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      “But the aneda forest is cold!” Satra whined. Her adult feathers felt bulky, her paws were too big, and she didn’t want to have to go all the way across the nesting grounds just to hunt every day.

      Thenca sighed. “You’re not a gryphlet anymore, little flamecrest. You’re not even a fledgling. You have to earn your place. Otherwise, they’ll cast you out, and you’ll have to go live with the fisherfolk.”

      Satra countered Thenca’s sigh with her own exasperated exhalation. “Fisherfolk aren’t real. You made me fly down to the mangroves, remember? There were no gryphons there, just crabs and manatees.”

      Thenca massaged her head the way she did whenever Satra was acting unreasonable. “The aneda forests aren’t so bad. I hunt in the ones north of the river. They can be a lot of fun.”

      Satra wasn’t convinced. “They’re easy for you because you have big wings and a bushy tail, so you can stay warm.”

      Thenca flapped her wings loudly and made a bird sound to make Satra laugh. “Come along. I’ll use my giant thunderbird wings to fly down with you and help you get started. Then I’ll pick you up when it’s time to come home. Sound good?”

      Satra managed one last sigh, then a laugh. “Okay, let’s do it!”
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      Despite Thenca’s promise of fun, Satra was soon cold, wet, and hungry. Her only consolation was that the black flies were leaving her alone. Unfortunately, so were the swamp grouse, frogs, and everything else big enough for her to eat.

      She sat down along the edge of a large, frozen lake and began to push snow into a pile with her paws. Someday, she’d be a great hunter. Not just a great hunter, she’d be the best hunter—and flyer, too. Today, however, she was Jun the Kjarr’s daughter, and they weren’t going to let her go hungry if she came back empty-beaked.

      She started compacting the snow into a snow-gryphon. She got the outline right, but it was hard to make feathers with snow, so she went to fetch some aneda branches for the wings. She peeled off some bark for the beak and was feeling pretty good about her first snow-gryphon efforts when she accidentally stepped on the tail.

      “Oh, well, I guess you can be Urious and not Thenca,” she said to her masterpiece.

      Satra had just finished finding two seed cones for the eyes when she heard a ribbit behind her. She dropped down low and stalked to the edge of the frozen lake. Twenty feet away, a frog the size of her face hopped across the ice.

      She didn’t know why this particular frog had defrosted so early into the season, but it was big enough to eat. Sure, her sister would laugh at Satra if she only came back with a frog, but Vitra was always looking for reasons to pick on her younger sibling. It would be a lot easier to endure the teasing with a full stomach.

      Satra tried her best to stay calm, but her tail twitched back and forth at the thought of eating such a large frog. Just when she was certain the shaking would catch the attention of her prey, she leapt onto the ice.

      Her pounce caught the frog, but she forgot to extend her claws, and it slipped through her paws and hopped away. Meanwhile, Satra was slipping and spinning. She didn’t seem to be slowing at all, and she let out a yowl.

      When her scrabbling claws finally stopped her spin, she was fifty feet from the shore. She was grateful she hadn’t caught anything to eat this morning because she’d have thrown it up. She carefully lifted herself off her stomach and onto her paws. She pushed off to fly back to shore, but her legs splayed out in all directions, and she fell on her face.

      From the shore, she heard someone giggle.

      “Who’s there?” Satra squeaked. “I am Satra, Daughter of the Kjarr, and I won’t be laughed at!”

      The snowbank seemed to crawl onto the ice. Satra wiped at her eyes, then realized it wasn’t snow, it was a taiga gryphon. The bright blue eyes gave her away.

      The stranger walked across the frozen lake as though it were solid rock, and for a moment, Satra thought she might be seeing a bog witch.

      But no, this was definitely a taiga gryphon. She wandered right up to Satra and touched the tip of Satra’s beak with her paw. “Hello there, Satra, Daughter of the Kjarr. You seem to have a bit of a problem.”

      “Who are you?” Satra demanded. She’d never met a taiga gryphon before. She’d never met any gryphon outside of her pride before except for the bog gryphons, and they didn’t count.

      “Mignet of Snowfall,” the stranger said with a bow and spread wings. Her front half resembled a gyrfalcon, all white with black bars, and her back half had thick white fur and pretty black rosettes. She had on a sea-leather harness and a silver bracelet. No kjarr gryphons wore harnesses or jewelry, though some of the bog gryphons used feather paint.

      Satra tried to stand up and return the bow but ended up falling back on her stomach, eliciting another giggle from her companion.

      “What type of gryphon are you?” Mignet extended a claw and used it to pull up Satra’s crest. She put her face right up next to the golden feathers and peered at them. The rest of Satra’s plumage, unlike Mignet’s, was a mixture of dull browns and greys.

      Satra managed to get herself back in a standing position. It required four paws and her tail on the ground. “I’m a kjarr gryphon. Hence, being daughter of the Kjarr.”

      “Oh, well then,” the stranger said. “Then I guess I’m Mignet, Daughter of the Snowfall.”

      Satra wasn’t sure if Mignet was teasing her or if her father was the taiga pride leader. Satra had heard Urious talk about him in the past: he was one of the three plagueborn, gryphons who had survived the monitor plague that had killed every other child of their hatch year. It was said they had a special immunity to the affliction.

      “No, ‘kjarr’ is a place and a title,” Satra tried to explain. “The kjarr is the aneda forests and river here. But it’s also the name of my father, Jun the Kjarr, who rules it.”

      Mignet walked around to Satra’s back and was poking her tail to see if it made her fall. “Sounds complicated. Why not just say pride leader?”

      “Because the leader of the kjarr pride makes a promise to—” Satra began, but Mignet gave her a push, and she was back to sliding towards shore.

      Satra stiffened her legs and tail and managed not to fall this time, though she was afraid to start walking.

      Mignet flew over and landed next to her. “Well, we’re a little closer. We’ll figure this out, Daughter of the Kjarr, and get you back home in no time.”

      Satra bristled. “This is my home. Wherever there are aneda forests is kjarr pride territory.”

      Mignet laughed. “Wherever there are mountains is taiga territory.”

      They both looked around. They were in the mountains but at a low enough altitude that the aneda trees were still growing.

      “I guess it’s both of ours?” Satra offered. She didn’t want to offend her only hope at getting back to solid ground. She had visions of Thenca coming to the frozen lake and finding Satra still stuck here.

      Mignet circled around behind Satra, reared up on her back legs to look as tall as possible. Her wings flared in a halo behind her, and she adopted a storyteller’s tone. “We shall rule it together, the Daughters of the Kjarr and Snowfall!”

      Then she placed her front paws on Satra’s hindquarters, and in addition to running behind her with her back paws, which somehow had traction, she beat her wings to build speed. Satra began to slide, and Mignet steered her. They were nearly to the shore when suddenly Mignet turned them back towards the center of the lake and gained momentum.

      “What are you doing?!” Satra cried.

      “Having fun!” Mignet shouted back. “Here, put your wings out. It’ll be just like flying.”

      Mignet hopped on top of Satra and wrapped her front paws around the kjarr gryphon. They were moving pretty fast now, but Mignet shouted at Satra to open her right wing, and they turned back towards shore.

      Just when things slowed down, Mignet put her back paws on the ground and started pushing again to build up momentum. “To the far shore! We shall be fisherfolk together, conquering the frozen seas!”

      Satra used her wings to turn them back towards the ice, closed her eyes, decided that just made it worse, and opened them again. This time, Mignet held their wings closed, and the speed didn’t let up.

      “How are you steering?” Satra shouted.

      “Tailfeathers!” Mignet’s feathered tail, a rarity for a gryphon, shifted back and forth, keeping them on course.

      “We’re going too fast!” Satra tried to open her wings to slow down, but Mignet’s wings kept hers pinned against her body.

      “We’ve got this,” Mignet said. “Hold steady, Fisherfolk Satra, and trust the tailfeathers.”

      As the far shore loomed closer and closer, Satra began to panic. She tried to crouch down to slow herself, but that just put her passenger off balance. Soon, they were both tumbling and sliding. It turned out that while Mignet’s paws were good at holding traction, the rest of her was as slippery as Satra.

      “Aaaaah!” Satra shouted as she hit the shore.

      “Ahahaha!” Mignet echoed as she crashed after Satra.

      Snow cushioned their impact and went flying into the air. They pulled themselves out of the snowbank and up to a rocky outcropping that was soaking up the sun’s warmth to preen themselves dry.

      Once the thrill had passed, Satra sighed. “I almost had that frog.”

      “I didn’t see any frog. I just saw you pouncing the ice,” Mignet said. She shook her wings out separately, then her tailfeathers.

      “It was there!” Satra protested. “It was a big one, the size of my head.”

      “That’s pretty big,” Mignet admitted. “Both your head and your imaginary frog.”

      She leaned in to look at the size of Satra’s head. Their beaks were close enough to touch, and all Satra could see were Mignet’s blue eyes.

      “It was a real frog,” Satra protested. “And you’re going to help me catch it! You can be my paws on the ice. I’ll chase it back onto the lake, and you grab it, and we’ll split it for lunch.”

      “I think you’re crazy,” Mignet said. “Sure, the weather has been heating up, but frogs don’t defrost until the snow melts. But you’re cute, so I’ll humor you. You are a guest in my home, after all.”

      Satra took a paw and ruffled the taiga gryphon’s head feathers. “I think you mean that you’re a guest in my home.”

      “Guests and hosts,” Mignet chirped, “both need lunch. Let’s find your hopper.”

      It took some searching, but Satra was vindicated when she located the frog. With Mignet’s steady-footed help, they managed to catch it.

      “They’re sweeter if you eat them while they’re frozen,” Mignet said between bites of her half. “It’s too bad there are no breaks in the lake. One dunk in the water and it’d refreeze. At least, that works for sugar frogs. I think this might be a lost bog hopper.”

      “Hopper, Daughter of the Bog,” Satra teased, but Mignet was listening to the cry of a snowy owl in the distance.

      “That’s Deracho, letting me know that my father needs me back at Snowfall,” Mignet apologized. If she’d said the den mother or den father had wanted her back, it would have been different, but the way she phrased things made Satra certain her father must be the plagueborn pride leader. “I’ve had fun. This is my hunting territory. If you’re around tonight, I’ll be back. If not, maybe I’ll run into you tomorrow.”

      She pushed her paw against Satra’s face, then got a running start and took to the air, slowly climbing the mountains to return home. Thenca arrived only moments later, startling Satra out of her daydreaming.

      “Hey, you caught a frog. Good job!” Thenca said.

      “Oh, yes, I did,” Satra stammered. “It’s not enough to bring home to the pride, but it was enough to feed myself.”

      Thenca’s brow furrowed. “Your nares are bright red. Are you catching cold? Are you sick? Let’s get you back to the kjarr so you can warm up.”

      Satra assured Thenca that she was fine but didn’t admit she’d been thinking about a pretty taiga gryphon.

      They got back to the kjarr nesting grounds, and Satra went to find her father to ask him about the taiga pride. He was busy hunting with Vitra and her brother, so Satra wandered back to the main nests to sleep. They were full of loud gryphlets and grumpy fledglings, and she slipped away to Thenca’s home, nestled along the bank of the river, just far back enough to stay dry.

      “Can I stay with you tonight?” Satra asked.

      Thenca was preening her feathers to perfection. “I’m afraid I have some night hunting to do.”

      Satra didn’t know night hunting was a thing and said so.

      “It isn’t, usually,” Thenca admitted. “And you shouldn’t go out at night on your own. It can be dangerous. But I’ve noticed the swamp grouse are more active after dark, so I’ve been experimenting.”

      Satra shrugged. “Well, can I stay in your nest until you get back?”

      Thenca started to say no but caught herself. “Satra, you need to stop procrastinating and build your own nest. But yes, you can stay here just for tonight. You’re going to have to go out hunting on your own tomorrow, though. Can you do that?”

      Satra flopped down on Thenca’s nest and pretended to snore.

      “This is why I could never be a den mother.” Thenca finished her grooming and slipped out into the night, leaving Satra to quit her fake snoring and actually fall asleep.
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      Satra managed to borrow Thenca’s nest for two more weeks before she was finally cast out. She’d fallen asleep with a squirrel she’d meant to eat later. It turned out the squirrel was in shock and not dead, so while Satra slept, it burrowed into the nest. When Thenca got back from her night hunting to sleep, the squirrel woke up and went berserk.

      Satra ran off to go hunting as Thenca shouted after her, escaping into the safety of the aneda forest. Now far from Thenca’s wrath, Satra gathered aneda branches and put them in a circle. Then she hopped on top, causing them to snap and crunch under her weight.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      Mignet stood on the edge of the nest and looked at its construction, her face nearly touching the branches. She put a paw on the nest and pushed down, testing it. It cracked and gave way. When she pulled her paw back, it was covered in aneda resin. “Looks sticky.”

      “What?” Satra asked, but when she tried to stand up, most of the nest was sticking to her. She shook out her paws and tail, but the resin held fast. “This is worse than getting shocked on the tail by a knife fish.”

      “Knife fish?” Mignet asked. She got to work pulling branches out of Satra’s feathers and fur. It took a liberal amount of saliva to get the resin out.

      “They’re long, eel-like fish,” Satra explained. “They live in the water, and if you get close, they leap out and shock you. Like static electricity. Zap!”

      Mignet laughed. “Sounds exciting in the bog. Or is that the kjarr?”

      Satra rolled her eyes. Mignet often teased her about how she used both interchangeably. “Unless you’re in the deep bog, it’s basically the same, except we have more trees.”

      “Well, you’ll have to show me one of these days,” Mignet said. She’d finished getting the resin out of Satra’s fur and was trying to clean it from her paw. “I want to see one of these bog wisps you talk about.”

      Satra looked back at the pile of sticks that made up her practice nest. If she didn’t figure this out, she’d be sleeping with the gryphlets and fledglings again, and the den mother was even grumpier than Thenca. “How do taiga gryphons build nests? What do you do for yourself?”

      “There’s a cave system on top of Snowfall,” Mignet explained. “We live in the caves. There’s a hot springs, too.”

      Hot springs sounded nice to a sticky Satra. “Yeah, but you don’t just live on the stone floor, right? You sleep on something?”

      “Well, I…” Mignet’s nares were red. “Okay, I don’t know how to build a nest, either. My friends did it for me. Mine’s falling apart, and I don’t know how to repair it. I’m just too embarrassed to admit as much to the other taiga gryphons.”

      “Maybe we can figure it out by seeing how yours is made,” Satra said. “How far away is Snowfall? Can we go take a look?”

      “I can’t just sneak a kjarr gryphon into Snowfall,” Mignet protested. “What would my father think? Besides, I’ve seen you fly. You’re not good enough to get over the mountains. You need to get a lot better before I’d even consider taking you to my nest.”

      While Satra knew her flying was worse than average, she didn’t like having it pointed out. She was about to let Mignet have a piece of her mind when she heard the familiar call of the snowy owl. She spoke up before Mignet could. “You’re needed back home. I get it. Go on, get out of here. I’ll figure out how to build a nest all by myself.”

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Mignet began, but Satra had already turned and was pretending to study her past nest efforts. “Oh, come on. I’m apologizing! We can teach you to fly up high if you want to see Snowfall. I’ll show you the hot springs.”

      Satra continued to ignore Mignet. When Mignet’s protests went quiet, Satra became curious, and turned around just in time to see Mignet in a hunter’s crouch, her tailfeathers wagging back and forth.

      “Mignet, what are you—” was as far as Satra got before Mignet pounced her into the pile of branches. Satra wanted to be mad, but she ended up laughing instead. “Okay, okay! Now help me get unsticky.”

      Mignet licked Satra’s beak and danced away. “Nope, you can just think of how much you miss me as you pull those twigs out of your fur.”

      Satra reached out a paw to try to catch Mignet, but she was in the air, heading towards the snowy owl’s call. Satra was still grooming branches and resin out of her fur when Thenca showed up, looking tired but happy.

      “What’s going on here?” Thenca laughed. “Are you trying to build a nest out of fresh aneda branches? That’ll never work. You’re just going to wake up stuck to the nest!”

      “Well, I know that now,” Satra groused.

      Thenca’s face lost a little of its happiness. “Did your father not come to show you how to put together a nest? He taught Vitra and your brother.”

      Satra did her best to keep her voice steady when she said no. Her father had taken an interest in all of her older siblings, but it felt like he’d grown tired of children by the time Satra hatched. Jun was much older than Mignet’s father, and in between Vitra and Satra, he’d had one more child who had been lost to the plague. While Urious explained that he was just hesitant to get too attached now, Satra wasn’t so sure. She’d met with her father a few times, but he was usually off leading hunting expeditions with her older siblings. Sometimes, she wasn’t even sure he knew her name.

      Thenca looked up at the light. “We have a little time. Come on, flamecrest, let’s head deeper into the bog. I’ll help you build a nest that won’t stick to you.”
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      The next day, Satra waited for Mignet on the edge of the frozen lake. She’d been practicing standing on ice. While she wasn’t graceful and couldn’t get into the air like this, she was at least confident she could navigate her way to the shoreline in case of an emergency.

      Mignet landed and chirped a greeting.

      “Follow me!” Satra shouted, and she headed back west into the kjarr. Mignet looked confused but followed.

      They flew to the edge of the mountains, then walked the rest of the way in. They didn’t go too far. Satra didn’t think there’d be a problem with her escorting Mignet around, but some gryphons were territorial about borders, and she didn’t want to get her new friend into trouble.

      Once they were past the aneda trees, Satra started to gather branches. “So the key is not to use aneda or kashow. At least, that’s the easy way of doing it.”

      Mignet nodded and joined in, finding dry sticks to collect. “I do think my nest at home is aneda. At least, it has that bitter smell, like medicine. It isn’t sticky, though.”

      “Thenca says you can soak and then dry aneda to get the resin out,” Satra explained. “But who wants that smell? We’ll make a nest out of cypress for you. That way, you can stand out from the other taiga gryphons. When you bring home a mate, they’ll be all like, Oh, Mignet, you’re such a great nestmaker. We should have lots of plague-resistant eggs together.”

      Mignet rolled her eyes. “Okay, now that we’ve figured out nesting, show me these bog wisps and knife fish.”

      “Oh, Mignet, your tailfeathers are so pretty. Won’t you keep me warm on these cold mountain nights?” was as far as Satra got before Mignet swatted her beak playfully.

      They went deeper into the bog, and the aneda trees gave further way to several types of cypress. There were no bog wisps, but they did find some fish and caught a few eels. Satra pointed out the difference between an eel and a knife fish, and they took them back to the practice nest to eat. Satra had to pull Mignet away when she tried to look up close at a baby knife fish so she didn’t get shocked.

      “This is much easier hunting than the aneda forests,” Mignet said. “If I could just catch fish, I don’t think I’d ever chase frost chickens. Why aren’t you hunting out here?”

      Satra finished her eel and snuggled close to Mignet. “I don’t know, honestly. I thought it was because I’m so young. This is my first hunting ground. But Thenca’s hunting in the aneda forest up north, and she’s one of my dad’s favorites.”

      Mignet finished her eel and put a wing over Satra. “Thenca’s the one with the black mask, fluffy tail, and pretty wings?”

      Satra nodded.

      “I think she probably requested that stretch herself,” Mignet said. “She sneaks away and spends the nights with Deracho by the waterfall.”

      Satra blinked. “Wait, what? That can’t be right. Thenca’s not seeing anyone.”

      “Sure she is,” Mignet said. “I see them all the time at night.”

      “How do you see them?” Satra asked. “Why do you see them at night?”

      “’Cause I sneak away, too!” Mignet said. “I sneak away with Younce and watch the stars at night when I can’t sleep.

      “You sneak away… with Younce?” Satra couldn’t hide the dejection from her voice.

      Mignet pushed her beak against Satra’s and looked her in the eye. “You’re jealous?”

      Satra nodded her head slightly.

      “Of Younce?” Mignet laughed. “Oh my sweet tailfeathers, he’s probably related to me! I’m not sneaking away with him or any other taiga gryphon like Thenca is sneaking away with Deracho. Do you sneak away with gryphons from your pride?”

      “Hey, don’t turn this back on me!” Satra pushed aside her embarrassment. “I don’t personally, but yes, often my pridemates do. We were two prides once, and there are a lot of us.”

      “How much is a lot?” Mignet asked. “There are probably fifty taiga gryphons. We’re a big pride. Do you have a hundred?”

      Satra thought of how far the kjarr nesting grounds stretched down the river. “No, maybe two thousand?”

      “I don’t know that word. How much is a thousand?” Mignet tilted her head to the side.

      Satra extended a claw and traced the Snowfall glyph in the dirt. “That’s fifty gryphons, right?”

      Mignet nodded. She’d pulled her wing back so it wasn’t over Satra anymore.

      Satra drew twenty kjarr glyphs on the ground. “That’s a thousand.” She drew twenty more. “And that’s how many gryphons are in the kjarr pride.”

      “That’s a lot of gryphons.” Mignet seemed to be having trouble understanding a pride that large. Overhead, the sound of a flight of kjarr gryphons returning from the hunt filled the skies, ruining the idea they were alone in the bog. “I’d like to go back to the taiga now.”

      “We need to take apart your nest,” Satra said. “I wanted it to be a gift for you, so you can replace the one that’s breaking down.”

      Mignet managed a beaky grin, but it was subdued. She kept watching the sky.

      They managed to disassemble the cypress branches, but Satra wasn’t sure how they were going to get so many sticks back to the taiga from here and said so.

      Mignet had an idea. “Here, help me take off my harness. We can tie it around the sticks, then rest the bundle between our wings and take turns as we walk.”

      Satra had seen Mignet’s harness and bracelet before but hadn’t commented on them. She’d never seen a gryphon in a harness and wasn’t sure what it was for. She also didn’t know how to help Mignet remove it.

      “Here, unhook me,” Mignet said. She pointed at a latch.

      It took Satra a few tries, but she managed to unhook it. “What’s it for? Your harness, I mean. Not just wrapping around sticks, right? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Mignet opened a pocket. Inside were supplies. “Mostly, it’s for medicine, bandages, things like that. We don’t have any medicine gryphons, so we have to take care of ourselves.”

      “But how do you make something like that?” Satra asked. The best she could do with her paws was to pick up small rocks and throw them at her sister, usually missing. She helped secure the harness around the bundle of wood so they could start walking back towards the taiga.

      “Oh, we don’t,” Mignet said. “We trade aneda resin to the eyries, and they make them for us. Usually the Redwood Valley Eyrie, but this one was a gift from my mom, so it’s a Crackling Sea harness.”

      Satra’s head was swimming a little bit. She’d always been told to stay away from the eyries. Opinici lived there, and opinici didn’t like gryphons coming near their farms or homes. It was dangerous. The thought that someone could walk right into their cities as a gryphon and trade things was unimaginable.

      “Is the Crackling Sea better than the Redwood Valley?” Satra asked. “Does your mom prefer to fly to the sea to trade?”

      “Oh, my mom is an opinicus,” Mignet said. She shook her tailfeathers. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      A plagueborn father and an opinicus mother: Satra wasn’t sure what to say, so she didn’t say anything. They walked out of the kjarr and arrived back in the taiga just in time to hear Deracho’s snowy owl hoot letting Mignet know it was time for her to go back to Snowfall.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow!” Mignet shouted. It took her a few tries to get airborne with the nesting material, but she pulled it off and gained altitude.

      Despite Mignet’s promise, it would be several days before they saw each other again.
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      “I hear you’ve been having some trouble hunting,” Jun the Kjarr said to his daughter. His long legs and black-backed ears were all he shared with his youngest. Where only her head had a crest of gold, his fur was a tawny color all the way to his wings.

      When she stiffened, he added, “But Thenca assures me you’re an excellent hunter, and your flying has improved since you were a fledgling. She says she’s seen you practicing at high altitude.”

      “Yes, Father,” Satra said. “I’m doing my best.”

      “Well, the aneda forests aren’t the easiest of hunting territory,” Jun said. “Do you know why I gave them to you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Speak up,” he commanded.

      “No, pride leader.” Satra slunk lower to the ground.

      “A lot of gryphons start out hunting in the kjarr,” he explained. “They catch fish. They hunt down swamp grouse. Sometimes, they catch a stray capybara that escapes the ranch. It’s a pretty easy life.”

      She nodded, then added, “Yes, pride leader.”

      He stretched his wings, a common occurrence after a day of hunting with his other children. “But if there’s one thing you can be sure of, it’s that the easy times don’t stick around for long. If you can only catch eel when they’re plentiful, you’ll starve when they’re not.”

      He looked his daughter in the eye. Even from across the room, he commanded attention. “If you can survive in the aneda forests on our border with the taiga, you can survive anywhere, Satra. That’s why I put you there, so you could learn to survive. Because that’s what it means to be kjarr.”

      “To be kjarr is to survive,” she echoed. She’d heard those words often but never from her father before now.

      “Yes, to be kjarr is to survive,” he said, “but if this is too difficult for you, I can reassign you to help your brother or Vitra in the bog. I didn’t intend for this to be punishment. I didn’t intend to cause you shame.”

      Satra thought of Mignet’s big blue eyes when they touched beaks and her nares blushed red. Across from Satra was her father, a gryphon she didn’t think had ever groomed her, even when she was a gryphlet. “No, pride leader, I’ll learn to hunt in the aneda forests. I’ll learn to fly in the cold air. I won’t quit.”

      Jun softened. He lowered his head slightly for her. “If you need anything, I’m always available to you. If you have any questions, you can ask me anytime.”

      Satra didn’t correct his lie. She’d swung by his nest every day for a month and not run into him once. She never knew where he was. “Father, why didn’t Vitra have to hunt in the aneda forests?”

      “You’re not your sister, Satra,” Jun said. “You shouldn’t compare yourself to her. She’s had a hard life. But to answer your question, her mother’s a bog gryphon, and she wanted to explore the deep bog. I thought that was what she needed most at the time. Some gryphons are born with grit and some need to learn it. Your sister could survive the Connixation. You had yet to learn to survive on your own.”

      “Yes, Father.” It would be easier for Satra not to compare herself to her sister if everyone else would stop, her father included.

      Jun looked to the back of the den, where Thenca and her twin brother stood guard. “Thenca, are you still hunting north of the river?”

      “Yes, Kjarr,” Thenca said.

      Jun stood. “Excellent. Take Satra with you for the next few days. Teach her how to hunt. While I’m happy she hasn’t starved, I’d like to see her start bringing back food for the rest of the pride. Make it happen.”

      Jun exited the den, leaving Satra alone with Thenca and Urious. Even having been around them for her entire life, she still had to look for Urious’s tail scars to tell them apart as they came over to comfort her.

      “Are you sure you want to stay in the cold and aneda?” Urious asked. “There’s no shame in hunting in the kjarr. Only you and your brother have ever been assigned to the aneda forests right after fledging.”

      “How did my brother do?” Satra asked.

      “Terrible.” Thenca said. “He was the worst. I don’t know that he caught anything while there was still snow on the ground except for a cold.”

      “But… why does my father love him best, then?” Satra asked.

      “The same way you needed grit, your brother needed love,” Urious said. When Satra looked like she needed love, Urious used his mockingbird voice to mimic Jun. “Satra, you are the best. Vitra is a conceited eel who can’t fly half as well as you can. And your brother is clingy. You are my favorite child.”

      Satra laughed in spite of herself.

      “Come along, it’s time to get some sleep,” Thenca said. “I’ve picked up a lot of tricks hunting in the northern forest. I’ll show you how to catch prey there. I’m somewhat of an expert.”

      You picked up a lot of tricks from your owl gryphon lover, Satra thought, but she didn’t say it out loud. If Thenca didn’t want the pride to know about her and Deracho, Satra wouldn’t say anything. But that did give Satra an idea. If Thenca could learn to hunt in the aneda forests from Deracho, maybe Satra could learn from Mignet.

      Assuming Mignet doesn’t abandon me while I’m stuck up north with Thenca.
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      By the time Satra got back to her own hunting grounds, Mignet was nowhere to be found. Thenca had given her a few pointers, so Satra got to work trying to track frost chickens in the snow. At least, Thenca called them frost chickens. Satra thought they looked like swamp grouse.

      She’d just managed to locate, chase, and lose her first frost chicken when she saw a shape landing on the icy lake. Mignet looked around, but didn’t see Satra on the shoreline.

      Mignet was about to leave when Satra shouted, “Hey, over here!”

      The taiga gryphon started, then turned and followed the voice. “I thought you’d abandoned me. I was just about to siege the kjarr nesting grounds and beat up all two thousand kjarr gryphons until I found you.”

      Mignet looked Satra in the eyes, though this time she didn’t touch her beak to Satra’s. There was something off about Mignet, and it took Satra a few minutes before she realized it.

      “Your eyes,” Satra said. “They’re not the same shade of blue.”

      “Oh?” Mignet asked. “I can’t see my own eyes, but I noticed there’s some green in Younce’s. I guess the blue-eyed winter has finally come to an end.”

      “Your eyes are only blue for winter?” Satra’s voice was skeptical. She’d never heard of such a thing.

      “It’s true.” Mignet put her eyes up to Satra’s, touching her beak this time. “By the time spring is done, my eyes will be back to their normal color.”

      “What’s their real color?” Satra asked.

      “How should I know?” Mignet said. “You’re the one always looking into them.”

      Satra put a wing around her taiga crush. “But why do they change? What’s the point? Is it to help you attract a mate?”

      “Is it working?” Mignet batted her eyelashes. “It helps me see at night. When the days are short and my eyes are blue, I can still see after the sun goes down. By the time summer comes and my eyes are their normal color, the night is just as dark for me as it is for you.”

      Satra shook her head. “I don’t have any magical powers like that.”

      “That’s not true,” Mignet chided. “You can slide across the ice on your paws. That’s pretty fantastic. Want to go ice sliding?”

      Satra did, but she had a more important use for the last of the daylight. “We can later, but first, can you teach me how to hunt up here?”
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