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By Bonita Werner  

“Where the land breathes, love endures.”  
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Chapter 1 – The Whispers of Monte Highlands  
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THE MORNING SPREAD across Monte Highlands in a slow wave of colour.  

Aeloria walked the boundary line where the grass met the acacia trees, her bare feet tracing the same route her mother once took.  Every sound was sharper here: the chirr of insects, the low groan of cattle, the rustle of palms that rose from the riverbeds.  

The Highlands spoke in these sounds—soft, layered, endless.  Today, their whispers followed her.  

“Not the cattle again,” she murmured, half smiling.  

The voice of the wind slipped past her ear like a secret.  

Something moved among the trees.  A shape, tall and pale in the mist.  At first she thought it a trick of light until she saw the horns of an Ellipsiprymnus gleam between the branches.  It stood still, staring at her, the way the old ones said the river spirits watched humans who forgot their place.  

Aeloria bowed her head.  “I mean no harm,” she whispered.  

The waterbuck snorted and turned, its hooves sinking softly into the wet soil.  Then, to her wonder, it paused and looked back as if listening.  From the hollow of the mountains came an answering murmur—stones shifting under their own weight, trees creaking though no wind blew.  The earth was speaking.  

Aeloria dropped to one knee, pressing her palm into the ground.  The soil thrummed beneath her skin.  Words formed in her mind, clear as a song:  
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Guard the Highlands.  A shadow moves.  

When the pulse faded, she found herself breathing fast, eyes wet with the shock of it.  Behind her the river glimmered, wide and alive, its fish—carp and tilapia— flashing like quicksilver.  The Highlands had never lied to her.  Change truly was coming.  
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Chapter 2 – The Bark Beetle King  
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BY MID-DAY THE SUN stood like a hammer above the peaks, and the red earth shimmered.  Aeloria sought shade beneath a granite outcrop streaked with quartz.  There the whispers returned, softer, playful.  

A tiny creature crawled from a crack in the rock—a bark beetle, shell dark as onyx, wings lined with amber.  It climbed onto her boot, then her finger.  When it spoke, its voice was the tremor of stone dust.  

“You heard the mountain,” it said.  “Good.  Few still listen.”  

Aeloria blinked.  “And who are you to speak for it?”  

“I am King Motharu, ruler of what lies between root and rock.  The smallest things often carry the oldest truths.”  

She stared, half in disbelief, half in awe.  “The Bark  

Beetle King?  My grandmother told stories of you.”  

“Stories fade when hearts grow loud with fear,” the beetle said.  “But the Highlands have chosen you, daughter of the farm.  Dark ones come from beyond the ridge.  Men with iron and hunger in their eyes.”  

“The poachers,” she whispered.  

“Yes.  And not all of them are men.”  

Aeloria frowned.  “What do you mean?”  

“The skies are not loyal.  The eagles listen to other masters now.”  

The beetle spread his delicate wings, catching the sunlight like molten glass.  

“When the night calls, follow the sound of stone singing.  There you will find allies—creatures of horn and hoof who remember their oaths.”  

Then he leapt from her finger, disappearing into a crack in the rock.  The silence that followed was deep enough to hear her own heartbeat.  

Aeloria rose slowly.  In the distance, smoke curled above the far ridge.  The Highlands had given her a warning—and a mission.  
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Chapter 3 – Kael Arrives  
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BY LATE AFTERNOON A wind rose from the south, carrying dust and the scent of rain.  The horizon shimmered until a lone rider appeared, small at first and then growing clearer—a man on a grey horse moving with the tired steadiness of someone who had been travelling for days.  

Aeloria waited at the gate where the river track joined the main road.  When he stopped, she saw eyes the colour of distant thunder and a rifle slung across his back.  

“I’m looking for work,” he said.  “Name’s Kael.”  

His voice carried the rough cadence of the north, the borderlands where the desert eats the sea.  She studied him—the faded coat, the old scar running from jaw to throat, the gentleness that didn’t match the weapon.  

“The Highlands don’t welcome strangers easily,” she answered.  
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“Then maybe they’ll learn to,” he said, half smiling.  

Thunder grumbled above the ridges.  Somewhere in the veld a Struthio camelus kicked up dust, startled by lightning that never touched the ground.  The wind smelled of wet stone.  

When Aeloria opened the gate, Kael guided his horse through and the world seemed to tilt—a tiny moment, gone as quickly as it came, but something inside the mountains stirred in recognition.  
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Chapter 4 – The Speaking Trees  
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THAT NIGHT THE RAIN came in sheets, drumming against the tin roof of the farmhouse.  Kael had taken shelter in the toolshed, mending tack by lantern-light.  Aeloria couldn’t sleep; the voices of the trees called her name through the storm.  

She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and stepped outside.  The acacias bent low, leaves trembling.  “We warned you,” the wind seemed to say.  “They draw closer.”  

“Show me,” she whispered.  

Branches twisted toward the eastern slope.  Lightning flashed, revealing deep tracks in the mud—boot prints, not hooves.  Poachers, already inside the boundary.  

From the shed came the creak of a door.  Kael stepped into the rain, the lantern haloing his face.  “You shouldn’t be out here.”  

“They’re coming,” she said.  “The mountains told me.”  

He didn’t ask how she knew.  He only checked his rifle and nodded once.  “Then we watch.”  

Together they moved along the fence line.  In the flashes of light she saw the silhouettes of Gazella grazing, calm despite the thunder, as if aware that the Highlands themselves stood guard over them.  

[image: ]

When dawn came, the tracks were gone—washed away—but the unease remained.  
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Chapter 5 – When Rivers Remember  
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THE RIVER SWELLED AFTER the storm, fat with brown water and the debris of branches.  Aeloria knelt on its bank, trailing her fingers through the current.  The water pulsed warm beneath the surface.  

We carry memory, it seemed to say.  

We carry warning.  

A Gazella lowered its head to drink beside her, unafraid.  Across the water an Ellipsiprymnus stood kneedeep, horns catching the sun.  The air smelled of mud and green life.  Fish leapt in flashes—carp, tilapia, and one broad-headed catfish that broke the surface like a sigh.  

Behind her Kael approached, boots sinking in the wet sand.  “You speak to the river too?”  

“It speaks to whoever listens,” she said.  

He crouched beside her, the sleeve of his coat brushing her arm.  “Then what’s it saying?”  

“That change is near.  And that it remembers the last time men came here with guns.”  

He stared across the water, jaw tight.  “Then we prepare.”  

From the ridge came a low rumble—not thunder this time but the drumming of hooves.  A flight of giraffes— keepers of peace—crossed the skyline, their wings unfurling in slow, impossible grace before folding again as they landed beyond the river.  

Aeloria watched them in silence.  “They fly when the world is out of balance,” she whispered.  
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