” I conceded. “But if she eats even one of us—”

“She won’t,” her majesty snapped. “She has been eating the same as Baobi since she got here.”

“It’s true. The girl could never take even a bite of our hunt...” King Enzi’s voice trailed off. He shook his head. “Well. We now know we are most lucky to be where we are. With the Canyon as our border alongside thick, high forests, from your report, Lady Tula, the distance will also discourage any hunting parties from coming over here. To be safe, let’s send a message far and wide to all. They must stay on this side of the Canyon.”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Ooh, pretty,” a small voice rang.

I turned my head toward the sound, followed by the rest of my body.

So, she is the one...

The girl they had called Kayla came up to me and was, surprisingly, about my height. I did my best not to rant at her about my appearance while she lifted her small hands.

“Your feathers...so pretty,” she said and cupped her face.

You should have seen me before you got here...

Though my thoughts were hostile, I inexplicably relaxed the longer she smiled at me, looking at my arms and face with wonder-filled eyes. For some reason, in my itty-bitty heart, I knew she meant no harm.

And...she finds me still colorful?

I nodded and gave a quick whistle. “The name is Tula. My full name is Lady Tula Lilac de Rollers.”

“I’m Kayla—Oh, wow, you have very rainbowy skin, don’t you?”

My arms used to be covered in feathers, you know...

“Can I touch your feathers?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Please don’t.

The girl took back her hands with a smile. “Okay.”

Yes, perhaps, she was not all bad. I took note and decided to report this to the many leaders from the Tribe of Birds, so I may calm their fears.
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NADIWA – Appears 28 When Furless
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THROUGHOUT THE RAINY and dry seasons, I tended to the cubs’ education every other sunrise. Lately, I had ten students, including my son, and now I was going to make sure Kayla would learn a thing or two in the meantime.

“Rise and shine, Kayla-dear.”

She didn’t budge.

And here I thought Enzi was a deep sleeper...

I kept on nudging until her eyes opened.

“I-I’m still sleepy,” she yawned.

“The sun has long risen, and it is my job as queen to see you learn about the kingdom with the fellow cubs.”

“W-Why?”

“It is important to understand your place. You, especially. You are a stranger here. You would do well to know what is safe to do, what is not, and so on.”

“Fine -yawn- boy, I’m hungry.”

“Advisor Brazza left some fruit behind, so you didn’t have to search for your meal alone.”

Kayla’s brow arched. “Brazza?”

I sighed. “Baobi? That is his family name. The last name, if you will.”

“O~h. Right.”

I shook my head. “Honestly. Do not forget, all right? Come, dear, we are late already.”

She rose while stretching her arms. “Okay, okay.”

By the time we arrived at the meeting spot, all of my students were already there.

“All right, all right, cubs, gather round. Sorry for the delay.”

Under the shadows of a nearby tree, we arranged ourselves in a circle, and there we would stay until it was time to hunt for our midday meal.

“Today, let us review. As we know, the Tribe of Johari was no longer a traditional pride. For three kings’ reigns, the pride is no longer just one male, the king, and his Lionesses. Yes, Cargi Tail?”

The boy cub I addressed smiled. “Johari’s residents include three small families aside from the Royal family. The Claws, the Tails, and the Paws. King Enzi is king because he is a descendant of the pride’s originators.”

I smiled, proud of his recollection. “Very good. Now then. Can anybody tell me why I wouldn’t hunt a Zebra?”

A chorus of pick-me or me-me rang out.

“Moli Claw, thank you for not blurting out. Please answer the question.

“A Zebra is one of the five Tribes, ma’am.”

“Correct. I wouldn’t eat a Zebra, Elephant, Monkey, or Bird. Why not? Let’s see...Sandra Paw?”

“Because of tradition.”

“Why else? Let us see...yes, Nymbat Tail?”

“Because we are separate from those who cannot change. We have structure, work with each other, and there is no competition among the males. We get along to live.”

“Very good.”

We continued reviewing our way of life before it was time to practice our hunting. Yes, even the male cubs had to learn to pounce and defend themselves. Hunting would ultimately be a Lioness’ role, but they were children and hungry at that. Not to mention, on top of managing a group of cubs, I have found obtaining a meal more challenging because of our changed forms.

But we have to eat at some point...

“Have fun, guys!” Kayla waved before walking off.

I bounded over to stop her in her tracks. “Hold on, where are you going?”

“I don’t eat raw meat, ma’am,” she replied. “Plus, I don’t pounce.”

I had no answer or way to keep her there. She had a perfect point.

“Well then, I guess I will see you back home.”

“Okay.” She smiled and kept going.

When the meal was over, I searched and found her alone in the corner of my home.

“Hello, dear, did you find something to eat?”

“A little. Tula showed me how to get some fruit, but I can’t live on that. I’m still starving.”

“Well, until you can keep gazelle down, I cannot help you.”

She twisted her face, disgusted. “I’ll get sick if I eat raw meat.”

“Then there is nothing I can do. I’ll have Lady Tula show you the way to some nuts or something for dinner. Right now, I think she is too busy.”

“Okay~” she whined.

“Now, now, it will be all right. My word, cubs here can go for sunrises without a proper meal. You seem hungry at least three or more times a sun!”

“I’ve told you! I am not like you. Plus, why do I have to call everyone ‘lady’ or ‘advisor’ when everyone else can just say their names?”

“Now stop it. It is
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