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​Chapter One
A Burgeoning Seabird
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The rushing cascade thundered over the cliff's edge, roaring as it washed down into a deep pool of turbulent water that seemed to swallow the surrounding light, painting onto the surface a visage of a deep, never-ending void. Above the pale light of the moon was reflected off the surface, mists of pink and red brushing the edges of the pool. A white foam was churned up by the constantly fighting ebb and flow of the flowing source. Eventually the rough surface was broken by the small body of the Avius youth. His wings were the first to crash through the harsh waves, lapping up against the lake's edge, followed by a thin arm that rose up from its dark depths. Tiny fingers blindly grasped at the air before he was able to knit his fingers through the long blades of cobalt blue grass anchored against the embankment.

The boy's head finally pushed from beneath the water's surface, his lungs gasping for air. 

"Uwaeh! Uwaeh!" In his left arm he carried the screaming bundle of his baby sister. "Uwaeh! Uwaeh!" The infant wailed at the top of their lungs, water having filled their mouth and nose, making it uncomfortable to breathe. Her eyes were squeezed closed and her beak gnashed together in grinding motions. 

It took all of his strength, but the young boy was finally able to pull himself onto the land, his stomach dragging on the ground as he frantically kicked his talons against the mud and dirt, struggling to maintain his forward traction. Soon he rolled onto his back, pulling the sobbing babe against his body, trying his best to keep them both warm. Pushing forward he sat himself up, his green eyes drifting up towards the waterfall, tracing it to the top. They had fallen from a long way, but he was alive. Though hitting the water had hurt, leaving his bare skin pink from the pain of the impact, nothing was broken.

Derrick stood to his feet and began to walk away from the pool of murky water. As he walked he rocked the infant, soothing her terror somewhat. The newborn's loud sobs became quiet whimpers. As he traveled farther and farther from the lake he found himself curious. When he got far enough out of the twist of trees he looked back. Along the ridge there was naught but a wall of thick, black smoke that seemed to stand miles off the ground. He wanted to go back, but his mother had told him to run. It was dangerous to go back. Those monsters might still be there. He wasn't sure when he was supposed to stop running, so he turned on his claws and took off.

He walked on for miles and soon the miles began to stack. He would occasionally pause to catch his breath, but as soon as the burning in his chest and legs stopped he resumed his seemingly fruitless journey. He was searching, searching for a place he could rest, a safe place. Eventually he came to the edge of his world. The dense jungle the boy knew had become thin, leaving the youth to travel through the open meadows and rolling hills. He stood at the edge of a cliff, his bright eyes staring off into the distance. A heavy breeze rolled across his feathered cheeks, carrying with it a scent he had never before embraced. It was salt, salt and stone with a touch of rain in the distance. 

It was the ocean.

He had never seen anything like it and was in awe of the great expanse of water that seemed endless. It was painted with a soft magenta hue just like the night sky had been, but it was no longer night. In the distance he could see the sun rising along the horizon, just peeking over the rolling waves. The warmth of the early morning was soon touching the tips of his toes and slowly spread out across his body. Wiggling his scaled digits he breathed out. He no longer could smell the smoke over the scent of the sea. He turned his gaze down the jagged sandstone cliffs. The waters would rush out into the sea before coming back in and crashing into the walls with such force the boy could feel it rippling between his talons. 

"Where do we go now...?" His voice was soft, all but swallowed by the deafening rumble of the sea. He turned his jewel colored eyes down to the tiny face peering out the bundle of cloth, which had since dried during the length of their travel.

The infant's wings weren’t yet developed and twitched beneath the loose fabric. Her small arms were curled against her chest, tiny, scaled hands tucked beneath her chin as she babbled incoherently towards her sibling. He wasn't expecting an answer from the infant. She was barely a year old and could only call out to her mother and father in meek, barely intelligible cries. As he spoke to the infant he would notice some movement in the corner of his eyes. Turning towards the water below he would see a ship bobbing up and down in the waves. It was a metal ship covered in patches of rust and mismatched paint. Perched on its stern appeared to be a man covered in brown and gold fur, wearing a loose coat over his shoulders and a sailor's cap atop his head.

Within the ship's cockpit was an Avius with white feathers along his body and a black hood of feathers on his head. He had an orange beak and a tattered vest. He wore leather wraps along his talons and legs, which afforded him protection against the harsh, salted air.

"Someone's down there—let's go see!" They didn't look like the black-furred Wolus and one was even an Avius! 

The boy would adjust the infant's swaddle and wrap some of the cloth around his chest and waist in order to wrap the babe on his back. After securing his sister, tying a knot at the front of his waist, he would inch towards the edge of the cliff and begin the work of climbing down. It took him several minutes, his footing consistently unsure on the strange surface. 

"What's that?!" A masculine voice called from the boat. The amber-furred Mustus called out when he spotted the youth climbing his way down.

The Avius in the cockpit turned and pulled his wing up, resting his feather tips over his browline in order to block out the bright, morning sun. "Looks like a hatchling!" The white, male Avius responded as he turned to face the cliff's ridge.

The Mustus jumped to his feet and rushed over the stern, his long legs splashing down in the water. The Mustus was rather short in stature, barely any bigger than the boy himself. Derrick made his way to the bottom of the ridge and dropped into the knee-deep waters. The black feathered youth looked up towards the miniscule male as he rushed over. At first Derrick pulled back, flinching. He pulled his arms up to his chest defensively. The Mustus slowed to a stop and held up his paws.

"Whoa, whoa, you're okay. Hey what are you doing here kitten?" The older male called.

Derrick opened his mouth and looked up towards the cliff before looking at the boat. For a moment he struggled with making his decision, but these men felt safe when compared to the Wolus from before. "I need help!" He clutched his tiny hands together. "There's bad men up there!" He pointed back towards the cliff.

The Mustus followed the boy's movement, but didn't see anything. Looking back to his Avius partner he would call out. "Whadda we do?!"

The white-feathered Avius looked towards the cliff before looking out towards the ocean. Resting his wing onto the wheel of the ship while his other stroked his wide beak, he would sigh. "The Wintertide is coming soon, we can't just hang around with a kid." But when he looked back towards the ridge he noticed a pair of dark, yellow eyes watching them. "Toss him aboard. We should get back to land."

The Mustus' muzzle widened in a smile. The kin held out his paws to the hatchling and infant. "Come on kitten, let's get on the boat. We'll leave this dangerous place."

"Boat?" Derrick looked over towards the water-bound vehicle. Turning his eyes back to the Mustus he would raise his arms, allowing the amber-furred fellow to hoist him up. Though the Mustus was not much taller than Derrick he was strong and was able to lift the boy onto his hip before wading through the water and climbing back onto the boat. 

Once aboard the Mustus set Derrick down and the older, male Avius would start the engines. With a sputter the two motors would hiccup into a start before the ship was off. 

Months would pass and the vessel would jump from island to island along the archipelago. They would fish and sell their catch at the nearest port before moving onto the next, following the current of the sea and migration of the fish. The boy was given a new set of clothing better suited to his new seafaring lifestyle, his sea legs long since earned. He was given a loose pair of black trousers and a white tunic with a red cotton sash. It made him visible at night while they were out in the open sea, but it also gave him a place to carry his infant sibling by providing a sash he could swaddle her into when they were on the move. The small fishing boat would eventually arrive at Hale's Myrlo Port. The two fishermen would disembark with their young companion. 

Derrick had learned to help and carried some of the baskets of fish along with the older pair. While the adult Avius negotiated for the prices of their catch, it left the Mustus responsible for the two children and gathering any supplies they may need on the ship. In one paw he held the boy's hand and in his other he tightly held the strap of his pack which hung over his shoulder. The infant sibling swaddled on Derrick's back and a basket of supplies in his right hand. Traveling through the market were a number of people, but it wasn't as crowded as some of the ports the boy had been to with the two fishermen. This place was quiet and it felt as if time flowed much slower while they were here. 

The black-feathered Avius stood beside the Mustus while he shopped at one of the stalls. In the distance the boy took notice of a strange group of men wearing the same clothing. They wore white robes with red tunics over top and appeared to be happily talking to locals. The robed men shook their hands and sometimes whispered into their pressed together paws, which seemed to make others very happy. The child's stares had caught the attention of the robed men. They began their approach.

The youth's eyes would widen, the sudden attention rather off putting. He turned towards the Mustus male and reached up to grab at the side of his sleeve. Feeling the boy's frantic motions the Mustus turned his attention from the shop keep and down to the boy. The shopkeeper had traded a dense loaf of bread to the visiting male, who had provided a few pieces of copper for the purchase. He tucked the loaf of bread into his satchel and moved to fully turn to Derrick.

"What's wrong kitten?" He perked his rounded ears because as the question left his mouth he was approached by the collective of monks from the local monastery.  

At the head of the group of monks was an older looking Rodrus with a thinning hairline. By his puffed out cheeks and protruding muzzle he appeared to be a kin Tieran. "Hello sir," The squinting brother mole called out, clasping his paws together. "Would you mind if we prayed for you?"  
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​Chapter Two
Comings and Goings
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The question had caught the Mustus off guard. The amber-furred male felt as the young boy tucked himself behind the Mustus' back, his short, black-tipped tail shifting in order to prevent itself from being stepped on by the tapping talons of the youth. Looking upon the mole-faced monk, the Mustus pulled up his paws in a defensive motion. He didn't do well with these religious sorts, so suddenly being approached by not one, but four, was a bit unsettling. Waving his paws back and forth he would quickly shake his head.

"Oh, no no! I'm not the guy you're looking for!" The weasel protested. "I'm far from religious, you know? Just a fisherman." Of course the Mustus didn't have a problem with people who practiced, but he was quite cautious of their type. He had been to the big cities where men like this quickly went grabbing for his coinpurse. He looked around for a way out of this situation, but when he looked to his left, then to his right, he found himself surrounded by the robed men. "Um..." He felt himself beginning to sweat a little. 

The white-feathered Avius had finished his tasks and was able to sell the majority of their fish stock with a fair profit this time around. He stepped away from the fishmonger and counted his earned coins, slipping each square-cut metal piece from his feathered fingers and down into his coinpurse. The little town of Hale was on the shore and saw a lot of fish in their diet, so being able to get fish from further out during the Wintertide would bolster their supply. Hale depended on the tides to bring in their food, but with the Wintertide the ocean was low and made fishing right along their shores difficult. Stepping into the road the Avius would loop the purse around his neck before tucking it down into his tunic. His blue eyes focused on the path as he started his search for his partner.

"Hey! Back up!"

The bark of a familiar voice caught the bone-colored Avius' attention. He could recognize that shout from anywhere. Puffing up his chest he would take off running. It didn't take long for the back of the little black bird to come into view. The red swaddle of his sibling was tightly wrapped on his back while he carefully clung to the back of his fishing partner. The Mustus appeared to be surrounded by four Rodrus men, all dressed in robes in the colors that religious men tended to wear: red and white. The grown Avius hurried to the Mustus and hatchling's side.

"Hey, hey!" He squawked. "What's going on here?!" The winged Avius stomped his heavy, orange hued talon on the ground, kicking up dust into the air. His voice bellowed out, reaching quite a ways down the road. 

The kerfuffle was far from ignored by the bystanders, both shopping at and running the nearby stalls. With this shout all attention had focused on the Avius and the group of monks. For the locals of Hale the monk's work was commonplace so their outings didn't raise any concern, but when the visitors reacted strongly to the approaching men of the cloth that was another matter. The monks were seen as good men who often helped by way of charity and supported their town by providing a religious sanctuary that protected their place as an obedient member of the greater theocracy. Their deeds benefitted the town so any threats to them were taken seriously.

"What are you doing to my partner?!" The Avius raised a feathered fist, clutching the wing threateningly at the balding Rodrus mole. The Avius moved his body quickly for one with such a bulky top. His shoulders were broad while his lower body was much thinner. Despite his life on the sea his talons were much more suited to the land and gripped the ground firmly as he became the smaller Mustus' shield. 

The mole-faced monk pulled his lips back, his cheeks squeezing against his rounded facial features. Though the Avius seemed quite flustered, the monk remained calm. The friar held up his paw in order to calm the cawing fowl. Though the Avius looked furious he kept a calm continence and attempted to swallow back another rumble bubbling deep in his chest. He would listen to the monk's excuses, but the Avius was used to these faithful sorts threatening you with the ground ripping apart beneath you if you failed to subscribe to their poisonous belief systems. These religions always demanded you be pure, righteous, and give away everything you had until you were skin and bones. It was one of the reasons why they became fishermen.

"There is nothing to concern yourself over." The monk orated his words with a deep voice that was clear and calm. "I only asked if he wished we pray for him. We noticed he had younglings with him. You are visitors, are you not? Travel can be stressful on young ones so praying for a bit of patience and quick travels is part of our duty." What he said made sense, but the Avius couldn't help but feel the mole was trying to entrap the Mustus.

"At what cost? We just arrived." Leaving aside he had already finished their trading for the day, they indeed had the coin to offer, but not the willingness to hand out their hard earned money. The Mustus reached up and placed his hand on the Avius' arm. The winged man looked back to his shipmate, the Mustus' expression full of worry. He didn't want the Avius to get into a fight for his sake. Worse yet, were they kicked out of the port it would mean they couldn't trade here any longer. The Avius would relax and let his feathered arms drop to his sides. He turned back to the monk, looking down from his beak at him. "Well?"

"Nothing." The mole chuckled. "Why would we ask you for anything? If you feel we deserve anything, by all means we wouldn't refuse, but it goes against our tenants to ask for a reward for our work." As the mole explained this he turned his gaze towards the young, black feathered hatchling as he peered out from behind the Mustus. "But we wouldn't force it upon you either, were you to reject our offer." He tucked his paws into the sleeves of his tunic and would look up at the Avius.

The white-feathered male stepped aside and looked down at the Mustus. The youth stepped out from hiding and took the smaller male's paw into his hand. "W-well..." The Mustus nervously stumbled over his words. "You see this isn't our kid. He was in trouble and we picked him up." The Rodrus monk kept his attention on the Mustus as they explained. "We've been looking for a place he could belong, but—" The Mustus opened his muzzle before closing it.

"But there aren't any places along the way that his kind live. There weren't even any other Avius willing to take him." The feathered male would admit. He was a bit ashamed of himself, being so unwilling to take in the boy himself. "Fishing's dangerous work. It's no place for a kid, you know? So even if I wanted to take him, we couldn't." It was common knowledge that fishing was a dangerous occupation.

Not only were storms out in the open seas a risk, but there was also the chance they could be attacked by pirate heretics or scavengers. The Rodrus male noticed there wasn't only the boy, but a younger infant in his care. Rising his clawed paw, he would run a digit along the underside of his snout. After thinking for a short bit the monk would begin to speak.

"Well we happen to have an orphanage nearby, but I am sure you had attempted to do so in other areas before this one." Their orphanage wasn't the only one in the world, nor along this archipelago. 

The taller Avius furrowed his brow, showing his discontent towards the words. The monk was right! "Yes... we had looked to try to place him before, but he's not willing to stay behind." And the older bird was against trying to force him. 

"I see—" The monk chuckled. "Well I fancy myself a fellow who is good with children." The mole held out his paw. "Do you want to stay here with us in the village, little one?"

Derrick hesitated. He looked up towards the Mustus who pinched his face up in a smile. "You shouldn't worry, kitten. This place has always been pretty nice. Bad people don't come out this far." He promised. "Besides, it's too dangerous for your little sister, right?" The weasel tried to convince him, but it was hard to try and use words that would make a child understand the danger that he was not only put in, but the danger he put the two men in by sailing with them.

The boy looked at the monk's smiling face, then down to his paw. He did seem like a nice person, but it was hard for him to decide. He had never seen a mole before. Soon the boy slowly withdrew his hand from the Mustus before he began to walk towards the Rodrus and rested his hand into his paw. The Rodrus closed his paw around the boy's hand and looked to the Mustus who's face pulled down into a frown.

"Don't worry, we'll take care of him." The monk promised.

When the young Avius boy was put into the custody of the mole and his brothers, the fishermen would finish their work in town and head out to sea. Throughout the day ships came and went into the small port, but it wasn't until the early evening before a large metal ship docked in port. From that ship disembarked three, black-furred Wolus carrying chains. By now the monks had taken the boy to the orphanage and were attempting to settle him down with the matron, but he refused to stay.

"No!" Derrick shouted and backed away from the woman as she cradled his sister. "I'm going!" As she approached him he ran towards the mole and ducked behind him.

"Young one..." The mole-faced monk tried to calm him. "She only wishes to take care of you." The mole wasn't sure what caused him to respond to the matron so.

She was an older woman, a Gnolus by the look of her striped fur and pointed ears. She wasn't very tall, a head or two above the friar. She had the infant pressed against her breast, her hands securely holding her head and bottom. She wore a black dress that exemplified her black stripes and golden skin and fur.

For Derrick she looked too much like those Wolus. 

"I'm sorry Matron Mim..." The mole apologized and clapped his paws together, imploring her for her forgiveness.

"It's quite alright Sinclair." Her crisp tone had a certain flutter to it that made it almost bird-like in its tone. "The boy looks about eight or ten..."

"I'm seven!" Derrick shouted out from behind the mole, to the amusement of the adults. Though he seemed to be acting afraid he was still quite up front about his desire to be heard. 

The matron inclined her head. "Seven... at this age he could join the cloister, could he not?" She sighed. "He seems to be rather guarded against me." She wasn't sure why.

Sinclair sighed. "Yes, it's alright. I will take him to Brother Bryne and see what we can do. Thank you Matron Mim." Sinclair turned around and reached his paw out to take Derrick's hand. "Come on young one. You won't have to stay here." This seemed to please the youth immensely!

Suddenly the door of the orphanage was pushed open. "Brother Sinclair! We have an emergency!" One of the brothers from earlier came rushing in with laboured breath and a strained voice.  
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​Chapter Three
A Gentle Smile
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"What's going on?!" Sinclair turned around, feeling the anxiety radiating off the younger monk. As the mole turned he pulled Derrick to stand behind him, worried there may be an immediate threat.

The younger monk swallowed, pushing down the heavy feeling that tried to weigh down his voice. "T-the docks!" He shook his head. "Slavers are at the docks!" The monk turned his gaze towards Derrick, who was peeking out from behind Sinclair. "They're looking for a black feathered Avius..."

Sinclair frowned, his brows strongly pinching at their center. "I'll go get brother Bryne and take the young one to—" Though as Sinclair began to speak he was interrupted.

"That's the problem Brother Sinclair! Brother Bryne is already on the way to the docks!" He warned.

"Heavens..." Sinclair murmured under his breath, turning to the matron. "I need to hurry away Matron Mim, will you be alright with...?" He looked over to the infant, a small frown playing at his features.

Mim held up her hand, still cradling the baby close to her body. "Don't worry about me. It would be a bigger problem if Brother Bryne confronted those Slavers, wouldn't it?" At her words Sinclair would take in a sharp breath with his nose and turn on his heel. 

Sinclair hurried out of the orphanage with Derrick in tow and the younger brother close behind. The younger monk ran alongside Sinclair, who's steps were even and quick despite his more generous figure and rotund belly. The junior friar did his best to keep up, but sometimes Sinclair would outpace him by several steps. It didn't take the two men long to arrive at the port. By now Derrick had climbed onto Sinclair's back, finding it difficult for his scaly legs to keep up at the continuous pace. There the monks would come upon the sight of the cephalid monk standing on the ends of their tentacles to intimidate the tall Wolus in charge of the Slaver pack that had arrived. 

The Wolus kin had confronted the monk who tried to stop him from stepping into the town proper. "Who are you to stop me?! I have a legal right to collect my stock if they attempt to escape!" The man had a charcoal black coat with a white stomach. He was the Wolus that had attacked Derrick's family.

By this point the tentacle-like tendrils that hung over Brother Byron's mouth had begun to tremble as their breaths furiously shook as the heavy intakes of air were met with equally strong exhalation. The Cetophus' horizontal pupils had narrowed, the intense gaze focused on the ebon wolf. Their eyes were focused on the other's, gazes never breaking even as the movement at their sides became more intense. Villagers had gathered to protest the presence of the Slavers and the Slavers' pack standing to back up their commander among the erratic group. They had not met such protest from settlers before so it was foreign to the Wolus who were used to
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