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        To Rachel Therrien, who left me her well-loved copy of The Black Gryphon.

      

        

      
        You are remembered.
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      The sound of another saltpeter bomb echoed across the southern weald.

      Satra, new leader of the kjarr pride, resisted an overwhelming need to take to the skies and escape. She was relieved when Thenca, one of her father’s most trusted confidants, also winced.

      The canopy of massive redwoods obscured Satra’s vision of the sky, but she held back the urge to fly and look above them, mindful of the sacrifice her kin had made. The scars where Thenca’s wings had been were particularly gruesome, having healed in less than sanitary conditions.

      Out of respect for their loss, one Satra hadn’t had to make, she remained on the ground. Their distrustful glances were her burden even as she saved them. She led them in beating a path through the burning forest to their children. They eyed her wings and waited to see if this was another trap.

      Two opinicus jailors had been quick to switch sides and walked alongside the gryphons. Satra didn’t know their stories, but the wingtorn seemed to trust them more than they trusted her.

      Not that she could blame them. She’d had few opportunities to interact with her pride after they were captured. Instead, she’d been locked away with the children for years—long enough for two of the kjarr gryphlets to have fledged while in captivity.

      Satra had brought both with her to show she’d done her duty and kept the pride’s children safe. They would have to serve as her scouts now. One of the two glided down with her report: north, the sky was a wall of smoke, but the way to the plateau was still clear.

      Satra nodded her thanks and let the fledgling walk alongside its wingtorn parents. So far, things were going in their favor, but the sounds of opinicus rangers setting off new explosives wracked their every move.

      If the wingtorn were cut off, they’d have to make their way up the coast and risk reprisal from the fisherfolk. From the state of their largest city, Swan’s Rest, Satra wanted to avoid them if at all possible. The sands had been soaked red with blood and no hut still stood.

      A caw came from overhead. She looked through a break in the canopy to see two rangers pulled out of the air by gryphons with long, feathered tails. This was the hunting territory of the Fantail Pride, but she was surprised any gryphons remained in the south. The rangers had set enough fires across this section of the weald that it would all burn. There was no stopping it now.

      More cawing and a roar hinted at the aerial battles fought by fantails and rangers outside her vision, but the branches above the wingtorn were alive with a different kind of movement. Squirrels and lizards glided from branch to branch on their exodus south. Owls flew between the gliding prey, ignoring the free food in their own attempts to find safety. The procession of wingtorn was broken up several times when a flock of ground parrots or a family of monitors would run past, ignoring the carnivorous gryphons.

      Satra had seen many strange and terrible things, but she’d never seen nature so affected by war. She wondered if the kjarr and peat bogs where she’d grown up could burn like this or if the weald was uniquely vulnerable.

      They reached a break in the undergrowth and came upon the main nesting grounds of the Fantail Pride. A team of rangers, not content to trust the flames to do their work for them, fought midair with the fantails.

      Opinicus and gryphon, forever in conflict, she thought. Are opinici really all that different from us? The opinici’s avian foretalons with an opposable digit made them excellent innovators and craftsmen. Gryphon forelegs ended in paws. While they were just as smart, they lacked the tools of their opinicus cousins.

      Common wisdom said opinici were more deadly in the sky while gryphons were more dangerous on land, but the gryphons defending their homes fought with a viciousness Satra admired. When the wind picked up, the fantails seemed able to hold still in the sky with their wings and tail spread.

      Below them, several rocky nests surrounded a spring. The bodies of fantails netted midair lay dead on the ground. An equal number of rangers were bleeding out. While the gryphons fought for dominance overhead, two rangers slipped into the nesting grounds with a circle-marked wooden crate of saltpeter and lit it on fire.

      Thenca, her mockingbird-like voice able to mimic and project better than any other gryphon, cried out a warning that was echoed by her brother at the end of the line.

      The wingtorn rushed for cover behind the redwood trees. A new explosion rocked the forest. It was close enough for Satra to feel the heat. The heavy vegetation kept them safe, blocking the flaming oil from reaching them, but the tops of redwoods erupted, and the wildfire was no longer a far-off concern. Hundreds of feet above them, the canopy began to crackle and smoke.

      Cries for help came from the nesting grounds, yet Satra hesitated. With her father’s demise, she was the leader of the kjarr pride now. Her pridemates needed her, but the weald gryphons had freed them.

      She looked to the two fledglings. “Did you see the plateau when we flew south? Do you remember the way there?”

      They nodded.

      “You’re in the lead now,” Satra told them, then got a running start, leapt, and flew towards the cries for help, careful not to rise too high with the flames above.

      Thenca issued a command, and the two Reeve’s Guard defectors flew after Satra, followed by Thenca and several wingtorn.
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      Satra was surprised at the lack of carnage in the fantail nesting grounds. The gryphlets and fledglings must have already been evacuated, leaving only the hunters, who’d been in the air fighting the opinici when the saltpeter exploded.

      Ten fantails lay strewn about the clearing, stunned but not dead. Most were only smoldering, but one dark, white-speckled gryphon’s tail had caught flame. Satra grabbed the fiery gryphon’s shoulder, careful not to clamp down too hard with her beak, and pulled the fantail to the pond.

      The cold water doused the speckled gryphon’s tail and brought her back to her senses. In the water, her plumage looked closer to iridescent green than black, with a white spotted pattern Satra hadn’t expected to see on a weald gryphon. It was a design she remembered from her childhood. The starling prides had constantly tested their borders.

      “What happened?” the fantail asked. She looked around the nesting grounds and surrounding trees. The flames encroached on both.

      “Some of the rangers slipped a bomb in while you were fighting,” Satra replied. She was pleased to see Thenca and a few wingtorn helping the other fantails. The two opinici Satra spared had stayed behind the gryphons, but one had some bandages in his harness and was helping the more seriously wounded. Somewhere in the long march from the shore, they’d slipped the Reeve’s Guard medals off their harnesses.

      A wise move. She’d tossed her own Crackling Sea harness, a gift from the same opinicus who’d cut off her father’s wings, into the inferno as she’d flown south.

      “I feel like I got flattened by a goliath bird.” The fantail stood up and stretched, noticing her tail for the first time. She swore. Her tail’s forty-odd feathers were all damaged or burned away.

      Satra put a paw on the stranger’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about your tail, but we need to get out of here. The wildfire is coming this way. Can you fly?”

      “It’s just a tail,” the fantail said. “They’ll probably call me Chartail for a while.” She beat her wings. Everything seemed to be in order.

      Satra and Chartail surveyed her pridemates. Several were smoldering from the burning oil. A few wings were at odd angles.

      Chartail frowned. “I can get airborne, at least, but I don’t think everyone can.”

      Thenca padded over. Chartail looked at her and noticed the lack of wings. She started to speak when Thenca interrupted her.

      “We need to go. If the wind changes, the fires could cut us off,” Thenca let out a strange call like a sailfin monitor and a return call came from the northeast. “Urious isn’t far away. We can still catch up.”

      “Let’s go.” Satra turned to Chartail. “If any of you can fly, I suggest you head to the plateau. The rest are welcome to walk with us.”

      Chartail nodded. She flew a little but had no directional capabilities without her tailfeathers. Two of her pridemates caught her front and back halves and directed her while she flapped, moving her towards safety. With their help, she led most of the fantails through the air while the ex-Reeve’s Guard helped the two fantails with broken wings join the wingtorn march.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The calm winds picked up and changed course, bringing smoke to the wingtorn as they reached the bottom of the plateau. To the east were coastal cliffs, and Satra spared a thought of thanks that they hadn’t been forced to try to climb that side. She had visions of fisherfolk pulling her wingtorn off the rock face and into the water to drown.

      At least thus far, none of the fisherfolk had ventured into the redwood forest to pursue them. The weald-side incline offered a less severe slope, with vegetation for purchase until the final hundred feet to the top.

      The wingtorn climbed as high as they could get through the vegetation, then stopped, trying to figure out what to do about the sheer rocks the rest of the way up. The redwoods below blossomed bright orange. If the wind stayed against them, the smoke would kill them even if the fire didn’t.

      One of the fledglings started to cough, and Satra ordered them both to safety. She could understand their desire to remain with their parents, but a year of obeying her was enough to get them to fly to the plateau.

      Satra couldn’t see what was over the ledge above them. She was determined to stay with the wingtorn but hoped things were less flammable up there. If the winds blew east long and hard enough, embers might reach the top of the plateau. She looked around to make sure they hadn’t left anyone in the forest and saw Urious and Thenca talking.

      Where the sight of the only two bog wingtorn among the kjarr wingtorn might have worried another gryphon, she’d grown up with Urious and Thenca. Whatever the differences between the bog and kjarr, these two had practically raised her.

      She started to walk over and see what they were talking about, but Thenca broke off the conversation with a mighty leap, catching a small outcropping in her paws and pulling herself up. Satra knew Thenca’s old hunting territory had bordered the mountains but had never seen her climb before—what need had there been with wings?

      Thenca stuffed her paws into cracks that looked too small for purchase and climbed higher. She made it thirty feet before she ran out of paw holds.

      The two opinicus defectors flew up after her. One found a small ledge above her, dug in, then reached a talon down to help her up.

      They continued like this, the two opinici spotting holds and lending their help as needed. Soon, she was fifty, then seventy feet above them. When she finally pulled herself over the top, everyone cheered. Satra joined in but also wondered how they were going to do that with two hundred wingtorn, not to mention the two fantails with broken wings. She waited for Thenca to look back down and report.

      The face that peeked over the edge wasn’t Thenca’s mockingbird countenance but a crested blue eagle. He seemed to be counting.

      A moment later, Thenca’s familiar visage appeared and shouted, “Watch out below!”

      Long, leather-bound nets cascaded over the ledge. They were patchwork of several smaller nets tied together with leather straps. Satra recognized the netting from the eyrie’s merchant district—they’d been used to secure supplies under the mushroom-shaped spires for storage. Someone had tied several together to try to get them to reach all the way to the wingtorn.

      She spared a glance north, but a wall of smoke blocked the eyrie from view. She hoped her old prison had burned to the ground. It was a shame the Crackling Sea Eyrie was made of stone.

      The nets didn’t quite reach, so the wingtorn followed Thenca’s example and began their ascent, reaching the frayed bottoms of the nets some twenty feet up. The leather let them grip it with their beaks while they climbed without the risk of biting through.

      Satra hoped they had a better plan for getting down, but that was a decision for a later day. Unless the winds pick up and the plateau catches fire.

      She spread her wings for the second time since landing at Swan’s Rest and took flight to find purchases and help the rest of the wingtorn up the mountain. The smoke was getting worse, but all of the wingtorn were up on the rock face now, which only left the problem of their new, broken-wing fantail friends.

      The first of the wounded fantails tried to climb up to the nets, but the heavy winds caught his wings. He cried out in alarm and fell, breaking his leg on the rocks.

      It was all Satra and the opinicus defectors could do to catch him before he slid into the redwood inferno below. His eyes glazed over from pain. He wouldn’t be climbing anything in that state.

      An eagle’s cry came from above her and two long ropes, a collection of several smaller ropes tied together like the nets, cascaded past the wingtorn. They didn’t quite reach the bottom, falling short by about ten feet.

      Satra looked up to see the blue, harpy-eagle gryphon who’d first looked over the edge gliding down to help.

      “Hello! I’m Triddle. Oh, the ropes didn’t quite reach, either. I guess we should have brought more with us.” He said to Satra before turning to the two opinici. “Take off your harnesses and secure them around the wounded gryphons.”

      The opinici obeyed without question, the same trait which had kept them alive thus far, and watched as Triddle flew off.

      “What a strange gryphon,” one opinicus said.

      Triddle returned a moment later with some clasps and four large gryphons. Their harpy-eagle beaks and large size suggested they were genetically, if not politically, aligned with Merin, the ambitious hook-beaked gryphon who’d helped Satra escape from the Redwood Valley Eyrie. Each of his kin grabbed part of the harness secured to the whimpering fantail and waited for Triddle’s command.

      Triddle talked through his plan with the two opinici who were holding the climbing rope. “Okay, go!” he commanded.

      The four Merin-kin beat their wings, lifting the bulky fantail just high enough that the opinici could secure the harness to the climbing rope. They repeated the process, attaching the other fantail to a different rope, then flew up, leaving Satra alone with the wounded gryphons. Their long tails trailed down below them.

      She found a perch nearby and tried to be soothing as best she could. “You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.”

      It worked on gryphlets, and what gryphon didn’t regress a little with a broken wing?

      When the last of the wingtorn finished their ascent, the rope was pulled up. Satra flew with the harnessed fantails as best she could, but her wings still ached from the long flight from the eyrie. She’d not been given many opportunities to fly in the last year. Not once the opinici began to suspect she was plotting her escape.

      Once the first fantail was nearly to safety, she glided back down and repeated the process with his kin. This time, when they reached the top, Satra crested the ledge and slumped down on all fours. The past few days had been more eventful than her entire time at the Redwood Valley.

      One of her new pet opinici brought a pouch of water, and she drank. When she ran out of breath and had to stop, she looked up and saw everyone staring at her.

      She must have been staring back because the closest gryphon, the starling-colored fantail, said, “Don’t worry, it’s not the same water we soaked my tail in.”

      Satra uttered a single laugh, spitting water on her chest feathers. This was not how she wanted to meet the leaders of the weald.

      “Thank you for taking us in,” she managed, wiping the water off her beak and ruff with a wing. “I’m Satra of the kjarr.” The news of her father’s death surged fresh into her mind, and she corrected herself. It was said the leader of the kjarr pride became one with the land itself and adopted it as a title. “I am Satra the Kjarr, leader of the kjarr pride.”

      “Zrim Feathermane,” a monstrous gryphon with a large, feathery mane said. One of his pride was tending to the fantails while her apprentices rubbed something on the climbing-related cuts and scrapes the wingtorn had suffered.

      “Erlock Fan— Well, I guess Chartail now,” said the gryphon Satra had rescued.

      Erlock held still while one of the medicine gryphons was imping replacement feathers onto her tail with the help of several apprentices. It seemed they didn’t have any of her own feathers up here to use, so smaller red feathers filled in the gaps.

      Ignoring the proceedings behind her, Erlock continued. “Thank you for helping me and my kin. If you hadn’t come to our aid before the rangers came back to survey the damage, we might not be here now. It was foolish to remain in the weald, but we wanted to make sure all the gryphlets had evacuated. Then the rangers arrived.”

      Satra nodded. “It was my pleasure.”

      Off in the distance, she caught sight of the kjarr den mother, Ari. She was tending to the gryphlets. They must have found an easier way up from the north or been lifted by larger gryphons. They were all showing signs of adult plumage but were still small enough to be carried. Ari had been their den mother before losing her wings, and the reunion was a happy one.

      A dark owl gryphon with a hint of red on the underside of her wings stepped forward. She’d been invisible in Triddle’s shadow. “Strix has not yet returned from the eyrie. This is our plateau. The plan was to evacuate the gryphlets here, and he did not speak against it. Unless he returns and says otherwise, stay as long as you need.”

      “Thank you,” Satra said. “If I have any questions, may I come to you? I didn’t catch your name.”

      The owl seemed to speak without opening her slight beak. “Ninox, daughter of Strix. One of my brothers will take care of your needs. This is too precarious a time for me to stay here. I have heard of the invaders who nearly razed the Crackling Sea Eyrie. Now would be the time for them to strike. I am leaving to investigate the northern mountains with several scouts. We will leave reports with Orlea’s…” she seemed to have trouble finding the word but settled on, “pride by the eyrie.” With that, she slipped back into the crowd and disappeared.

      Satra’s father had considered Strix a confidante. She was sad to hear of his disappearance. She could have used another friend in the weald.

      “Come along, let’s get everyone situated.” Triddle led the wingtorn towards temporary nests that had been set up around a lake. The crowd dissipated, leaving only the pride leaders behind.

      Merin took the lead, towering above the others. “We have something we need to talk about. Our future. Do you speak for the wingtorn, too?”

      His question was genuine, but Satra found herself unsure. She looked to the wingtorn. Thenca was making sure everyone was settled, while Urious hovered near Ari. They were talking while the gryphlets played around them.

      “I do,” Satra said. Possibly a lie. Even if the majority of the wingtorn were willing to follow her, the deep bog wingtorn held no love for the kjarr pride and no real loyalty to its ruler. It was why Jun had kept Thenca and Urious close. So long as they remained loyal, their kin hadn’t rebelled.

      Satra decided to follow her father’s example. “But Urious is my second-in-command. He represents the bog gryphons, and he relayed orders for my father and does the same for me. It would be a show of good faith to let him attend.”

      Merin nodded, and she called Urious over. He glanced at his sister, Thenca, but Satra held firm. After seeing Thenca climb, Satra had other plans for the mockingbird gryphon.
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      Younce and Biski had flown through the taiga for days, checking on the pride’s waystations. Younce saw this for what it was: punishment for the part he’d played in leading Hatzel’s pride through the mountains to the flameworks undetected. While he hadn’t broken any specific rules of taiga neutrality, his pride leader had been less than pleased to learn that taiga gryphons had a paw in the destruction of an eyrie.

      Biski, medicine gryphon of the Feathermane Pride, on loan to the taiga, sang a song while she flew alongside her grumpy companion. “Birds and seeds, squirrels with fleas, red bark on trees!”

      Younce rolled his eyes. He’d given up on trying to keep her quiet. There was no sneaking up on anyone with her around; she had bright blue jay feathers and orange, spotted fur. Even the frost chickens saw her from the ground and ran to hide before she could land. He’d taken to settling her at each station, then going out hunting alone.

      “Gryphon feet, parrot meat, tasty to eat.”

      He put Biski’s nonsense song out of his head and looked for the markers of their next stop. The stations, often abandoned nesting grounds, included food and supplies for any gryphons caught in a snowstorm. He’d expected this to go quickly—a fast flight following the mountains to the ocean, then back up again. Instead, they’d found several stations ransacked and all of the supplies eaten.

      He understood why that was happening along the eastern side of the mountain range. Between the eyrie conflagration and the wildfire in the weald, both gryphons and opinici were hungry and fleeing for their lives. He didn’t begrudge them a few supplies if it made their flight safer.

      The taiga outposts on the western side of the mountains had also been looted. Not just looted, destroyed, Younce thought. The weald thieves had been nice enough to restore the barricade and not leave a mess when they grabbed as much salted meat as they could carry. The thieves on the kjarr side of the mountains, however, destroyed the weather barrier, chewed on the warm nesting materials, and generally left the waystation a mess.

      Younce caught sight of a charcoal glyph on a nearby mountainside and chirped to Biski to let her know it was time to land.
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      Younce didn’t have to get close to tell this waystation was going to require some time and effort. The late summer snowstorms had buried the entrance. He started digging to find the wooden barricade that should have kept the snow out. With any luck, it hadn’t been stolen and was under the snow.

      Biski was pawing around outside, sniffing herbs, and pocketing small rocks into her medicine gryphon harness.

      He gave her a disapproving look. “I could use some help here.”

      “I think this one has been wrecked, too.” She picked up a long green feather in her beak and carried it over to him. “It’s like the others we’ve found on the kjarr side.”

      He sniffed it. It smelled strange, neither kjarr nor weald. “Is it a gryphon feather? What pride would do this?”

      She started digging out the station alongside him. “The parrotfaces are green. Some of the Redwood opinici are green, too, like Kia. I don’t remember any having white dots like that, though.”

      He thought back. He’d helped Kia bring a wounded gryphon to the medicine caves. “I don’t think the opinici from your caves smelled like this, did they?”

      Biski’s small paws were inadequate for digging in snow. She was covered in as much as she’d displaced. “Not that I remember. One of the fantails has that pattern, but that’s a tailfeather and it’s nowhere near long enough to be one of theirs.”

      Younce’s claws hit wood. The barrier lay flat on the ground. They’d have to dig it all out after all. “How do you know it’s a tailfeather?”

      His own unfeathered, fluffy tail swayed back and forth as he burrowed into the snow. While there were gryphons with feathered tails, such as Zeph, they were usually an opinicus feature, with the fantail gryphons being an exception to the rule.

      She laughed. “Most of being a medicine gryphon is imping new feathers onto broken ones. Trust me, I’ve seen a lot of tailfeathers in my time.”

      She tried to give him a conspiratorial wink, but he ignored it. The sun was starting to set. They’d have to dig a lot faster to get it cleared out in time to dry before they had to spend the night here. He redoubled his efforts. The mystery of the green feather would have to wait.

      “Who lives in the kjarr now that the kjarr pride are wingtorn?” she asked. “Surely it’s not just sitting out there empty?”

      Younce looked out at the kjarr. Aneda trees flowed from the mountains into the bog, fading into the peat and moss. Further south, mangroves held the ocean coast.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “The rangers hold the old kjarr nesting grounds. For a couple of years, they tried setting up outposts and hunting. It’s been months since I’ve seen an opinicus hunting party, though.” He chewed on his tail while he thought. “A few bog pride managed to escape their kjarr brethren and the rangers before their wings were clipped. But they don’t come this far east, and they’re also not iridescent green.”

      Biski had managed to dig a hole scarcely large enough to bury a sugar frog in. She was soaking wet and starting to shiver.

      Younce pulled her out of the snow. “Why don’t you try to get a fire started and look around for something to eat?”

      She searched through her harness pockets for her flint and tinder fungus and got to work. “How much farther is it? I’m starting to get tired of the snow.”

      “Wait until you see the real snowstorms.” He laughed. “This is just a late summer sprinkle. If we can get this station cleared out tonight, there’s just Hoarfrost and Williwaw and we’re done.”

      She sighed. “It’ll be my first time seeing the ocean. I hope it’s worth all the hassle.”

      He echoed her sigh. Next time, he’d request a less talkative medicine gryphon. As they’d traveled south, she’d been a magnet for the weald’s wounded, who saw her bright colors and asked for help treating burns or imping feathers. The only upside was that it gave him an excuse to learn about what had happened after he’d said goodbye to Zeph and Hatzel—explosions and fire.
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      Biski was overjoyed by the sight of a pumpkin sticking out of the white wasteland of the taiga below. The early-season snowstorm had blanketed the red-and-gold rock formations in white. Only the dark bark and leaves of the aneda trees broke through to add color. They’d been flying for miles now without any break in the scenery.

      When she’d first arrived at Snowfall, the taiga pride had asked Younce why he’d brought her up here. They didn’t feel they needed a medicine gryphon. He’d replied that the taiga was too monotone, and he wanted something vibrant to look at.

      She’d thought Younce was flirting with her—the taiga in summer was full of interesting rock formations and mineral deposits—but the mountains after a heavy snowfall had made her reevaluate. The fact she was diving down to investigate a pumpkin sticking out of the snow with the excitement she usually reserved for brewing tinctures, making soap, and setting wings helped her imagine what the deep winter was like out here, chromatically speaking.

      She’d hoped to get more time to know the taiga gryphons, but Younce’s pridemates had been horrified that he’d helped guide Zeph’s friends, probably because those same friends had gone on to blow up the flameworks.

      So she’d only had a single evening to try to find an apprentice and learn as much as she could about the taiga. They’d probably have kicked her out, too, but she’d brought soap with her. Everyone knew there was nothing harder to keep clean than a taiga gryphon.

      She’d found someone willing to learn medicine, a long-eared gryphon with a bobbed tail. He’d promised to ask around about local herbs with healing properties in exchange for the soap recipe. She’d had two hours of taking notes and starting to train her new bob-tailed apprentice before Younce had called her away to begin their flight south. She’d given her apprentice orders to make more soap and left him with the recipe, though she hadn’t remembered to ask if he knew how to read common.

      Despite the fact it had been intended as punishment, she relished the chance to see the taiga up close, while also fretting over the weald fires that’d burned for several days straight and still burned even now over her old feathermane nesting grounds.

      She heard Younce calling out for her to slow down. He’d been looking tired since they cleared out the entrance to yet another cave outpost a mountain back. The outpost, once the taiga pride nest of Hoarfrost, was now relegated to an emergency shelter for scouts.

      Once inside, they’d found that the snow had collapsed the weather barrier. All of the supplies, including the aneda bandages, had been eaten by the strange green-plumed gryphon or opinicus who’d gotten the others. Whoever they were, they seemed to be losing a lot of feathers.

      Younce and Biski would need to resupply Hoarfrost before they could move on to check the final outpost. While she’d counted supplies, he’d cleared most of the snow and was in need of a nap. She knew she shouldn’t wander off, but she was half-blue jay and half-spotted, orange something—her mother had said her father was a fuzzy pumpkin, actually—and there was no way Younce was going to lose sight of Biski out here.

      She landed and looked around. The snow had been cleared out around a rocky overhang, and the guts of two pumpkins were strewn about. She used her beak to pull out a small notebook, one of Cherine’s spares.

      After being beaten and nearly drowned in a river, Cherine had been brought to the medicine gryphon cave where she was an apprentice. He’d given the journal and his flint and tinder fungus to her as a gift after she’d helped fit a small piece of metal over the broken-off tip of his beak.

      He was a much better patient than her other opinicus, Orlea, had been. He was a little chatty, but Biski didn’t consider that a bad thing. In fact, Younce could learn a few things about manners from Cherine.

      She extended a single dulled claw and rubbed it in the charcoal from another harness pocket, then scrawled her observations. The old medicine gryphon she’d trained under had required her to learn to read and write as part of her studies. Her writing was partially based on the opinicus written language and partially filled with the glyphs and argots of weald gryphons. It was safer to draw a picture of a pumpkin than to write the word out because she never knew who would end up reading her notes. Most gryphons could figure out a pumpkin plus a number, assuming they’d seen a pumpkin before, so she used the glyph for the pumpkin and goliath bird and wrote out the rest.

      Goliath bird nest. 5 lengths across. 3 pumpkins, 2 eaten. Stolen from kjarr?

      She looked behind her and saw a mass of blood-stained green feathers, the remains of the waystation thief.

      “Oh, you poor dear,” she said, pocketing her notebook. She started to inspect the dead gryphon when her eye caught movement on part of the snow that was grey instead of white.

      The nest’s owner stood up. Its eyes were glazed over. Gooey silver tears clouded its vision. Despite the pumpkin entrails dripping from its beak, the outline of its ribs was visible, and it lacked the normal girth of its species. The goliath bird was a mature fifteen feet tall, like five of Biski stacked on top of each other. The feral taiga goliaths had grey fur-like feathers long enough to hide their vestigial wings. This one was shaking, but not of cold. She heard the sound of wings behind her.

      Younce was panting but had finally woken from his nap and caught up. “Back up slowly. Don’t try to fly while you’re near it. The fluttering will cause it to attack. You need to move quickly. Stay close to the ground and away from its head. They like to kick, so watch the legs. You go left, I’ll go right. Fly when you hit the edge of the nest.”

      They split up and started walking towards freedom. The goliath looked towards her first. Its glossy, silver eyes seemed to be looking at something just past her. Her wings twitched, and suddenly, it became alert, its eyes focusing on hers. It stomped the ground like it was about to charge and let out an angry mronk!

      Younce hissed at it, then let loose a deep growl when it turned to face him. He mantled his wings to appear larger. Combined with all his fur standing on end, this caught the goliath bird’s attention.

      She’d teased Younce earlier about his inability to roar after startling him and getting a squeaky hiss in response. Now, hearing him growl, she decided he could be impressive when properly motivated. His chest fur scraped against the ground, his black-barred wings were spread, the rosettes on his back half were visible, and his tail was in the air, twitching back and forth. The goliath snapped at the black tip of his tail twice, missing both times. He backed up, drawing the bird’s attention further from Biski.

      “Fly!” he shouted.

      She flew, commanding the goliath’s attention. Once again, it snapped at her. Younce chose that moment to launch his own attack. He slammed into its right side, sending it back a few feet, but he didn’t weigh enough to knock it down.

      With its ire back on him, he wouldn’t have the opportunity to get enough distance to fly away without being caught by its long neck and beak. Instead, he continued his growling, and when that didn’t provoke it, he hissed as loudly as he could. The goliath bird charged him, crashing into the snowbank but giving him time to slip to the side.

      “Careful, Younce!” she called out to him.

      He tried to fly after her, but despite the goliath bird’s sickly appearance, it recovered and caught his leg in its beak, tossing him onto the ground. He hit the snow and not the rocky soil, a small blessing, but was now trailing blood from his back leg.

      Biski circled around the fight. She reached into the pockets of her harness, hoping for something poisonous or hard, and found the latter: all the small rocks she’d been collecting as they stopped at each outpost. She dropped them on the bird’s head one at a time to buy Younce time.

      He licked his wound and regrouped. This time, he put his back to the pumpkins and drew the bird’s focus with the black tip of his tail.

      “Use your beak! Use your claws!” she shouted.

      It snapped, catching only a mouthful of his tail’s abundant fur, and he swiped with his claws, just catching the bottom of its neck. It made another angry mronk! sound, and he hissed a response. He started to back up, but it charged again, crashing through and slamming its shoulder into his side.

      The taiga gryphon twisted, and the goliath tried to pivot but slipped on the pumpkin slime and smashed into the rocky outcropping.

      Younce caught its neck just behind the head and finished it off. Once it stopped moving, he limped away to tend to his wounds.

      Biski landed and began to apply an aneda poultice to the bite. “Well, at least we can restock the outpost with meat. That should be enough to feed anyone who gets stuck there.”

      He shook his head, wincing as she moved her paws along the side the goliath bird had crashed into. “Goliath birds are strictly carnivores. There’s only one reason for them to fetch pumpkins from the kjarr, a parasitic infection. I’ve seen this behavior before. Usually eating pumpkins works, given enough time. Judging by its eyes, though, there hasn’t been enough time—or this parasite is something new. Either way, there’s no eating it.”

      She frowned, but was inwardly pleased to have learned something new: kjarr pumpkins treat parasites. This was why she’d come up here. Ever since the monitor lizard plague wiped out a year’s worth of gryphlets, save three, back in the weald, there was pressure to expand medical knowledge among the prides and keep watch for new diseases and treatments.

      She wasn’t sure how she’d survive the taiga winter with her light coat, but it had only been a few days, and she’d already filled most of her notebook. If they didn’t kick her out, she was committed to a year of study. Then she’d see about getting her potential taiga apprentice some formal training. He’d make a striking addition to the medicine gryphon corps: a pretty snowy owl with huge paws and a short, bobbed tail instead of the long, fluffy one most taiga gryphons sported. She felt pretty sure she could convince him to go down the mountain to learn from her old teachers.

      She started scribbling down this new information. “Wait, you said it got the pumpkins from the kjarr? Isn’t Hoarfrost a bit east for that? You think it walked across the mountains just for a few pumpkins and then came back?”

      Younce looked surprised, and she was pleased to have thought of something a native hadn’t. The wind currents off the mountains made it rough to fly across the taiga west-to-east for a gryphon, but not impossible. For a flightless goliath bird infested with parasites, there were a lot of peaks to try to walk over to reach the kjarr.

      “You’re right,” he said. “Even if it went to the kjarr for pumpkins, it wouldn’t have brought them back here. It would have stayed near the cure until the infection passed. Maybe it found some pumpkins growing in the weald? We’re closer to there than the kjarr.”

      She laughed, more like a chirp, and shook her head. “You may know the taiga, but I grew up with the Feathermane Pride before I became a medicine gryphon. Well, apprentice medicine gryphon awaiting formal recognition of her skill. I can promise you this: I was the only orange thing in the entire weald. Maybe someone has started growing pumpkins down there since then, but they don’t sprout there on their own.”

      He managed a single laugh at her only orange thing in the weald comment. It was the only laugh she’d heard from him the entire trip. There’d been a lot of speculation among his pridemates that she was secretly a taiga gryphon, but that some artful opinicus had painted the orange around her designs. One of the gryphlets had even grabbed a beakful of snow and tried to wash Biski’s orange out before being scolded by Younce. It was hard for her to be mad at the taiga gryphlets. All gryphlets were paws and fluff, but the taiga ones took it to an extreme.

      “We should go down and check,” she suggested, before she remembered that most of the weald was still burning. She’d acclimated to the sight of the black smoke surprisingly fast.

      Younce shook his head. “We can’t leave the goliath bird here. There are too many hungry animals that weren’t anticipating the snow. They could eat it and spread the parasite.” He tapped on the hard ground with his forepaw. “The soil here is too hard to dig. We’ll have to burn it. Would you mind going back and fetching some of the firewood?”

      She nodded. They’d finished stocking most outposts with supplies for making a fire. As unsafe as fire was in the weald, once snow landed on the taiga, it was necessary to have one going. With her own harness pockets full of charcoal and notebooks, and maybe because she’d also saved space for interesting rocks, he’d been carrying the extra flints and dried tinder fungus for the outposts in his. She’d just need to grab some firewood.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Burning a bird five times Biski’s height turned out to be a bigger task than Younce had anticipated. He resisted an overwhelming desire to scratch at the poultice on his back leg. He felt stupid, letting the bird catch him like that. With just the two of them, he couldn’t risk injury. Normally, a restocking expedition would have five gryphons in it.

      He’d known better than to ask for help. Vosk, the taiga pride leader, already had it out for Younce over philosophical differences. After the flameworks, he’d made it clear Younce would be running patrols alone, and the only help he’d get for restocking was the strange blue jay-pumpkin gryphon he’d brought back with him. Not that Biski wasn’t useful, just that she wasn’t mountain savvy, which was what he needed when he was on the ground next to a massive goliath bird.

      His plan had been to get into the air and lure it into a trap so they could kill it without spreading the parasites. Now he’d bitten it, and it had bitten him. There was a good chance he was infected. Still, he knew he was lucky—he’d seen gryphons lose limbs to the beaks of goliath birds—but he also wasn’t looking forward to choking down pumpkin goo in the near future. He had a weak stomach.

      The frost chickens, which lived in the aneda forests, sometimes ranged west into the kjarr to forage and brought back disease with them—they were notorious for carrying parasites without showing the signs of infection a smart predator looked for—but it wasn’t a common enough problem for either him or Biski to have brought pumpkin extract with them.

      This changed the nature of their mission from restocking the outposts to seeing how far the parasites had spread. The flash blizzard would buy them some time to test different animals. Even the furthest-ranging critters would hole up until the snow melted off. The strange, late summer nature of the storm meant the frost chickens and goliath birds wouldn’t have their winter plumage yet and shouldn’t be keen on wandering around until it melted off.

      With the weald still burning, what the gryphons did not need right now was a food shortage.

      As Younce and Biski were getting ready to depart Snowfall, a weald messenger with one pink paw had arrived to seek permission to hunt in the aneda forests along the lower mountain elevations in order to help feed refugees from the eyrie and southern weald. The taiga pride had a soft spot for Hatzel and Zeph. It would mean leaner times going into winter if Vosk acquiesced, and he never denied Hatzel anything if it was within his power.

      Unfortunately, even without the kjarr pride occupying it, they couldn’t hunt in the bog. The Crackling Sea’s rangers had installed their own outposts, and there was no way for a bright white gryphon to get a lay of the land, let alone hunt there, without attracting their attention.

      The taiga pride’s own back-and-forth with the Crackling Sea opinici had chilled as summer came to a close. The wind currents of the taiga were difficult to handle in the best of times, but even before the sudden arrival of the blizzard, the opinici had become unwilling to risk coming into the mountains. However, all of that could change if they caught an enterprising, snowy gryphon hunting in the kjarr.

      Black smoke, acrid from the aneda firewood, billowed into the air. Younce took a deep breath to ease his own anxieties. No other pride was positioned as well as the taiga pride. No one wanted their territory. Even the Redwood Valley Eyrie refugees wouldn’t want to try to spend a winter in the mountains. As long as the taiga gryphons could feed themselves, they’d be just fine until spring.

      Lost to his musings, he’d started to doze off when Biski chirped at him. He didn’t acknowledge her at first but finally opened an eye to look down the mountain where black shadows flitted across the snow. He looked up and saw a collection of twenty gryphons following the smoke to his campsite.

      He could smell Biski’s worry. Her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the washed-out whiteness of the taiga yet.

      “Stop worrying, they’re not opinici.” He looked closer. “They’re all gryphons.”

      Her slight shaking stopped. “But who are they? Are they green like our dead friend here?”

      He squinted. “No, I don’t see any green. White, black, and sand-colored. Some are blue.”

      She cocked an ear to the side. “The Ashen Weald prides all fled to the eastern plateau, and the black smoke over the southern weald would suffocate anyone who tried to cross it, right?”

      They’d caught sight of Merin’s pride rooting out small bands of rangers who were cut off from the eyrie forces around Glacial Run, but those were all small groups of gryphons chasing small groups of opinici.

      When Younce had stopped them, they’d called themselves members of the Ashen Weald. They’d pursued rangers west along Glacial Run and were resting at the taiga-weald border. The chase had taken them over the smoke, and they were recovering away from the flames. They brought word that many of the prides had combined in the wake of the conflagration under one banner.

      This Ashen Weald was the Feathermane, Fantail, Merin, and wingtorn prides combined. It made Younce nervous to see so many together. Only Hatzel and Orlea’s prides remained independent, though there’d been no news of the fisherfolk. No one had been willing or able to fly over the smoke to check on the shore. His ears perked up.

      “Fisherfolk. They must be,” he said. Harnesses on gryphons, no eyrie affiliation on them. It made sense.

      “But there are no opinici?” Biski’s eyes had adjusted.

      He frowned. She was right, and it didn’t make sense. Fisherfolk were always a mix of both. His tail twitched, a sign of trouble.

      She stood up. “What’s the nearest fisherfolk settlement? Crane’s Nest?” She began to clear away more of the snow and debris to allow their impending visitors a place to sit.

      “No, that’s on the delta with Swan’s Rest.” He rolled his eyes at the name. While gryphons in paperbark nests should not throw rocks, and most of the taiga outposts had ice or snow in their names, he wished the fisherfolk had thought up a better naming scheme. What was the name of the settlement on the dunes?

      “Sandpiper’s Dune,” he finally remembered, “is south of us. Please, let me do the talking. You don’t speak for the taiga prides.”

      Biski rolled her eyes. “I’d stop talking if you communicated more.”

      “Silence is its own communication.” He stood tall, pushing back a wince, and prepared to greet their leader. As they landed, he got his first real glimpse at them: ragged, poorly groomed, emaciated.
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      The winds around Hoarfrost picked up, hinting that another blizzard was in the works. Most of the nests around the mountain had been closed off, leaving only one tunnel designed to handle five to ten gryphons, at most. It would be a stretch to fit the refugees inside if the weather turned.

      Younce’s guess of fisherfolk had been correct. Most of them showed signs of the same infection the goliath bird had suffered from. They’d been living in the mountains near Williwaw for weeks now, ever since Sandpiper’s Dune had expelled them.

      He listened to a sandy-colored fisherfolk named Naya, their leader because she was the only one not showing signs of infection, while Biski examined the others.

      The healthier gryphons were moved into Hoarfrost. The weaker ones waited by the fire for food. The worst of them had cloudy eyes and insatiable appetites, further suggesting a link with the goliath bird.

      They’d been hiding in the taiga without issue for two weeks, but a few days ago, the parasite had taken hold, and things took a turn for the worse. If not for the blizzard forcing the last taiga patrol to return early, Younce’s pride would have found them long before now. The fisherfolk had decided it was better to take their chances up here than risk the Crackling Sea forces catching them down below.

      “The rangers reached out to our village several times and were rebuked,” Naya’s story began. “At the time, we assumed that was the end of it. Most of our opinici emigrated from the Crackling Sea, so it made sense they’d seek us out first. While I’d love to say we were as integrated as Swan’s Rest, that’s just not the case. I guess you could say we were less…settled than the other fishing villages because we only had a few gryphons with us from the start.

      “Most of us had left the eyrie life before the blackwing assassins killed the reeve and his family, before things soured between the Crackling Sea and kjarr pride. Even our recent influx of opinici had fled the eyrie in protest of Jonas creating the wingtorn.”

      “Wouldn’t that make them sympathetic to gryphons?” Younce asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s one thing not to want to see gryphons chopped up. It’s something else entirely to try to get used to the idea of a gryphon-opinicus couple. Not everyone was so accepting.”

      She continued her story. Just over two weeks ago they’d been approached by two envoys: Rakesh and a Reeve’s Guard captain. The captain, a falcon opinicus who brought only a pawful of Reeve’s Guard with him, seemed to be there only to report back to Reeve Brevin.

      Rakesh, an emaciated green-and-grey opinicus, held the real power. He commanded a small army of rangers, including many new recruits from the Redwood Valley Eyrie. The threat was implied and his offer was simple: join the Redwood Valley and Crackling Sea Eyries as a satellite and receive a much better quality of life.

      They had medicine, new fishing techniques, new raft and sail technology, a trade route north, and protection to offer. Things in the weald were souring quickly, and it was important for Sandpiper’s Dune to be on the right side before things went further south. The only cost of membership was exclusivity: they had to remove their gryphons. The leader of Sandpiper’s Dune, whom Rakesh now called reeve, had agreed.

      “We were expelled from the so-called satellite eyrie and have wandered in the aneda woods of the taiga ever since,” Naya continued. “The few gryphons who tried to hide in the city were kicked out when the rangers set up shop inside the walls. The Reeve’s Guard captain and the bulk of the forces remained on an anchored raft offshore, and a few camps were established in the forest to catch any weald gryphons who wandered too close to Sandpiper’s Dune.”

      “The rangers didn’t follow you into the taiga?” Biski asked. She’d finished her inspections and joined them in time to catch most of the story. The level of concern on her face didn’t speak well for the infected’s chances.

      Naya shrugged. “I don’t think they knew we were hiding in the mountains. I’m not sure what they thought. Maybe they didn’t know there were this many of us, or maybe they didn’t want to risk repercussions from our loved ones.”

      “Loved ones?” Younce scoffed. He looked around the group. It was entirely composed of gryphons.

      “Yes, loved ones,” Naya reiterated. “All of the opinici stayed in the village. Since us gryphons were cut off from the ocean, it made sense for our kin to send food our way, packages of fish and notes. They were going to try to dissuade the reeve, but with the ranger’s rafts sitting off the coast and some Reeve’s Guard in the city, that no longer seemed realistic.”

      “Why didn’t you flee east, to the other fisherfolk villages?” Younce asked.

      “It seemed temporary.” Naya’s ears drooped. “It was inconceivable that our kin would allow it to continue, and we were living well off the land, at least at first. If Rorin knew the opinici had abandoned their gryphons…” she trailed off. “He has a tendency to overreact.”

      Biski looked to Younce. “Could the parasite be in the fish?”

      Younce groomed his whiskers while he thought, trying to forget the parasite was likely in him now. “I don’t think so. Most of the parasites out here are limited to birds and gryphons. The lace monitors are pretty resistant, too.”

      “It’s not always fish they leave,” Naya said. “Four days ago, they started leaving fowl. The goliath birds caught the first supply drop and ate the food before we could get to it. The next few times, it was left hanging twenty feet up in the trees.”

      Biski emitted what Younce had come to recognize as her chirp of thinking. “What if the meat came from the rangers, not the fisherfolk? You don’t normally find pumpkins in the weald. If the rangers were deliberately spreading the parasite, they’d want to keep a cure nearby just in case. I don’t know much about taiga parasites. Is there a way to transport them?”

      “I don’t think it’s native to the taiga, otherwise we’d have seen it before now.” Younce looked at the burnt body of the goliath bird that had attacked him and thought about it. The bird had been vicious. There was a weird silver goo in its eyes, and it had been starving. He’d learned a lot about parasites growing up, but he hadn’t seen that combination of qualities before.

      Pumpkins worked most of the time on all known parasites. He’d have to ask Biski to keep a close eye on the gryphons to be certain they were getting better. It was possible the goliath bird had three pumpkins because the first two hadn’t worked.

      “I don’t know about this specific parasite,” Younce said, “but with most others, the goliath birds get hit the fastest, and the parasites have a much longer incubation period in the frost chickens. You could infect chickens by the Crackling Sea and fly them down here before they succumbed, most likely.”

      Biski was looking at the fisherfolk and clicking her beak. “It’d be a lot faster for us to liberate pumpkins from an opinicus farm here than to try to find them in the kjarr or hope Snowfall has enough extract for all these gryphons.”

      If they flew at full speed, it’d take a day to get up to Snowfall. That assumed the weather held. Carrying supplies, it’d take even longer to get back. Younce had been on patrol for so long he wasn’t sure what the supply stockpiles looked like. They may not have any pumpkin. Or, if they did, his pride leader may not be willing to part with it.

      “There’s something else that’s bothering me.” Younce realized he’d been chewing his tail while he thought and stopped. “If the rangers are spreading the parasite, what’s the point? You were there in the medicine caves with Kia and Cherine, too, Biski. They said the eyrie’s plan was to burn down the weald and convert it into farmlands to help feed the Crackling Sea. If you need food, if your people are starving, I would think that infecting the wildlife is the last thing you’d do. And if the infection gets out of control, you’re looking at a complete food source meltdown.”

      Biski’s eyes widened. “Not just the wildlife. They chose something that infects gryphons, too. There’s no disease or infection that gryphons catch that can’t spread to an opinicus. If this becomes too widespread, the land would be just as dangerous to them.”

      “Naya, you look healthy enough,” Younce looked at her black ears and long legs. “Kjarr parents, right? They’re resistant to most parasites and disease. That’s why they were able to live in the kjarr. Want to help me steal a few pumpkins? It’ll buy your people time to recover before we move them deeper into the taiga.”

      “I’m up for it,” she said. “The thin air is already wearing us down. I don’t know how much further we would have made it if we hadn’t seen your fire. But the Redwood Valley Eyrie could send reinforcements to Sandpiper’s Dune at any moment. It may already be too risky to go back.”

      “The Redwood Valley Eyrie won’t be reinforcing anyone,” he said. “We could see its spires burning as we left. The rangers down here will figure that out soon enough. We should get this done before they get desperate and do something stupid.”

      Biski looked from Naya’s sandy-and-brown pattern to Younce’s white with black rosettes. “How’re you going to sneak in? Neither of you look exactly subtle,” the bright blue-and-orange gryphon told him.

      “I have a plan for that,” he replied.
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      It was a beautiful day on the southern coast. A school of flying fish played in the water, unafraid of being caught. Several white clouds kept the sun at bay while a strong wind blew down from the weald. The smell of smoke was on the wind but not on the minds of the fisherfolk refugees hiding on Luminaire Island.

      They could see the smoke coming from the weald, but the fire had stalled before reaching the strip of invasive bamboo forest along the coast. It wouldn’t reach Luminaire and might deter the wingtorn from returning. The fisherfolk settlements on the shore, except possibly Sandpiper’s Dune far to the west, were already destroyed. Only the saltworks remained standing, a building that had existed mostly for trade purposes with the eyrie.

      Slate grey and muscular, Carru was the only gryphon sent with Gressle and her opinici on the supply run. Days of raining death from above had left them with a dearth of javelins. Now that the wingtorn had retreated, this was their chance.

      Just east of Sandpiper’s Dune was a grove where spears were prepared and treated. The wood for the weapons came from the bamboo that grew in patches where the weald began to thin out. While no one wanted to risk going in and cutting down bamboo trees to bring the raw supplies with them back to Luminaire, there should be a supply of spears ready for use or in the final stages of treatment. New hunters often lost their spears in larger aquatic prey. Ever since Rorin, the leader of Swan’s Rest, had decided to start hunting the small beaked whales that migrated past the coast, the need for spears had quadrupled.

      Taloned foreclaws were better suited for these tasks, but Gressle had still brought Carru along because he could fly with the most weight on him. Carru the Goliath Bird is what they called him. He would have preferred to be The Boulder, The Stoneclaw, The Unstoppable, or The Handsome, but one does not choose one’s own epithet.

      “Except goliath birds can’t fly!” the gryphlets and chicks would exclaim when someone called Carru by his name. He didn’t mind the teasing. He was well-liked and in-demand when it came to helping out. He even had his own special harness for hauling, made specially by an elderly opinicus. He’d helped rebuild her hut after the big storms a few years back, and she’d given it to him to say thanks.

      Gressle and the fisherfolk opinici were gathering spears and assessing the damage to the bambooworks. They wouldn’t need Carru until it was time to load him up and return to the island, so while the others searched the bamboo glade and collected spears, he climbed a nearby tree and took a nap.

      He had just slipped into a pleasant dream of plump parrots and fish sauce when a harsh noise from the clearing disturbed his sleep. Years of pretending to be napping to avoid being asked to help move rocks had allowed him to slip in and out of sleep without a start, snort, or yawn. When he looked down, he saw two of his opinicus friends unconscious on the ground. He thought they were dead, but their chests rose and fell, if just barely.

      Ahead of them, slinking low to the ground like a snake, was a sickly green-and-grey opinicus making his way towards the other fisherfolk. The reflection from his left talon glinted silver and wet.

      While Carru watched, the opinicus snuck up from behind and lightly scratched one of the fisherfolk, then caught her as she fell and laid her on the ground.

      Carru knew he should have acted, but he wasn’t yet sure what to do.

      As the poisoner approached the last fisherfolk, Carru slipped down from the tree and pursued him.

      Carru stopped to sniff one of the unconscious fisherfolk’s wounds. Jelly toxin. He’d heard from some of Tresh’s trainees that there were jellies that could render a gryphon unconscious, causing them to drown. Jellies were more feared than sharks among the divers. There had been some debate about using the jelly’s toxin on spears to hunt larger game, but Tresh had treated the subject as taboo, and Rorin backed down, as he only ever did for her. He always appreciated her skill set.

      No one ever talked about Carru’s amazing skills. He had an excellent sense of smell and a keen ability to track prey. It just never came up much when they were fishing. He’d come from the weald before converting to fisherfolk, and he was a skilled forest hunter. As the poisoner prepared to strike Gressle, Carru pounced.

      The emaciated opinicus turned at the last moment, but Carru bit off his talons at the wrist. To his credit, the poisoner didn’t scream. He tried to lift off, but Carru caught his leg and pulled him down to the earth before crushing his head in his hooked beak. Gressle stared at the exchange with a mixture of surprise, horror, and relief.

      Carru made a calming noise for her. “The others should wake up in an hour or two, if Tresh’s jelly information is correct.”

      He rolled the corpse over to get a better look at it. He’d seen enough Redwood Valley rangers in his time hunting in the weald. This harness had a fish on it. He hadn’t learned to read and couldn’t make out the writing on the badge.

      “Rakesh,” Gressle read aloud. With her long neck and blue heron-like feathers, she’d grown up on the Crackling Sea before coming to live with the fisherfolk. “This is a Crackling Sea ranger harness.”

      “Is he from Sandpiper’s Dune?” Carru asked. Many of the opinici there had come from the sea eyrie with Gressle several years back.

      She shook her head. “No. We all removed our eyrie badges when we became fisherfolk. This Rakesh is not one of us.”

      Carru sniffed the air. Even if Rakesh hadn’t been a Sandpiper’s Dune fisherfolk, he’d come from that direction. “I doubt he was out here on his own poisoning people. I’m going to go find his camp. Will you stay and make sure nothing happens to our friends?”

      She put a talon on his shoulder. “Be safe. The Crackling Sea rangers spent years hunting the kjarr pride.”

      “Kjarr gryphons? Those tiny things?” He stood up straight and puffed out his chest. “Then they won’t be expecting a weald fighter.”
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      Carru worked off the assumption that Rakesh the Poisoner had been intending to go towards help and not draw him away and went in the direction he thought the deceased had been headed, which matched the scent trail.

      Sure enough, he began to notice signs—not signs of opinici, but signs of large animals moving through an area regularly. The ranger’s skill at stealth suggested he’d trained in the weald. His knowledge of jelly toxin could have been acquired locally or could have come from the Crackling Sea Eyrie, named after the bioluminescent crackling jelly. His coloring, the mixed grey and green, was exotic for the weald, another hint he came from somewhere across the taiga.

      Carru knew how hunters could get if they were stuck in an area for too long. Eventually, the ranger motto of leaving no trace behind became more of a guideline. The local edible ground parrots became used to avoiding the camp, making it necessary to range further for food. This camp showed signs of having been here for a long time. It was too close to Sandpiper’s Dune for those fisherfolk not to have stumbled across it by now.

      How long since we’ve heard from Sandpiper’s Dune? Two weeks? Carru wondered.

      There were empty boxes with circles drawn on them that had begun to collect moss. Next to them was a large clay jar and a garbage pit full of fish. He scrunched his face. Deep sea fish, if the smell was any indication. The kinds of fish that could only be caught and hauled back in using rafts.

      It was unlikely they’d caught them on their own if they were Redwood Valley natives. The reds were terrible at fishing, even from their own streams and rivers. That meant these opinici were either blues—meaning they were from the Crackling Sea, known for looking like blue herons—or that someone was supplying them with food. Possibly a combination of both.

      He heard some hissing coming from ahead and flattened himself low. He circled around the camp for a better view.

      “Quiet, or we’ll have to hurt you again,” a bright red opinicus said to a muzzled gryphon. Each of the gryphon’s wings and limbs were tied to a different tree, stretching them to the point where they looked dislocated.

      “How much do we give him to knock him back out?” a blue opinicus asked. He was wearing the same harness as Rakesh, complete with a pink fish. His friend, however, was wearing the Redwood Valley harnesses Carru was used to seeing.

      Red and blue, both eyries. He frowned, a feat emphasized by his hooked beak, which turned down at the tip.

      During the battle for Swan’s Rest, there had only been Reeve’s Guard with the wingtorn. Sandpiper’s Dune was known for housing refugees who had fled from the Crackling Sea long ago. Had their eyrie sent rangers to bring them back?

      “Who knows? Rakesh will be back any time now.” The red one gave the gryphon a kick to silence his whimpers. It was not effective. “We just need to keep him quiet until then. I’m getting tired of Rakesh going off chasing any sound in the woods. He’s not right in the head.”

      “He was a boring chick, but he got lost in the kjarr, and now he’s a bit weird, no doubt about it. But he always comes back with food or, well, gryphons.” The blue one gestured to their prisoner, who was making noises again. “Okay, we’ll give our guest just a little jelly juice to knock him out.”

      While the blue ranger tried to carefully extract some of the jelly venom, Carru charged into the camp and pushed the red one into his friend. The toxin spilled over both of them, and they collapsed.

      Carru was so ready for a brawl that he wasn’t sure what to do now. His heart raced, but he had no one to fight. Both opinici lay unconscious. He poked one. No response. If he had the dexterity, he could have moved them into their own restraints. He didn’t think he could get the gryphon out without destroying the leather, however.

      In the end, he decided he had time to figure out what to do with the opinici and chewed through the restraints before carefully sliding the prisoner’s muzzle away with his claws. When it fell, he recognized the blue and white magpie markings.

      “Xavi?” he asked.

      The prisoner’s eyes widened. “Carru?”

      “Take a moment and stretch your legs,” Carru commanded. “We have friends nearby, but I want to look around before we go.”

      While Xavi took a few steps and tried to get some feeling back, Carru pawed through the rangers’ supplies. Everything was in a state of disrepair and neglect except for a clay jar and a wooden box of glass vials with something orange in them. The jar was secured with some sort of opinicus mechanism he couldn’t figure out, so he left it as it was and went sniffing at a covered cage.

      The cage made clucking sounds back at him. He lifted the covering, and a frost chicken peeked out. He lowered the cover and went back to the garbage pit. It smelled only of fish.

      He shook his head. Who would eat fish when they had tasty chickens in cages? Were they pets?

      He perked his ears up. Something was in the woods nearby. “Okay, Xavi. Lean against me, and I’ll help you. Let’s keep quiet. I’ll have you some place safe in no time.”
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      Carru helped Xavi to the nearby bamboo grove, where the fisherfolk were just waking up. The dose of jelly toxin in the vial must have been concentrated, because neither Carru nor Xavi could detect any breathing on the part of the poisoned rangers. They ended up just leaving them. If the rangers awoke later, so be it. Carru didn’t have time to worry about that now.

      Here at the glade, the fisherfolk were drowsy and confused.

      “What did you find? Who’s this?” Gressle asked. The wingtorn invasion had morphed her gregarious nature into suspicion.

      “This is Xavi, from the weald,” Carru said. “Maybe he should be the one to tell you what he’s doing here.”

      Xavi moved slowly. While the toxin was wearing off, in its place he seemed to feel the pain of having been tied up for days. “Hatzel sent me here. She wanted to warn you that the eyrie had sent wingtorn to secure your villages.” He stopped to catch his breath.

      “Hatzel…” It took Gressle a moment, but she placed it. “The pride with Zeph. We traded fish with you on the way back from the eyrie last week, but I don’t remember seeing you there. Your warning came too late.”

      Carru expected her to be angry, but what he saw was a softening in her features. Someone had cared enough to send warning, it just hadn’t arrived in time. Whatever else happened up north, they had at least one ally a burning forest away. A burning forest with some unburnt parts full of rangers. They needed to move.

      Xavi looked distraught. His wince seemed to be from emotional pain this time. “I stopped to get water and was caught by their traps. The rangers have held me ever since. Please, what’s happened with the weald?”

      “It’s on fire. That’s all we know.” Gressle ordered one of the other fisherfolk to support Xavi’s wings, then she turned to Carru. “He doesn’t look strong enough to fly to the island, but we can’t leave him here. He’s the only one who knows what’s going on. Rorin will want to question him.”

      Carru nodded, pleased to see her old hospitality returning. He wasn’t close to Xavi, but their hunting grounds shared a border. They’d talked many times over mutual kills before Merin’s territory disputes raised tensions. There was a hunting bond there.

      “Carru, you’re in charge,” Gressle said. “I’ll fly back and get help. Wait for me on the shore. We’ll take him across by raft if we have to. But don’t forget the spears.”
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      Instead of Gressle, it was Tresh and her crew who met Carru and Xavi at the beach with two rafts. Her petrel outline was common among the fisherfolk, but the thin scarring on her beak, the result of an incident with a spiny rock crab, gave her a shark-like appearance that was impossible to mistake for anyone else.

      Since the wingtorn had disappeared, everyone had been on edge. Her petrel-fisherfolk had kept watch, patrolling the stretch of water between Luminaire and the shore. They’d survived the initial assault with heavy losses only because the wingtorn hadn’t been able to follow them out to the island. There was a fear that the reprieve was temporary, that the full might of the Redwood Valley Eyrie would be upon them shortly.

      Or the full might of the Crackling Sea Eyrie. I need to tell Rorin about the rangers.

      Carru worried about what that might mean. He looked out to Sandpiper’s Dune, eerily quiet in the distance. Rorin had sent four sentries—three opinici and a rare crane gryphon—up there to see if they’d been attacked. The envoys had yet to return.

      Tresh’s left ear pointed west towards Sandpiper’s Dune, but her other ear moved forwards, and her tail raised a little off the ground when Carru approached.

      Carru still hadn’t gotten a good read on opinicus emotions, but he knew gryphons. However tough Tresh may have acted, her ears suggested she was at least a little happy to see him. They loaded Xavi on one raft and filled the other with supplies—spears, aneda resin, and the poisoner’s kit and claw.

      The medicine opinicus should know if there’s an antidote to the jelly toxin.

      Carru and Gressle’s opinici pulled one raft as best they could from the air while Tresh and her gryphons pulled the other from the water. While they wouldn’t have risked the rafts under normal circumstances, the expedition had found enough supplies to make it worth the extra effort. Besides, it was better to bring the rafts to the island than risk them burning on the shore—or the wingtorn using them to reach Luminaire.

      It might be a good idea to take the worst of the wounded and use the rafts to evacuate them to some of the smaller islands. If the rangers are eating deep-sea fish, they’re going to get to Luminaire sooner or later. What’re they waiting for? Reinforcements?

      While most of the fisherfolk lived along the shoreline, there were several families who lived on the small islands farther south. The coldest islands had a few taiga gryphons who had fled the Connixation, while the island closest to Luminaire housed a family of peafowl opinici in all colors.

      The smell of the crate he’d found was still in his nares. It had smelled like salt and bat guano. He looked north, to the still-smoldering weald. The smoke may have been dying down, but as one fire subsided, another seemed to start up when the wind dispersed the embers. He worried for his brothers and sisters.

      On that thought, he looked down at the raft that held his weald friend. Xavi couldn’t quite close his magpie wings after having them bound open for so long and was stretching his feathers out, white to blue to white again, with the tips trailing in the water.

      Flying above the rafts, Carru was reminded of his first week as a fisherfolk, when Rorin had taken him out to sea, and they’d flown over a school of manta rays. He hoped his old hunting friend might consider joining the fisherfolk, but knew Hatzel was unlikely to part with her second-in-command.

      Once they were halfway across, everyone stopped at one of the permanent, anchored rafts to eat, drink, and check on their patient.

      “How do you know he is not one of the bad ones?” Tresh asked right in front of Xavi. She’d never lived in the weald nor been part of a pride. Instead, she’d been the rare gryphon born of two opinicus fisherfolk parents. Xavi looked alarmed, but Carru just laughed. He was used to her directness.

      “I used to hunt with Xavi, sometimes. Our prides had a bit of overlap. We used to talk.” When she gave him a skeptical look, he added, “I didn’t leave the weald because I thought the prides were bad. I left because I knew the life of a fisher was right for me.” And because of a certain opinicus with lovely wings and a sharp mind, but Tresh didn’t need to know that part.
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