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  Chapter one
A Cry for Help


Forest. Some associate this word with the thick of the woods. Evergreen trees that never lose their green and tall oaks that touch the sky. Mother thought it would be a strong and noble name for a little grey cat like myself. When I was born, she said I had eyes as green as The Forest in spring. I was given the name Forest Blue as a result.  
As I scavenge the woodland area for prey, a strange sound echoes in the distance. I stand for a second, tail and ears up to see if I hear it again. Screech! A cry for help! I run towards the scream, hoping I can help whoever is in trouble. From the tone, it sounded like a fox yelling. The earthy soil lays under my paws as I run, claws unsheathed. 
I get to a heavily wooded area. Surrounding me are oak trees that seem to touch the clouds while younger oaks surround them. Loud voices ring through the trees. As I push past some tall grass, the two animals in question stand facing each other. 
A beautiful red fox and a scruffy grey wolf stand face to face. The fox has her tail in the air, waving it around like a summer flame. Four pups hide under her legs. Three are red like her while the other is a greyish-red. The wolf’s fur is mangy, dull, grey, and brown. The wolf is growling at the fox and the fox back at the wolf. Both have their teeth out, ready for a fight.
Green grass sways around them. The mother stands guard in front of a dug-out hole. She backs up with her pups underneath her. The wolf inches closer and closer as she growls, nipping at his muzzle. 
“If you move, I’ll make it quick for all of them,” says the mangy wolf in a gravelly voice.
“I won’t let you lay a whisker on my pups, you vile creature!” the fox says in a ringing tone.
“C’mon. It’s close to winter and it’s already slim pickings for some of us. Just let me have one. The weakest link perhaps.” 
“No way! I will protect all my pups with my last breath.”
“Well. I guess with that being said, I’ll take you instead!”
The wolf lets out a growl, lunging at the fox. I run into his attack. He bites my side, causing skin to break. Blood oozes out as I scratch the wolf. His grip loosens as I bite and scratch his muzzle. I smack his eyes with claws unsheathed. He backs off, wiping the blood from his eyes with his paw.  
“Ow! What little devil came out at me like that?” The wolf asks while tilting his head. 
He opens his eyes, looking down at me with astonishment. His wounded eyes get as round as a pumpkin. A smirk runs across his face. He starts to snicker as he walks towards me. 
“Really? You did this? Little kitty cat. Who do you think you are?” the wolf growls out. 
“I will protect all creatures of The Forest in danger. Forest Law states you cannot hurt a mother while she is nursing her young. Fox pups are to be conserved this season. Who would want to eat a baby fox anyway?” I say. 
He looks me up and down, intrigued. He paces around me. I puff out my light grey fur. He starts laughing. The wind blows, making everyone’s fur sway. Leaves fall all around us, looking kind of like rain.
“You’ve got to me kidding me, kit. Aren’t you the son of River Blue? You look like her. The Forest Protector who got banished for killing a fellow Protector. I know you were born one from that red blotch over your right eye.”
“Yeah. What’s it to you? I didn’t kill anyone. I shouldn’t be punished or treated different. I didn’t commit my mother’s crime, now did I?”
“Ha! Perhaps not, kit. You know what? I’ll leave you and your fox friend alone. No more puppy diets for me. If you’re doing this to become a real Forest Protector, you’re kidding yourself. You’ll never succeed at becoming a real Protector.”
The wolf scoffs at me, smirk still in place. He turns around and leaps off into the sea of trees. I stand guard until I know he’s gone. A howl shrieks in the distance from the wolf, far enough away from the fox family. I turn to the fox who is bathing her four pups. They look fiery red just like her. Their little blue eyes beam with gratitude. 
“Thank you so much, young one! What did you say your name was again?” she asks me.
“Forest Blue, Ma’am. It’s really no trouble. I love to help others,” I say proud. 
“I can see that. Is there anything I can do for your troubles here? I see you got bit fighting that awful wolf. Can I help?”
“No, no. It heals itself. Part of being born a Protector is we can heal ourselves. See. It’s almost completely healed.”
I turn and show her my wound, which is nothing more than a few teeth holes that are beginning to disappear. She gasps in astonishment. Her pups come out and sniff around me. They jump up at me with wide eyes and smiling faces. 
“The wonders of The Forest. Please though, if there is anything I can do, just say it. I owe you four little lives for what you did for me. Five counting myself,” she says. 
All her pups sit back beside their mother. Her eyes are bright and full of love for them. I don’t really want to be a bother to her. She already has her paws full as is. 
“Well, there is something that can help me. Though, I don’t want to trouble you. I do this because I genuinely love to help the animals of this forest,” I say.
“No trouble at all. What do you need, young one?”
“If you could go to Lake Fresh Water and tell the Messenger Crows I saved you and your pups, that would be a great help to me. I’m wanting to obtain a fair trial with the Forest Elites so I can become a real Forest Protector. The Messenger Crows will take your message straight to them.” 
“Oh, yes! No problem, young one. I was going there anyway to let the pups play and get a drink. Forest Blue, I promise I will tell the Messenger Crows what you did for me. Thank you so much! I hope this can get you a trial, but even if it doesn’t, you’re still a Forest Protector to us. You saved our lives. Stay safe out there, young one.”
She licks my head as she walks past. Her pups follow in behind her. After a few minutes, the fox family disappears into the trees. I turn around, heading back home. 
As the cool air blows on my face, I pick up on the scent of prey. A brown rat in the distance is crouched down, munching on some sunflower seeds from a fallen sunflower. I crouch down, launching myself on the unsuspecting critter. The rat drops its seed as I catch it and kill it quick. I carry it by its tail, moving past some sycamore trees.
The Forest is thick with various types of fallen leaves. Every pawstep follows with a crunch. Various forest sounds fill the air as I walk by. Birds bouncing in the leaves, looking for some worms or seeds to eat. Squirrels looking for nuts under the leaves. Chipmunks bouncing up trees, chasing one another. It’s the beginning of fall and most of the leaves have already fallen off the trees, making them mostly bare. Some flowers are still out and about, giving The Forest a beautiful look of many colors. An earthy smell surrounds me and I take it in. 
I walk on a worn trail and scent familiar territory. In the distance, a pair of tiny, grey, triangular ears pop up from the grass. Instantly, I flatten myself amongst the tall grass. I’ll play along with her game. A mysterious figure pops out and lands on my back. Small teeth lightly bite on my ears. I roll over on my back, knocking her off me gently. The young cat stumbles as I put my paw on her back. 
“I got you, Forest! You never even saw me coming! I’m too fast for you!” she laughs out.
A young grey cat that looks similar to myself sits before me. She has eyes as blue as the sky and sleek fur. Her fur is mostly grey like mine but with a mix of orange around her stomach and tail. She walks past me, swishing her bushy tail in my face.
“Yes, Dandelion. I certainly didn’t see your ears, smell your scent, or anything,” I say.
“You didn’t! That’s how I got you. I see you caught us lunch. Why rats? It’s always rats for the past few weeks now,” she says.
We walk together, getting to a stump with a dug out underground tunnel. I drop the prey next to the entrance. A huff from Mother exits the tunnel. A fire flickers in the darkness, getting closer to the exit. I walk back over to Dande, whose stomach rumbles loudly.  
“Rats are all I can manage to find lately. Everyone else is eating all the good prey. Food is food, so eat please.”
I flick my tail for Dande to start eating the prey. Mother comes out and stretches her legs. She has a grey coat of fur and green eyes. Dande likes to joke that I’m Mother’s twin. Mother has cuts on her ears from fights in her youth. They never healed quite right. A constant look of tiredness resides in her eyes.
“Hello, Son. I see you caught us another rat. Couldn’t you have caught something better?” Mother growls. 
“Sorry, Mother. It’s all I can find. You guys eat the rat. I’ll catch something for myself later,” I say.
“Did you do anything worthwhile during your time out? Something that could redeem me? You know I hate it out here. I don’t deserve to be on the banished side of The Forest.”
She nips my ear and growls. Her eyes have a pulse of fire and her tail ignites at the tip. 
“If you didn’t do anything worthwhile, I’m not afraid to ignite you as punishment. Just because we are banished, doesn’t mean our abilities go away. What good are you if you can’t help me? It’s bad enough your sister, Ditsy, doesn’t do anything. Worthless children.”
“Um. I saved a mother fox and her pups from a wolf while I was out. The wolf was trying to eat her pups, so I attacked him and he left. The mother fox is going to report it to the crows at Lake Fresh Water.”
That should be worth something. Right?
Mother lets go of my ear, letting out a loud scoff. She sits and starts to lick her paws. She bends down, taking a big bite of prey while Dande tries to eat. Dande backs off to let Mother eat. She looks back at me with her ears back, holding her little stomach.
“That may help our case. Good job, Son. You didn’t fail me today,” Mother says. 
Mother finishes most of the rat by herself. Dande picks at the remains, eating whatever scraps are left over. Mother walks back into the stump. My stomach growls as a I look at the remains of the rat. 
“Hey, Dande. I’ll try to find us something else to eat. You can come with me if you’d like. I can teach you how to stalk better so you won’t be seen,” I say. 
“No thanks. I think I’ll just stay here. Look for mice around here and hunt them myself, with no help,” she says. 
“Ok. Guess I’m going out on my own again. If you change your mind, I’ll be around. Just follow my scent if you need anything.”
I turn, making my way towards The Forest. A whimper of protest whistles behind me. Turning back, Dande’s ears are drooped. She sits before me, staring in the distance.
“Wait, Forest. Do you think saving that fox and her pups will help us become actual Forest Protectors?”
“That’s not why I did it, but I do think it will help our case. I promise I will do everything I can to keep us safe and get us into a better situation. Maybe if we get in, Mother will be nicer to us and be less angry all the time.”
Dande’s ears perk up and she scampers out of our clearing. I head out to look for more prey. The Forest is always so peaceful, at least when other animals or Mother aren’t screaming. A breeze flows through the air. A scent that’s both familiar yet foreign hits my nose. A warm feeling rushes through me and I run towards it. 
What is this scent? A fox maybe? I scan the area, at a loss for where the scent is coming from. 
Something starts rattling in the tree above. Beautiful leaves rain around me. A bushy black and grey tail with a white tip falls, followed by a sparkling set of blue eyes between the tree limbs. A grey fox with black arms and legs appears before me. Her ears and muzzle are a midnight black. Her body looks smoky, like she just put out a fire, and her fur was the result. She has a rabbit and bird in her mouth. She drops them while smiling down at me. 
“You don’t know me, but I sure know you, Forest Blue,” she says. 
“What? I don’t recognize you. How do you know me?” I say.
“Everyone knows everyone in The Forest. I am a Forest Protector after all.”
Her voice is soothing and caring, like that of a loving mother. The smoky fox leaps out of the tree. She walks around, almost engulfing me. Her tail brushes across my face. She stops, sitting in front of me. She has a red blotch over her right eye similar to mine. 
“Wow! You’re a real Protector? From the Protector Forest and all?” I ask. 
“Yep. I live across Lake Fresh Water. My job during the day is to protect the animals over on this side of The Forest. I saw what you did for that mother fox and her pups. I have to say, I’m quite impressed. Taking on such a big animal as such a little and young fella is impressive,” the fox says. 
“Are you here to take me with you for a fair trial!?”
My eyes beam with excitement. My tail flicks and flaps around like that of an excited puppy. The fox lets out a small giggle. She pats my head, calming me down a tad. 
“Hold your horses! I don’t have that kind of authority. However, the best way to get accepted as a Forest Protector under your family’s circumstance is to save a baby animal and raise it as your own. That’s the most noble thing you could do. The law states that you can leave an abandoned young one, but if you take one in, it’s yours until it becomes an adult.”
“I know. I study the laws when I’m not hunting for Mother and my little sister. I enjoy going to the Trees of Truth to study all the laws for all the Foresters. I love going to the caves and learning the history and old laws of The Forest. It’s so fascinating.”
“I know what you do.”
I sit, staring at the fox intensely. Has she been spying on me? Why would she want to keep an eye on me? How long has she been watching me? She looks at me with reassurance. 
“How do you know so much about me?”
“I knew your mother before she, ugh, got banished. Back when she was a Protector. I had just been given the privilege of becoming one when it happened. She was expecting you at the time. She didn’t actually kill anyone though. At least that’s my, um, conspiracy theory. I think your family is innocent. At the least, you little ones shouldn’t have been punished for her supposed crime.”
Innocent? My ears flick at the word. How does she know so much about us? Do they talk about our family over there? I raise my eye at her. 
“Really? Is there a way to prove it?”
“No. I did bring this prey for you and your sister. They’re saying winter is going to be rough this year, so you need to fatten up. I don’t want you to be cold or hungry.”
I eat the prey she brought. I choose the bird so Dande can have the rabbit. I look up at the fox, who is attentive while I eat. Her big, blue eyes look proud. If I wasn’t so hungry, I wouldn’t have accepted. She lays down on the ground and flips over. 
“Since I gave you a good meal, can you answer a question for me?” the fox asks. 
“Sure. I’ll see what I can do,” I say. 
“Your family is elemental, right? Like with fire? I’m a Healer. I can heal wounded creatures by just touching them, either with my paws or my nose. I’ve heard Fire Protectors can set other animals on fire by just touching them. Is that true?”
My jaw drops the prey I’m eating at the fox’s statement. Setting other animals on fire? Why would anyone ever want to do that? Is she crazy? 
“I can set a bush on fire and put it out. That’s all I’ve ever really done. I don’t know much about my abilities other than Mother threatens us with them. Wouldn’t it be a misuse of my ability if I used it against other animals? I remember a law stating if a Protector uses their abilities for evil, they could be put to death by the Elites.”
“Not under the right circumstances. Anyway. There has been a kitten in the area running around yelling for help. I’ve picked up his scent and he seems young. He’s at the South End of The Forest if you want to check it out. Meet me here tomorrow. I’ll tell the Forest Elites what you’ve done thus far and see if it’s enough.”
She goes to pounce away. Her smoky tail swishes around like the smoke that leaves a flame. She turns around to look at me again.
“I never caught your name, fox. What is it?” I yell out. 
“Grey Wilderness. See you around, Forest,” she yells back. 
She turns, disappearing back into the thick woods. I pick up the rabbit she left and head back home. A faint cry echoes through the air. I bet it’s that kitten she was talking about. 
I get back to our clearing and find Dande sitting by a tree. Her ears and head are down, looking at the dirt. She looks up at me, sadness brewing in her little eyes. I sit beside her, dropping the rabbit in front of her. 
“I couldn’t hunt a mouse by myself. What use am I?” Dande mumbles. 
“Don’t listen to what Mother has to say. She just likes to be mean. I, eh, found this rabbit. Eat it.”
“What about you? Shouldn’t you eat too?”
“I already ate. A bird and it was good. Help yourself. Let’s go to that cave you found last year. I don’t want Mother to steal the rabbit from us.”
She picks it up by its scruff and we head out. I take the lead. We pass many tall trees. Leaves rain around us as we pounce through The Forest together. As we get closer, I slow my pace down. Dande runs in front of me, beating me to the cave.
“Ha! Beat you to it!” she yells out. 
“Yeah. I totally didn’t slow down to let you win or anything,” I say. 
“You didn’t. I beat you fair and square.”
We sit down by a big black and grey cave. The entrance is large, like a giant mouth. The trees around it are as tall as the cave. I go in, Dande following in behind
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