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      Halfway up a tree that reached sixty feet in height, a gryphon clung beak-down and surveyed the forest floor. Several large, flightless ground parrots pecked at crushed berries. Violet stains covered their green plumage. The berries were casualties of a conflict much higher up. Two flying squirrels fighting on the sunny tree tops had dropped them, splashing the gryphon with juice when the fruit landed.

      While the rush of sugar the berries offered had been tempting, that was short-term thinking. Instead, Zeph had groomed the juice from his feathered face, left the area, climbed one of the many massive redwoods, and glided back to a good vantage point—the one he now occupied. The local ground parrots had become wary of fresh scratches on trees that marked the climbing habits of gryphons. Not that ground parrots were particularly bright birds. The species, as a whole, survived mostly by virtue of laying many eggs, foraging effectively, and running away at the slightest provocation.

      A plump parrot, a full four feet in height, shouldered its competition out of the way. There were a few squawks of indignation, then the birds all froze and looked around to see if anything had heard them. Zeph remained unmoving against the tree, his banded brown fur and feathers matching the slits of light against the bark. Backward-facing dewclaws on each paw held him in place and even allowed him to slowly climb higher, should the need arise.

      Several more parrots peeked out from the overgrowth and jostled each other to peck the last of the berries. Just as the original plump one took a swipe at its rivals, Zeph pounced from the tree, crushing the bird on impact. The other parrots fled in all directions, skraarking with alarm, and Zeph set off after the next largest.

      Thick ferns blanketed the dimly-lit forest floor, providing cover if his quarry slipped out of view. Heavy storms normally provided lightning to burn away the ground cover during the summer months, but this year there hadn’t been any fires, and the vegetation was at its thickest in living memory. The parrot squeezed under a rotting log. Zeph leapt over it and spread his wings, gliding in pursuit. Thick vines and branches bred agile forest gryphons with hollow, muscle-covered bones to enable flight.

      Bones that broke easily if they caught on something.

      He did his best to drive the parrot towards the edge of the redwoods. Once it was in the grasslands between the weald and the eyrie, it would be an easy catch. Right as well-groomed feathers, the parrot burst out of the forest, and Zeph pounced. He held it down with his ever-useful dewclaw and snapped its neck with his beak.

      The sun beating down on his wings was a pleasant change from the shade of the forest, so he spread out his plumage and looked towards the eyrie. The opinici had built a large city at the northern tip of the Redwood Valley, nestled against the mountains. The forest around the eyrie was well-maintained, and they’d cleared a large swath of trees between them and the weald to create grasslands for capybara herds and farms. Ground parrot was tastier and healthier than capybara, but parrot meat’s unique flavor made it worth significantly more than just its nutritional value to opinicus merchants. The parrots around the eyrie had fled when the opinici cleared out the undergrowth, and the untamed gryphon lands were the only place to get them now. Zeph looked to see how the capybara herds were doing.

      Instead of large rodents chewing and lazing about, the ground was soaked in wet blood. The fence at the edge of the grasslands had been destroyed, and a trail of dark red led into the weald.

      He grabbed his kill in his beak and retreated to the safety of the trees.
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      Zeph returned to the smashed berries to find Hatzel standing over his first kill. A full five feet at the shoulders, she dwarfed him. Her feathers were a brown so dark they appeared black this far down the canopy. Only at higher tiers would the light reveal where her feathers stopped and her dark fur began. She was built for strength, bulky by gryphonic standards, and her beak had jagged edges on either side that resembled saber-like fangs.

      “Zeph.” She trilled a greeting to let him know she’d seen him.

      He put the second parrot down. “Hatz-el.”

      Their names played together like the call of a songbird. She bowed a little in front of the plump parrot. He nodded to her and returned the second kill to his beak. They dragged the parrots through the brush, back to the nesting grounds. Years of helping each other transport food had taught them to talk with their mouths full. More specifically, it had taught them to understand each other’s muffled sounds.

      “The capybaras in the field nearest here are all dead,” he said.

      She tilted her head to the side and asked a muffled, “What?”

      “It’s just blood and broken fences,” he continued. “Someone got in there and killed all of them.”

      Hatzel’s brow furrowed. “Someone? Not something? You don’t think it was monitors?”

      Large monitor lizards were known to sometimes break fences while trying to dig under them. Though they tended to feed on carrion, they weren’t above hunting. Early summer was a time of plenty, and monitors were more likely to take reckless chances when failure held little risk of starvation.

      Zeph hopped over an abandoned parrot’s nest. He nearly missed his landing with the additional weight in his beak. Only spreading his tailfeathers to rebalance kept him upright. “There was enough blood, I think someone got the entire herd. They were dragged into the forest.”

      Hatzel made a noncommittal sound, but her tail—tufted and unfeathered—whipped back and forth. Zeph knew her first instinct was to pick a fight, but the world had changed over the last five years. The grasslands development project had changed the dynamic between the weald and eyrie. There were things you could fight, like a monitor, and things you couldn’t fight, like an opinicus.

      They continued their journey in silence.
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      The undergrowth soon gave way to a rocky glen, the nesting grounds of Hatzel’s pride. The leaves and branches of the redwood canopy above had been cleared to allow some light down to the forest floor, sunning rocks had been painstakingly transported from the mountains. On the tops of trees, branches woven together into the shape of gryphons were covered in feathers soaked in violet berries. Young gryphons, who could fly and climb as soon as their feathers came in, were taught to make their way above the tree line if lost and locate the blue feathers to find their way home.

      The markers also served as a way of telling other gryphon prides that this hunting ground was claimed. From the heights, on a clear day, Zeph could see up to the taiga prides and down to the southern coast where the strange fisherfolk lived. Even if it was overcast, he could usually make out the dark red marker of their neighbors, Merin’s pride, the only gryphons who could match Hatzel’s strength.

      Hatzel had chosen her nesting grounds for their proximity to the river and the abundance of rocky outcroppings. While the pride and nesting grounds were hers, none of the eggs had been for years now. The grounds housed a half dozen gryphlets each year, with the pride’s adult population numbering around thirty-five. While some pride leaders chose to lead and have young, she hadn’t chosen to lay any eggs in Zeph’s lifetime, and he wasn’t much younger than she was. He assumed she’d given it up when she took control of the pride. With the canopy cleared and the undergrowth beaten back, the nesting site was relatively safe. In the sky, gryphons had no natural predators. Only on the ground could monitors sneak into camp if the eggs or gryphlets were left unattended. The well-lit, rocky glen had been chosen to keep skulking lizards at bay.

      Zeph got to work pulling the feathers from the parrots and enjoying the sun while Hatzel went inside one of the two caves to check on the gryphon guarding the gryphlets. When a shadow fell across his parrot, he looked up and saw an avian shape circling the camp. He let out a chirp of caution, and Hatzel came out to greet the newcomer.

      The opinicus had colorful green and blue plumage with splashes of red, which faded into chestnut-colored fur painted with green spots to create continuity before the feathers began again at her tail. Her back legs were gryphonic, if thin, but her forelegs were taloned like a bird’s. Their sharp tips had been sanded down to allow her to grip things with help from one backwards-facing talon. She was wearing a vest-like harness with several pockets.

      “Is Hatzel here?” she asked. Her voice was pleasant, with a humming quality, but her words were terse.

      Zeph’s feathers perked up in annoyance.

      “How may we help the eyrie?” Hatzel asked, rising to her full height. Opinici tended to stand taller than gryphons due to their long necks, but Hatzel towered over this one.

      “I’m Kia.” The opinicus’s head was level with the fangs on Hatzel’s saber-beak. “There was an incident at the grazing lands today, and I need to ask you a few questions.”

      Zeph followed Kia’s eyes as she looked around the nesting grounds. There was no sign of the missing capybaras. There was also no sign of Hatzel’s other hunters, most of whom were north dealing with an explosion in the snake population. If a gryphon were going to steal from the opinici, surely, they wouldn’t bring their illicit goods back to the nesting grounds.

      “I heard as much from Zeph. He was hunting nearby.” Hatzel’s voice was measured, but the tips of her claws stuck out from her paws. “The others are up by the Snowfeather River.”

      Kia made a move towards the caves, but Hatzel stood in her way, an impassable wall, so the opinicus turned her attention back to Zeph. “You saw who did it?”

      “I only saw the broken fence and blood.” His ears were back in agitation, a feat opinici couldn’t replicate with their lack of external ears. “I was busy tracking ground parrots.”

      Kia’s foretalons clenched reflexively. Opinici loved ground parrots but were terrible at catching them. “Did you see anyone else while hunting?”

      Zeph continued his grooming. He hadn’t seen anyone, but he’d heard several gryphons earlier in the day. At least, they’d sounded like gryphons. A gryphon’s beak had more give to it than an opinicus’s, being hard and sharp only along the edge. This gave them more flexibility when it came to language and made opinici sound like they were speaking with an accent, though opinici would say the same about gryphons. Still, after a few years of working with the fisherfolk, many sea-loving opinici were able to imitate a gryphon accent. The one or two gryphons who lived in the eyrie with the opinici were ostracized upon returning to the forest until they lost their opi trill.

      “I didn’t see anyone, no,” he replied, “but I heard several others over the course of the morning.”

      “Did you recognize them?” the opinicus asked.

      “No.” He thought back. “None were close enough.”

      “Gryphon or opinicus?” she pressed.

      He shook his head. “I couldn’t hear a trill from where I was at.”

      She took out a small notepad and scribbled something down. Zeph’s eyes were drawn to a magnifying glass sticking out of her harness pouch. In the eyrie, glass was rare. In the weald, it was unheard of. He wondered what she used it for. It was amazing the things opinici could do with their talons. Each of them was taught to read and write at a young age. Only about half of the weald gryphons could read. The farther one lived from the eyries, the less likely they were to learn. There were gryphons in the deep mountains who never learned to read.

      When Zeph had realized that trading ground parrots for other goods was lucrative, he’d learned to read and write. He couldn’t grip a pencil or a quill pen—an innovative sort of recycling he had to admire—but he could scratch into bark or dirt with a single claw extended.

      Hatzel had gifted him a pouch with sand and a wooden box. It lacked the permanence of using ink on paper but allowed him to practice and check the figures when trading in the city. Most merchants were honest, but some would misrepresent the taxes to pad their coffers. Being able to show he knew how to calculate the price kept them honest. When times were lean, and lean times always returned, the ability to trade with the eyrie kept Hatzel’s pride strong.

      Their reputation for being literate and willing to trade was probably why Kia had come here first and by herself. It would take an insane opinicus to visit Merin’s pride alone and make accusations. For a pride directly across the grasslands from the Redwood Valley Eyrie, they acted more like kjarr gryphons, coveting the easy life of the eyrie. Zeph thought this was silly. If they loved the city life, why not go live there? A few gryphons had, but he knew it wasn’t that simple. Life in the city wasn’t easier for gryphons, only for opinici.

      Kia broke him out of his thoughts. “I’d like for you to come with me to look around.”

      He looked helplessly to Hatzel, who shrugged.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I need another pair of eyes.” She pointed her claw at his flexible beak, specifically his nares. “And you smell better than I do.”

      Hatzel, out of Kia’s view, snorted her disagreement with that sentiment but didn’t protest the escort request. “You’ve hunted for the day. Go, show Kia the forest. We’ll be fine here.”
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      Hatzel and Zeph had dragged parrots through the forest faster than Kia was making her way through the brush. Part of her problem was that she was ill-suited to forest flight. She’d made the journey from the eyrie to the forest easily enough because the skies were clear. There was nothing to dodge or watch for along the way. Under the canopy, vegetation and wildlife filled every empty space. He’d already had to untangle her once. The second half of her problem was that she had to investigate everything. Her inquisitive nature was probably why she’d been assigned to look into the problem in the first place, but in the forest, suddenly, everything became interesting.

      When she jostled a nest of flying squirrels, she stopped to take notes on how they glided, asking questions and making comments he’d never considered.

      “None of the early surveys of the weald include squirrels,” she’d said. “I don’t think they had them when we settled the valley.”

      When pulling vines off her startled a snake, which flung itself to a nearby tree, she began to ask questions about how many types of snakes could glide. When she had to take a break, she chose a low branch, and he advised her to move up higher to avoid monitors. Then she asked about the types and numbers of monitor lizards and how many attacks there had been over the last fifteen years. He’d always thought of himself as an inquisitive gryphon, but he found himself taxed by the time they reached his morning hunting spot.

      “This is where the berries fell, so this is where I was waiting when I heard the sounds.” To his relief, she didn’t ask about the types of berries and where they grew and the different types of birds that ate the berries and the history of the ground parrot and why did ground parrots not fly but snakes and squirrels could glide.

      Instead, she switched to a professional mode, grabbing a new notebook and putting the other one back into her vest. “You said it was a few of them. How do you know it wasn’t just one gryphon talking to himself?”

      “It sounded like at least three different voices,” he replied. “One was rougher, one was higher pitched, and the other was lower. There could have been more, but I feel like there were three. And they might not have been gryphons.”

      He saw the conflict weigh on her face: the need to be an impartial recorder of facts coming up against the casual racism of but it’s the weald, who else would it be?

      “So, the other hunters, at least three—” she began.

      “I was hunting,” Zeph interrupted, “but they might not have been hunters. They were talking loud enough that I could hear them this far away. Obviously, they weren’t worried about scaring the game.”

      She scribbled it down. “So, three unknowns talked loudly east of here in the mid-morning. They were probably not hunters and may or may not have been gryphons.”

      His ears were forward to show he agreed, but when she didn’t pick up on them, he nodded.

      She chewed on her quill pen. “But why would opinici be in the forest?”

      “Why would gryphons talk so loudly in hunting grounds?” he countered.

      “Have you ever seen an opinicus in the forest?” she pressed. “Do they ever come out here?”

      “I’m with an opinicus in the forest right now,” he countered.

      She sighed. “Other than me.”

      He thought back. It was uncommon to see opinici in the forest, but this year had been uncommon. Usually, they would fly overhead and arrive at a pride’s camp before descending. Opinici inside the weald were more unusual. There was forest land around the eyrie before the grasslands began, but it was well-cultivated and sparse, making it easy for opinici to fly through it. It had started out just as untamed as the weald, but the reeve had created rangers to manage it. Now it was considered the Reeve’s Hunting Grounds, by appointment only. But he was sure he’d heard opinici in the weald several times this year. He hadn’t thought anything of it. His predatory instincts often warred with his desire to stay out of trouble. What had they been doing here? Gryphons kept away from the contested areas between prides, which was where he’d heard the opinici.

      “There have been several groups of opinici in the forest since spring, but I don’t know why,” he answered at last. “I’ve heard others say the same.”

      Kia looked incredulous but made a note. “So, you attacked your ground parrot here, then followed it to the grasslands?”

      “I killed one here, then followed another.” It was important to him that she represent his hunting skills accurately in her journal.

      She made him reenact the whole thing, taking out her other notebook to draw how he looked upside-down, stalking his prey from the tree, before following the parrot path to the weald’s border.
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      Zeph and Kia came out from the forest and into the late afternoon light. Having kept her wings tight against her body after the incident with the vines, he allowed her a moment now to stretch and give her feathers a cursory check.

      “You’re sure this is the exact spot?” she asked.

      He’d stopped being offended by her questions when she asked him about the history of monitor attacks and he realized he’d started forgetting how many there’d been. Instead, he just pointed at one of the massive redwood trees. Twenty feet up the trunk was a scratched circle with wings and the number eleven.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “In the fog, fledglings can’t always see their way back,” he explained. “The markers help them figure out where they’re at. The numbers start closest to Crater Lake and count up from there.”

      “What happened there?” She pointed her beak towards another tree further down. The winged circle with a thirteen next to it had been scratched out. An angry beak and ear tufts with the number one had been drawn above it.

      Zeph twitched his feathery tail. “Merin disagrees with where our hunting grounds end and his begin.”

      “I didn’t realize anyone in the Merin pride could read or write,” she said with a sniff. “Next thing you’ll tell me is that they’ve developed manners and scholars.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but no pride shares all the same plumage,” he explained. “Askel and Triddle helped us out a few years ago when there was the terrible flooding. They’re smart when it comes to rivers and diverting water. Especially Triddle. Askel is more of a forest fire kind of gryphon.”

      Kia’s feathers ruffled. “They’re the ones who flooded the grasslands that summer! They caused a lot of irreparable damage. They’re criminals.”

      “Criminals?” His ears went back. “They saved our nesting grounds from being flooded. Eggs are irreparable. Grass is not. No one lives in the grasslands.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true. The growth of the livestock trade had drawn a few permanent residents and one makeshift group nest along the plains. To Kia’s credit, she didn’t speak what was probably on her tongue. Opinici were often of the opinion that gryphons bred too much. In fact, he would guess that there were fewer gryphons than opinici. No weald pride had a hundred gryphons in it. They maintained genetic diversity by interbreeding with other prides. Only half of the gryphlets grew to adulthood. Forest life was full of danger. That’s why culling the snake population now was so important, before they grew large enough to feed on hatchlings.

      The year Hatzel was born, a slow-gestating disease from monitor meat killed every hatchling save three. What was dangerous in adults had been fatal to the youngest. It was one of the few times the deep mountain gryphons, with their spotted white coats, had come down and sought help. Hatzel still sent gifts to them in the fall out of a bond that had formed between her and one of their gryphlets that had also survived that year. Even today, a gryphon would have to be starving to eat a monitor, though there were no cases of the strange disease after that year.

      But the opinici couldn’t see the gryphon population. They were mysterious forest creatures living in the untamed wilds. Who knew how many there were? Since destroying some of the shared forest to create the grasslands, the opinici had whispered of a possible gryphon retaliation. Their justification had been that no one owns the forest. After that, gryphons started putting up wooden banners and marking trees.

      Kia picked up a fallen black notebook next to the marker on the tree. Several golden feathers stuck out from the blood caked on its cover. Some of the pages had been pulled out. She shivered.

      “Can Merin read?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Zeph replied.

      She looked into the thick underbrush of the woods, then up to the tops of the trees two hundred feet in the air. “I need to get back to the eyrie. This is important. Will you come with me?”

      He cocked his head to the side but assented.

      “We need to hurry,” was all the explanation she gave.
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      As out of place as Kia had been under the tree line, Zeph felt even more exposed in the sky. She flew effortlessly, aided by her slight build and long hours of past flights. He was muscular and used to running, climbing, and gliding. Gryphons were designed to wait and pounce, not to fly long distances. He found himself annoyed at being asked to tag along on this errand because it made him feel unfit.

      She seemed unaware of his discomfort and kept looking below or behind them. What she was looking for he did not know, but she wasn’t looking at him. When they stopped to drink on the other side of the grasslands, she shied away from a group of fisherfolk.

      He found this incredibly rude and was careful to chirp a happy greeting at them. For all their strange, sandy homes, they were social while on vacation, their term for coming to the Redwood Valley Eyrie to trade. This group was particularly brave, having several children who lacked ear tufts or non-avian forepaws.

      Opinici and gryphons were not as distinct as politics may lead one to believe. When they interbred, the offspring were defined by which characteristics they had. Ear tufts and non-avian forepaws meant the child was clearly a gryphon. If it only had ear holes and taloned foreclaws, it was clearly an opinicus chick.

      The confusion came from individuals who had one and not the other. In most eyries, one needed to have talons that could grip a pencil and write in order to be an opinicus. Among gryphons, a lack of ears made it hard to tell emotion. Many bonds were formed over annoyed flicks of ears. Where tone and stance didn’t change, being able to see someone’s ears full back served as a warning. Gryphons weren’t used to opinicus mannerisms and their strange lack of ears.

      For the gryphon-opinicus offspring that had forepaws and no ears, the fishing villages were the only places they’d be accepted without challenge. To a fisherfolk, everyone was a gryphon and everyone was an opinicus. It made them exceptionally cheerful and happy to talk to anyone when they traveled. While it seemed like a recipe for disaster, the one thing that triumphed over the bigotry of gryphons and opinici was both sides’ deep love of fish.

      “Hello!” chirped a tall fisher from across the fountain. She had the look of a heron about her with a black beak, light blue face, and grey feathers that blended with her fur. She left her compatriots and flew over to them.

      “Hello, yourself!” replied Zeph.

      Kia added something noncommittal but polite. Her attention was taken up by the strange mix of gryphons and opinici relaxing together. While some had come from prides or eyries and now wore fishing harnesses, there were species only ever found along the coast, too—petrels, terns, and cranes.

      “I’m Gressle, but call me Gress. Would you be heading into the city to trade, by chance?”

      “I’m Zeph, and this is Kia. We’re actually on official business, just heading back to report in. Did you happen to see anything suspicious in the grasslands this morning?”

      The fisherfolk’s eyes widened in surprise. Kia’s did similar in annoyance. Not many people outside of his pride were aware of his propensity to take a small amount of adjacent authority and apply it to himself.

      “No, no we didn’t,” Gress replied. “We’ve been in the city all day. We’re just getting ready to head back. Is it safe?”

      Zeph gave his best grin, careful to keep his ears happy. Gress may lack ears, but she’d certainly been around enough gryphons to recognize what friendliness looked like. “I’m sure it’s perfectly safe. Right, Kia?”

      The eyrie opinicus was caught off guard. “Yes, yes, I’m sure it is.”

      “But to be extra safe,” he continued, “they should probably cut southwest instead of straight south on their way home, shouldn’t they?”

      Kia rolled her eyes but played along. “Yes, when you hit the end of the grasslands, look for a mark on the tree line with a circle and wings. You’ll want to follow that to the violet clearing.”

      “I hear they have ground parrots to trade,” he added.

      Gress perked up. “Thank you for the information!”

      She started to turn away, but then fished two salted tuna bars from her vest and gave them to him. He had to sit back to hold them in his forepaws.

      “For you and your pretty mate,” Gressle said and flew back to her people.

      “Wait, what did she say?” Kia asked, but Zeph was already scarfing down his fish.

      “So salty,” he said with watering eyes, “but so good.”

      Kia’s tears also flowed, and she nodded. “We need to get back. It’ll be dark any time now.”
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      Opinici had once lived in small nests called eyries built on the tops of trees. At least, that’s what Zeph had been taught as a gryphlet. As their population grew, the border between one family’s eyrie and another’s disappeared. Then, as their ability to use tools improved, they expanded above the tops of trees and built higher, sometimes securing dead trees to live ones to serve as supports. Their cities now reached into the skies.

      While there were several of these mega-eyries in the world, Zeph had come to think of the Redwood Valley Eyrie in the forest as the eyrie. He’d never had reason to travel across the mountains to see the others. He understood that the eyries had trade amongst themselves, but he’d never personally met an opinicus from another eyrie, though it was said the fisherfolk were made up of gryphons and opinici from across the world.

      Even having seen the Redwood Valley Eyrie before, he was still overcome with a feeling of danger and awe when he looked up at its spires. They were three, four, maybe five times as tall as the tallest trees. Wind chimes hung from family domiciles and created a constant music that interfered with his instincts. It was all noise, pretty noise.

      The ground beneath his feet wasn’t dirt or rock but just another platform. He’d learned to guess the strength of branches, but he had no idea how the platforms were built or how safe they were. His muscles maintained a level of tension that would enable him to leap into the air and glide to safety if it all fell apart. Someday, he was certain, it would all fall apart.

      From the skies, the platforms resembled a colossal mushroom patch. Homes existed on the underside of platforms and along the edges of the city while shops, schools, and other things he had not identified were on top. Some system that Askel and Triddle might understand, but Zeph did not, pulled water up from Crater Lake and created bathing pools on top of one mushroom cap.

      Though the city center stood proud and clean, things became dirtier the further one traveled from the center. Lizards of the non-gliding variety and pigeons infested the city. There were no snakes to keep them at bay—opinici hated snakes. He shuddered to think what the ground level looked like. He’d never seen it, never asked what was down there. A twenty-foot-high fence kept it from view as he flew closer. Maybe that’s where the few gryphons lived.

      Kia brought him to a building near the market. It was meant to resemble a redwood, but no trees grew this high. The craftsmanship was impressive. He looked at his paws. No matter how much practice he put in, he’d never be able to create something like that.

      She chirped a greeting and short message to an opinicus whose only job seemed to be to relay messages to opinici who were more important, leaving Kia and Zeph waiting outside.

      Zeph’s ears twitched. “What’re they waiting for? Did we interrupt dinner?”

      “I’m sure they’re wondering why I brought you along and trying to figure out what to do about it,” she said.

      He wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. “Why did you bring me?”

      “It seemed important this not be about opinici and gryphons.”

      He weighed her words. “What is this about?”

      “I don’t know.” She kept worrying at a golden quill pen. “Something bigger or smaller than that.”

      He ruffled. “It’s always about gryphons and opinici. There’s no getting around that. You think gryphons killed and ate your herd. I could hear it in your questions. Gryphons know that strange groups of opinici are coming into the forest. If you want gryphons and opinici living in peace and laying gryphon-opi eggs together, you’ll have to catch up with Gress’s band of fisherfolk and fly all the way to the ocean to make that happen.”

      She bristled at his choice of the word opi, but he felt confident she’d heard and said far worse at his expense inside the city.

      “There are gryphons here,” she retorted. “And I’m sure they’re quite happy to stay in the city.”

      “You’ll have to show me these gryphons,” he said. “I’ve been here many times and never seen an eyrie gryphon.”

      “I will tomorrow.” She stretched her neck up and cocked her head to the side like she was listening for something, but without ears it was difficult for him to be sure. The eyrie was full of so many sounds, he couldn’t tell what she was listening for.

      After a moment, she continued. “Look, if we get separated and you get sent home, you should probably know this. Normally, I work for the university. We’ve been working on keeping different types of livestock. That’s why I got sent out. They thought it might be an animal attack.”

      He nodded his head, unsure why he was being entrusted with this information.

      “The notebook I found is Cherine’s.” Her talons tightened on the golden feather. “He was working out there, taking notes, doing research. The eyrie can’t sustain much more population growth if we don’t find better ways of raising food.”

      Zeph remembered the blood on the journal. “I’m sorry. Was he a friend?”

      “No. Yes,” she corrected. “It’s complicated. I like him. He chose to be kind when it was not easy. But this is important: from what I read on our flight back, he was trying to follow the opinici sneaking into the woods to see what they were doing. There’s a note in here about pressure from someone to increase the size of the grasslands.”

      “That would require cutting down—” he started to say before she silenced him with a hiss. Whatever she had been listening for earlier, she must have heard it because a moment later several opinici descended to their level. A tall one with a circlet and more jewelry than he’d ever seen—metallic jewelry, not beaded—spoke first. She had a long, thin neck and green feathers. She was flanked by a military-looking opinicus in a faded army harness and a spoonbill-shaped opinicus with a pink harness. To Zeph’s surprise, she recognized him.

      “Zeph Parrotbane,” the opinicus in charge stated. He prayed no one ever called him that again and was thankful Kia was too awed by the peafowl-opinicus to laugh. “You’ve provided the meals for my table many times in the past. We’ll make sure you’re settled in for the night and comfortably fed before you leave in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      “Apprentice Kia,” the peafowl continued, “you’ll be coming with us.”

      “Yes, Reeve Brevin,” Kia said.

      Zeph stiffened. While the reeves ostensibly served at the behest of some leader far away, in reality, they were the monarchs of their eyrie city-states. He didn’t know the proper way to address a reeve, but his response had not been it.

      Kia flew off with the reeve and her assistants, leaving Zeph alone with the opinicus who resembled a spoonbill.

      Zeph relaxed once the reeve was out of sight. “So, what’s for dinner?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      For all the talk of fish and parrots, dinner turned out to be less exciting fare. Zeph’s guide, Jonas, took him to the far end of the market where several braziers were lit. While Jonas’s plumage reminded Zeph of the blue herons that migrated through the weald in winter, his beak was closer to an elongated duck’s bill. It was a common face for opinici, but less so for gryphons—fisherfolk offspring being an exception. His back half was grey, almost blue. His harness had a pink fish on it and seemed to be made of a nicer material than what most merchants wore. The symbol meant nothing to Zeph, but it made him wonder where Jonas fit into the pecking order of the eyrie.

      The wind changed, and the smoke stung Zeph’s eyes. It struck him as foolish, or perhaps arrogant, to leave braziers around on a city built on the tops of trees. When they landed, he pushed his claws into the flooring. They stuck to the special coating before retracting.

      “What do you do if someone knocks over a brazier?” Zeph asked.

      Jonas pointed to bags the same color as the ground coating placed conspicuously close to each brazier. “They’re filled with a powder that chokes the flames out.”

      Zeph looked up and followed the lines of the aqueduct overhead. The waterworks pulled water in and up from a large lake created by the dam at the Snowfeather River that Triddle was always going on about. While the dam itself had statues of a peacock and a cobra, Triddle was more impressed by the waterworks. Zeph could only imagine the trouble Triddle could get into here.

      “Why not just put a spigot on that?” Zeph asked.

      Jonas made a tsk sound with his beak. “Because the braziers have mostly oil in them. The water is as likely to spread the fire as put it out. It’s leftovers from the butcher’s shop.”

      Zeph could smell their destination from here. The butchery was a large building with braziers made for cooking instead of illumination. Processing meat had started as a way of transporting goods across the goliath bird pass to other eyries, but when word of the monitor disease killing hatchlings had reached the Redwood Valley opinici, the popularity of cooked meat grew exponentially. Butchers cooked, salted, and stored the meat here for later. It was large enough to be a factory instead of a store, but it kept a shop front.

      A generation of opinici grew up with a taste for cooked meat and a love of salt, hence the healthy trade with the fisherfolk, who set up a saltworks to capitalize on the trend. While the flickering lights interfered with his normally excellent night vision, he thought he saw several other columns of smoke across the market he hadn’t noticed in past visits.

      Other butcheries processing and storing capybara meat? he wondered.

      Jonas took a line of tiny, metal beads and paid the butcher. He returned with two salty, warm plates of meat for himself and Zeph. Zeph did his best to smile. Smiles were equally important among friends and adversaries, and there was no way to know which Jonas was.

      Zeph winced a little at the salinity of the first bite. Between the salted tuna bars and the butcher shop’s meat-of-the-day, he’d be crying out this salt all day tomorrow.

      “So, lived here long?” he asked.

      Jonas was startled by the question, piquing Zeph’s curiosity. “Yes, for maybe two years now. You’re from the Hatzel…eyrie?”

      Zeph’s interest grew. “Yep. My mother was from the taiga prides, but I never had the fur for the heavy winters up there, so I joined my father’s. What brought you here?”

      Jonas sawed through a piece of gristle. He enjoyed himself so thoroughly that Zeph suspected the funds for dinner had come from the reeve and not Jonas himself.

      Or perhaps food is scarce where he comes from?

      “I grew to hate the water,” Jonas said at last. “The Crackling Sea is beautiful. At least, in the summer it is. When the thunderstorms cross the water, the crackling jellies that give the sea its name light up in response to the lightning. There’s nothing like it in the world. But the Crackling Sea Eyrie is a quarter of the size of this one, the inland sea is frozen all winter, and I hate fish. Eating fish, catching fish, smelling fish, fish oil: all of it. I guess, like you, I wasn’t cut out for the environment I was born into. I used to lead the goliath birds along the trail to trade with the Redwood Valley Eyrie. When my mate and children died, this was the first place I thought to come.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. It’s nice to see the world, though,” Zeph agreed. He was trying to enjoy his meat now that he knew it wasn’t meant as a slight. “I still go to the mountains sometimes when it starts to warm up. Though I’m still discovering a lot of interesting things in the weald I’d never have guessed at.”

      Jonas and Zeph traded travel stories into the night. Jonas spoke of the domesticated goliath birds, flightless like ground parrots, but much larger, who pulled supplies through mountain passes to reach new eyries. Zeph talked about the mountain goliaths that stood three gryphons tall and were all white and fuzzy. He talked about how the alpine pride dug up large frogs from the permafrost during exceptionally warm summers. The frogs normally tasted like, well, frogs. But when they froze solid, they turned sugary sweet. The taiga pride dug them up before they defrosted and ate them. He talked about how a hatchmate, Mignet, had once waited so long to eat hers that it defrosted and hopped away and into the forest. Jonas seemed particularly interested in that story. Everything was going well until the last question.

      “You seem different from the other gryphons I’ve met,” Jonas confided.

      “What’re the gryphon prides like by your eyrie?” Zeph asked.

      Jonas’s answer sent a shiver up Zeph’s spine. “There are no gryphons by my home eyrie anymore.”
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      The next morning, Zeph wiped the crusted salt from around his eyes. Jonas had excused himself, citing the late hour, when chimes played from the center of the city. Louder chimes played during the day at set intervals, but the opi trick to keeping time eluded Zeph.

      When he could help it, he’d often come into the eyrie in the morning and leave in the afternoon. The few times bad weather had caught him off guard, he’d stayed in a hotel off the market. He was always given the same room—was in that exact room even now—which made him suspect that it was reserved for the few gryphon guests who showed up.

      Despite his deep-seated suspicion towards opinicus currency, he always made sure some of his payment for the parrots he traded came in the form of a string of beads. Hatzel disapproved, but Zeph worried a time would come when they’d need supplies or medicine and not have ground parrots to trade for them. It also helped on the occasions when he was stuck in the city. If he’d brought a bracelet of beads with him now, he’d be searching out the least salty breakfast in town. Since he hadn’t expected his journey with Kia to last this long, he hadn’t brought beads with him.

      He stretched, confirmed with the hotel owner that his stay had been paid for, and wandered out into the city to explore.

      Lacking direction and trade incentives, he decided to get a feel for the layout of the eyrie. He saw opinici flying up to a structure above him and assumed it must be open to the public. The top of this platform was less like a mushroom and more like a sinkhole. From the center of an amphitheater, a red-plumed opinicus with black markings around his eyes was shouting. Zeph stayed behind the crowd and hung upside-down from the shadows of a higher platform to watch the proceedings.

      “While we’re starving, they grow rotund on the weald’s bounty. While we struggle to find food, they let it rot in their larders, forgotten.”

      Zeph wondered at all the salted meat being processed at the butcheries. Was that not going to feed the eyrie? He had to hunt for his game. These people picked off pieces of jewelry and traded them. How did they earn their beads?

      “The fault doesn’t lie in the forest. It lies with us. We let them come here and trade their fish and parrots. They bring disease and spread it to the populace. They unleash their bloodlust on the eyrie. Do we really believe the missing guards and rangers were killed by opinici? They steal our loved ones and take them to the ocean to live like heathens. They don’t mate for life. They don’t mate for love. They put the eggs into a communal pile because they can’t figure out who the parents are. Is that any way to live?”

      Zeph began to realize that coming here might have been a mistake. Surely these opinici had been warned about gryphons skulking under every branch, ready to eat chicks and steal spouses. The more he stayed out of sight and eavesdropped, the more he fed into that myth.

      “While we live in the slums of the underbough, the beautiful lands have been taken. Gryphons rut in the great forests, denuding them of their game through irresponsible population growth. The corpses of parrots and monitors litter the forest floor, picked clean by starving gryphlets forgotten by their parents, if they even know who their parents are. Meanwhile, responsible opinici worry about the future for their chicks. Will there be enough food in five years’ time? Ten? If we don’t do something now, will it be too late?”

      Zeph hissed a little against his better sense. While some of the crowd seemed disinterested, fully half of them were leaning forward, engaged. They were worried about their children and had probably never chirped a single word to a gryphon. He knew relationships had long been strained, but he didn’t know things were like this.

      “It’s not a question of if. It’s a question of when. Do we wait until our children are starving and dead? Do we wait until the gryphons decide they’ve ruined the weald and need our lands, too? If we double the size of the grasslands, we double the future for our offspring. The reeves don’t want you to hear me saying this. They want peace. They’ve already grown fat like gryphons, preying upon their own. They’re okay watching the rest of us starve, knowing they’ll be fine, their offspring will be fine. But I don’t say this to spite them. Not at all. They’ll get their comeuppance when the gryphons run out of food and come after ours. No amount of beaded wealth will save them then. No, I say this for all of you: the reeves cannot save you. The future is bleak. Only by acting now can you save your children. We must act while there is still time to act.”

      Zeph decided it was time to leave. He needed to get back and let Hatzel know how bad things were here. He was no longer willing to believe that the opinici coming into the forest were simply tourists hoping to take in a bit of nature. Hatzel’s pride included a pond, the river, excellent ground parrot hunting grounds, and it formed the northwestern border of the grasslands. If the eyrie was looking to expand, Hatzel’s pride were a prime target.

      He wondered if Kia knew about this but couldn’t believe she’d be ignorant of it. And he’d told her about the markings along the trees. Only now did he realize his mistake. Gryphons would need a language of their own and not just a simulacrum of what the opinici used. He’d leave a note for Jonas and fly back to the pride.

      “Look at the Crackling Sea opinici,” the orator’s words commanded. “They’ve already purged the gryphons from their lands and live a life well beyond our meager existence. You want proof? They are the proof! They had the strength to do what was necessary for their future.”

      Zeph crawled along the platform and away from the crowd before leaping and gliding away.
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      Kia, Jonas, and Reeve Brevin had all flown to a higher elevation when they’d left Zeph. He decided to descend into the depths of the eyrie and find a route out from there. What he’d come to think of as the middle of the city had open spaces around a market, university, public area, and other places of interest. Above were several nicer nests. He wasn’t sure what was lower, but he’d always felt more comfortable below the canopy line.

      As he left his perch, he caught sight of Jonas entering the inn. Zeph ducked behind some boxes marked with circles. Jonas left a few minutes later, feathers puffed up in annoyance. He whistled, and two opinici wearing official-looking gold and blue vests flew down. Together, they went off in the direction of the amphitheater. Zeph waited until they had passed his hiding place, then ducked under the market.

      His eyes adjusted to the dimmer light. Below the market was another market without the glitz and bright colors of above. A disheveled opinicus purchased squirrel meat. Two chicks followed behind him, chirping with hunger. There was a butchery smoking meat down here, too, but this time several large opinici stood guard to dissuade theft.

      Zeph did his best to stay out of sight. The pattern-recognition center of his brain noted that even in the sublevels, all opinici wore harnesses. He pulled some of the vines—no one seemed to care enough to clear them out—and did his best to wrap two around himself. At a distance, at a glance, maybe no one would notice his ears or forepaws.

      The opinici kept to themselves. Few were in the company of others, and so far, no one gave him a glance. He descended further. He hoped deeper meant safer, but this underbough raised many questions. These opinici were emaciated. They were eating squirrels. Did the smoked meat just feed the heights? They were starving down here.

      Light played on a glittering harness and Zeph ducked behind an abandoned nest stuck to the side of a tree and peered out. The sparkle came from a polished pink medallion with a fish on it, similar to the one Jonas had worn. Its owner was a gryphon, not an opinicus.

      Her feathers were varying shades of brown and grey with a golden crest atop her head, framed by two black, tufted ears. His first thought was that her tail was short, but he amended his assessment. Her tail was a little short, but her back legs were also exceptionally long.

      The strange gryphon, along with two opinicus guards, made her way to the ground. With no other gryphons around, she stood out. She was making no effort to hide her forepaws, despite the stares of opinici as she passed. The gold spot on her head made her easy to follow. She didn’t seem to be escorted by the guards but also didn’t seem to be free to divest herself of their company. Zeph’s hunting instincts kicked in, and he followed the trio down.

      For the last twenty feet before arriving at the ground, the underbrush was even more congested than the weald. Dried vines draped over rotting vegetation and the beams connecting each redwood to the others in its support network. He’d seen this before.

      If a long period of time passed without a forest fire, the next time it happened would be significantly worse. This year, it seemed like every time lightning struck, the flames would give up within an hour, leaving behind strange white ash. If the summer passed without a fire, there was already talk of setting controlled burns. The only concern was that it might be too late. Hatzel’s pride had a winter nesting site along the western edge of the valley where the weald met the taiga, but most prides lived in the redwood forest during the winter and had no place to evacuate to if a wildfire got out of control.

      The eyrie was a city that had forgotten it used to be a forest. What would happen if someone knocked a brazier off a platform and it reached these depths? The whole place would go up.

      It took too long for Zeph to prowl through the dried tangle; he lost the gryphon and her escort. He glided to where he’d last seen them and looked around. Vines, angry pigeons, a tree infested with ants.

      Ah, a break in the undergrowth. He slid into the path like he was tracking a ground parrot. The smell of opinicus was cleaner here and included the spice of gryphon. No, gryphons. He followed it until he heard noises. He recognized an opi trill, but there were also familiar sounds. He flattened himself against the ground and crawled around the corner.

      Several opinicus sentries talked amongst themselves. He could see the back of the gryphon’s head as she entered the compound. Thick, wooden walls blocked Zeph’s view. Painted against a section of tree in red juice was graffiti of a gryphon, wings not yet filled in. He shivered and backed around the corner. His hackles prickled. Whatever was going on here, it was past time for him to leave.
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      When Zeph reached the wall that circled the eyrie, he worried he would have to ascend to a higher level to escape. He’d never had a good look at the barrier when flying to the market but had assumed it existed to discourage ground-bound predators from getting inside. Every decade or so, a large number of lace monitors, having grown to an enormous size somewhere to the north, would migrate across the Redwood Valley and pose a danger to anyone caught on the ground. With the wall looming before him, he understood that whatever its previous purpose, it now existed only to hide the lower levels from view.

      It’d probably been solid when it was built. It was made from thick, treated planks that were covered in hanging moss, vines, and dirt. The wood was too old to have come from the trees cleared to make the grasslands. Rickety gates appeared at set intervals. Perhaps, in better times, there had been a path for goliath birds to carry goods into the city from the shore. There was an overgrown trail and bridge that wound through the weald to the southern shore that made little sense for airborne inhabitants.

      Most of the gates were now in a state of disrepair. The one in front of him showed signs of scorch marks, and the door itself was in shambles. Anything metal had been pried off and stolen by some enterprising thief. He pushed aside the vines, disturbed a nest of leaf-nosed snakes that rattled their tails angrily in the dry leaves, and crawled out of the city.

      He was still full from the meal the night before, though tear stains cascaded from his salt glands. He decided to stay under the tree line until the grasslands no longer afforded him their protection.

      He’d heard the eyrie’s forested area called the Reeve’s Hunting Grounds, and it was preternaturally quiet. Forests of all types offered several levels of silence, based upon what predators made themselves known. A mature monitor would quash the skraarking of ground parrots until it passed. The glided flight of a snake leaping from one tree to another might quiet the squirrels. When Hatzel struck, it silenced all prey larger than a squirrel, but the buzzing of insects would continue.

      Zeph wondered if this forest had predators he was unaware of, or if starving poachers had killed everything large enough to be eaten. It was impossible to guard an entire weald, as the recent opinicus infiltrators attested to. Maybe the university scholars had frightened off the game with their food experiments. Maybe it was something else. All he knew was that this section of the forest should be full of turkeys but was empty.

      A scream cut through the silence, followed by cruel laughter. Zeph stopped at a tree. He needed to get word back to Hatzel, but he’d never heard an opinicus scream for help before. What if it was Kia? He climbed higher and glided from tree to tree until he reached the sound.

      A cardinal opinicus, grey except for her red beak, crest, and sections of her wings and tail feathers, hung by a wing in a large net spread out between the trees. Four others looked on from the ground. One, crane-like and still laughing, was wearing the same gold and blue harness as the guards from the market. The other three had pins of a matching color. These must be the rangers: hunters and trappers under a reeve’s employ. They resembled falcons.

      “Such a pretty voice!” the guard crooned. “We were hoping to catch a fat bird for dinner. You’re large enough, but you look like you haven’t eaten for a week. Come onto the reeve’s land to steal away a few turkeys for yourself? These are the eyrie’s turkeys. When you steal one of them, you steal from all of us.”

      Two of the guards threw lassos in an attempt to catch her forelegs before she freed herself from the net. Her talons had been sanded down and were struggling to saw through the rope.

      “If these are the eyrie’s turkeys,” she snapped, “why have I never had them? Do you think any of us have ever eaten turkey?”

      The guard laughed again. “Such a beak! How could I eat such a loquacious songbird such as yourself? You must go and explain yourself to Reeve Brevin. I’m sure she’d love to hear your plans for food distribution. It would be a shame for you to take those with you to the grave.”

      The two trappers were good at what they did, and the lassos soon caught her foretalons and hind legs. The rangers started to untie the net.

      For Zeph, the calculation was simple. The rangers were not necessarily military but were more likely to be skilled fighters than the guard was. It would be dangerous and require a lot of effort to incapacitate all four opinici. They’d likely remember who he was when they awoke. The question, in his mind, was this: was he willing to kill four opinici to save one? It felt overly altruistic, but this songbird may be able to provide answers about the eyrie if he helped her. She might have context he lacked to understand what he’d seen in the underbough. The world did not seem like it would be a worse place if it lacked these four. He’d seen lizards with better personalities.

      The netted opinicus made the decision for him. One of the lassos came loose, and she lashed out, catching a trapper across the neck and face. Only the dull nature of her claws kept his head in one piece.

      Zeph dropped like a boulder on a distracted ranger. The opinicus’s spine punctuated the forest’s silence with an audible crack as it snapped. Zeph sprang from that corpse to the next closest opinicus whose lasso had held. That one tried to move out of the way, but he had wrapped the rope around his talons to make sure it held. His ribcage broke as he crashed against the tree and Zeph severed his neck.

      Zeph slashed the ropes holding up the net and chased after the guard who had taken flight. Zeph ran along the ground, pushing up when he was below the opinicus. He caught a back paw and then folded his wings. His weight caused them both to drop to the ground.

      The guard tried his best to hold them both aloft, but a loud pop in one wing showed that he didn’t have the muscle. Zeph let go when the opinicus’s wing gave and spread his wings, gliding to the floor. The guard hit with a thud.

      “The reeves will tear off your wings for this. They’ll break every bone in your body just to watch them reset in strange new shapes. The horrors that await you—”

      Zeph tore out his throat and went to check on the other opinici.

      The last trapper, it seemed, had become entangled in the net with the grey opinicus when Zeph cut the line. The songbird had gotten behind her captor and was pecking at him mindlessly when Zeph arrived and put the trapper out of his misery.

      “He’s dead. You can stop,” Zeph said.

      She looked up. Her heart was pounding, and she was close to hyperventilating. Zeph chewed through the ropes and detached the dead trapper. Then he began to work on untangling her, careful to stay away from her claws. He’d seen trauma do strange things.

      “I’m Zeph. Who are you?” he asked. “How bad is your wing?”

      For a full minute, she said nothing. Then, quietly: “Orlea. I can’t fly, but I still have feeling.”

      “Well, Orlea, you have two choices.” He licked his paw and used it to wipe away some of the blood staining her beak. “If you want to walk back to the eyrie, I won’t stop you. I don’t know what life is like for you back there. Or, if you want, we’re at the border of the grasslands. If we can get into the weald, I can have someone look at that wing. There’s an old medicine gryphon who specializes in wings on the edge of our hunting grounds. Which would you prefer?”

      She looked up at him, finally seeing his ears and paws. “You’re a gryphon?” She began to laugh, high-pitched but not shrill.

      “Hey, hey, you’re okay. I’m not going to hurt you. You’re okay now.” He made a calming, purring noise. One ear was facing her, the other scanned the forest for rangers.

      “Okay?” She balked. “I’m starving. I can’t afford to have this wing fixed. They killed my mate over a year ago. Most of the rangers were reassigned across the mountains, and I thought maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t be watching the forest for poachers anymore. I was so hungry.”

      He moved next to her and groomed her feathers until she stopped shivering. “You’ll be okay. I’ll make sure you’re fed and fixed up, but we can’t stay here. Someone might be looking for me. We need to get across the grasslands to safety. Can you walk?”

      She got up, took a few steps, then nodded.

      “You start heading towards the plains,” he said. “I need to clean this up so the next opinici to arrive don’t know a gryphon killed these rangers. Maybe they’ll think it was poachers.”

      He grabbed a frond and walked backwards, covering his non-avian tracks. When she just stared at him, he added, “I’ll cover yours when I finish here so they don’t see where you went. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe.”

      She gestured at a rocky outcropping in the distance. “There’s a monitor den over there. If you leave a trail, they’ll handle the bodies.”

      He nodded, and she began her walk to the grasslands.
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      Having cleaned up his tracks, Zeph bit off the guard’s foot and used it to create a trail to the monitor den. In his ideal scenario, the monitors would come out and drag the opinici back to their dwelling. At minimum, he hoped they should chew on the corpses enough to make it unclear what had happened.

      The taste of opinicus in his mouth made him uncomfortable. He’d never killed a sapient creature before. He expected to feel something deep, for there to be some strong physical reaction. Instead, his stomach growled. It’d become accustomed to hunting and then eating.

      He stole the harnesses off two of the trappers and the guard, then loosened the fourth to make it look like the monitor lizards had taken them to chew on. He searched around until he found their camp. There were makeshift nests for four opinici, suggesting they’d planned on being out here for a few days. He left it intact, except for some stolen jerky to calm his stomach, but noticed several crates marked with circles.

      He sniffed at one. It smelled desiccated, like salt and bat guano. He poked and prodded the crate but couldn’t see a way to get it open that could be blamed on lizards or squirrels. Finally, he grabbed a branch and backed down the path Orlea had taken, obscuring their prints as he went.
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      “Coming up behind you,” Zeph called to Orlea. She’d made better time than he expected, and the ground was more vegetation than dirt now.

      She turned to look at him. He was still walking backwards and using a branch to obscure the tracks.

      “Why not just let your tail hang down and do the work for you?” she asked.

      “I’m banking on opi nostrils not picking up any scents from our path," he replied, “but if we leave little fluffs of down along the path, they might catch on.”

      “Gryphons and opinici don’t smell that different, if they smell different at all,” she said.

      “Oh? Did I just save a fisherfolk?” He took a moment to reevaluate her. Red beak. Brown and red plumage. No hint of ears. Well-defined, taloned forelegs.

      She chirruped her displeasure at his gaze. “I didn’t lop off my ears, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      “Ah, sorry.” He blushed.

      They walked in silence until the tree forest gave way and revealed the grasslands that lay between them and the thick, untamed weald to the south. Zeph climbed a redwood and scanned the skies behind them. He didn’t see anyone from the eyrie headed in their direction. A few opinici flitted about, but none with gold and blue harnesses. The wind picked up.

      He looked at the path ahead but didn’t see the long blades of grass bending around any large shapes. A clever hunter would be hiding next to a rock or tree, but there wasn’t time for him to scout it all. “It looks clear, but we should be quick.”

      “Why don’t we wait until dark?” she asked.

      “Because the sooner we fix your wing, the better the chance it’ll heal quickly and without complication,” he said. But privately, he added, Because a wounded animal limping through the forest floor at night will attract more monitors than during the day. Because helping a limping opinicus through the forest floor would look like conspiracy to some prides. Because one opinicus has already gone missing in this area.

      She hesitated.

      “If they’re looking for us—” he began.

      “Yes, I know,” she snapped. “Better to be in that forest than this forest. I’m just tired. Let’s go.”

      He placed himself under her injured wing to support it. She spread her other wing. At a glance, they might just look like one gryphon. One gryphon with a wing that was shorter on one side than the other going for an evening stroll. It wasn’t the worst plan.

      He pushed her to pick up the pace, and she whimpered in pain. He thought he heard a flutter coming from the canopy but didn’t see anything when he looked around. They made it across the grasslands, past the marker, and into the forest.
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      Hatzel reached up high with her forepaws and scratched down the trunk of a tree to leave behind her scent. Several of the gryphons who’d gone snake hunting, led by Xavi, had returned. Zeph would be relieved to find his magpie-colored friend back when he returned from the eyrie. Zeph’s non-hunting responsibilities in the pride consisted of taking over as Hatzel’s second-in-command when Xavi was busy elsewhere.

      From the perky ears and swishy tails, the campaign to cull the snake population at the northern border was a success. Xavi was busy helping store some of the snake meat for later, but the mission was more a matter of pride safety than food gathering. On their way back, they’d run into Triddle from Merin’s pride, and he’d tagged along.

      “I’m supposed to be following the Snowfeather River, but it went underground forever ago, and I never found it again,” Triddle confessed. “I’ve been flying in circles all day.”

      Since arriving at her nesting grounds, he’d been resistant to returning home. He snacked on a ground parrot and looked around with an interest that surprised her. He’d been here before, and the layout was simple—a redwood clearing, two caves going into the rocky outcropping, and nests above.

      While Triddle hadn’t done anything to help with the snakes, Zeph had always insisted that both Triddle and his inseparable other half, Askel, be afforded every courtesy. Being able to solve problems with water was too valuable a skill set to lose access to from impoliteness. Hatzel was just discovering that without Askel to rein him in, Triddle was one of the more talkative gryphons in the weald.

      “Did Zeph catch this one? I bet it was Zeph,” Triddle said between bites. “Or maybe it was you, Hatz? Did you catch this one? I bet you both caught it together.”

      She took a deep breath and remembered that practicing patience was a method of improving hunting skills that could be done at the nest. She chewed on some dried mint to calm her nerves. “I caught one. Zeph caught the other two.”

      “Oh! He’s fast. That’s why I like him.” Triddle paused to think. “But if there were like a super-giant parrot, then he’d have to run away. That’s why I like you.”

      If Zeph were faced with a giant parrot, she was pretty sure he’d think of something. The largest parrots were already pretty big compared to him. He’d probably drop a branch on its head. He was cunning when he was hungry.

      “Is Merin expecting you back?” she prompted.

      Triddle missed her implication. “Oh, maybe. I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention. Where is Zeph?”

      “He left yesterday.” Hatzel resolved herself to having Triddle here for at least a little longer. “There was something wrong with the herd squirrel things on the grasslands and an opinicus asked for his help.”

      “He’s not back yet?” Triddle sounded genuinely worried. His crest and blue hackle feathers were up. While he had the hooked beak of most of Merin’s pride, he didn’t have the size of Merin’s immediate offspring.

      “They were probably just held up,” Hatzel assured him. “Or he stayed overnight at the outpost there. I don’t think she ate him or anything.”

      Triddle looked alarmed.

      “A joke. I joke.” She’d never seen Triddle so on edge. His tail swept back and forth and his crest wouldn’t stay down. She turned all her attention to him. “Are you okay, Triddle? Did something happen to Askel?”

      “No, nothing like that. I just… I have something to show you, but I need you not to tell Merin I showed you.” Triddle looked up, gauging the late afternoon light.

      She tilted her head to the side.

      “Here, come with me,” he said and bounded south into the forest.
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      Hatzel allowed Triddle to lead her through the dusky forest, far from where the others had picked him up, to where her territory met Merin’s. They were within walking distance of the taiga. It was here that the Snowfeather River disappeared underground.

      A length of rope and a harness lay abandoned along the shoreline. By their age and quality, Triddle had probably scavenged them from the eyrie trash pile.

      “I hope you’re not going to ask me to put that on,” she said.

      “Oh, no,” he replied. “That one’s not for you.”

      “I hope you’re not going to ask me to put that on you,” she rephrased.

      “No, it’s for—.” He stopped. His back leg twitched.

      She let the silence do the work for her.

      Triddle filled the quiet with more words. “Okay, they have a prisoner. We have a prisoner. I don’t know.”

      “Askel…?” she asked.

      “No, not Askel,” Triddle hastened to say. “But I’m worried something bad will happen to him if I act. I need your help because I’m not strong enough, and you’re strong and not scared by Merin.”

      She nodded but wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I’m too hollow-boned and stringy for this,” he continued. “I’ve traced the river’s route. I think this is the same one that flows into the cave below, and then goes deeper into the earth before arriving at Glacier Run’s rapids. I’ve run some tests with floats and string. They’re holding him down there. I don’t think he has long to live if we don’t do something. I think Merin is going to do something to the prisoner tonight or tomorrow at the latest. Even if Merin doesn’t do something, he’s not in good shape.”

      Hatzel’s eyes widened. She’d never heard of a gryphon holding prisoners before. “What do you need me to do?”

      Triddle finished preparing the harness. “I’m going to lower this one into the water. The float should bring it up when it gets into the cave. He’s supposed to tug five times when it’s securely fastened. When that happens, I need you to pull as hard as you can until we get him out. I think he can hold his breath long enough, but maybe not. He’s been in there for two days now.”

      It turned out when Triddle said the harness wasn’t meant for her, he’d meant that the harness with the float on it hadn’t been for her. There was a second harness designed for her musculature. She slipped into it and prayed she didn’t get pulled into the water. He let the float go, and they watched it disappear underground. A minute passed. Two, three, four minutes. Then the tugging came: exactly five tugs.

      “Pull!” He was behind her, pushing.

      She yanked as hard as she could. It took almost a full minute, but finally the float and harness popped out of the river. She dug her claws into the bank while he ran over to help the prisoner onto the shore. Once the two of them were out of the water, she squeezed out of the harness and joined them.

      The prisoner was in bad shape. Broken, golden feathers matted over deep cuts and bruising. The very tip of his beak had been broken off. He held one of his talons at an unnatural angle.

      “He’s an opinicus?” Not just an opinicus, the missing opinicus, she’d wager.

      “I’m Cherine,” he gasped. “Thank you.”

      They unhooked his harness just as a cry of alarm came from the direction of the cave mouth.

      “Don’t worry, they’ll be heading to Glacier Run,” Triddle said. “They won’t think to look upstream. Well, not at first. You’ll have plenty of time to get him to the medicine gryphon. Oh! They’ll expect me to help with the search.” And with that, Triddle flew off, leaving her alone with the opinicus.

      “What’s…what’s your name?” Cherine managed.

      She gave serious consideration to responding with Zeph. “Hatzel. Now keep quiet and hang on.”

      She got under him and lifted his wet, damaged form onto her back. Then she made her way through the forest, out of Merin’s hunting grounds, and towards the mountains.
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      The chittering of squirrels went silent as Hatzel stalked through the forest. A monitor or two peeked out from behind the trees but decided not to risk messing with her. Even grounded, she still had a saber-toothed beak and sharp claws.

      Cherine would need food soon, but she hadn’t found a safe place to leave him while she hunted. Her stomach grumbled a reminder of all the parrots she’d plucked but not eaten back at her nesting grounds.

      The monitors may be keeping their distance for now, but if she left him on his own, they’d come looking for dinner. So, when she turned a corner and found a dead parrot with recent chew marks, probably from scavengers scared away by Cherine’s mumbling, she had an idea.

      “Don’t eat the parrot,” she warned him.

      He looked around, unsure of where he was. They were in a glen, on top of a small boulder.

      “It could have been monitors that chewed on it,” she explained. “The mountain monitors, lace monitors we call them, are venomous and may have left their poison on it. So don’t eat it, just sit tight and whimper.”

      He looked confused but obliged.

      She ran off like she was chasing something, then doubled back quietly from a greater height. As she suspected, in her absence, several of the monitors that had been tailing them came out from hiding and converged on Cherine.

      The largest was six feet from snout to tail—much bigger than she’d planned on. It was accompanied by two smaller lizards, probably its offspring, around three feet long each. They had blue stripes running down their heads and onto their backs that would fade as they matured.

      Hatzel pushed off from the tree, then dropped straight down at the parent. The monitor was quicker than it looked and leapt out of the way. Hatzel hit the ground hard, sending a shock through her limbs that should have been absorbed by squishy lizard flesh.

      The monitor hissed loudly. Hatzel hissed back. The juveniles seemed unsure if they should help or flee. One backed away, the other moved closer.

      Hatzel had always considered herself a surprise-attack hunter. With her opening gambit a failure, she looked up at where the medicine gryphon lived, farther up the mountain. If she were bitten, would she make it that far carrying Cherine before the venom overtook her? She couldn’t leave him here. Her little experiment had proven he was monitor bait.

      She drew herself up tall and spread her wings to their full width. The juvenile that was backing up turned and sprinted away in full retreat. The other two were unfazed.

      Keeping her wings out, she moved so that she was closer to the juvenile. She flicked her tail, its tuft attracting the attention of the little one.

      When the lizard pounced, she impaled it on her beak, not waiting to see if it was dead before she tossed it aside and flung herself into the air to prevent the adult monitor from taking its revenge.

      The adult hissed in rage. Hatzel flapped her wings and landed a short distance away. The plan for dealing with a large monitor was to sneak up on it when it was asleep and kill it in one blow. Actually facing off against one was ill-advised. Being stronger was not always better when an opponent was venomous.

      She slashed out with her claws to get its attention and feinted towards its throat.

      The monitor swung its tail faster than she could register and hit her square in the chest. She tensed and fell back a few feet. The front half had teeth, the back half was a whip. Perfect. This was why she never let the monitors in her hunting grounds get this large. She’d have to have a word with Merin if she could ever explain why she’d been in his territory without his knowledge.

      The monitor gave chase, and Hatzel flew up to a low branch of a tree. It slammed the tree with its tail in annoyance. It could climb up after her, but she’d just fly to a new perch. It hissed and spat, but only enough to keep the saliva flowing. It wouldn’t do to bite with dry mouth and not get venom all over its target.

      Hatzel weighed her options. She might be able to get the branch to fall on its head. It seemed pretty limber for a lizard, however. Maybe she could tire it out. Or convince it to go elsewhere. The body of its dead offspring sat unmoving across the glen.

      No, probably not.

      She heard a crack and worried it might be her branch. Then she looked down and saw the monitor turning to look behind itself. Off in the distance, on his boulder, was Cherine, throwing rocks. The first one had skipped off the rocky ground near it. The second hit its flank. It hissed and turned around, crawling towards him.

      Hatzel jumped off the branch, and this time, the crack was the sound of the branch giving way and crashing to the ground. Caught between a rock to the face and the sound of a branch crashing to the earth, the monitor was a moment too slow to move out of the way.

      She landed on its back and bit down on its neck as hard as she could. It thrashed around, managing to catch her once or twice with its tail, but the jagged nature of her beak helped her hold on.

      It stopped moving.

      “So…is that dinner?” Cherine rasped.
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      At some point during the scuffle, the monitor with the tendency to flee had circled around and absconded with the body of its sibling. That left Hatzel and Cherine to split the large one. She felt as hungry as he looked, but when she opened her mouth, her beak refused to close on the meat.

      Some diseases, once survived, gave the survivor a defense against them in the future. Others worked like wasp stings, deadlier with each recurrence. Even having pulled Cherine from the river and killed two monitors, she couldn’t make herself eat the lizard.

      “Did you know that monitors aren’t actually venomous, they just have really bad germs in their mouths?” he said between mouthfuls. He had mistaken the reason for her hesitation.

      She motioned towards the mother’s severed head with her beak. “You can clearly see the venom sacs.”

      “What? Oh, yeah, I guess.” He seemed disappointed to have been proven wrong so quickly. The fact that he was well enough to show disappointment was heartening.

      “Wait, so is this poisonous?” he asked. He didn’t stop eating but looked alarmed.

      “No, it’s just…the prides were hit hard by the monitor plague,” she explained. “Among all the local prides, I was one of three gryphlets who survived that hatch year.”

      He nodded. “That’s when the university began its own research. I lost a brother. While the Reeve’s Hunting Grounds claim they’re for turkeys, the few remaining birds attract monitors that’re killed and processed for food. I actually got my start working at the butchery. Headmaster Neider, then just a scholar, came and taught us to cook and salt meat to keep it safe to eat. The next year, on a scholarship he arranged, I joined the university. That’s how I got assigned to the grasslands.”

      “You’re a food scholar, then?” she asked.

      Cherine perked up. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “So, you were looking for new foods in the weald when you were caught and held prisoner? What did you do, steal some eggfruit from Merin’s hunting grounds?” Just mentioning eggfruit made her stomach growl. Eggfruit trees grew wherever light slipped past the redwood canopy. Its name came from its size and shape, which resembled that of goliath bird eggs.

      “Oh, didn’t Triddle tell you?” he asked.

      Hatzel rolled her eyes. Triddle had not been forthcoming on details. “He just said he needed help.”

      “I’m surprised you were willing to risk betraying Merin,” Cherine commented.

      Her hackles rose. “I am not one of his pride.”

      He looked closely at her for the first time, noting how the shape of her beak formed two saber-like fangs. “You’re muscular in the same way. Actually, I think you’re bigger than he is. I just assumed you were related. Who did you say you were again?”

      “Hatzel.”

      He took a moment and seemed to be reading through a mental guide of the weald. “Oh! I’m so sorry. You own the tiny strip of forest south of the Snowfeather Mountains, between the taiga and the grasslands.”

      She used the same tone she normally saved for scolding gryphlets. “No one owns the weald. But yes, the section with the best ground parrots and access to clean water.”

      He held up his open talons in the way opinici did to show they were unarmed, not realizing it meant the opposite to sharp-clawed gryphons. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “You are terrible at being rescued,” she grumbled. “Of course, I end up with the rude opi. I bet Zeph is having more fun with Kia.”

      “Kia!” Cherine said. “Is she okay? Did she come looking for me?”

      Hatzel filled him in on what she knew, the little she’d already told Triddle and Xavi. “So that brings us back around: why were you prisoner?”

      Cherine preened at his muddy feathers, realizing for the first time that the tip of his beak was broken. “I’ve been out here helping raise capybaras.” Her eyes showed no recognition to the word capybara, so he continued. “The rodents about twice the size of a gryphon that graze on the grasslands.”

      “Oh, the herds.” She thought of how she’d describe them to another gryphon. “The large, chunky squirrels.”

      “Yeah, that’s about right,” he admitted. “We’ve been importing them to feed the eyrie. It’s growing too fast. There’s only so much meat you can raise when a city is growing up instead of out. We tried keeping goliath birds like the other eyrie, but that didn’t work out.”

      Hatzel recalled the stampede of goliath birds that crashed through the weald years ago. “So Merin’s pride stole the herd squirrels and kidnapped you at the same time? They’re behind the massacre at the grasslands?”

      “Yes. No. Sort of. So, they did kidnap me and—“ he paused. “Wait, what massacre at the grasslands? Are my capybaras okay?”

      She chewed on some mint growing from a crack in the boulder to assuage her hunger, careful to avoid the red fern next to it. She needed a clear head. Her grandfather had complained about the squirrels first appearing when he was a fledgling. The prides wouldn’t be happy to find out the furry animals wandering the grasslands were just incredibly large squirrels. Gryphons and opinici both liked being the only fuzzy thing for miles. It’s why they didn’t get along with each other.

      “Zeph said he found a lot of blood and no herd,” she said at last.

      “Did he find my journal? Merin didn’t have it. I thought I left it in the grass by the herd.” He sighed when she shook her head. “I put it down because I’ve been watching opinici in ranger harnesses wander into the forest all season long. Most of them are Crackling Sea opinici who showed up to serve Reeve Brevin last year. They’ve been carrying crates, not easy to do over long distances, and hiding them in the forest along the borders between prides, in the grey areas gryphons avoid. I thought maybe it was related to agriculture, but when I asked the university if they’d share their data with me, the headmaster’s assistant said he didn’t know what I was talking about. So I went out to find the crates on my own.”

      Hatzel bristled a bit at the thought of things being hidden in the weald. None of the hunters had mentioned it, but Merin’s volatility over borders meant both of their prides gave each other a wide berth, creating a no-gryphon-zone around each hunting ground. The large monitor had likely been nesting in the same safe area the rangers were using.

      “What did you find?” she asked.

      “I opened one up,” he replied, “and I think it’s saltpeter.”

      She shrugged at him. First capybara, then saltpeter. Like all opinici, he was full of words she’d never heard.

      “One of the scholars, Felicio, found it while searching for new caves,” Cherine explained. “If you add a small amount of heat to it, it explodes.”

      “I don’t get it,” she said.

      He shrugged helplessly. “I don’t, exactly, either. But I think you could use it to start and spread several fires at once in the forest. I had a flint and tinder I use sometimes while watching the herds. I wanted to be sure, so I took some of the powder and, well, it’s saltpeter all right.”

      He held up a talon that was scorched black.

      “We need to get you to a medicine gryphon.” She just remembered why they’d come out this way instead of going back to the nesting grounds, other than the fact that she didn’t want Merin to find his prisoner there. She hoped Xavi had taken charge in her absence. He was smart enough to deflect questions if someone came looking for her.

      “No. I mean yes,” he corrected, “but I need you to know that I didn’t know what was going on. I still don’t know for sure. But Merin’s gryphons were watching me. When they saw what happened, they took me prisoner. They didn’t know that I was just then finding the crates. They thought I was with the rangers.”
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      The redwood trees finally gave way to the rocky path leading up to a set of caverns that had once housed the gryphlets dying of monitor plague. Hatzel had made friends with one of the two other survivors, a taiga gryphlet who’d lived atop the mountains that separated the eyrie and weald from the bog.

      Seeing them grow to be so close, their prides had hoped that they’d pass along the gene that gave them resistance against disease. With his beautiful white plumage and black spots, she’d been more than happy to try, but it looked like the disease had left them both sterile.

      The thought of bringing Cherine to a place that meant only sickness and death to her was upsetting, but she knew the entire cavern had been scoured with fire, and it’d been, well, nearly her lifetime since the last outbreak.

      She paused her climb and listened. The opinicus was still breathing, but no longer awake.

      She pressed on. Her unfed body threatened to give out with Cherine slumped atop her, but they made it to the caves where the medicine gryphons lived. As she dropped him at the cave mouth, a familiar voice greeted her from above.

      “You two make a cute couple,” Zeph teased.

      “Skulking about?” Hatzel asked her pridemate. “Did you track the missing capybaras here? Or did you get that poor, helpless opi girl hurt?”

      He bristled. “I don’t know about any capybaras, but I got tired of eyrie hospitality. Especially the food. So much salt.”

      She preened some of the salt off his face. Blood speckled his fur.

      “Are you injured?” she asked.

      “No, I’m fine. Tired.” He noticed her shaking. “What about you?”

      “I just need something to eat and a chance to rest,” she replied. “There was only monitor meat, so I let him have it. He’s in worse shape than either of us.”

      Zeph lowered himself in front of her, and she slid Cherine onto his back. Cherine was larger than some of the songbird opinici, but compared to even a small gryphon like Zeph, he lacked the weight of muscle. Cherine’s golden wings wilted down Zeph’s sides, hiding the gryphon from her view.

      “You go rest,” Zeph suggested. “I’ll bring you something tasty after he’s settled. Oof, did you have to feed him? What did he eat, the entire monitor?”

      Hatzel flicked a pebble at Zeph to stop his complaining.

      As they passed the arches and entered the cavern, the sounds of an opinicus crying out came from farther down the cave.

      “Kia?” Cherine awoke and tried to stand up.

      “Oh, parrot scat,” Zeph said. “He weighs more when he’s awake. Who is he?”

      “He’s our missing opinicus.” Hatzel shook her head when Zeph started to open his beak. “I’ll explain later. Let’s get him inside before we attract the wrong sorts of attention.”
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      Zeph ran after Cherine, who slipped off the gryphon’s back practically fell into the room.

      “Kia, are you—Oh. Who are you?” Cherine asked.

      Orlea looked up, but she seemed more concerned with the gryphons working on her wings than with the strange new opinicus. If he’d been wearing a harness instead of mud, Zeph might have been concerned he was from the Reeve’s Guard or rangers.

      “Or…lea,” she managed between gasps.

      One elderly gryphon, her eyes unfocused, monitored three younger apprentices who worked on Orlea’s wings. Like most medicine gryphons, she’d come from the Feathermane Pride. Her eponymous mane of feathers dragged along the ground when she walked.

      “Please wait over there.” Her voice was honey on bark. “Hatzel, Zeph, if you would get her clean?”

      “I’m a him,” Cherine protested.

      “It’s tough to tell with opinici,” the medicine gryphon said.

      “It’s really not,” he began, but Zeph and Hatzel moved him to a raised stone across the room. The cave was lit by a fire tended by an apprentice. The small gryphon, still a fledgling, was covered in a greasy mixture to keep from catching fire himself.

      “Why does a healer live so far from the nests?” Cherine asked Zeph.

      “She doesn’t like gryphons stopping in with their hunting wounds,” Zeph speculated before going off to the larder in the corner to find food. There were some parrots in the corner wrapped in leaves, preserved by their own fat and marked with feathers to identify the meat.

      Cherine looked confused.

      “Ever since her eyes started to go, she prefers to train rather than treat,” Hatzel added.

      Zeph returned with a parrot. Hatzel managed a few bites before joining Zeph in his attempts to clean the mud from Cherine’s feathers. Cherine looked embarrassed to be preened by two gryphons. He was ticklish and kept fidgeting, forcing Hatzel to use one of her giant paws to hold him down while Zeph did the hard work.

      “Who is Orlea?” Hatzel took another bite of the preserved parrot, but made a face that suggested all she tasted was the mud she’d preened from Cherine.

      “And what happened to Kia?” Cherine added.

      “When we arrived at the eyrie, Kia went off with Reeve Brevin. I was given lodging, but there was some kind of anti-gryphon mob outside, so I ducked out early and came back. I found Orlea in a ranger’s trap. Her wing was broken, so I brought her here. I don’t know what happened to Kia after we parted.”

      Cherine tried to click his beak, realizing again that the tip had been broken.

      Hatzel gave Zeph a look, but Zeph shook his head. Not in front of the opinicus.

      “You’re looking pretty clean,” Zeph said. “Let’s go find some drinking water and food for you.”

      “Oh, we had monitor,” Cherine mumbled. His energy seemed to be linked to his chances of seeing Kia. “It was good, if unseasoned. Did you know that mountain monitors have venom sacs? Water would be nice.”

      Zeph motioned for Hatzel to follow him. As they left, he could hear Cherine saying “Do you know you’re covered in grease?” to the fire keeper.

      “I can see why Triddle and him got along so well,” Hatzel muttered.
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      Outside the cave, Hatzel spoke first before Zeph could open his beak. “I think they’re going to blow up the weald.”

      Zeph blinked. “What?”

      Hatzel’s ears went back. “Cherine was tracking several opinici. He said he saw dozens of teams take crates into the forest. They have this saltpeter stuff in them that explodes.”

      “Salt…peter?” Zeph asked. “The crates I found smelled salty and like bat guano. They were bringing more crates through the eyrie. Oh! The eyrie. Look, things are not good there. They’re producing tons of food, but it isn’t getting to the poorer opinici.”

      Hatzel tilted her head to the side.

      “I saw starving chicks fighting over squirrel meat,” he continued. “Orlea hadn’t eaten in days, and the rangers were going to kill her for poaching. Kia tried to warn me about something, but I don’t know what. Then I found tons of opinici who think that we’re stealing their food. There’s talk of expanding the grasslands. I thought that they might try to push into the weald a bit more, but what if they plan on burning down the forest?”

      Zeph socialized with other prides and the eyrie more often than any other gryphon Hatzel knew, but he’d always taken a paws-off approach to the squabbles about hunting grounds. She suspected it was because he hadn’t been born in the weald. Until his mother’s passing, he’d gone to visit her every summer in the taiga. Afterwards, he’d redoubled his hunting efforts but still hadn’t concerned himself with who was in charge or where their decisions were taking him. That was why Xavi served as Hatzel’s second-in-command and not Zeph. Zeph was capable but feared interfering with the lives of others.

      “They could wait until we left for the winter. We’d come home to nothing,” she said. The harsh winters had forced them to use caves along the weald’s edge or risk freezing. Some prides had cave systems in the forest. She wasn’t sure how they’d fare if the entire forest burned. She found herself thinking of all the underbrush that should have burned away before now. The redwood forest thrived on small fires, but with a wildfire large enough, she wasn’t sure anything living in the forest would survive except for the trees.

      Zeph shook his head. “I don’t think they plan to wait that long. I think they want to burn the forests down with all of us in them. When I talked with an opi from the Crackling Sea Eyrie—long story, it’s across the taiga somewhere—he let slip there are no gryphons where he’s from anymore. What if they killed them? When was the last time we talked with the prides outside the weald?”

      It took her a few moments to remember. “We talked with your kin,” he bristled but hopefully knew she’d meant ex-kin, “not long ago. Last year, I think. Maybe two years. Xavi spotted one of their scouts patrolling the skies along the taiga’s edge, but whoever it was didn’t come near enough to say hello. Otherwise, I haven’t seen anyone from the kjarr pride since I was a fledgling. Even then, it was several bog refugees who decided they’d rather be fisherfolk. I can’t even tell you what prides exist past the bog. We have a lot of room to spread out here in the weald. We’ve never needed to travel. Really, if it weren’t for the sickness, I don’t think we’d even know there were non-weald gryphon prides out there.”

      “Maybe there aren’t anymore.” He moved his head back and forth, his ears plastered straight back. “We need to tell the other prides. There’s still time to find the saltpeter and move it before it’s too late.”

      She frowned. “It might be tough to convince them without proof. We can’t use Cherine, Merin was holding him prisoner and thinks he was the opinicus planting the crates. One of Merin’s pride saw Cherine lighting some of the saltpeter to see what it was.”
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      Orlea fidgeted. The strange gryphon-doctor and most of her entourage had moved on to help the new opinicus patient, leaving Orlea with a single sleeping gryphon watching over her. The gryphon, poor dear, had a blue face with black bars and then yellow haunches with black spots. With coloring like that, it was no wonder she’d turned to healing instead of hunting. She was fit only for hunting a blueberry bush at sunset. She looked like one of the sillier songbird-opinici had mated with one of the gryphons that came with the Crackling Sea Eyrie delegation. Her face had a constant surprised look that slumber did not erase.

      Even now, Orlea found herself wondering what the mismatched apprentice was dreaming of. Perhaps the sun setting over a field of blueberries.

      Orlea knew her grumpiness wasn’t because of her wing sprain. Once treated, she’d been told it would heal quickly and without permanent damage. No, it was because she’d never been around so many gryphons before. In her wealthier days, before the forests of the eyrie stopped being public hunting lands and became the reeve’s lands, she’d seen one or two fisherfolk gryphons come to market to sell salt or fish.

      With her current state of affairs, she’d gotten to know some of the refugees at the bottom level. She’d even made some beads helping watch their fledglings when they reached the age where they started to try to fly. Everyone in the lower levels was hungry, but the fledglings’ insatiable curiosity was endearing. It was better than dealing with opinicus chicks, who took their cues from their elders and treated her like part of the lower class.

      She stretched her good wing and flapped it slowly.

      “Careful there,” came the voice of Hatzel from behind her.

      Orlea tensed in surprise, then in pain.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” Hatzel frowned.

      Orlea rubbed her wing joint. “I’m not used to being around so many of you.”

      “Oh, there’s only one of me,” Hatzel said. “You can’t throw a rock without hitting ten Zephs, however.”

      Zeph looked up from where he’d been napping along the edge of the room. “I don’t think you could hit one Zeph with a rock.”

      “Just let me find a rock.” Hatzel flicked a tiny pebble, perhaps an acorn, at him. He gasped and pretended as though he were dodging a boulder, flattening himself against the ground.

      “You must be glad to have him back,” Orlea said. The medicine the apprentice had given her was finally starting to take hold. “Did he escape from the army? You’re lucky he made it out before they cut off his wings.”

      Hatzel and Zeph looked at each other in alarm.

      “Before they did what now?” he asked.
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      After being separated from Zeph, Kia was questioned for an hour by Brevin. The reeve was polite, making a show of her relief that Kia had made it home safe. Brevin’s long neck meant that her beak was always hovering above the apprentice’s eye line.

      Kia found herself staring at seven delicate chain necklaces of varying sizes that cascaded down the reeve’s neck to her chest. They caught the fire like starlight on a field of green feathers. Each necklace clasped in the front with two serpents intertwining. She’d never seen such delicate metal work before. She wondered if anyone at the eyrie had the skill to make something so small, so detailed.

      “Kia?” Brevin prompted.

      Kia looked up. She’d been lost in the swaying of Brevin’s neck. “Yes, sorry. It’s been a long day. I seem to have dozed off for a moment. Please forgive me. You were asking about the gryphon?”

      At Brevin’s nod, Kia explained that Zeph had been assigned to her by the pride and turned over her field notebook. The reeve seemed unsurprised by the gryphon territorial glyphs but commended Kia on her attention to detail.

      Behind the reeve stood the commander of the eyrie forces. With just the two of them, he looked like her bodyguard. Kia tried but couldn’t remember his name. He looked like he wanted to ask her some questions, but the reeve put a jewelry-adorned talon on his shoulder and then told Kia to go home and get some rest.

      Kia was grateful for the dismissal. When she exited into the brisk, moon-bathed night, she perked up. A cool breeze pulled smoke past her nares. The brazier light danced against the spires, illuminating some while others fell into the night. The flighty shadows of moths chased each other along the walls.

      A gryphon with black ears and a circle of yellow feathers on her head passed Kia, heading inside. The stranger bowed slightly as she passed. She wore a harness with a pink fish on it.

      For a moment, despite the wrong plumage and build, Kia thought the female gryphon might have been Zeph. She’d meant to find him, but the hour was late, and she didn’t know where they’d have sent him. To live with a refugee family? To stay in the diplomat’s quarters? She finally gave up and headed back to the university.

      The guards stationed at the border of the Reeve’s Nest building and the university grounds were stopping and questioning anyone out this late. Ahead of Kia was a cockatiel opinicus hopping from side to side. He was black, maybe midnight blue, with a little red stripe under his bloodshot eyes.

      A red-leafed fern, once limited to a fairly secluded valley along the mountain pass to the Crackling Sea, had become popular for opinici to grow in the shaded sections of the eyrie once its mind-soothing qualities became known. In small doses, it calmed the nerves and served as a contraceptive. In larger doses, hallucinations and paranoia were common. It was too valuable to forbid outright, but it was still a good idea not to get caught in possession of it while out and about.

      The cockatiel’s beak was starting to chatter. He slipped his harness off and shoved it behind a decorative plant. When the guards were busy questioning another opinicus, he tried to slip out of the line and back the way he’d come. His back feet stepped on Kia’s feathered tail, and she squawked.

      Several guards turned and chased after him. She watched him dive straight down into the deeps of the eyrie at break-neck speed and prayed he wasn’t too wobbly to dodge the branches and herb-drying lines on the way down.

      By the time Kia arrived at the front of the line, they saw her university-issued, many-pocketed harness and sent her on her way.
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      Kia was flying up to her small nest when she passed by an open door. Under other circumstances, she’d have ignored it. Some opinici preferred a cold nest even this high, and others were up late studying and wanted to let in the moonlight.

      Braziers were available in the common areas on campus for late-night studying, but candles in the housing nests were prohibited. Fire provided a great boon for working late, but until the spires were rebuilt with nonflammable materials, a project whose funding had dried up, candles were out of the question.

      Two things caused her curiosity and concern to overcome her fear. The door seemed to be hanging at an unusual angle, and it was Cherine’s home. There was enough light from the moon to let her see inside, so she pushed her way in to look around.

      Cherine had always been a bit of a magpie, figuratively speaking. She’d seen his parents’ place once, and it was the cleanest nest she’d ever set foot in. Whatever quality caused them to clean every day had not been passed down to their youngest son.

      Youngest living son, she corrected herself. On one bookshelf were several feathers that had once belonged to his little brother nestled between a goliath bird egg re-creation and several pouches of grass seed.

      The only way to know for certain that something had been taken in Cherine’s nest would be if the place had been emptied out. He took his work home with him and treated his hobbies like they were a second job. One rounded wall was filled with books, a quality he had inherited from his mother instead of her cleanliness, as her own spotless nest housed a fancy bookcase with thick volumes that weighed more than an opinicus chick.

      The scribes often worked at a major library, and for a fee, they would make a copy of a book. The fee was large, but the university offered researchers a stipend for any books related to their work. With this many books, Kia thought he was probably keeping at least one scribe flush with beads.

      She looked for any familiar titles, A Treatise on Feather Dynamics or perhaps the ever popular What Does Your Plumage Say About Your Personality, but didn’t see either. Taking a book to the door and holding it under the moonlight revealed that these were all ones he’d written himself based on the observations in his field notebooks.

      They seemed fairly tame—this one was on the ratio of grass consumption to manure production in capybaras—though the gaps in the shelves suggested that many of them were missing. Maybe the library had them and was making copies of the more interesting tomes for use by other researchers, or perhaps he’d taken them with him to the grasslands for reference.

      They were so heavy, he’d have had to bring one or two with him at a time. These all used the older vellum and weighed a good bit. As she’d once heard Cherine’s mother say, it was the kind of book you could have killed a lace monitor with if you had to.

      A dozen vials of ink looked undisturbed on a short, makeshift desk. Several feathers, converted to quill pens, were resting upright in a cup. Only two looked like they’d been his, the other four didn’t match his golden eagle hues. One green and blue feather looked suspiciously like it’d come from her own plumage. She blushed and left the house, doing her best to wrestle the door closed.

      Kia’s own domicile was two stories higher. Having a high-altitude home meant that there was no one above her. She opened the roof and let the moonlight settle in before unhooking her harness and letting it fall to the floor. She started to head to her sleeping nest but remembered she had a few questions she didn’t want to forget for tomorrow. She reached into her harness for her field notebook and, just as she remembered she’d given it to Reeve Brevin, she pulled out Cherine’s bloodstained book from the grasslands.

      Sleep was going to have to wait.
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      Daylight came early with the open roof. Kia left at once for the university. The headmaster—an opinicus who embodied his title so well that his hatching name, Neider, was nearly lost to history itself—had sent Cherine to the grasslands to do research and had sent Kia after him. She wanted to know how much he knew about what Cherine was up to. Neider had university staff more skilled than her, more trusted, but she’d been sent instead. She’d assumed it was because no one was more invested in Cherine’s well-being than she was, but was that why?

      The sun warmed her wings even as the early morning winds chilled her face. She shared the skies with two young opinici—siblings, judging by their matching upturned scythe-beaks and similar build. Housing formed a rim around the classroom buildings, which were several stories shorter than the surrounding area, giving her a nesting feeling when she traveled this route.

      The university grounds did, in fact, resemble the ground. The tops of buildings were covered with a small layer of soil and seeded with variants of the same grass they used to feed the herds on the grasslands. What started from the necessity of science had become an aesthetic choice. The scythe-beak siblings joined several apprentices who were already fully awake and going through different sections of the grass, picking weeds and recording their type and frequency in their notebooks.

      The imported capybaras found several native berries and flowers poisonous, so efforts were underway to determine which types of grass encouraged which types of weeds to help keep their herd rodents safe. As far as Kia knew, there was no discernible difference in weed frequency, and this was all a plot hatched at the highest levels to get the apprentices to keep the grounds looking nice.

      They were used to seeing her come and drop by with breakfast, so they perked up when someone noticed her bright colors. She was embarrassed that she’d forgotten and promised to bring something by for them tomorrow. They accepted her apology graciously, and she continued on her way to see the headmaster.

      She ran a talon along the chimes outside his office. The heavy, water-proof curtains—imported from the Crackling Sea—parted, and a brown owl’s face stared out at her. She’d heard he was in his office before daybreak, but from the blinking of his eyes, she suspected he was either still awake or newly awake.

      “I’m quite busy this morning.” he hooted. “Could you come back later… What was your name again, apprentice?”

      His forgetful owl act was just that: an act. She was certain he could name every opinicus in the university from memory. After spending weeks on assignment at the Crackling Sea Eyrie to trade saltpeter for seeds and capybaras, he hadn’t missed a beat when he returned. His mind was as sharp as a ranger’s trap.

      His assignment had been necessary because the initial attempts to domesticate the goliath birds for use on the grasslands had only created a feral goliath herd that rejoined their fuzzy kin in the mountains. Capybaras were supposedly easier to care for.

      In lieu of words, she unlatched a pocket on her harness and pulled out Cherine’s bloodstained journal. Headmaster Neider squinted but seemed to recognize the handwriting.

      “Ah,” he said. “Come in.”

      The headmaster’s room was as ceremonial and decorative as it was functional. It contained paintings and plumage of past headmasters and notable graduates. While an apprentice’s good standing outside the university was linked to the master whose tutelage they had endured—and often depended upon their master’s reputation remaining intact—the university’s multiple-teacher system had allowed its graduates to remain inoculated from the transgressions of any one master.

      It even seemed to thrive upon a certain level of scandal, as the paintings attested to. Felicio, nicknamed The Phoenix, had pioneered techniques that were used today for heating and luminescence. His nickname was appropriate for a life full of near-hits and at least one accidental self-immolation. His death, most likely but not definitively accidental, had come heralding experimentation in saltpeter. His son, Bario, had taken over the work and still had a scorched section of wall with the blast shadow of his father hanging in the flameworks outside of town.

      Other paintings included Impir the Mad, the blue peafowl opinicus whose research continued from jail. Mally the Nighthaunt, who had fled the city with a dozen eggs but left behind excellent research in the form of the Nachlass Mal still used today, and even a single gryphon who had helped set up the university. The gryphon painting’s picture frame was unusually high at the bottom, covering his paws to protect the delicate sensibilities of modern opinicus scholars.

      She looked from the gryphon painting to the headmaster’s owl foretalons, which had been left shaggy. Most owl-taloned opinici trimmed back their fur-like feathers to keep them from being mistaken for forepaws. The headmaster was lazy, obstinate, or perhaps just recognizable enough on his own that he felt no need for such shearing.

      The books along the walls were beautiful and practical, just not for reference. Opinici Lacuna: Lexical Gaps in Native Eyrie Populations Volume IV was a dense book that no one ever referred back to. What the eyrie really needed was a term for research so esoteric that even the university shied away from it. The books, heavy curtains, and thick walls provided a barrier against the incredible auditory senses some opinici possessed.

      “I had a letter from the reeve this morning. It didn’t mention Cherine’s notebook.” The headmaster’s words floated on the air like bees. Whether he was discussing the most horrific plague or a beautiful flower, his words remained weightless.

      Kia considered asking him about the gryphon she’d seen outside the reeve’s building but decided not to muddy the water on tangents. “I didn’t know I had it until I got home. Look, here. He was doing math on the herds and how many opinici he could feed with them. He determined that we’re already producing far more food than we need to consume here in the eyrie. Is this right?”

      The headmaster recoiled a little from the blood on the journal but pulled it over to him and glanced over the figures. “His math is correct. He just fails to see the scope that the future holds.”

      Neider walked to the wall and pulled back one tapestry to reveal a map of the valley and surrounding areas.

      “Are we expecting a rise in chicks?” she asked. Their eyrie was small on the map. The area between the coast and the mountains, the weald and the fishing villages, was small enough that she could cover them all with both forelegs. The tapestry must have been at least a decade old because the grasslands were still forest, and the weald ran unchecked from ocean to eyrie.

      “Most of our food is sent to the Crackling Sea Eyrie. Jonas is here to serve as trade ambassador. In return, they keep watch on the mountain pass.” Neider traced a talon from the forest eyrie through the mountain pass to the Crackling Sea in the northwest.

      “Did something happen to their fish?” she asked. “Why does the pass need watching?”

      “Another eyrie attacked.” He touched a claw on several other eyries marked in the north and west. She couldn’t name half of them, didn’t know if they’d interacted with any of them in her lifetime. The mountains allowed for isolation. The single goliath bird pass permitted the Crackling Sea Eyrie, which traded with the other eyries, to then transport any notable goods on to the Redwood Valley Eyrie with significant mark up. One eyrie far north had a recent circle scratched around it. It drew her eyes.

      “No, we’re not sure which one. The markings on their harnesses aren’t ones we’ve seen before. The Crackling Sea opinici managed to fight them back.” His claws lingered on the blue water, the inland sea that gave the eyrie its name. “Feeding on the bodies of so many opinici turned the wildlife of the Crackling Sea into something different. Something violent.”

      Strange as it was, the logistics of running an eyrie fascinated Kia. “It’s not all fish, surely. There are a lot of fruits grown up in the cold climate, aren’t there?”

      “The eyrie was only the first attack,” Neider continued. “While the opinici fought in the skies, the local gryphons slipped in low. At first, they contented themselves with stealing fruit and crops. After some were caught and strung up, the next time the opinici were busy with the invaders, the gryphons came in and salted the farm lands. Most of their fields will no longer grow crops.”

      Kia’s beak was open and dry. She’d never heard of such a thing.

      “We sent what help we could, but we had to keep our own eyrie safe.” He paced while he talked. “We raised a new army of sorts, sent food, and helped some refugees set up a small fishing village on the far side of the sea. We even quelled most of the gryphon uprising. A few attempted to escape and reunite deep in the peat bog. I don’t know if they made it or if the rangers caught up with them. There are still small attacks, but that could be the taiga pride. They enjoy the benefit of being able to disappear back into the mountains.”

      “Did Cherine know about this? Is this why he was taken?” Kia asked.

      “Oh, no, dear. I would never have let something happen to him. I’m not sure what’s going on there. But I do worry that his curiosity led him to some unfortunate places.” The headmaster placed his talons on the map and sighed. “There’s more, but I don’t have the heart to tell you myself. It’s probably safer now if you know, but first we need to turn Cherine’s journal over to the Reeve’s Guard. I’ll make sure it doesn’t contain anything that will hurt Cherine when we find him.”

      “Won’t they notice if pages are missing?” she asked.

      Neider walked to a window and opened the thick curtains, filling the room with sunlight. He plucked at a loud chime. The sound was like the resonate buzzing of a monstrous insect. “No, I suspect not. I have someone who specializes in this sort of thing. In your own field notebook, what did you say about Cherine’s?”

      “Nothing. Just that I found it. Oh, and it had blood on it,” she said.

      The headmaster nodded and selected a book from his desk with the same color binding as Cherine’s journal. “Come back and meet me here tonight. I’ll have a book for you to turn in to the Reeve’s Guard. Then I think it’s important you see something.” The lightness of his words belied the weight she felt at hearing them.

      As she left, she saw the same black cockatiel opinicus making his way to the headmaster’s office. A rainbow of ink stains decorated his harness. He looked different wearing it, no longer naked like a wild gryphon, and the fact that he was here now suggested that the guards never caught up with him last night, and he’d been able to retrieve it from its hiding place.

      Kia had no shame about going without her harness, but she would never be able to function without the associated pockets.
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      Reeve’s Nest served as the capitol building for the Redwood Valley Eyrie. Despite the name, it was closer to a throne room and meeting hall. Kia didn’t know if it contained a place for Reeve Brevin to sleep but suspected the reeve kept off-site housing in the reaches of the northern quarter with the other wealthy opinici.

      Long strips of metal framed the building, showing off the opulence of the eyrie from the outside and catching the light. It was easy to spot during the day: it was the only building she couldn’t look directly at. Now, at night, it was softer on the eyes. The headmaster nodded to the guards but stopped just inside the entryway once they were alone to have a word with her.

      “It’s safer if they think you already know everything you’re about to hear.” His owl-like face and droopy feathers hid his emotions well. He was less groomed than she remembered. She wondered if this was a symptom of his time at the Crackling Sea Eyrie or a recent development related to Cherine’s disappearance.

      “About the book or the Crackling Sea Eyrie coming under attack?” She held a new journal with the same shape, nearly identical handwriting, and comparable blood stain to the original. The cockatiel, as relayed by the headmaster, said the blood was unlikely to have come from Cherine. Matching the hue of opinicus blood was easy, he claimed, so it probably came from one of the herd.

      The forger was good at his job. The ink seemed to grow fresher, more vibrant as she paged through from old entries to new ones. Her closeness to Cherine caused a nagging sensation that the words weren’t his, but she couldn’t point to any example of what was incorrect. Also missing were his figures and calculations about how much food they were producing versus how much the Redwood Valley Eyrie actually needed.

      Neider waited for a Reeve’s Guard to pass them by. “About everything. Brevin believes it’s better with the growing unrest if we wait to release information about the Crackling Sea Eyrie attack and our aid until the food crisis dies down and we have some idea of who attacked them. I’ll imply that you were one of the scholars who helped with the initial herd analysis, though not one of the ones who underestimated how hard it would be to keep goliath birds. Those poor fools are manning a way station on the goliath bird pass for the foreseeable future.

      “Where was I? Yes, right, if we leave the reeve’s perceptions of you to chance, she may assume you’re working with that gryphon you brought back. Better to let this fall on Jonas. They need him and will grant him some leeway. Whatever you hear at the meeting, say nothing. Stay by my side and don’t draw attention to yourself. What you’re about to hear will be uncomfortable.”

      More uncomfortable than what you’ve already told me? Kia wondered, but she nodded and followed him through the foyer and into the massive, tall-ceilinged meeting room. Tapestries of past reeves lined the walls. Most prominent was a weaving of Brevin’s grandfather, an emerald-plumed peacock of an opinicus standing over the corpse of a large serpent. The snake was symbolic, of course, but Kia wondered if Zeph would even bother to mention having had to kill a snake.

      Neider motioned to her, and they settled into the meeting room. She sat well behind the headmaster and kept her beak shut. The meeting was already in session.

      “Why chance burning down the entire vale?” a burly opinicus asked. He’d been by the reeve when Kia had been questioned. His harness had faded to a light blue and was decorated only with his military rank. The longest talon on his right foreleg had a metal covering which he tapped on the floor to reinforce his words. She’d seen this before on veterans and hunters who lost the end of a digit. Few refused the prosthetic, only those who wanted to make a point about the weight of their sacrifice to the eyrie. “Why not use the wingtorn to hunt them down? We run the risk of the fire spreading out of control.”

      “What risk?” Jonas asked, his words as slippery and charged as the jellies of the Crackling Sea. “We have more than enough of the fire suppressant powder stored in the grasslands to keep the flames from reaching the eyrie.”

      “And we don’t know how many gryphons there are,” Reeve Brevin countered. “As long as the untamed weald extends to the coast, it will harbor them. We’re going to have to clear most of it anyway. This is just… expediency.”

      “We can’t risk leaving the Crackling Sea Eyrie undefended even for a moment, and I don’t think we can trust the wingtorn with this. I’m not sure they’ve been properly incentivized to clear out entire families.” Jonas kept his head lowered as he spoke. His spoonbill nearly touched the cushions he set on, possibly a sign of contrition after Zeph’s escape.

      The guards in the hallway were still gossiping about it. He didn’t look like he’d been disciplined—he wasn’t part of this eyrie, after all—but he must be worried that word would travel back to the Crackling Sea about his misfortune. Kia wondered what rank he held at the Crackling Sea Eyrie. Most interesting was the medallion on his harness: the same fish from the reeve’s mystery gryphon visitor the night before.

      What’s the connection? Kia wondered.

      “They’ve certainly given up a lot not to feel incentivized. Surely the squeamish ones didn’t make it this far.” The burly one tapped his metal talon on the ground.

      Kia leaned forward to try to get a better look at him in case it jogged her memory, but the headmaster pushed her back with a back paw. She was to be seen but not to draw attention to herself. He wrote the name Commander Wolden on a piece of paper and pointed to it. She nodded.

      “They sacrificed so their children could have a better life.” Brevin glanced at a green peafowl listening from the doorway, possibly one of her own offspring. “They may feel differently when they see that we’re not offering their weald kin the same…kindness.”

      Jonas shrugged. “I won’t claim some aren’t having second thoughts. Losing your wings is a traumatic experience. Most are adjusting well to it. Having Jun in charge makes things easier. The gryphons here are used to obeying him. The others we left back home.”

      “Surely there’s nothing we can do about that now,” said Wolden.

      “No,” Jonas said, “but anger makes everyone do strange things. It’s better if you use their anger against opinici instead of other gryphons. At least until the new batch has settled in. Once their children can fly and integrate into eyrie culture, they’ll be easier to control.”

      He seemed to have more experience with the wingtorn than any of this eyrie’s opinici. Kia wondered how often he’d done this. She’d heard rumors that in past disputes some gryphons had agreed to join the eyrie at the cost of their wings. In return, they and their children became full citizens. The children’s wings weren’t clipped. She’d never seen the wingtorn herself, probably because the university was so high. She wouldn’t want to risk the upper tiers of the eyrie without flight, either.

      “Then we dispatch the wingtorn to the fishing villages.” Brevin’s voice was tinged with an agitation. “Once the coast is secure, we light the fires. They can clean up any gryphons who don’t burn.”

      “Some of them will escape into the mountains instead of heading to the coast,” the headmaster said. “The taiga has always been a safe haven for dissidents.”

      Hearing her mentor talk of genocide the way he spoke of plants or logistics made Kia uncomfortable.

      “Go back to academia if you want a perfect plan,” Wolden scolded. “This is our best, most effective option for securing the valley. We cannot afford to be fighting a civil war if another eyrie makes a move. The weald has remained wild for too many years. I can deal with a small insurgency in the mountains.” He eschewed his metal tapping to stand this time. “I cannot defend the eyrie if an unknown army of ribald masses waits to rise up the moment we’re under siege. That is the situation we’re dealing with, imminent invasion. If you want to keep your own wings attached to your body, I suggest you live in reality.”

      “There have never been any reports of wingtorn opinici,” the headmaster looked for assurances.

      Jonas spoke softly. “It does happen sometimes.”

      A shiver rose in Kia. She remained quiet for the rest of the meeting, mostly talk of supplies going out to the Crackling Sea Eyrie and the troops housed there. Then she slipped out with the headmaster and headed back to her nest. This was time she should have spent looking for Cherine.
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      When the sun rose the next day, Kia stayed in bed. She’d been through a lot, and the adrenaline that had fueled the previous day had burned out, leaving her empty. The headmaster had flown her home but refused to talk about the meeting without his sound-proof precautions. She couldn’t argue with that. Most of the night, she’d been forced to eavesdrop on a nesting dispute two floors down.

      The triller of the two was upset with her mate, who had let their chick play too close to the edge. The chick had fallen but was mostly okay—a broken foreleg, a sprain on the other foreleg, but its wings were fine. Instinct had kicked in, and it had flattened itself properly, minimizing the damage from landing. Most adult opinici forgot how to fall from great heights, forgot that chicks are more resilient than their parents give them credit for.

      Still, it’d proven impossible to make a case for conspiracy while eavesdropping. Kia had a lot of questions for the headmaster but suspected she wouldn’t get more answers than she already had. She had even more questions for the reeve but was already flying too close to the sun there.

      She went to the pantry, pushed aside the curtain used to deter flies, and pulled down some of the hanging meat for breakfast. Her father would have been horrified to know she’d slept in this late. She wanted to go search for Cherine, but being seen going to the weald, let alone talking to Zeph, would lead to her getting locked up. The meeting last night had painted him as a spy.

      Yet the gryphons seemed unaware that they needed spies. There was a war looming, and they had no idea what was coming for them. Failing to warn the gryphons might be as good as killing them herself, but what did she owe them? She had so many questions, but no one would talk to her. The reeve, the headmaster, the cockatiel, Jonas, surely none of them would help her with Cherine. But there was someone she hadn’t talked to, the strange gryphon with the Crackling Sea harness.

      Kia finished her meal, switched into her non-university harness, repainted the green markings on her back half so her fur matched her feathers, and headed to the market to find out where the gryphons in the eyrie lived.
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      There was some sort of convention at the amphitheater, and the markets were nearly empty. Turquoise chimes and non-currency beads hung from every awning, singing in the breeze. The butchery remained packed as opinici went back and forth from the convention with salted meats. This was not their usual, upper-class clientele, and so the merchants found they had more time to chat with customers than was customary. Kia hoped she’d find information on an upscale gryphon in the upper markets but had prepared herself mentally to go down below if it became necessary.

      Her first questions about a gryphon at the market yielded the information she’d wanted two days ago, where Zeph had been. The upscale market sellers all recognized “Zeph Parrotbane” because of his past transactions. When someone, even a gryphon, brings parrots at a reasonable barter, they remember what he looks like.

      One of the opinici, a splotchy blue thing with a wistful expression, actually sighed when she spoke his name and kept talking about how the parrot meat was wrapped in leaves, and then feathers were used at the top to show what meat it was. “It adds that rustic touch the plumed elite just love!”

      He may not currently be popular with the elite who ate his parrots, but he wasn’t lacking in friends among the merchants whose harnesses he lined with beads. It became easier to ask about non-Zeph gryphons. Most of the fisherfolk used the lower markets, but even the more adventurous ones were there strictly to trade. Only their leader, a monster of a crane opinicus with a booming voice named Rorin, used the upper markets. He handled the luxury goods, dealing in ambergris, exotic shells, fine salt, and high-quality items that took merchants a while to offload on the wealthy.

      Once the fisherfolk and Zeph were out of the running, there was only one gryphon important enough to get her food from the upper market, meet with reeves, and have a Crackling Sea medallion on her harness.

      “Oh, you mean Satra,” the splotchy blue opinicus chirped. “She’s a bit stuck up when it comes to food. Those Crackling Sea types are uppity—but not important enough for parrot. Still, someone is keeping her happy. She eats better than I do.”

      Kia made a note of that. “What’s she like?”

      “Oh, who can tell with gryphons?” The merchant kept her sighs and blushing reserved only for copper hawk weald inhabitants bearing feathered gifts, it seemed. “She holds her beak high. Polite like she’s one of us but keeps herself aloof. Comes with an escort most of the time. Usually takes her food with her.”

      Kia continued asking around and making small purchases. Most of the braziers were extinguished during the day, but a few still smoldered. Cherine’s doorway was missing its chimes, so she purchased a set with turquoise interwoven into the design for him.

      Asking around, always paired with purchases, led to another merchant admitting he had once delivered meals to Satra down in the depths. Kia paid him and attached packets of green and blue dye to her harness. There were few goods that weren’t designed or packaged to be attached to a harness. She wrote down his vague directions, flew as best she could with her new goods to drop them off at her place, then mentally prepared herself to descend into the lower quarters.
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      Kia glided below the market level, leaving the light behind. The mushroom-like platforms above blocked the sun, creating an artificial dusk as she descended. The vines this far down were brown and sickly instead of vibrant and green.

      There was a feral look in the eyes of the people down here. She was grateful that she hadn’t worn her university harness. It wasn’t the poverty itself that flustered her but by the scope of it. The run-down nests and starving chicks ran more than twenty stories from the lower merchants to the bottom level. She’d never entered the city from below. It hadn’t occurred to her that there was so much down here, so many opinici, all hungry.

      Had Cherine known? He’d worked at a butchery salting food after the death of his little brother, back before he applied to the university. Is this why he’d kept the journal? She’d seen his estimated eyrie population. It seemed high then but accurate now. They could feed all these opinici if his math was correct but instead chose to send food to the Crackling Sea.

      Gravity pulled Kia down, her vibrant form circling a beam of light determined to thrust itself as far as it could before being snuffed out by the shade of civilization. Many of the nests she’d presumed were empty had signs of movement within them. Flies and moths crossed the beam of light uncontested. There were no pigeons below the light to fend them off.

      Did they need the light? she wondered. More squirrels than she’d ever seen in one place glided away at her descent. Was it only days since she’d been so excited to see the gliding squirrels in the weald? How could the university exist above while this existed below?

      She settled on a branch that seemed public enough to keep her out of trouble and checked her directions. The districts had names and numbers. The level with the shops was marked zero, with higher elevations going up from there. The numbers on the trees here were negative, leaving her with the uneasy feeling that she could descend infinitely to a place without light, a place with only hunger.

      Kia shook her head. No, she must be close now. She closed her journal, put it into a pocket, and then felt the first bite. It was like she’d stepped on a thorn that slipped around the pads of her back paws.

      Then it throbbed. When she looked down, she saw a whole line of large, red ants making their way out of the branch and onto her hindquarters. She tried to scrape them off with her talons, then leapt into the air.

      The ants just clung on tighter with their venomous little mouths.

      She landed at a clearing, finally at ground level, and shook them off as best she could, rubbing her hindquarters against a post. It was only when she was sure the biting had finished that she looked up and saw a startled gryphon in a pink harness trying not to laugh.

      “Satra?” Kia managed, still a bit out of breath after the ants.

      The gryphon nodded, her golden crest and black-backed ears wobbling a little with the motion. “Would you like to come in?”
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      The enclosure was a round dome with an open, woven top and wooden walls that pushed back against the clutter and vegetation on the ground. Kia entered the building and was greeted with a tidal wave of fluff and feathers.

      Her eyes took a moment to adjust. The light was dim down here despite the cage-like roof. There were thirty gryphons of varying degrees of youth climbing around the nursery. Most of them had black ears like Satra, suggesting they came from the same pride. Others resembled mockingbirds or shrikes in their plumage. Kia looked to an unlit brazier inlaid into a collection of stones.

      “It’s not safe to have the fire going with so much feathered down. They’re still clumsy at this age.” Satra turned to two newly-fledged gryphons. “Would you fetch the ointment?”

      The two fledglings returned with a paste. Kia turned her head inquisitively at them.

      “I’ve been here in the underbough long enough to recognize your little dance,” Satra said. “Ants, right? Believe me, this will help. The gryphlets get into the ants often enough that I keep a supply within paw’s reach.”

      Kia fought to stay still while a stranger applied ointment to her hindquarters and twenty gryphlets watched on. Her embarrassment was at its zenith, though some relief came from the fact that almost all the gryphlets were looking on with commiseration. It probably made them feel better to see that adults ran afoul of ants, too.

      “I like your green fur paint,” Satra said. “My sister used to use blue.”

      Kia was too shy to say more than a polite thank you.

      Satra finished up and sent the kids to play at the far end of the enclosure. “I can’t imagine you found this place by accident. Did the headmaster send you or was it the reeve? If it’s the reeve, tell her I stand by my demands. The gryphlets need better food to develop properly. If it was the headmaster, tell him I don’t care about his research. They may be hostages, but I will not let them be lab pigeons. They’ll be full members of the Crackling Sea Eyrie soon enough.”

      Kia tried to sit down but immediately regretted it. Instead, she found a comfortable standing position. Whatever she had thought Satra was, babysitter to the kidnapped was not it.

      “It’s just me,” Kia said. “No one sent me. You had food delivered here once, so I tracked it down.”

      Satra tilted her head a little, inviting Kia to go on.

      “I know a little about what’s going on here, about what went on at the Crackling Sea Eyrie. I just don’t understand it,” Kia confessed.

      Satra laughed. It was a scratchy, worn sound. “It’s simple enough. This is no bog wisp. They strung up a starving gryphon for taking some berries. We made sure they’d know what starving felt like. They brought in the Redwood Valley opinici to help them attack the kjarr while we were gone. They took the gryphlets and unhatched eggs. Some continued to fight, they died, and their children were killed. The rest agreed to have their wings cut and to fight for the eyries in exchange for their gryphlets remaining unclipped and granted full eyrie membership.”

      Kia couldn’t help but notice Satra’s mature plumage. Satra was an adult by any measure and had been for several years at least.

      She seemed aware of what came next and spread her wings wide. “Yes, I am no longer a child. My father was good at killing and eating but not so good at having gryphlets. I am his youngest, despite my maturity. My mom and siblings chose to die fighting. The opinici had to make sure my dad would stay in line, so I got to keep my wings.”

      “Who’s your father?” Kia asked.

      “My father is Jun the Kjarr,” Satra explained, “leader of the kjarr and bog prides, ravager of the Crackling Sea, blight upon the eyrie. He now leads the wingtorn.”

      “Tell me about the wingtorn.” Kia knew she wouldn’t like the answers that came next.

      By the time she slipped away and back into the light of the sun many hours later, she was sure of several things. The eyrie’s depths housed a large, hostile army that would soon march on the fisherfolk. If the kjarr gryphlets, most of whom couldn’t fly, could be moved to a secure location, the eyrie would lose control of the wingtorn.

      Someone needed to warn the weald prides before they faced a similar fate. To do that would require finding out where all the explosives had been planted. Cherine’s field notebook had included a map with circled boxes, the alchemical notation for saltpeter, on it throughout the forest. If she was going to seek out Zeph Parrotbane, she’d need to get the original journal back.
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      Kia knew of only one opinicus who regularly entered and left the headmaster’s study: the black cockatiel with the ink-stained harness. In her own notes, she called him “The Scribe” or “The Forger.” Breaking into the headmaster’s study could lead to too much trouble, but the cockatiel’s quarters should be much more accessible. She leaned upon several of the apprentices, promising them her notes and study assistance if they could track down the location of the black cockatiel.

      Thankfully, like most functioning addicts, he would likely chalk up any paranoid feelings to his red fern consumption. She had apprentices following him for days. Despite his bloodshot eyes and disheveled plumage, he still maintained a clean and orderly hovel at the edge of university housing.

      Kia would be the first to admit she’d led a sheltered life. She didn’t know much about red fern abuse, but she’d heard that addicts could possess super-opinicus strength and speed when confronted. She wished she had Cherine here to ask. He’d at least have an opinion on the matter, even if it turned out to be wrong.

      Her best bet, she decided, was to attempt to bribe the cockatiel first. The key to keeping an addict-scribe in your employ, she speculated, was to be the sole supplier of his fern. Since such appetites often grew, she hoped he’d be amiable to a bribe.

      She went back to Cherine’s home, taking a moment to hang the chimes she’d purchased for him. From their past relations, she knew he had a small supply of the fern in the back of his larder. It only took a small regular dose to keep male opinici infertile. She found the jar with the powdered herb. Its level was the same as last year when they’d broken up, far too little to bribe anyone with.

      Standing in his larder while he may be dead, going through his contraceptives, she was overwhelmed by the invasion of privacy. She stumbled outside and flew away in embarrassment.
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      Kia flew around the university district to help clear her head while she came up with a new plan. She had some beads saved up. She could try to find a fern dealer in the underbough who would sell to her. Underbough fern might be less potent than what the forger was used to. Would low quality fern be enough to buy his silence?

      Probably not, she conceded.

      Below her, the scythe-beak twins were weeding and talking about their lessons. The grass outside the botanical gardens was always under attack from invasive flora—the headmaster’s term. Wire mesh let water and air through while stopping some of the birds and squirrels of the eyrie but often carried seeds out onto the lawn. Once they sprouted, they were returned to the gardens if they looked valuable or moved to compost if they were just weeds. The occasional red fern would sprout up on the lawn in the shady sections next to the botanical gardens but were returned while they were still small. At least, most of them were. She suspected some of the students sold them or tried to grow them in the forests around the eyrie.

      Kia landed next to the twins.

      “Hello, Kia!” the male scythe-beak chirped.

      “We’re just about done here, then we need to get to class. It’s just slow going,” his sister added.

      “It’s okay, I’m not here to scold you,” Kia reassured them. “I thought I heard the chimes and wanted to make sure you weren’t too caught up in your own discussion.”

      “The chimes!” The sister was surrounded by two piles. One was weeds that needed to be taken to compost and the other, smaller pile, was of precious plants to be brought to the botanical gardens.

      “We’re going to be late!” The brother looked at all the dirt on his feathers.

      Kia pretended to think something over, going so far as to put a talon against her beak. “Well, you two have been so helpful, I suppose I could take care of things here. Just be sure not to track mud into the classroom!”

      They both chirped a thank you and flew towards the main building, kicking dirt off their paws as they went and showering several junior apprentices.

      Kia looked down at two piles of plants in front of her. She pulled the most gnarled, sun-dried plant she could find from the soon-to-be-compost pile and slipped it into the large pouch on her harness. Then she dug through the pile of valuable plants and pulled out three nascent ferns. The rest of the plants she combined with the compost pile and dropped it off on her way to the front entrance of the botanical gardens.
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      Kia landed alongside the botanical gardens and peeked around the corner. Two Reeve’s Guards, an owl and a falcon, stood vigil. There were always opinici trying to sneak in to steal the fern, so it had an around-the-chimes watch.

      “You haven’t seen some of the weald monitors that sneak in after the turkeys,” the owl was saying. “They’re as big as Commander Wolden.”

      The falcon scoffed. “Even Commander Wolden would agree that nothing beats a lace monitor. Remember when that pack of them came through the underbough and we had to chase them all down? They’re nasty little venomous beasties.”

      “Wait, cave monitors or lace monitors?” the owl asked.

      The falcon bit off some salted meat and chewed. “Aren’t those the same thing?”

      Kia got a brisk pace going and came around the corner with her best scholarly look. “Good morning, guards. Just dropping off the latest batch of ferns from the apprentice weeders.”

      The guards spared a glance for the ferns she was bringing in and motioned her through. No one tried to smuggle ferns into the botanical gardens, so she hoped no one would stop her.

      “Wait!” the owl Reeve’s Guard called out.

      Kia froze.

      “Is a cave monitor and a lace monitor the same thing?” he asked.

      She turned around and put on her best Cherine impression. “Yes! They also go by the name mountain monitor. Did you know that they may not be venomous at all? There’s a theory in academic circles that the germs in their mouth from eating carrion cause them to spread disease to what they bite. I’m in the middle of writing a new tome on the subject and I’d be delighted to bring it by later if you’re interested?”

      The look on their faces suggested that they were not, in fact, interested.

      “That’s more than okay,” the owl replied. “We wouldn’t want to take up anymore of your time than is necessary. Sorry to have bothered you.”

      As she slipped away, she heard the falcon whisper, “Don’t you know better than to ask a question of the university folk? They’ll talk your ear off about nothing.”

      She smiled. Cherine might not think she listened to him, but she did. She had a weakness for the esoteric, even on subjects outside her expertise, such as monitor mouth hygiene.

      The inside of the botanical garden was both wide and tall. The high ceilings allowed opinici to hang vines from them, and the extra width meant there was enough room to lift off and land without crashing into anything important. The only area with a shorter, opaque roof was where the ferns were kept. She walked past a scholar hard at work on something vine-related and slipped into the shaded section.

      The new crop was doing well, considering the past failures. The fern didn’t like to grow this high, preferring the depths of the weald to the heights of civilization. Even the forested area around the eyrie that housed the turkey population resisted fern growing efforts. Whether that was because the undergrowth had been cleared out or because opinici snuck past the rangers to steal it, she didn’t know.

      She looked around and found a fern that looked on its last legs. There was a hole in the roof and direct sunlight was killing it. She replaced it with the dead weed from the yard and slipped the sickly fern into her harness. She consoled herself with the knowledge that it would have died on its own. She was giving it a purpose.

      The scholar didn’t look up from his vines as Kia made her escape. The Reeve’s Guards grunted thanks and went back to arguing, this time about sailfin monitors. Specifically, whether or not it was possible to hold the mouth of one shut with just their talons, an endeavor that would surely end in disaster. She was out of the botanical gardens and at her nest with no one the wiser.
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      Kia awoke the next morning before first chimes. She was certain that any moment someone would discover her deception at the botanical gardens and drag her off to jail. When she opened the door to her nest, she found a clay pot of ointment left at her doorstep. Inside of it was a note that was just legible with all the marks of a gryphon scratching into vellum.

      They left last night on the old goliath bird trail south of the eyrie. -Satra

      Kia frowned. She’d expected to have at least another day to sort this out. Still, the apprentices she’d talked to had said the cockatiel spent all night working. If she approached his hovel now, at the break of dawn, he might be at his most receptive after a night of forging.

      She slipped on her harness, fern still inside, and flew to the edge of the university district. Instead of ringing the chime, she pushed aside his door and walked right in.

      The cockatiel looked up from his work. His feathers were stained with ink. His eyes had trouble focusing on her after staring at the written words for so many hours. She waited for him to speak.

      “You…you’re…” he stopped. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Kia, university scholar.”

      He nodded. “Are you here to pick up the books for the headmaster?”

      She looked at the pile of books next to him. They included copies of most of the forbidden teachings with new bindings. Was the headmaster setting up a new library somewhere outside of the university? Or were these gifts, perhaps for a colleague at the Crackling Sea Eyrie?

      “Not the copies, but he needed a few of the originals to double check something,” she lied.

      “Sure, take what you need.” He turned back to his current project.

      Kia hesitated, then took out the stolen red fern. “Go easy on this, okay?”

      Focus and recognition returned to his eyes. He seemed to understand that Neider hadn’t sent her. She could see the war inside of the forger. Fortunately for her, addiction won. He took the fern and went into a back room to prepare it.

      She opened the original version of Cherine’s field notebook and carefully cut away the page that included his maps. Since the page contained a different map on each side, she hoped no one would notice it was missing. The reeve and headmaster likely had their own maps and didn’t need Cherine’s incomplete list. Then she closed the book and slipped away before the forger returned.
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      Kia packed lightly. She hid the map in the binding of a journal that was otherwise empty. Her other goods were all practical: food, but not too much of it; a container of ink; and a few quill pens. The quill pens were the only place she allowed sentimentality to slip in. If Cherine were alive, he could make her more. Just in case he wasn’t, she took one of the pens he’d given her and slipped it into her harness.

      She thought about going into his house and looking for something he might miss. Hadn’t his mother gotten him a special harness? Maybe a book? But her earlier violation of his privacy had been too much for her. What if she found some keepsake she’d given him or a letter?

      It was nearly midday. The skies would be most crowded now, so it was time for her to leave while she wouldn’t stand out. She closed the skylight, secured the door to her nest against squirrels, and then flew off southwest towards Hatzel’s section of the weald.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            Merin

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When Merin was young, just after he’d taken on his adult feathers but before he’d grown to the near-Hatzel size he was now, he would watch his father to learn how to become a pride leader. While the young Merin felt impatience at everything, his father seemed impervious to the daily annoyances. As members of the pride explained their issues—more trifles than troubles—his father would listen, unmoving. His patience had seemed supernatural to fledgling Merin, something his father had just been born with. Even his father’s tail remained frozen, a feat few gryphons could replicate.

      Merin had once watched a forest spinner crawl across his father’s tail. His father hadn’t as much as blinked.

      It seemed ominous, now, thinking back to the calm his father had shown right before his death. He’d stood his ground against a stampede of goliath birds, escapees from an earlier grasslands experiment, to protect a nest of unhatched eggs in the birds’ path. Like with the spider on his tail, he hadn’t flinched when the stampede trampled him.

      Not that his death had been in vain. The lead bird had been spooked by its collision with the gryphon and turned just enough to keep from trampling the nest.

      The eggs had been saved. The goliath birds were hunted down and eaten—mostly by his pride, though some were tithed to the medicine gryphons. It was much later when Merin found out that his father had been born as precocious as any gryphlet but had trained himself to be preternaturally calm after taking over as pride leader. Upon hearing this, Merin had spent years practicing a stoic look that replaced his underlying feelings of impatience.

      Which brought him to the present.

      Askel and Triddle were explaining rivers to him. Specifically, dropping things into rivers. They brought Merin—and his pride—a certain prestige because they fixed problems that gryphons would not consider fixable. He appreciated that, but he also thought they were lying to him.

      Everything they’d dropped into the river in the cave had come out in the rapids that divided the weald into north and south. Whatever the underground river was, it must feed into the much larger glacial runoff, Glacial Run. If the opinicus’s corpse was stuck, any of the dozen things they’d thrown in should have knocked it loose. The opinicus had probably escaped. They’d find him frozen halfway up the taiga, or his bones would be discovered regurgitated by a monitor during the spring hunt. Or, if he hadn’t escaped the water, he’d been washed out to sea near the twin fisherfolk cities of Swan’s Rest and Crane’s Nest.

      “I think if we maybe wrap it in a seed casing it might explode when we put it in the water and dislodge his corpse,” Askel was saying. His reddish brown tail fanned like he was in flight as he jumped up to mime the explosion. With Triddle’s plan being to throw things into the water, it didn’t surprise Merin that Askel was trying to find a way to make that explode.

      Hidden behind him and out of Askel’s view, Merin’s tail twitched. Merin stood much taller than the rest of his pride. Both his father and mother had been muscular gryphons, but not like him. He was more than the sum of his parents. Yes, his harpy eagle beak matched the rest of his pride. Its top curved down wickedly like an icicle at the tip. His colors, browns and golds, those had come from his parents, too.

      But his size had come from somewhere else. It was like the forest itself decided there needed to be larger gryphons. Had there been a hook-beaked monster of a gryphon anywhere in the weald, the mystery would have been solved. Instead, his mother said that the weald itself had seeped into his egg.

      While he felt he had no ancestors, he’d wasted no time in creating the next generation. Several of the gryphons wandering the nesting area were nearly his size at half his age and shared his hook-beak. He yawned, a long, drawn out affair, and Triddle took the hint and pulled Askel away. It was no use scolding them. Better to let them think he was bored of their excuses. Their minds would latch onto a new project soon enough.

      What he really needed them to work on was a way of extending the pride’s lands. He’d pushed the southern boundary as far as he could without risking the ire of the Feathermane and Fantail Prides. The runoff from the taiga and plateau that formed Glacial Run were too obvious a border. It was too bad Triddle couldn’t shift the rivers south.

      Merin had tried to push further into Hatzel’s lands, but the border they shared was good parrot hunting grounds, and she wouldn’t back down. For a pride of only thirty, she held onto her lands like a lace monitor protecting its young. Moving east was its own hassle, as those prides were restructuring themselves. It was hard to know whom he could risk offending. And by the time he’d thought to expand north towards the eyrie, the opinici had taken advantage of the fire to create the grasslands.

      What he needed more than anything was what he couldn’t have: land. There was no point in growing his pride just to exhaust their hunting grounds. He’d even take a slice of the taiga if it weren’t so frigid. He’d sent his eldest son along with four of his best flyers to explore the lands beyond the taiga.

      They had yet to return, but he didn’t expect them back for several seasons.

      Once, the prides had talked more. There was some taiga stock, some kjarr stock in his pride. He remembered being a fledgling and traveling with his father once and looking up at gryphons who sparkled green like a pond on a sunny day. Now, he couldn’t remember what they called their pride or where they’d come from. They’d looked at his size and recognized it, possibly from one of their own. He’d asked his son to find those gryphons before coming home.

      He looked over at Askel and Triddle. They were nervously watching the crate taken from the prisoner. He shared their anxiety. They’d cleared a meeting area away from the nesting grounds, but having seen what the boxes could do firsthand, he wasn’t convinced they’d cleared far enough.

      The fire and ice couple had already forgotten Merin and were wrapped up in further discussions about the substance in the box. Triddle wanted to submerge it in water—the underground river, in fact. Triddle thought the water might make it safer; Askel thought the water might make it explode. Either way, they both wanted to try it and find out.

      Merin had vetoed that idea but allowed them to experiment with the smallest of doses of black powder and the opinicus’s flint and tinder. Askel had already found a replenishment for the tinder by drying what he now called tinder fungus. Or, more likely, he already had a stockpile of dried, flammable items that the flint had made exciting again.

      A rustle overhead announced the arrival of several gryphons from the eastern prides gliding down to the meeting area. He recognized most of them, though he didn’t see any from the Fantail Pride who lived in the southeastern corner of the weald. Hatzel’s pride, mostly copper hawks and magpies, were also absent.

      Strix flew down and settled next to Merin. Strix was a uniformly dark gryphon with only a hint of red on the underside of his wings. His owl face lacked the ear tufts of most gryphons, giving him the appearance of youth despite his long years, but he’d earned a reputation as an adept night hunter. When hunter training was in session, he’d make the new adults learn to hunt in the dark. If they fell asleep, he’d sneak in and kill something in their camp without them waking. He was twisted like that.

      Merin bowed a little to him in thanks, understanding that Strix’s vanity needed to be indulged for a meeting so far across the weald before nightfall.

      All the prides expected to arrive were now here except Hatzel, who had asked for the meeting in the first place.
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      Hatzel’s pride lazed about in the afternoon, trading stories and gossip. Instead of circling down from atop the forest, Zeph glided in, tucked his wings, and crashed like a boulder into Xavi, sending them tumbling into a pile of fir branches. A leaf-nosed snake that was trying to sneak to the wood pile to check for bugs flipped onto its back and played dead as the gryphons crashed into its destination.

      “Welcome back!” Zeph said.

      “Oomph,” Xavi replied. The fir branches cracked, leaking sap onto Xavi, who was on the bottom. Zeph hopped off, and Xavi attempted to stand, a small tree’s worth of branches adorning his fur and feathers. Moving only spread the stickiness, so he stood still, looking like a scruffed gryphlet.

      Zeph just grinned and began to groom the sticks and resin off Xavi. He was always happy when Xavi returned and he no longer had to bear his friend’s responsibilities as Hatzel’s second.

      “How was your trip?” Zeph asked. “Did they teach you how to hunt? You’re growing up so fast.”

      “I’m older than you,” Xavi protested. “And I know how to hunt. This wasn’t for beginners. I killed a snake!”

      Zeph stepped back and put on his surprised face for Xavi to see. The leaf-nosed snake took advantage of the distraction to right itself and slip back into the forest. “A real snake, not just a vine? Well, I guess you have your adult feathers now. What did you fall in? You’re sticky.”

      “It was a big snake. Like, bigger than three gryphons.” Xavi looked around for a gryphon to illustrate the point.

      Hatzel had glided down and was giving them both a strange look. A tiny gryphlet bounded up to chirp at Hatzel and see if she wanted to play. While Xavi was trying to point at Hatzel, Zeph sat back on his haunches and measured out the size of the gryphlet from shoulder to shoulder, then expanded that by three.

      Xavi sighed. “No, like, three Hatzels.”

      “Now you’re just telling tales,” Zeph protested. “Nothing is as big as three Hatzels.”

      “This is why I throw rocks at you,” Hatzel said as she took the gryphlet back to the nests.

      “Where’ve you two been?” Xavi asked.

      “I went to the eyrie,” Zeph said through a mouthful of feathers and twigs. “It was big, like two and a half Hatzels big.”

      He was glad to see the nesting grounds in one piece. He’d bypassed them while walking Orlea to get help in case more opinici had been sent to look for either of them.

      They’d left Orlea and Cherine with the medicine gryphons for the time being. Zeph liked his pride, but he didn’t want to put them in the position of harboring fugitives. The medicine gryphons, on the other paw, were known for helping anyone in need. No one would hold it against them.

      As relieved as Zeph was to be back, Xavi seemed even more relieved to let Hatzel take charge. She’d dispatched the fastest gryphons to call together the prides, asking Merin to host the meeting to keep the eastern flights from having to fly into the northwest corner of the weald. Once Xavi was deforested, she and Zeph were working out how to get Cherine and Orlea’s information to the prides without revealing that they were hiding two opinici. The answer came via a greeting from above.

      Blue, green, and red, Kia descended upon their nesting grounds for the second time. Zeph rushed up to her when she landed but seemed unsure of how to greet her—certainly not with a pounce into the fir resin. The sort of opinicus who painted intricate designs into her fur would not appreciate being covered in anything sticky. Not the way Xavi did. One exciting trip into the city didn’t make for life-long friends, but she’d been in Zeph’s thoughts. He’d worried that his extrication from the eyrie had caused her strife. She seemed to radiate color next to his brown bands.

      She was out of breath, but once her beak opened, everything came out at once: the kjarr and bog prides were now the wingtorn, Satra and the kjarr gryphlets were hostages, and the wingtorn had left to march on the fisherfolk. Oh, and there were opinicus rangers planting boxes of saltpeter across the weald because everything was going to explode. Kia tossed Cherine’s map down in front of them.

      Why does the name Satra feel familiar? Zeph wondered.

      Hatzel looked to him. Both looked down at the map. Cherine had told them he’d found several camps full of crates, but he hadn’t known what they were for. His best guess was a new mining operation.

      “We can’t bring Kia with us,” Zeph said before Hatzel could suggest it. “We’ve seen how Merin’s pride treats opinici.”

      “They’re going to ask us how we got this information and why they should trust it. Kia speaks to both of those things. With her, we have a reliable source without having to talk about our,” Hatzel realized that most of the pride was staring at them and Kia, “well, our other source.”

      “Did you find Cherine?” Kia asked.

      Zeph took her and led her away from the pride. “Why don’t we get you some food and water, and I can explain along the way?”

      As they walked away, Zeph heard Hatzel ordering Xavi to fly as fast as he could to the fisherfolk and warn them. As the quickest gryphons had already been dispatched to tell the other prides of the meeting, Xavi was their next best hope for getting word down there. Instead of waiting for supplies, he leapt into the air, his blue markings expanding as his black and white wings stretched.
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      Hatzel arrived at the meeting of prides to find the other leaders waiting on her. Not ideal, but she’d needed the time to bring Kia into the fold before coming here.

      Both Kia and Cherine presented problems. Orlea could probably return to the eyrie without anyone the wiser, though she’d been on the brink of starvation there, but Hatzel worried that Cherine and Kia had burned too many bridges the moment Kia left with the map. Hatzel would offer them a place in her pride if no one else objected, but she couldn’t imagine two minds as inquisitive as theirs being happy out in the weald, far from the university. Orlea might be an easier sell since she was a hunter by trade, but scholars were a different bird altogether.

      Also, there’s the small matter of them not being gryphons.

      Hatzel landed and saw Triddle restraining Askel from waving and reconsidered her initial assessment. Cherine and Kia might find at least two kindred spirits out here, but that raised another question. What would happen if she took Merin’s prisoner into her pride?

      She nodded a greeting to Merin and Strix. Everyone was assembled in a circle. The canopy was sparser here, hinting at the past nesting site abandoned after the stampede. The sunlight’s penetration over years had grown soft grass for them to lie on while they talked. In the center, someone had cleared the foliage away to form a stone-ringed dirt crater. Before Hatzel could begin, Merin took over.

      “We have a problem.” He stood when he spoke, giving the illusion that he was taller than her. “An opinicus problem. When they cleared the burned weald to make the grasslands, we didn’t speak up. Now, their rangers hunt in the weald, stealing our game. We caught one of them, but he opted to drown himself instead of speak.”

      An elder from the Parrotface Pride, with a face and plumage that resembled a tired ground parrot, spoke up. “What of it? We capture them and send them packing. It’s a game, nothing more. We used to sneak through the eyrie lands and catch turkeys when I was young. Is this what I was brought here for?”

      The parrotface gryphons were known for being mild. This one must be cranky, Hatzel decided. They controlled most of the northern weald. Only the feathermanes, south of the river, had more territory.

      “There’s more to it than that. Askel, Triddle?” Merin prompted.

      At Merin’s command, the couple brought the smallest bit of saltpeter to the center of the circle of pride leaders and placed it on a rock in the crater.

      “This is what they’ve been bringing into our forest.” Merin held flint in his paw and struck it against the saltpeter, causing a burst of flame and noise. All the gryphons jumped to their feet.

      “Irresponsible!”

      “What is that?”

      “Skraark!”

      “Was that really necessary?”

      Merin smirked and looked pleased that he hadn’t burnt off his paw. Askel and Triddle must have spent all morning figuring out the right amount of saltpeter for his theatrics.

      “I don’t know why the opinici brought it here,” Merin said when everyone had calmed down, “but I know we can’t let this stand.”

      Strix, the only pride leader who hadn’t settled down onto his stomach as was customary for meetings, was looking up into the canopy far behind Hatzel. His concave face allowed him to capture sound in a way that the others couldn’t. “Why do we not ask them? I can hear that opi trill from here.”

      There was murmuring among the pride leaders.

      “Calm your feathers,” Hatzel scolded. “I’ve been doing my own investigation after the herds turned up dead.”

      She saw no sign from Merin but thought Strix was looking at her more intently now. It was tough to read his earless visage. Word of the slaughter must have traveled quickly to have reached even his far plateau.

      “The eyrie is worse than we thought. Please show respect to my guest, as she has much to say about what’s soon to come.” Hatzel whistled.

      Zeph and Kia descended. Hatzel had advised Kia to start strong, weather the storm of questions, and then leave with Zeph when the discussion turned away from her. It was too risky to take her to Cherine just yet. She’d have to stay with Hatzel’s pride for the time being. Perhaps the fisherfolk would be a good haven for Kia and Cherine if Xavi’s mission succeeded.

      The opinicus scholar sat on her haunches instead of on all fours, putting her well above the gryphons she spoke to. “The eyrie captured the kjarr pride, enslaved them, tore off their wings, and are going to blow up the weald.”

      Despite Strix’s critique, Kia’s words barely trilled. Like the explosion of the saltpeter, there was a long moment where all the air from the glen was gone. Even Merin seemed surprised at the revelation.

      And then the arguing and questions began.

      “Why the kjarr pride?” This came from the parrotface elder. She had several grown offspring with fathers from the kjarr pride.

      “There was a dispute and the kjarr salted the fields, starving the Crackling Sea Eyrie,” Kia explained.

      “Jun never did have any sense of cause and effect,” Strix mused. The owls had been the last pride to adopt the common language, and his accent made it hard to tell when he was being facetious.

      “Why burn down the weald?” asked another pride leader whose feathers formed a mane. Even his calm voice felt like the precursor to a roar.

      “They need to recreate the grasslands experiment on a grander scale to feed themselves and the Crackling Sea opinici,” Kia explained. Hatzel had advised Kia to use they instead of we when speaking of the eyrie opinici in front of the gryphon pride leaders.

      The feathermane leader considered this. “How much of this explosive have they brought to the forest? When will they set it off?”

      “Soon,” Kia replied. “The wingtorn were dispatched yesterday to raze the fisherfolk villages and set up a trap to catch any gryphons leaving the weald.”

      Hatzel pushed the map to Merin with her paw, who looked it over and gave it to Triddle. He and Askel cleared the rocks away and began to recreate the map in the dirt while Hatzel talked.

      “We don’t know for sure. Our contact—” with this, she nodded to Kia, who allowed Zeph to pull her away from the meeting and back to the nesting grounds, “was able to find a document with some of the locations.”

      The map came to life before them. Askel and Triddle were unusually adept at this kind of work. They often drew out what they expected to happen when they diverted a river—returning later to update their map with what had actually happened. Now, they converted the dirt crater into Cherine’s map of the weald.

      “The circles are the crates of explosives? They’re mostly along the grasslands edge, then.” Strix’s pride was best situated if this were the case.

      “These are the ones we know about,” Hatzel explained. “We could be greatly underestimating how deep into the weald the rangers went. Think of the border areas between the prides and how deep they go.”

      No one wanted to think about opinici sneaking past gryphons in the deep forest, but the crate in Merin’s hunting grounds had been there long enough to collect moss. Several other prides admitted to turning back opinici that were deep into their lands. Even the Fantail Pride’s leader admitted to opinicus tourists being turned away.

      “We also don’t know if the wingtorn are carrying more explosives with them,” Hatzel added.

      “What time did they leave? Did your opinicus see them?” Merin asked. “The kjarr was a massive pride. Jun’s father conquered and assimilated the bog pride, combining the nesting grounds, which now strech from the kjarr to the peat bogs to the edge of the goliath bird plains. Depending on how many kjarr gryphons were enslaved, these wingtorn could outnumber all of the weald.”

      “We don’t know what time they left, just that it was at least a day ago. The information came directly from Jun’s youngest, Satra.” When the parrotface elder made an inquisitive skraark, Hatzel added, “She’s being held with the other gryphlets. Her wings were left unclipped to keep Jun in line.”

      “They’re insane to leave her alive,” the parrotface gryphon said. What Satra had done was left unsaid, but the elder’s love of the kjarr did not seem to extend to Jun’s youngest daughter.

      “Jun is her shackles. Satra always had a soft spot for her father. They’d better hope nothing happens to him. She would not stay her claws for a hundred gryphlets.” Unlike the parrot-faced elder, Strix spoke with a hint of envy.

      “If we can rescue the gryphlets and get word to Jun, could we bring them to our side?” Merin asked.

      Our side? It was not lost on Hatzel that Merin had referred to the prides as one entity. In all her years as a leader, she’d never seen the weald prides as anything except independent groups who loosely agreed on hunting grounds. Nothing had brought them together, not even the monitor plague, goliath bird stampede, giant snakes, or lace monitor migrations.

      When none of the other leaders spoke up, she weighed in. “I don’t know if they would flee with their children or seek to join us. But it should at least remove the pressure from the fisherfolk if we can free Satra and her charges fast enough. Where we would house twenty gryphlets, I don’t know. The whole forest could go up at any moment. We should be moving our own offspring.”

      “I will take them,” Strix said. “You and Merin may be better off heading up into the taiga, but for the eastern prides, your kin are welcome in my lands. The fire may climb the plateau, but it’s still the safest place until we see how this plays out. If push comes to claw, we can watch the conflagration from some of the small islands off the coast.”
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