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      Headmaster Neider, once leader of the Redwood Valley University, stood in the open council chamber of the Blackwing Eyrie and reconsidered the choices that had brought him here.

      In his defense, he thought, there had been a lot of achievements. He’d located the lost eyrie ruins in the bog using nothing more than ancient texts and rumor. He’d provided the information needed to get an assassin into the Crackling Sea’s throne room. Under his tutelage, Felicio had unlocked the secrets of saltpeter.

      Across the room, he spotted Bario’s bright red hues between the glacier gryphon pride leader and a small contingent of trashbirds, the two lowest castes of eyrie society. Felicio’s son was careful not to touch the trashbirds’ greasy plumage, sticking out from beneath their coverings.

      While Neider missed Felicio and had considered him a friend and confidant, he had to admit that Bario had surpassed his father. Where Felicio learned to mine saltpeter, the explosive that had ultimately been the downfall of the Redwood Valley Eyrie, Bario had discovered the alchemical formula to create his own.

      Despite what his location in court would suggest, Bario was currently in favor. His nest was situated up in the heights, near the waterfall, and he had only to ask, and anything he wished would be provided. Of course, this also made him too valuable to allow him to be captured alive.

      Several blackwing opinici followed Bario wherever he went. Their turquoise scarab brooches meant they weren’t bodyguards, they were assassins.

      And it’s the royal assassins who don’t advertise their presence that Bario really needs to worry about.

      Bario nodded to the headmaster, and Neider returned the gesture. They’d speak later, at the new flameworks construction site near Mothfeather.

      The blackwing reeve, adorned in a harness of polished jewels, sat atop a raised platform. Behind him, a wall of water trickled down a mosaic of gemstones in the shape of an opinicus. The tips of the reeve’s feathers had been painted red and orange, and they caught the light coming in from the balcony.

      The reeve stood and addressed the guards at the far end of the court. “Bring in the Reeve’s Bane.”

      Neider’s eyes got wide. Across the room, Bario shared his look. Their spies in the Redwood Valley had often spoken of Zeph Reevesbane, the gryphon who’d assassinated the Redwood Valley’s leader when she attempted to burn down the gryphon’s forest and convert it to farms. Last they’d heard, the Bane of the Red Reeve spent his days on an island south of the weald with one of Neider’s wayward apprentices, Kia, far from their reach.

      Two glacier gryphons, owl-faced, long-eared, short-tailed, and icy-furred, pulled a cart into the throne room, settling it before the throne. They bowed before the reeve, spreading their wings, and then joined their delegation by Bario.

      The royal guard, six blackwings with dark leather armor and metal talons, stared with dread. Two of the trashbirds, their oily feathers and fur covered in a cloth for the safety of others, came out and pulled down the walls of the cart, revealing a chained figure.

      The prisoner was covered in restraints, each limb secured via leather bracers and chains to a different corner of the wood. His head had a hood over it similar to the ones used on unruly goliath birds with bits of leather tied around his beak to keep him from biting.

      Neider stood taller to try and get a better look. He’d only met Zeph Reevesbane once. The gryphon had been escorting Kia through the eyrie fire to safety.

      As best Neider remembered him, he was a copper hawk of some sort. Small, unassuming—exactly the sort of creature Reeve Brevin would have hated. If there was an afterlife, she must be chafing against the veil of mortality at having been killed by so meek a gryphon.

      Where the blackwings had a single, bright spot of color on the tops of their wings, the creature on the cart appeared to have dark wings with hints of a sickly orange across its entire body. It stayed completely still while the bindings holding its delicate wings were removed. Then, with one motion, it yanked up on the chains holding its forelegs down, and the rusted metal gave with a snap.

      The royal guard spread their wings, obscuring the reeve from view, and readied their metal claws.

      The creature—no, opinicus—lifted its forelegs and, rather than attempting to untie the leather hood, tore two eye holes out with its talons. Then it snapped the straps holding its beak shut and looked around the room.

      “Reeve’s Bane,” the blackwing reeve said. The creature turned to face the eyrie ruler. “You failed to take the Crackling Sea. For that, you’ve languished in the dungeon for three years.”

      The creature’s eyes found Neider and narrowed in recognition. The headmaster remembered where he’d last seen those eyes. This was the assassin sent to the Crackling Sea. Neider had been his contact; the Reeve’s Bane had used his Redwood Valley badge to enter the eyrie and kill the blue reeve.

      The headmaster felt sick. He was too old to feel guilt over dead reeves and ranger lords. No one rose to power without becoming a target. What the blackwing opinici hadn’t told him was that the reeve’s family had also posed a threat.

      Neider had opened the eyrie door, and this monster had walked in and killed everyone related to the reeve, taking them apart and leaving them to be found as a warning to others. He’d seen the blue reeve’s stone bedroom long after the fact. The marble nest was still stained red.

      He hadn’t been alone in his nightmares after that. Concerns over seeing her family turn out the same way had weighed upon every action Reeve Brevin took.

      “I offer you a chance for redemption,” the blackwing reeve said. “A chance to fix the situation you put us in.”

      The creature, the ‘Reeve’s Bane,’ broke the cheap metal chains on its back legs and stretched its wings, losing a few feathers in the process.

      An opinicus chick dashed forwards to try to steal one of the Reeve’s Bane’s feathers, only to get tackled by a guard. The covered trashbirds came and collected the deadly plumage.

      The Reeve’s Bane spoke. His voice was eloquent, fitting of an opinicus who had once called himself reeve, and scratchy, as though he hadn’t spoken since his incarceration. “What do I get in return?”

      “Your freedom,” the blackwing opinicus said. When the Reeve’s Bane didn’t respond, he added, “You will be restored to your reeve status.”

      The Reeve’s Bane hopped down from the cart, spooking the royal guard a second time. He rose on his back paws and looked the Blackwing Eyrie reeve in the eye. “Why should I believe you?”

      “Your incarceration was put to a vote,” the reeve said. “The other reeves voted five to one to lock you up.”

      The Reeve’s Bane looked to the glacier pride leader, who nodded. Neider had a good idea who the dissenting voice had been. Among the northern eyries who had banded together to fight the Seraph King, there were two gryphon prides, though only the glacier gryphons held the powers of a reeve on the council—the power to cast a dissenting vote.

      The Blackwing Eyrie reeve pointed to the trashbird delegation. “Your eyrie has had full privileges while you were locked up. We kept our promise. If you return south and claim the Crackling Sea and Redwood Valley Eyries, you will be restored.”

      To say the pitohui—trashbird—opinici were full members of the alliance was, to Neider’s mind, misleading. They existed in the poorest neighborhoods, feeding off of the invasive, poisonous scarabs that had taken over every port city on the continent. Nobody wanted them living in the eyrie, but now that trade had spread the scarabs, nobody could afford not to have a trashbird district, either.

      The Reeve’s Bane placed a talon under his chin as though thinking. “No, you will restore my reeve status immediately. Then you will provide me with all the supplies I need to lay siege to two eyries.”

      The other reeves and the glacier pride leader nodded their assent in informal vote.

      “You are reeve once again,” the blackwing reeve said. “And I will provide you not only with supplies but with an army of our finest soldiers.”

      “I’ve seen the bravery of the other eyries,” the Reeve’s Bane reached out a talon towards one of the royal guard, who leapt back with a squawk, “and I think I’ll have to decline your offer. My own opinici and whatever blackwing forces are already there will be more than adequate.”

      The Reeve’s Bane motioned to the trashbird delegation. They came forwards and removed his chains and cloth. He stopped them from removing the leather hood. Its broken straps dangled from his head.

      The glacier pride leader stepped forwards. “Reeve Rybalt.” He used the Reeve’s Bane’s name for the first time. “You will be traveling down the mountains to reach the Redwood Valley. Allow my gryphons to escort you as scouts until you reach your destination.”

      “I’m always happy for your company,” Rybalt said. He turned and looked straight at Headmaster Neider. “I remember you from the Battle for the Crackling Sea. Is your information on the southerners as good now as it was then? Come with me to my old quarters and fill me in on what’s happened these last three years.”

      Neider stepped through the throngs to join the trashbird delegation, careful not to touch any of them. While the pitohui opinici around him stayed covered, Rybalt himself was naked. His oily feathers shone in the midday light.

      Two steps from the balcony where opinici landed and took off on their way to the throne room, Rybalt turned and looked at the blackwing reeve.

      “If you ever attempt to lock me up again, you had best sleep with an armed guard and one eye open,” he said. He met the eyes of the other reeves in the room one by one and then leapt off the balcony.
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      Headmaster Neider, scholar without a university, stood outside the bedchamber of Reeve Rybalt while a half-dozen attendants groomed him.

      When the restored reeve stepped into the main chamber, he wore none of the jewelry or ceremonial armor an opinicus of his station might wear. He didn’t even wear a harness. Instead, the opinicus-sized falconry hood was his crown, and the leather straps that once held his beak shut dangled down from it. The leather bindings on his legs remained, though no chains connected to them anymore.

      Neider looked for a place to sit but was afraid to touch any of the pillows or pelts. The turquoise shells of several scarabs littered the floor.

      The Reeve’s Bane seemed amused by Neider’s discomfort. “I wasn’t given an opportunity to tidy before I was arrested, and my nest has been locked up since I returned from the Crackling Sea so many years ago. You’ll have to stand a little longer, I’m afraid. We have one more guest coming. He’ll have brought his own cushions.”

      They waited on the landing, looking out over the Blackwing Eyrie. Built around a mountain lake, the city had once been no bigger than New Eyrie. Over time, new nests had sprung up along the river as it flowed down the mountains and into the ocean. Looking out now, there was no stretch of land Neider could see that hadn’t been developed. The land from lake to ocean had been terraced, cut into districts, converted into orchards, or turned into multi-level nests.

      The headmaster swore when a moth bit him and swatted it. Several of the winged pests swarmed around the pitohui reeve. One landed, and its sharp proboscis began to suck the trashbird’s blood. After a moment, it started to twitch. Then it fell to the ground, dead.

      Seeing the headmaster’s look of horror, Rybalt quipped, “Even in the bottom of an oubliette, there were plenty of scarabs to eat. Sometimes I think they keep a few of us locked up just so they don’t have to hire an exterminator.”

      True to Rybalt’s earlier promise, the glacier pride leader landed outside. Two of his gryphons landed a moment later with the long cushions opinici liked to rest on while they spoke.

      “Iony, it’s good to see you.” Rybalt put a talon on the gryphon’s shoulder.

      The headmaster stepped back.

      Iony laughed. “You’re giving your guest a fright, Rybalt. He thinks he just observed an assassination.”

      Rybalt withdrew his talon. “Iony’s built up an immunity to pitohui venom.”

      “Aye, my third mate was a pitohui,” Iony said. “Seemed wise to build up my resistance if we wanted to have gryphlets.”

      “Was?” Neider asked. He’d never heard of anyone developing an immunity. That might be valuable information if he found himself on the wrong side of Rybalt’s machinations.

      The gryphon nodded. “Someone new caught her eye and she moved west, if you catch my drift.”

      Neider did not. “And you kept up your immunity so you could touch your friend here?”

      “What?” Iony said. “Rybalt’s tender hugs aren’t worth that trouble. No, my fourth, fifth, and seventh mates were all trashbirds, too.”

      The headmaster often forgot about the gryphons’ strange mating habits. Gryphonology was considered beneath Redwood Valley scholarship, and the very idea was offensive to northern sensibilities.

      Rybalt laughed. “I’ve missed this. You two, grab a cushion. We’ll talk on the balcony while my kin clean out the nests.”
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      Neider filled Iony and Rybalt in on what had happened while Rybalt ate plate after plate of live scarabs. His beak was lined with the turquoise color of their shells.

      The headmaster told them what his spies and scouts had relayed, along with his own experiences. While the Blackwing Eyrie’s forces, led by Rybalt, had fought against the Crackling Sea, the kjarr gryphon pride had won a victory over the bog pride and attempted to integrate them. Though the Crackling Sea had fought off Rybalt, the fishery and granaries had been burned in the battle. When a kjarr gryphon had been caught stealing pumpkins, the Crackling Sea opinici had killed him and displayed the body as a warning.

      Unfortunately for them, the gryphon had been the son of Jun the Kjarr, and war between gryphon and opinici began anew.

      “They won by taking the children,” Neider said. “Then they cut off the gryphons’ wings and forged an army, sure you would return any day.”

      The Reeve’s Bane looked up from his meal. “Had the Seraph King not sent his fleet against my eyrie, I may have returned.”

      Iony raised an eyecrest. “Had you not been arrested for treason for taking the army with you to defend your home, you mean. That put a halt to it more than your retreat.”

      Neider looked east at the ocean. Just past his sight was the island nation where the pitohui had come from. Considering how he’d seen the trashbirds treated, he wouldn’t have trusted the other eyries to defend their home, either.

      “So the Crackling Sea has an army of wingless gryphons,” Rybalt said. “That’ll make it hard to fight inside the eyrie once they know we’re coming. What happened with the Redwood Valley opinici? Did they ever send aid?”

      Neider shook his head. “The wingtorn rebelled and overthrew the eyrie. They exist in peace now, of a sort. The leader of the reds attempted to purge the gryphons from the valley with fire, only for them to burn down her eyrie. She was killed near the Snowfeather Dam fighting against a gryphon they call the Reeve’s Bane.”

      Iony perked up. “Another Reeve’s Bane? That can’t stand. The pride of your name is at stake, friend.”

      Rybalt scratched his chin again. “Pride has cost me a lot already. So the Redwood Valley reeve is dead? What about the Crackling Sea? Did their new reeve survive the gryphon uprising?”

      “Honestly,” Neider said, “after you took apart their last reeve’s children, no one has been willing to give themselves the title. From Crestfall on south, reeves no longer exist.”

      “Who rules them?” Iony asked. “The title is a formality. Reeve, Seraph King, emperor, pride leader: they’re just a way to describe who’s in charge.”

      “The gryphons are in charge,” Neider said.

      “About time someone got the right of it,” Iony said.

      Rybalt laughed. “No. Seriously?”

      Neider nodded. “Most of the opinici live in prides now. They all report to Satra the Kjarr, who leads the wingless gryphons. It’s not too dissimilar to what the blackwings started up here: several eyries and prides working together for the protection of all.”

      Rybalt flicked an empty shell off the balcony. “I’m not sure we have the right of it. Had the Seraph King come to us first, things may have gone differently. You can’t live off the coast of the Blackwing Eyrie and not take a side. Some days, I think we’ve only postponed the inevitable.”

      Neider kept his beak shut. Things said in private had a way of becoming public. He, too, had started to wonder if he’d backed the right side in this conflict. Only the other side’s cruelty had convinced him to side with the Blackwing Eyrie. He’d hoped to persuade Reeve Brevin and the rest of his eyrie to do the same, but once Jonas arrived with his plan to burn down the forest and build farms, there was no stopping either of them.

      “Is there a forward base already?” Rybalt asked.

      Iony nodded. “Yeah, we’ve been sending excursions in for the past year, trying to get past their owls. There’s another valley north of the Redwood Valley that we’ve been using. I forget the name, but you can’t walk ten paces without stepping on the largest monitor lizards you’ve ever seen.”

      “Poisonmaw,” Neider said, remembering the maps in his office. “It was the ancestral home of the saberbeak pride before the monitors and plague killed all but one of them.”

      Rybalt rose, letting exoskeletons drop around him. His fur and feathers shone, slick with the poison he stole from the scarabs. “Opinicus pride leaders, gryphon reeves, the last saberbeak, and another Reeve’s Bane. We have a lot of targets to kill. We’d best get started.”

      “There’s one more thing.” The headmaster tossed a scroll to Rybalt. Inside was a map of the Redwood Valley Eyrie with the treasury circled. The Ashen Weald had not yet recovered Reeve Brevin’s fortunes. “Another target our blackwing allies wish us to look into. Two, really. My merchant and scholar spies found something of interest in the ruins.”

      “Oh good, more scholar books,” Iony complained. “I look forward to flying those up the longest mountain range on the continent.”

      The headmaster didn’t correct Iony as to the focus of their search. The glacier pride leader wouldn’t be any more excited about flying an eyrie’s worth of metal beads up the mountains.

      “And the other target?” Rybalt asked.

      “It could be nothing,” Neider admitted, “but someone we’d assumed long dead has reappeared among the fisherfolk.”
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      “The Reeve’s Bane has returned!” came the cry from Hatzel’s nesting grounds.

      Zeph winced a little at the epithet, but he was grateful to be home again. He’d spent all winter with the fisherfolk except for a brief visit to Snowfall for the Blue-eyed Festival. While he’d seen Xavi and Pink Paw there, Hatzel had remained absent. She’d been the one to kill Snowfall’s old leader, Vosk, and she had yet to come to terms with that.

      Kia floated down after Zeph, landing with a practiced opinicus grace. Several gryphlets and chicks, now starting to look more like fledglings, rushed over to her to show off the new fur and feather paint designs they’d come up with. She spent time with each while Zeph unpacked their harnesses.

      He chatted with the various members of his pride while he looked around. With the influx of refugees, both gryphon and opinicus, the nesting grounds had evolved from two simple caves to several buildings and the flyway, a cleared section of the upper canopy to make it easier to fly under the forest.

      After a few minutes, Xavi flew down and collected his wayward friend.

      “I hope you two don’t mind a little more flying,” he said. “Hatzel is meeting with Orlea and the old medicine gryphon north of here. She said I should bring you when you arrive.”

      Kia reattached her harness, but Zeph left his off. It had been common practice for gryphons to wear them among the fisherfolk, but he was looking forward to doing without for a while. They followed Xavi into one of the flyway paths marked with a snake.

      “How bad is it?” Kia asked while they flew. It had taken most of the winter for word of Cherine’s disappearance to reach the fisherfolk shore and even longer before they’d discovered the Ashen Weald had been the ones to take him. By the time they found out he was missing and packed to head north, things had escalated.

      “Six dead,” Xavi said. “Four gryphons and two opinici.”

      Zeph had a hard time believing it. “And you really think it was Ninox?”

      “I don’t know,” Xavi admitted, “but the Ashen Weald sure think it’s her.”

      “What does she say?” Kia asked. “Surely, she’s not mad at Hatzel or Orlea’s prides.”

      “We can’t ask her,” Xavi said. “Her whole pride just disappeared. Parrotface traders came to the camp one day, and it was just gone. Forty owl gryphons, vanished.”

      Zeph shivered. “And then the dead bodies started appearing?”

      “And then the dead bodies started appearing,” Xavi confirmed. “Always gryphons or opinici who had gone out after dark.”

      “They stole Cherine from her, and now she’s stolen the night from them.” Kia had been unaware of Cherine’s relationship with Ninox until word had come of his disappearance through Orlea, who confirmed that Cherine was the father of Ninox’s egg. Kia and Cherine’s relationship had finally seemed to be over after their last fight, but every now and then Kia got a far-off look that made Zeph wonder if she was regretting leaving for the shore.

      They reached the end of the flyway. He’d been so caught up in worrying about Cherine that he hadn’t paid any attention to where they’d been going. The path through the canopy dropped them at the Summer Falls, where Reeve Brevin had ambushed him.

      A glance confirmed Kia shared his distress. Since the night of the fire, the night he became the Reeve’s Bane, neither of them had returned here. He looked around and saw the trees where the reeve had tried to kill him, the ones he’d hidden in, and the one where he’d killed her. His scars ached and burned with the memories of her metal talons.

      Perched atop the remains of a massive peacock statue was Hatzel. He’d missed her dark plumage, saber beak, and kindness.

      “You two were running late, so we got started without you.” She motioned them over. “I’m sorry for the location. This is the one place everyone avoids.”

      Zeph and Kia settled in. Across from the alabaster-colored peacock’s head was the hood of the cobra statue that used to adorn the other side of the Snowfeather Dam. On top of it were Orlea and the lead medicine gryphon.

      It was strange for the medicine gryphon to be here. In the absence of Zrim Feathermane, she should be leading the Feathermane Pride. Instead, she’d chosen to remain neutral. Her medicine gryphons treated both the Ashen Weald and free prides alike.

      Orlea made more sense. Her opinicus pride, once a small crew of underbough survivors living in crates, had taken over the farms on the grasslands. They’d even managed to get the metalworks up and running again. While they hadn’t re-opened the mines, they were melting down scrap and turning it into tools and harness buckles. So far, none of the scrap had been used to make weapons, at least as far as he knew.

      The only free prides who were absent were the taiga pride and the Strix Pride. Snowfall was crawling with Ashen Weald preparing to escort the kjarr fledglings from the Strix Plateau to the kjarr nesting grounds through the new mountain pass, and if Xavi was to be believed, Ninox’s forty owl gryphons had all vanished.

      Orlea turned from Zeph to Kia. “With the addition of the scholar who saved the weald and the gryphon who toppled an eyrie, I declare this secret meeting of the free prides officially in session.”

      “There’s no need to be so dramatic, songbird.” The medicine gryphon’s voice was honey on bark.

      “Is it true that this is all Ninox’s doing?” Zeph asked. “Are we sure? Have any of you spoken to her?”

      “Nobody has,” Orlea said. “I sent some of Ninox’s friends up to the Owlfeather Highlands to look for her, but the caves are all empty.”

      “Owlfeather Highlands?” Zeph asked.

      “We, that’s Younce and I,” Orlea amended, “gave the old Snowfeather nesting grounds to Ninox. That’s why she visited me the last time. She was planning on setting up nests there before her egg hatched.”

      The old medicine gryphon had remained silent on whether or not she’d talked to Ninox, a fact Zeph hadn’t missed. If any of Ninox’s pride had come in as patients, he didn’t know if the medicine gryphons would admit it. There was a level of privacy to their dealings that the other prides respected. With two dead opinici, however, Grenkin and Orlea may not feel the same way about gryphon decorum.

      “Just how attached was Ninox to Cherine?” Kia asked. “Was he a member of her pride?”

      “Who knows?” Orlea shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “Well, gryphons don’t take permanent mates, right?” Kia prompted. “So he wasn’t reeve-consort of the Strix Pride. Was he even a member? I’m trying to figure out if this is Ninox upset over a friend, Ninox upset over a lover, or Ninox upset over having a pride member kidnapped.”

      “Or not Ninox at all,” Zeph added.

      “She was always private,” Orlea said. “I know Cherine was teaching her how to read. I know they searched the mountains together and found several mass graves.”

      “What?” Kia asked. “What was that last part?”

      “I forget you two spent the winter on the shore,” Hatzel said. “The Ashen Weald attack that captured Cherine, as best we can tell from our spies—”

      “That’s Biski,” the old medicine gryphon whispered.

      “—As best we can tell from Biski,” Hatzel corrected, “the kidnapping took place at a hidden workshop along the mountain pass. Supposedly, it had been owned by Mally the Nighthaunt. When they searched for more information, they found maybe two hundred skeletons, all opinicus mothers or chicks.”

      Kia had been pacing. She sat down. “I remember her bringing Mally’s book to us. That was the last time I saw either of them. I just thought it was part of Neider’s library that survived the fire. I didn’t think… two hundred? There were two hundred dead opinici in the Owlfeather Highlands no one knew about?”

      “Maybe…maybe the recent deaths are Mally the Nighthaunt, too?” Xavi suggested. “With the fire and Ashen Weald, a lot has been going on. There are still a lot of gryphons and opinici who went missing the night the Redwood Valley Eyrie burnt down.”

      “We’d know if he was out there,” Orlea said. “You can’t just hide a force large enough to do that kind of kidnapping and murder right next door.”

      Hatzel tilted her head to the side. The jagged, saber-toothed edges of her beak caught the light. “If Ninox is any indication, apparently you can.”

      Orlea laughed. It was a short, nervous exclamation. “I stand corrected. Okay, let’s say this is Ninox. What do we do? How do we stop her from killing more gryphons and opinici?”

      “We rescue Cherine,” Kia said. “If she’s going to keep killing until she gets him back, well, that’s our solution.”

      “Great,” the old medicine gryphon said. “How do we do that? Nobody knows where he is.”

      “If he’s at the kjarr nesting grounds, we’ll never get him out,” Xavi said.

      “I don’t think he’s there,” the old medicine gryphon said.

      “Your spy?” Hatzel asked.

      “Our Biski,” the medicine gryphon confirmed. “The island fortress is clear, too. It’s crawling with my gryphons. There’s no room there, either. Some of the Ashen Weald are nervous about Cherine’s disappearance. Since the fantails are living with the kjarr gryphons until the weald regrows, they wouldn’t want to risk being seen bringing prisoners back and forth.”

      “What about the Crackling Sea Eyrie?” Orlea asked. “It’s huge. It held hundreds of wingtorn in the lower levels. It has at least one secret passage.”

      “Makes sense,” Hatzel said. “But how do we confirm it? And if it’s true, how do we get him out of there?”

      “We know some Crackling Sea opinici,” Kia said. “Tresh or Quess might be able to get a favor out of them.”

      “I guess it’s back to the shore for us,” Zeph said.

      The opinicus pride leader seemed to be thinking. She looked up. “Oh, Naya is staying with me. We get regular goliath bird caravans from the shore now that there’s a small bridge. You can send word with her.”

      Hatzel had noticed Orlea’s fur-gathering. “What’s on your mind? This is a long shot. If you have a better plan, I’d like to hear it.”

      Orlea chewed a talon. “Okay, it’s just…what if we force the Ashen Weald to hand over Cherine?”

      “They’re not admitting they have him,” the old medicine gryphon said. “What are you going to do, kidnap Satra and hold her ransom?”

      “No, of course not,” Orlea said. “It was a silly idea. We’ll see what your fisherfolk friends say.”

      Something was still wrong with Orlea, however. Zeph could see it in the way she held herself and the swishing of her tailfeathers. Whatever her plan was to convince the Ashen Weald to turn over Cherine, she might go ahead with it on her own.

      “When do you want to meet again?” Hatzel asked.

      “Ten days?” Orlea suggested. “I don’t know how long it’ll take to persuade the fisherfolk.”

      “Just send a messenger,” Hatzel said. “The rest of us are all at my nesting grounds.”

      The old medicine gryphon stood up and stretched her wings. Zeph couldn’t remember ever having seen her fly before. She just seemed to appear wherever she was needed.

      “I’m heading to the kjarr,” she said. “I thought my absence would make some of the Ashen Weald reconsider how they treat the independent prides, and maybe it did. But the young feathermanes aren’t looking for some elderly gryphon who can’t see to lead them. They’re looking for another Zrim Feathermane, and they’re starting to wonder if Merin is that gryphon.”

      Zeph frowned. He thought he’d been doing the right thing by aiding the fisherfolk. Helping them rebuild had let them trade fish that kept everyone fed. But over the winter, a lot had happened in his absence. He was starting to regret his decision to stay away.

      He and Kia followed Orlea back to her nesting grounds so they could get word to the fisherfolk. With any luck, one of the Crackling Sea rangers hiding on Luminaire could be persuaded to return home and search for Cherine.
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      “This place is a trash heap,” Foultner kicked over a crate of makeshift nesting materials. “You should come live with me in the kjarr.”

      Henders looked up from his morning grooming. “Are you saying we should move in together? Do you want to share nests?”

      “I mean, I guess,” Foultner mumbled. That wasn’t what she’d meant, but it had been awhile, and it made sense. She’d never expected things to last with Henders, but he’d grown on her the past few months. He was always happy, and it was a nice counterbalance to her poacher pessimism.

      She’d been feeling a little lost this winter. Following Satra around and playing bodyguard wasn’t the same rush as back when Foultner helped topple waystations and eyries. She was having a hard time feeling like her work here was valued. She thought having a nest of her own and food to eat would make her happy, but instead, she felt adrift and without value.

      “I just don’t want to fly out to New Eyrie to see you,” she said. “This whole place should be melted down for scrap. And the smell is terrible, worse than the underbough used to be.”

      “Aw, I don’t need any more convincing,” Henders said. “I’d be happy to move in with you.”

      “I think someone put your egg in the nest upside-down,” she grumbled, but she was inwardly pleased. It might be nice to have someone to come home to.

      Henders slicked down his head feathers. “Are you sure it’s okay? I know the reds are still less than welcome in the Ashen Weald.”

      “Hey, the Ashen Weald would be nothing without me. Who’s going to tell me no?” She was about to suggest they pack up his things and then throw them out when she heard a commotion from outside.

      In her experience, commotions were never a good thing, especially among the poor. Maybe the northern quarter had commotions to celebrate a crate of fish arriving. As an underbough opinicus, commotion had meant the Reeve’s Guard going through her home and breaking things under the pretense of looking for red fern.

      She reached for her black harness but stopped herself. Right now, with her generic nest sparrow markings, she was essentially invisible among the New Eyrie refugees. If she walked out there wearing fancy armor and talons, she’d become something else.

      She grabbed her old poacher harness instead and told Henders to stay put. She squinted at the bright sunlight. A crowd was gathering inside the walls of New Eyrie. Despite his small salary as a ranch hand, Henders couldn’t afford to be within the gates, so his tent and nest were along the shore to the north.

      Foultner flew atop the walls and looked down at the gathering opinici. They were in a half-circle around something metallic and shiny. She flew down and perched atop the burned-out husk of Impir’s old workshop so she could get a better look.

      The shiny thing was an opinicus.

      She blinked a few times. An opinicus in metal armor. That much metal wasn’t a show of power. Well, it was a show of power, but more than that, it was a show of wealth. What he was wearing was worth more than all the beads Foultner had accumulated in her entire life.

      The rich opinicus was surrounded by ten others. They all had thin metal breastplates, the type you could probably still wear while flying. They were all white with black circles around their eyes. One of them had the tips of his feathers painted gold.

      Goldfeather’s voice was soft, but he projected well, and it reached her even atop the workshop. It was a nice trick.

      Foultner only half-listened to his words, however. She watched the way he spoke and the way the New Eyrie refugees reacted to him. The poor and distraught listened to his kind words of hope, but they looked at his metal-wrapped friend and remembered who they had once been.

      While the underbough had joined Orlea’s pride, those who remained at New Eyrie had once been merchants, skilled laborers, nobility, or the idle rich. They ate squirrel and snake meat now, but they remembered what it was like to dine on parrot and ocean fish. In the metallic armor, they saw the reflections of what it had been like to live in indulgence.

      Henders settled down next to her. He’d never been good at following directions.

      “I don’t recognize their eyrie badges. Do you?” Foultner asked. “Did anyone like that ever visit Reeve Brevin?”

      Henders shifted nervously. “No, the only eyries that ever came to the Redwood Valley were the Crackling Sea and Crestfall. And even then, Crestfall only sent a trade delegation every other year.”

      She didn’t ask if they were from Crestfall. The color Crestfall pink came from the shade of its flamingo-like inhabitants.

      She narrowed her eyes to get a look at their eyrie badges. They seemed to have an opinicus head with a spiky crown. She turned to ask Henders a question, but he didn’t make eye contact with her.

      She grabbed his head and looked right at him. “What are you hiding?”

      “We’re not supposed to talk about what we saw in the bog,” he said. “Merin and Blinky forbid it.”

      “Yes, you’re absolutely correct.” Foultner thought this over. “No one except Satra, Merin, Blinky, or me should be told any details that haven’t been approved.”

      She removed one of the boards blocking the way into Impir’s workshop. Opinici were a suspicious lot, and it was the only building no one had turned into housing.

      She pulled Henders into the hole. “Come on in. We can discuss it privately in here.”

      “Erlock had a badge like that, before she disappeared into the jungle.” He’d been very quick to accept Foultner’s ruse. “It said Piprik on it.”

      “Yes, of course. That’s what I expected.” Then, after a moment, she added, “Who was Piprik again?”

      “He’s the fisherfolk who helped cure the starlings,” Henders said. “He was white with dark eyes like the opinici outside.”

      “I see.” She climbed out of the musty workshop and onto its roof. She hadn’t paid much attention to a medicine opinicus from a backwater fisherfolk town. She knew they’d sent someone, knew he’d returned home after the expedition left, but didn’t know anything else about him.

      Getting information on the fisherfolk wouldn’t be easy. The rangers who’d served under Ellore had all claimed sanctuary the moment they hit Sandpiper’s Dune. With news of the parasite having spread after the fiasco at New Eyrie, they were worried about being tried for war crimes.

      Rightfully worried, considering how many scholars and opinici of questionable loyalties Merin had rounded up. Foultner reached for the metal talons on her bracers and realized she’d left them back at Henders’s tent.

      “Hey, at least they’re not blackwings, right?” he asked. “Maybe they’re friends.”

      The Reeve’s Guard and military often said that the enemy of their enemy was their friend. Foultner, however, was a poacher and knew it was entirely possible to have the entire world against you, no matter their interpersonal problems with each other.

      The opinicus with the gold-tipped feathers pulled out a horn and blew it, startling Foultner out of her mental fur-gathering.

      A flight of silver opinici appeared from the north carrying boxes, and she reached again for the talons she’d left by Henders’s nest. These weren’t crates of saltpeter, however. They were of something even more dangerous. They were full of food and clean water. Not just food. This was salted, market-quality food.

      The opinicus who was more metal than feathers started handing out fresh harnesses, complete with an opinicus wearing a crown on the badge.

      “Fluff,” she swore, mindful of Henders’s sensitive hearing. “Grab whatever you can’t live without from your tent. We’re going to the kjarr nesting grounds. When we get there, head straight to my nest.”

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      First, she was going to get her armor and talons. But after that, “Someone needs to tell Satra another eyrie is encroaching on our territory.”

      The silver opinicus who’d brought the food was staring at Henders’s Reeve’s Guard harness. Foultner pulled him back behind the workshop, and they slipped through the crowd and back to his nest.
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      Foultner and Henders flew east, passing over the Clover Ranch. Habit kept them both over the stretch of sawgrass between the Crackling Sea and the bog. While Urious and Soft Paws had led intensive efforts to keep the northern bog free of starlings, the bog blossoms had only just started blooming, and it would be a while before enough paste had been made to let them clear the entire swamp.

      The opinicus couple had just reached the Crackling Sea Eyrie and were about to turn south when Foultner caught sight of several owl gryphons in harnesses coming from the direction of the goliath bird pass. To avoid confusion with Ninox’s pride, all of the owl gryphons who had joined the Ashen Weald were required to wear something to show their affiliation.

      “Go on without me,” she told Henders. “I need to see what’s going on.”

      She hadn’t needed to say anything, as he was already flying to catch up to the owls. He struck up a conversation while Foultner looked at the direction they were heading. A few fantails were posted on top of the trees. She sighed, then headed in that direction, landed, and looked around.

      Feathermanes formed a perimeter on the ground around two more dead bodies. Merin was asking questions of Blinky, curled up in a napping pose, who gave one word answers without opening her eyes.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Merin said. After the Battle for New Eyrie, he’d had gone back into the grasslands and retrieved the bracelets worn by the opinicus commander. It was strange seeing jewelry on a gryphon. Somewhere, he’d picked up an extra bracelet he wore around his tail.

      “I was at New Eyrie visiting a friend.” Foultner had spent so much time around Satra that she’d built up a camaraderie with Merin by association. “How many are we up to now?”

      “Ten.” Blinky kept her eyes closed. Her nares opened the tiniest bit. “Tell Henders hello from me.”

      Foultner stood over the dead bodies. They were both blue heron opinici.

      “Grenkin isn’t going to like this.” She pointed at the feathermanes guarding the crime scene. “Abyssal eels, Merin, you couldn’t find one opinicus to come down here? You know how this looks.”

      “I sent for you, but you were off with Henders,” Merin chided.

      She’d become their go-to opinicus when they didn’t want things to look too gryphonic. While the gryphons seemed to think it worked to assuage the fears of the Crackling Sea, she wasn’t so sure. Word was starting to spread that she’d been the spy who’d infiltrated several eyries and a waystation to free the wingtorn.

      Well, it’s too late now. She turned her attention to the victims. One had been cut down pretty quickly. It looked like the other murders. The other, however, didn’t have a scratch on her.

      “Was this Ninox?” Foultner asked Blinky. “How’d she kill this one?”

      “Perhaps the opinicus’s heart gave out,” Blinky said. “You should have a medicine gryphon look at her.”

      “Don’t fool yourself,” Merin said. “The medicine gryphons aren’t neutral in this. By refusing to join the Ashen Weald, they’re basically working for Ninox.”

      “We’ll find one we can trust,” Foultner said. “In the meantime, are we sure this even is Ninox? This is pretty far from her hunting grounds.”

      Blinky opened her eyes. She yawned and stood up, padding over to sniff the dead bodies. “I do not know.”

      “Scratch marks, killed at night, left for us to find,” Merin listed off the facts. “Sounds like an owl gryphon to me.”

      “Yes,” Blinky said. “But would Ninox want it to look like an owl gryphon? She might hide the kill.”

      “So if it looks like an owl, it’s not an owl, unless that’s what an owl would want us to think,” Foultner said. “I’m glad you woke up from your nap to tell us that. What about this one?”

      Blinky sniffed the other dead body without any scratches. She shrugged. “Who can know such things?”

      “We should bring back the rest of your kin and have them inspect the bodies,” Merin said. “Maybe they’ll find something you missed.”

      Blinky stood on her back legs to look him in the eye. With the scars across her face, she could look frightening when she wasn’t napping. “If there is something in the night that is killing gryphons and opinici, you would do better to let us sleep during the day so we may protect the kjarr nesting grounds.”

      Foultner reached reflexively for her metal talons, the same weapon that had inflicted the wounds on Blinky when worn by their previous owner. She didn’t want to break up a fight between Merin and Blinky. That seemed like a good way to lose a limb. But dragging Blinky to the goliath bird pass during daylight hours wasn’t a good way for Merin to make friends. Unlike Satra and Foultner, Blinky had not come to think of him fondly.

      “Fine,” Merin said. “You’re right. Thank you for coming out here. In the future, we’ll ask you to take a look at night. I appreciate your protection.”

      Blinky remained tall for another thirty heartbeats, then lowered herself to all fours and curled back up, putting her paws over her beak.

      “There’s another possibility,” Foultner said. She’d just remembered why she was on her way back to the kjarr and not spending her day off raiding the snacks Henders hid under his nest. “We’ve got company at New Eyrie. I was on my way to tell Satra. Perhaps you’d both like to join me?”
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      “A new eyrie?” Satra asked. “If only we knew who they were. It would be great to have a scholar to ask. Unfortunately, all of ours have been locked up.”

      “Mally the Nighthaunt. Impir the Mad. Bario the Phoenix. Headmaster Neider. Cherine the Calculator.” Merin didn’t back down. “Any of the scholars from the university could be working for their old mentors. As we clear them of wrongdoing, we’ll start releasing the innocent ones. Until then, I’m not willing to take any risks with your life. All that’s needed to render the Ashen Weald leaderless is one opinicus with enough saltpeter to level this building.”

      He wasn’t entirely wrong, which annoyed Satra. She’d let Bario live, and he killed an island’s worth of opinici in his escape. That was on her. And the Ashen Weald had lost a lot of leadership in the struggles of the past year, both the dead like Zrim or missing like Erlock Chartail. One crate of saltpeter in the council chamber and the Ashen Weald might not be able to function.

      Satra sighed. She was under a lot of pressure to get the kjarr fledglings returned home. If politics weren’t part of the problem, she’d wait until Ninox was done killing. Satra didn’t think the owl gryphon would harm children, but she hadn’t expected Ninox to vanish, either.

      Satra looked out at her council. Without Zrim and Erlock, she was sorely lacking in allies who would back her without question. The old medicine gryphon had arrived midday to take her place as acting head of the Feathermane Pride. The parrotface elder, after a scrap with Merin’s clueless children, had come to make sure her voice was heard. Strix’s sons often attended meetings but rarely spoke. She’d come to think of them as fancy clay jars she cycled through on a weekly basis.

      She couldn’t afford to antagonize Merin. Not if she wanted the council to help her. Not if she wanted it to mean something. Without him, Ranger Lord Grenkin was her closest ally.

      “Are we making a problem out of nothing?” The ranger lord cleared his throat. “The New Eyrie refugees have been impossible to help. They refuse to work, refuse to organize, refuse to elect leaders. Why not let another eyrie take them off our talons?”

      “If we can get them off their lazy tailfeathers, it would be nice to get a metalworks up and running,” Foultner said. “As long as Orlea has scrap to repurpose, she’s been luring skilled craftsopinici back to the Redwood Valley.”

      Satra snorted. “Short of opening trade with Crestfall or taking the ones in the Redwood Valley, I don’t see how we’re going to get a metalworks or flameworks of our own.”

      Luckily, Orlea hadn’t laid claim to the remains of the eyrie itself. The old Redwood Valley Eyrie’s treasury had disappeared beneath the rubble. It would do a lot to re-open trade if the Ashen Weald could quietly remove it from the ruins before any of the independent prides located it.

      “What about Crestfall?” the parrotface elder spoke up. “What’s happened there?”

      “We don’t know,” Grenkin admitted. “The reeve’s pet has migrated to the northern edge of the sea. We can’t get close.”

      “Migrated?” Foultner asked. “I thought it stayed around here. Why would it head north?”

      “It, ah, likes to eat opinici,” Grenkin explained. “If it’s gone north, there are probably dead opinici along the northern shore.”

      “It’s a whale,” the parrotface said. “Just go over it.”

      “It’s taken to spitting a jet of water at anything that flies near it,” Grenkin said.

      “It does what?” Foultner laughed. No one else joined in. “Is someone teaching it tricks?”

      Satra’s tail twitched back and forth. “I don’t want to deal with another eyrie making a move while we’re waiting for the blackwings, but it would be nice to have an ally. You’re sure you’ve never seen white opinici with dark eyes, Ranger Lord? They never came to trade?”

      Grenkin shook his head. “No, not as such. The one carrying the supplies that Foultner described as a copper hawk except silver, maybe. There was a small eyrie along the argent reaches. Every now and then, they’d send their fastest flyers across the desert to trade with Crestfall and us for medicine. They never had much of value.”

      Foultner walked to the map on the wall. It had come from the Crackling Sea library. She traced a talon from New Eyrie all the way southeast past the taiga and weald to Swan’s Rest. “Henders says the medicine opinicus the fisherfolk sent to help with the starlings was white with dark circles around his eyes.”

      “Is there a subtle way we could go down there and question him about where he came from?” the parrotface asked. “Or is that some fisherfolk taboo?”

      “It is that,” Merin said. “But also, the fisherfolk are going to assume anyone you send down there is part of a ruse to arrest Bruen and the rest of Ellore’s rangers.”

      Satra ran a paw through her crest and smoothed down an ear tuft. Ellore was still a wanted criminal, and her rangers had wisely chosen not to return to the Crackling Sea after being rescued by Urious’s expedition. So long as they were on the shore, Orlea’s pride served as a trade mediator between the Ashen Weald and the fisherfolk.

      A quiet voice spoke up. In the low light, her feathers and fur faded into the walls, and her bog blossom blue skull and skeletal patterns stood out. “There is an easy way around that.”

      “What’s that, Soft Paws?” Satra tried to encourage their newest member. While she knew where the parrotface elder and old feathermane medicine gryphon stood, the new bog pride leader was a mystery to everyone.

      Urious had returned from the bog with stories of mummies, starlings, and giant turtles. But he’d also returned with a collection of young gryphons painted with skulls and flowers who petitioned to join the Ashen Weald as the bog pride.

      Satra had granted their wish, and they’d set up a new nesting grounds along the southeastern mangrove coast with Soft Paws as their leader. All of the young, winged bog witches had joined, but there were still bog wingtorn and crones who held a grudge. After the Heart of the Bog had been flooded—by both water and starlings—they’d disappeared. Satra still hoped to reach a peace with them, someday, but she knew their wounds ran deep.

      “Send Ranger Lord Grenkin,” the witch recommended. “Have him absolve the rangers of all crimes. Have him honor them for their sacrifice. Have him apologize for not going down there sooner.”

      Grenkin and Merin shared a look that Satra knew too well. More than anyone else, those two had been the slowest to forgive anyone who had acted without honor during the war.

      “Hmm,” Grenkin said. “You’re right. I hadn’t considered forgiveness and contrition as options.”

      “What do we know about the rangers who refused to come home?” Foultner asked. “Has anyone talked to their friends and family?”

      “As best as the inquisitors have found,” Merin said, “it’s unclear if they knew what the parasite did.”

      Soft Paws stood. Her paint caught the light. “The bog witches held them for months. They seemed as confused by the parasite as the other prisoners.”

      Satra studied the young gryphon. She’d spent hours asking questions about the bog pride and their leader. Part of her refused to believe that her sister, Vitra, had led a rebellion. Only Urious bringing back some of her wing feathers had convinced Satra it was true.

      Grenkin stood to leave. “Then it looks like I should gather my rangers and fly south.”

      “No,” Soft Paws said. “You will go alone, unarmed. You will come with me to Bogwash, and we will take a raft to Sandpiper’s Dune. This is an apology, not a show of force.”

      Grenkin bowed his long, heron-like neck, and Satra had to smile. While she’d have preferred that Urious or Thenca take over the bog pride’s leadership, she was starting to like Soft Paws.

      “While you two do that, let’s talk about the new curfews,” Satra said. “I don’t want anyone flying after dark until Ninox is found.”

      While Grenkin and Soft Paws left, Satra let Foultner talk about the restrictions. Every time another dead body turned up, the chance that their conflict with Ninox would end peacefully diminished, even if Cherine were found innocent at trial. And, based on the delays, Merin was gathering enough evidence to make certain that Cherine would not be found innocent.

      Thinking of the prisoners gave her another idea of someone who might be willing to tell her about their new white eyrie visitors.
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      After the meeting, Satra caught up to Merin outside and they walked through the kjarr nesting grounds. “I’d like to visit the prisoners.”

      “It’s not safe for you to be there.” His eyes showed concern. “But if you’re sure, I’ll take you.”

      “Thank you,” she said. Proper protocol would have the prisoners brought to her, but part of having a hidden prison was limiting travel to and from it. “It’s a long shot, but I might be able to find out something about our New Eyrie guests.”

      Merin’s tail swayed back and forth, its metal band catching the light. While he’d gathered four bracelets himself from the New Eyrie commander, she’d been the one to find a fifth matching band. It had been her Blue-eyed Festival gift to him.

      “Cherine was a food scholar. I don’t think he knows anything,” Merin said. “And nobody has gotten a word out of the blackwing.”

      “Actually, it’s the headmaster’s pet I’m most interested in,” Satra said.

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” he laughed. “You’re pretty smart. It’s no wonder you’re the head of the Ashen Weald.”

      She thought back to the night of the fire. “Did you think this is how things would end up? Back when you showed up in the northern quarter looking for me.”

      They crossed the bridge. This was a wingtorn city now, and while there were no restrictions on flight like there were on staying out after dark, most winged gryphons walked within the city out of respect.

      “In a way, it is,” Merin admitted. “Prides working together, hunting grounds expanded. Cooperation and a better life are what I imagined. In other ways, not so much. I thought Zrim and Erlock would be here to share in it.”

      “No one could have predicted the starlings.” Satra didn’t know if that was true. Vitra and Jun may have known. No one had expected Satra to become Kjarr, so she hadn’t been taught about their iridescent green neighbors to the west. “Nor the Crackling Sea surrendering.”

      Merin laughed again. “I remember the expression on your face when it happened. I guess you didn’t plan for everything.”

      She shook her head. “Not the opinici being our allies. I’m glad they are, don’t misunderstand me, but I don’t think that would have happened if my father had survived.”

      Merin made his way up the Kjarr River towards the start of the rapids. “I’ve come to think of Grenkin and Foultner as friends. When you take an opinicus out of an eyrie, they’re not so different from us. When you put a reeve in charge of them, something changes.”

      She’d had this conversation with Merin several times over the winter. With the war and everything else, neither of them had taken a mate for the season. Not that Satra ever planned to, but it was unusual for Merin. Maybe he’d decided he had enough children. Hopefully he wasn’t holding a rushlight for her. Her interest in male gryphons or having children was nonexistent.

      The harpy eagle gryphon clicked the metal bracelet on his tail against a rock to get her attention. “Need anything before we go?”

      She looked down at the river that split her nesting grounds in two. From up here, the wingtorn looked small, but they also looked free.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “We’ll be back tonight?”

      “Depends on how fast you talk,” he said. “If it looks like we won’t make it back before dark, you can stay in the weald. Askel and Triddle’s nests are empty while they help with the path.”
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