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Author’s Note

Hello reader; I’m glad you made it to Book 3 of the Noss Saga! As with the previous installment, I have a few recommendations before you get started:




Maps and illustrations

There are several new maps for this book. To properly read all the details on the maps, I recommend you view them at full resolution and in color. Visit this link to find all the maps, illustrations, and other goodies:

JoaquinBaldwin.com/pages/book3-extras




Supplemental Materials

Pronunciation guides, glossaries, character guides, list of key locations, and lots more can be found in the extras pages for each book. Here is the page for this one:

JoaquinBaldwin.com/pages/book3-extras




Even more goodies!

I’ll be sending additional free content to my mailing list, such as illustrations, giveaways, book recommendations, deleted chapters, tutorials, etc. Make sure to sign up to get all the free stuff and to find out when the next books are coming out.




> Sign up to my mailing list! <





















“For small creatures such as we

the vastness is bearable

only through love.”




— Carl Sagan 





The Story So Far

The Noss Saga is a complex tale. It’s easy even for me to forget all that happened in previous books. While I try to remind the readers of the preceding events along the way, I recognize the need for a full-on refresher.

The following is not a comprehensive synopsis, so it will not make much sense unless you’ve read the previous books in this series (you should not be here if you haven’t read them yet, either way).

Thank you for joining me for the next part of this queer and epic journey. I hope you enjoy your return to Noss.

May the moon light your path,

— Joaquín Baldwin







* * * * * *











Book 1 - Wolf of Withervale




Lago Vaari is entrusted with Agnargsilv—the mask of canids—by a shapeshifting elderly woman named Sontai, who asks him to take the mask to her grandson, Bonmei. Lago tricks Chief Arbalister Fjorna Daro of the Negian Empire, who had been hunting Sontai to acquire the mask. Fearful of the mask and the soldiers pursuing it, Lago and his best friend Alaia hide it away in a coal mine. After his father kicks him out of his home, Lago gets a job at the Mesa Monastery, delivering packages for the Havengall monks and helping Professor Crysta Holt with the monastery’s telescope. He falls in love with the stars, the planets, and the moon. A dire wolf, a species thought extinct, is killed near Withervale. The creature is much larger than any in fossil records, and the recent collapse of the Heartpine Dome’s roof seems to be related to the giant’s appearance.

Six years later, Withervale is attacked by Fjorna Daro and General Alvis Hallow. Lago escapes through the coal mine and retrieves Agnargsilv, aided by a scout from the Free Tribelands named Ockam Radiartis, who considers Bonmei his adopted son. Alaia and Lago’s pet dog Bear join them. Lago learns how to see the threads of life with Agnargsilv, but knows there are more powers the mask is hiding. Shortly after they arrive at the Thornridge Lookout, Fjorna’s squad attacks them, killing Bonmei. Lago defeats Fjorna’s soldiers by using Agnargsilv’s powers, which let him see in the pure dark and foresee the attacks of his enemies. Platoon Commander Jiara Ascura also joins their party, and the five of them flee by using Agnargsilv to penetrate the wall of vines that surround the Heartpine Dome, hoping that taking the mask away from the Free Tribelands will avert a potential war.

After being imprisoned for some time with a handful of survivors from her squad, Fjorna and her team escape to warn Alvis Hallow. When they find him, Alvis is already in possession of the mask of cervids, which he stole from the Anglass Dome. With Artificer Urcai’s aid, Alvis finds his elk half-form. As the Red Stag, he kills the weak Emperor Uvon dus Grei and takes the throne of the Negian Empire under the title of Monarch Hallow.

Inside the Heartpine Dome, Lago and his friends discover that the Negians exterminated the Southern Wutash tribe who lived there. They find strange quaar artifacts at a broken lattice located in a temple at the dome’s trunk, and also encounter Safís, a white wolf shapeshifter who is the spirit of canids. They help her escape the dome and then head north, searching for the Firefalls—also known as Minnelvad—where they hope they might find the surviving “cousins” of the Wutash.

After a steamy visit through Brimstowne, they venture up the hot creeks of the Firefalls, where they are struck by a blizzard. Lago is caught in an avalanche and overcome by the toxic fumes of the falls. He hallucinates a huge golden bear coming to save him. He wakes up in a cabin and meets a corpulent giant named Banook, who rescued him and his friends. Lago quickly grows fond of the mountain of a man.

Banook, who is the spirit of ursids, tells the wayfarers the story of the Downfall, and how the domes were grown to protect the eighteen chosen clades from the cataclysm. He reveals that the dome of ursids was never grown, causing the demise of the Northern Wutash tribe. Banook also teaches them about the Nu’irgesh—animal spirits of each major clade—and tells them that the mask of ursids, Urnaadisilv, lays buried under the icy caldera that engulfed the city of Da’áju. He promises to take them there once Winter is over.

With Banook’s aid, Lago finds his timber wolf half-form and is gifted with the name of Sterjall, as well as with a dagger named Leif, which Banook and Ockam crafted from a lattice segment and dire wolf fang that Lago took from the Heartpine Dome. Lago-Sterjall and Banook fall in love but are fearful of their future because Banook will not be able to join them—he can only travel where other bears reside, and the bears only live in the mountains of the north.

During an excursion into Brimstowne, Banook sees that Negians are searching for the mask Lago-Sterjall wields. He meets with a ranger named Ardof, who tells him that the Red Stag may be readying to attack Withervale.

The Red Stag has ransacked the Anglass Dome and reshaped the Negian Empire’s politics. He captures and mindlocks Sovath, the cervid Nu’irg, forcing her to join his army of enslaved cervids, including the megaloceroses (giant elk) and cervalces (giant moose). The Red Stag ventures to the Lequa Dome. With the aid of Fjorna, he acquires Krostsilv, the mask of musteloids, and gifts it to General Jaxon Remon. He also gifts him with caged jarv wolverines—vicious, bear-sized creatures he captured in the Lequa Dome.

Throughout Winter, Lago and his friends train with Jiara, preparing to journey into Da’áju. Once the Thawing season arrives, they leave Bear in the cabin with two bears who will take care of the mutt, and venture into the Da’áju Caldera. They find the ice-buried temple of ursids and rescue Urnaadisilv from its forsaken depths. Ockam becomes the wearer of Urnaadisilv, although he is not yet able to shapeshift. From a rock-carved map, they learn that there was once another dome in a volcanic desert known as the Brasha’in Scablands; they do not know why it is no longer there. They decide they should travel west, to the Moordusk Dome, in hopes of finding a Miscam tribe who might know why the domes have not opened as they were meant to open, and who might know how to defeat the Red Stag. 

Upon exiting the glacier, they spot an orange glow in the distance: Withervale is on fire. Lago-Sterjall needs to help Crysta and his other friends in the city. Banook tries to follow them to Withervale, but once he is too far from his bears, the Nu’irg withers and turns feeble. Unable to follow any longer, he kisses his precious cub goodbye.











Book 2 - Masks of the Miscam




After leaving Banook, the wayfarers hurry to Withervale to save their friends, but the Red Stag breaches through the ramparts with his megaloceroses and conquers the city with his army of cervids. Lago-Sterjall is attacked by General Jaxon Remon, a wolverine general wearing Krostsilv, who kills Khopto and breaks Sterjall’s arm. During the Winter months, the Red Stag had traveled east to the Lequa Dome, where he enslaved the local tribe and took the mask of musteloids for his general; he now faces Sterjall, flanked by Fjorna’s arbalister squad.

Taking a feral bear form, Ockam saves Sterjall, but dies from his wounds aboard the catamaran sailing them toward the capital. Jiara becomes the steward of Urnaadisilv.

After Ockam’s funeral, they travel to Zovaria to meet with Balstei Woodslav, an artificer who studies the aetheric elements. Kedra (a scout who has been helping Crysta) betrays them and calls for her uncle, Admiral Grinn, to seize the masks. Balstei helps them escape Zovaria. They journey through the bogs and enter the Moordusk Dome, where the Laatu Miscam live. They meet Khuron Aio-Kulak, Nelv (the felid Nu’irg, a clouded leopard), and Blu (Aio’s smilodon companion). During a Laatu council, they decide they need answers and determine that Mamóru, the proboscidean Nu’irg, might have them—if he is still alive.

To prepare for their adventure, they train with an allgender shaman named Sunu, who has an azure-hooded jay herald named Olo. They learn about hot crystals of aetheric sulphur named brime and scout the perimeter of the dome to prepare for the threats they may encounter. Sterjall takes Kulak outside the dome to see the stars, and Kulak takes Sterjall to see fireflies. They begin to develop feelings for one another, fearful of being caught by the strict Laatu.

The wayfarers venture out of the dome to the Brasha’in Scablands to locate Mamóru. Jiara finds her bear half-form while climbing among redwoods; she receives the name of Kitjári. In the volcanic desert they find Mamóru, who tells them the true story of the Silvesh, that Noss themself is truly conscious, and that the Silvesh were used to speak to Noss in times before the Downfall. He recounts the story of Jiu Zezi, who discovered the comet that would later cause the Downfall. Mamóru's entire story is written upon the walls of lava tubes, a story he intends to preserve for the future. He explains that the threads the mask-wearers see with the Silvesh are consciousness, and that the masks control the force of empathy itself. Mamóru helps them retrieve the proboscidean mask from the collapsed temple, for which he himself will be the wielder.

They battle their way back into the Moordusk Dome, with Mamóru taking the form of a mammoth. At a council they decide to open the Moordusk Dome and agree that their new goal is to gather six Silvesh, the minimum needed to speak to Noss, who may have the answers that Mamóru is unable to provide. While Balstei travels with the Laatu and felid migrations with the intent of transcribing Mamóru’s petroglyphs, the rest of the wayfarers sail west to the Fjordlands Dome aboard a ship named Drolvisdinn.

Through Olo, Lago sends a message to Crysta, asking her to travel to the Moordusk Dome before it fully opens. Crysta replies that Banook is now with Safís, the canid Nu’irg. The white wolf has claimed that the Anglass Dome is slowly growing out of shape, causing them to fear for its future. Crysta rushes to the Moordusk Dome accompanied by Hefra Boarmane, her naturalist friend. After exploring the Laatu lands for some months, Crysta and Hefra decide to follow in Balstei’s footsteps. They reunite with him in the new Laatu colony hundreds of miles away, south of the scablands.

The Red Stag is amassing an army of cervids, planning to strike the Jerjan Continent. Crescu Valaran, second-in-command of Fjorna’s squad, is promoted to general and given the title of Silv-Thaar Valaran, taking over Jaxon’s legion. He finds his half-form of a raccoon, but a rift forms between him and his old arbalister squad. The Red Stag crosses the Ophidian Sea and breaches the Bighorn Dome, using giant pipe segments to keep the vines open, enabling his entire army to flood into the dome. Two Ikhel Miscam factions inside Bighorn are at war with each other. Luhásu, chief of the Western Ikhel Miscam, helps the Red Stag defeat the Eastern Ikhel, and as a reward is granted Rilgsilv, the mask of caprids, becoming Silv-Thaar Markhor. With the aid of a caprid army, the Negians take the Bayanhong capital of On Khurderen. The Red Stag decides to split his efforts, sending Silv-Thaar Valaran and the arbalisters to take the Moonrise Dome while he secures the Archstone Dome.

To the far west, the wayfarers sail into the Fjordlands Dome, land of the Puqua Miscam, where they recruit Prikka-Nalaníri (a skilled chef, wielder of Nagrasilv) and Captain Siffo. Nalaníri sets the dome to open and boards Drolvisdinn to sail away with the wayfarers, followed by Fjummomurr, Siffo’s vessel. They are attacked at sea by Admiral Grinn and Kedra, but defeat their enemies and enter the Varanus Dome, where the Mo’óto Miscam once lived, though they have all died from a terrible disease.

From a sunken palace the wayfarers retrieve Kruwensilv (the mask of reptilians) and befriend the Nu’irg, Ishke’ísuk, whose primal form is that of a double-crested basilisk. Sterjall sets the Varanus Dome to open. Ishke’ísuk wants Sunu to become the wielder of Kruwensilv, and although under Laatu Miscam law allgenders are denied such honors, Aio-Kulak vows to change the laws. The prince also openly declares his love for Lago-Sterjall, causing his Laatu followers to desert him. While Sterjall cares deeply for Kulak, and they finally have a moment of passionate if somewhat disconnected sex, the wolf remains hesitant to reciprocate the prince’s feelings, haunted by the greater love he feels for Banook.

With six Silvesh in their possession, the wayfarers initiate an audience with the Noss consciousness. The planet tells them that the Noss of old is dead, and that only a patchy memory of those times past remains. Noss also claims that many more memories reside in the domes that are still sealed, urging the wayfarers to travel on, some toward the southern domes, others to return east and open the domes the Red Stag ransacked, before they begin to collapse in the way Heartpine has. Noss teaches the Silvfröash how to take their feral forms and encourages them to seek the aid of the Nu’irgesh to aid them in the war that is certain to come.

Mamóru dies, using the last of his energy to tell Noss as much of the history of the last hundred thousand years as he can recall. Momsúndosilv turns inert.

Kitjári and Nalaníri choose to venture toward the Negian Empire aboard Drolvisdinn. Sterjall, Kulak, Sunu, and Alaia choose to go south aboard Fjummomurr. Before parting ways, Sterjall writes a letter to Banook and asks Kitjári to deliver it to him.

The two ships sail their separate ways. 










PART ONE

Forsaken Deserts










Chapter One

Thicket Island





BLACK SAILS BILLOWED.


The bone-white hull of Fjummomurr sliced through the salty sea, weaving among the dragon-like vines of the Varanus Dome.


“Land ahead! To d’east!” Captain Siffo called out from his ship’s forecastle. He held his bulky frame still, standing on the railing right above the narwhal figurehead. The narwhal’s silver-painted tusk shimmered brightly, always pointing forward.


Sterjall stepped beside him, holding a map tightly in his handpaws to prevent it from blowing away. “According to Grinn’s map, that must be Thicket Island,” he said. He tapped the map with a claw. “There should be a passage that cuts straight south through it.”


“Aye,” the captain replied. “We shell find d’route, then we’ll fullow d’winds toward d’ocean.”


They had sailed through the unruly walls of the dome during the night and had finally reached the outside world. Although most of the smaller vines had been receding with the dome’s ongoing opening, the wayfarers were not entirely out of danger yet: the larger vines were still curling around everywhere, like partially submerged sea serpents.


The Puqua sailors adjusted course, directing the ship along a careful path that circumvented the vines, keeping Thicket Island to starboard. The volcanic island rose vertically, leaving sharp cliffs facing the water, with barely any shore to speak of. Most of the island had been overtaken by the long-reaching fingers of the untamed dome, which unraveled as thorny arches and tangled tendrils from the heavens to the unseen depths. Farther east on the island, a narrow, sandy beach glittered beneath the overcast skies.


“Dragons,” Sunu pointed. “Along the shore.”


There they were. Varanus dragons, just like the ones they had seen prowling within the dome, were patrolling the shoreline in search of food.


“This dome seems to be opening faster than the others,” Alaia commented. “The dragons found their way out so quickly. I wonder how long it’ll take for them to spread over all of Fel Varanus.”


“Will we find mour dragons in d’dome we’re a-heading to?” Siffo asked.


“My scalp doubts it,” Kulak said. “Unless there are marsupial dragons.”


“I don’t know nothing ’bout marsupials, or ’bout d’lands uf Bauram we’re a-sailing to, but mine crew is ready fur d’challenge anyhow. Right, hogs?”


“Aye!” the Puqua sailors roared.


Captain Siffo led the singing of one of the many sea shanties they had been belting out while on their voyage. Sterjall had heard them sing before, but always from a distance as he had been traveling aboard Drolvisdinn. He felt merrier with the Puqua than with the Laatu, as the Laatu did not sing while at sea—the liveliness of this crew was invigorating.


Siffo’s voice was deep, rumbling, and full of exuberant trills. The responses of his sailors were energetic and playful, even if a bit out of tune.


 


Grind yer tusks n’stow that tail.     -Weigh!


Light-ho d’kenzir stone.


Rig a jig d’blackened sail.     -Weigh!


Bright-glow as cold as bone.


 


Weigh-a-weigh d’kenzir stone,


D’fjords await, d’winds are blown,


D’Puqua sailors leeward bound,     -Hey!


Weigh-a-weigh d’kenzir stone.


 


Hold d’hull, outlast d’squall.     -Haul!


Light-ho d’kenzir stone.


Drink n’hold yer alcohol.     -Haul!


Bright-glow as cold as bone.


 


Haul-ee-haul d’kenzir stone,


D’fjords await, d’winds are blown,


D’Puqua sailors leeward bound,     -Yo!


Haul-ee-haul d’kenzir stone.


 


Where’s d’cap’n? Where’s d’chief?     -Reef!


Light-ho d’kenzir stone.


Where’s that scum, that wretched thief?     -Reef!


Bright-glow as cold as bone.


 


Reef-oh-reef d’kenzir stone,


D’fjords await, d’winds are blown,


D’Puqua sailors leeward bound,     -Wee!


Reef-oh-reef d’kenzir stone.


 


Up ye go hogs pigs and boars.     -Board!


Light-ho d’kenzir stone.


Haul them foresheets, stow them oars.     -Board!


Bright-glow as cold as bone.


 


Board-oo-board d’kenzir stone,


D’fjords await, d’winds are blown,


D’Puqua sailors leeward bound,     -Oar!


Board-oo-board d’kenzir stone.


 


Jibe-ho signal coming soon.     -Boom!


Light-ho d’kenzir stone.


Blown aloft homebound to Krûn.     -Boom!


Bright-glow as cold as bone.


 


Boom-ay-boom d’kenzir stone,


D’fjords await, d’winds are blown,


D’Puqua sailors leeward bound,     -Hoo!


Boom-ay-boom d’kenzir stone.


 


Captain Siffo snorted a loud chuckle. “I love them tone-deaf sailors to death,” he said, leaning his bulky body against the railings. His tailcoat suit fluttered in the sharp ocean breeze, while his wiry mane remained tucked under his colorful tricorne hat. He scanned a nearby cut in the island. “That seems t’be d’channel we’re looking fur. N’look at them arches go!”


At the eastern end of Thicket Island, the landmass was split in two. The largest portion lay to the west, ending abruptly in a rocky shore; a mile to the east, the smaller island of Fel Erkhus rose; over the channel between the two, a tangle of vines braided itself into knotted arches that bridged the skies. The vines seemed like a purposely constructed series of sky bridges, yet the elevated path was slippery and covered in deadly thorns, and no animals other than small rodents and lizards would dare cross it. Plants, however, grew eagerly over the arched vines, dangling lianas and colorful ivies.


Fjummomurr veered south into the funneling gap, sailing under the striped shadows of the monumental arches.


“My scalp ponders what is to happen when the large vines recede,” Kulak mused. “Do they shrivel where they stand? Maybe fall down and crush mountains, like in Agnargdrolom? Or perhaps they snake back slowly, like scared earthworms.”


“Let’s hope they simply crawl back to where they came from,” Sterjall said. “Too much of this land has already been damaged.”


The wind blew colder outside the dome. Sterjall wrapped his gray-and-black cloak around his shivering body, fastening the Sceres-shaped brooch to keep it tight. He lifted the hood up, letting his pointed ears poke out of the holes cut into the fabric.


A Puqua scout atop the crow’s nest yelled a warning in their guttural tongue.


Siffo looked up. “Sails to d’south!” he interpreted.


“Shit. Where?” Sterjall asked, hurrying to the captain’s side while pulling out his binoculars.


Siffo pointed a hoofed finger. “Them be docked. Port side island, near d’pine forest, where d’vines connect into d’cove.”


Sterjall aimed the glass southward. “Zovarian. Lodestar guide us. Two warships, a few smaller ones as—wait a moment.” He lowered the binoculars, squinted, then placed them back over his muzzle. “Those look like the same ships we encountered before. Is that Admiral Grinn’s ramship?” He handed the binoculars to Siffo, who struggled to line up the device without bumping it on his tusks.


“Aye, them look like d’same sea wings we clipped.”


“I don’t see Kedra’s trimaran,” Alaia noted.


“Should we turn around?” Kulak asked.


Siffo shook his warthog head. “Much long it’d take us, n’we’d be a-struggling against d’wind. Them ships are not expecting us. I say we fly by n’flash our tusks at them plain-skinned cowards.”


“But they’ll chase after us,” Sterjall objected, leaning over the narwhal figurehead to get a better view.


“Them only caught up to us last time ’cause d’wind was in them favor,” Siffo noted, “n’Drolvisdinn’s keel got snagged un d’vines. Fjummomurr sails faster. If we keep due southwest, we’ll remain ahead.”


“They won’t catch us,” Alaia said confidently. “We’ll leave them in the dust this time. Or spray.”


Fjummomurr’s black sails were fully extended. Before they got close enough to see faces, they heard a tolling bell, then spotted movement on the decks of both Zovarian ships and a scrambling of soldiers at the shore.


The channel tapered further, shifting Fjummomurr’s course closer to their enemies. A compact port clung like a cluster of barnacles to the edge of the island; a Zovarian settlement spread behind it, which Sterjall guessed was used as a repair or supply stop for ships traveling between the mainland and Fel Varanus.


“Yes, that is definitely Admiral Grinn’s ship,” he confirmed, peeking through the binoculars once more. “I bet he’ll be happy to see we made it out okay.”


As they passed by the docked ships, they saw the admiral leaning over the taffrail of his ornate vessel. Alaia climbed the ratlines to make sure Grinn could see her, then yelled, “Suck on my nub, fucker!”


Fwip! Fwip! she heard right by her ears.


“Get down!” Sterjall called while pulling her to the deck. “Arrows!”


Alaia took cover behind the kubanochoerus bones of the ship’s skeletal hull. Thud! Whap! More arrows rained upon them, piercing the sails and splintering the deck. But soon Fjummomurr had drifted too far away to be reached by projectiles, and the crew was safe to leave their cover.


“Well, maybe he was not so happy to see us,” Sterjall said, then approached Siffo, who was dislodging an arrow from the forecastle while directing his crew to mend the sails. “We might need to reconsider our course,” he said to the captain. “We should consult the maps once more.”


Siffo snapped an arrow in half and tossed it overboard. “Aye, let’s all go to mine quarters t’discuss.”


The wayfarers entered Siffo’s rustic yet comfortable cabin, where an oval-shaped table was placed beneath the cold light of a pharolith chandelier. Logs crackled in an iron furnace by the raised bed, with a fur rug spread in front of it, making the space cozy and welcoming.


Sterjall spread open the maps they had stolen from Admiral Grinn’s ship: one focused on Fel Varanus, another showcased all the continents, albeit with much less detail. He looked to Siffo. “How long do you think it’ll be before we reach the Azurean Dome?”


Siffo pulled off the pharolith rings and caps decorating his four tusks, so they would not blind him in the dimmer light. His brow creased. “If d’winds keep up, n’yer map scales are correct, I’d guess we’ll reach d’dome in ’bout a week or two.”


“As long as we stay clear of the northern shores,” Sterjall said.


“Why are the northern shores a problem?” Kulak asked.


Sterjall pointed at the northern tip of Fel Baubór and said, “The problem is that the Zovarian Union is enormous. This portion here is not part of the Kingdom of Bauram, but of Holv-Yanan, one of the sixteen Zovarian states. Grinn’s logbook said a Zovarian fleet is stationed there. We could push west around it, then turn south into the Quiescent Ocean. From there we could enter the Azurean Dome through this bay.” He tapped on a curving body of water that led straight to the dome.


“We shell aim to stay far frum d’shores,” Siffo said. “Zovarian or utherwise. If we are spotted, we’ll aim t’outsail them.”


They left Siffo’s quarters and gazed north. Thicket Island was still looming, with its dark peaks and dragon-like tendrils, but the Zovarian settlement was now too far away to be seen.


“I wonder what Kedra and Grinn will do next,” Sterjall pondered.


“At least we know they won’t be chasing after Kitjári and Nalaníri,” Alaia said. “They’ll have an easier way making it back to the Fjordlands Dome.”


Sterjall nodded. I wish Kitjári was here to help us, he thought as he inhaled the cold ocean breeze. She’d be decisive. She’d know what to do.


“How long do you think it’ll take them to reach Banook?” Alaia asked.


Eihnk-eihnk! Olo called from Sunu’s shoulder.


“I wasn’t asking you,” Alaia replied.


Eihnk! the jay insisted.


“No, something is wrong,” Sunu said. “Olo, what did your eyes see?”


Eihnk! Olo repeated as he flew upward. Sunu followed his path with their violet-cast eyes and spotted a flutter way above the bird. “Enemy heralds, following us.”


“Shit,” Alaia said. “I see three of them. And they’re not following us… But…”


The magpies overtook them, flying ahead of the Puqua ship.


“They are going south,” Sterjall said, “to warn the Zovarian fleet at Yanan.”







[image: A portly captain with the face of a warthog holds tight to the lines of his black-sailed ship, looking up at a sky criss-crossed by giant vines while his dark tailcoat billows in the wind. His tusks are decorated by glowing caps and rings, and he holds a colorful tricorn hat in his hand.]












Chapter Two

Sails Tight





THE WAYFARERS ENCOUNTERED the first signs of trouble three days into their voyage, as their ship tried to cross the wide sea separating Fel Varanus from Fel Baubór.


“Flummo swaømig, naxest irv!” a Puqua sailor called from the crow’s nest.


“Be ready fur trouble!” Siffo yelled out, his tone more encouraging than warning.


Sterjall hurried to the foredeck and scanned with his binoculars—five masts were rising over the horizon: one directly ahead of them, the others to its left and right, separated by a few miles of open water.


“They are in formation,” Sterjall said, “making a wall across the sea.”


“Line abreast them come, but we hold d’weather gage,” Siffo replied confidently. “Gwullmonn’s breath shell propel us ’tween our enemies, n’we shell sail faster than any ships them eyes have e’er seen. Ready yer long-range weapons!” He turned to his crew and yelled commands in Puqua.


Kulak, Alaia, and Sunu assembled their quaar blowguns, and Alaia put her quaar helm on. Sterjall picked up a bow and quiver; even though he did not feel comfortable shooting arrows, it was better than standing around like a fool, holding a dagger. The Puqua sailors kept short and long bows at the ready while a small crew loaded the harpoon cannons atop the forecastle.


They changed course to sail Fjummomurr between two trimarans, which Siffo knew were faster and more maneuverable, but much less threatening than the ramships. Being leeward, a trimaran trying to ram into them would have to be suicidal. The enemy could, however, match their speed for long enough to board; and the Zovarians were preparing to do just that.


As they neared the line of ships, the two trimarans repositioned themselves to make full use of the northeastern winds. Two ramships changed course as well, one to port and one to starboard, forming a choke point right in their path.


“We could try to circle around them,” Sterjall recommended.


“That we won’t, wulf Lorr,” Siffo said, attuned to the winds. “Any loss uf speed or change in direction would put mine ship in jeopardy.”


The ramships were sluggish, but they had plenty of time to tack and drive themselves directly into Fjummomurr’s path. Their hulls were iron reinforced, and although Fjummomurr was solidly built with kuba bones and could sustain a strong impact, any additional water weight from a hull breach would slow its pace, leaving it as an easy target for the ships that would follow.


“Full speed ahead!” Captain Siffo commanded.


The first ramship approached their port side.


“Veer not! Sails tight!” he called, crossing his arms over his belly.


The ramship encroached ever faster. Thud! Whap! Arrows began to rain upon them.


“Hold yer shots!” Siffo ordered. “Waste not yer arrows un them!”


The Puqua lifted round shields to protect themselves—the very shields they had stolen from Admiral Grinn’s soldiers when they battled before entering the Varanus Dome. Flaming javelins accompanied the next barrage of arrows, which were also set aflame. The crew hurried to put out the fires, dangling from the lines and swinging to protect the sails from the blaze.


The first ramship had gotten close but had no chance of making impact with Fjummomurr. The second ramship, however, was farther away, and had more time to alter its course. A collision seemed imminent.


“Cap’n! We must veer or them’ll crash into us!” the ship’s quartermaster urged.


“Stay d’course!” the warthog replied. “If we lose speed, mour ships will soon gather upon us. Full sails ahead!”


The ramship inched closer, aiming to pummel them on their starboard side. A scream came from above them, followed by a cracking sound at the main deck as a Puqua barrelman toppled from the crow’s nest, a burning javelin stuck in his chest. More flaming projectiles pierced their hull, but kuba bones did not burn as easily as wood.


“Take cover un d’port side, now!” Siffo commanded.


Fjummomurr nearly avoided the collision, but the Zovarian ramship pushed on until its brass-tipped bowsprit dug into the bone-white hull, tore a piece of the quarterdeck off, and snapped up, tossing splinters and cables about Fjummomurr’s stern. The shattered remains of the bowsprit snagged and tensed, still attached to the ramship’s bobstays and forestays, pulling like a titanic fishhook. Sunu rushed to the back of the ship, jumped over the shattered planks of the quarterdeck, and swung their halberd to cut the ropes. They ducked just in time as another flight of arrows hit the stern.


Fjummomurr was free and sailing ahead.


The fires were put out as they continued onward. Ahead of them, the two trimarans moved with the wind. They were smaller ships, much more maneuverable, and they were clearly trying to synchronize their motions so that they could board Fjummomurr from both sides at once.


“Wait… is that…?” Sterjall asked, watching the trimarans approach.


“It’s Kedra,” Alaia muttered, recognizing the petite figure of the scout who had once worked for Crysta, and who had betrayed them by handing the masks over to her uncle, Admiral Grinn.


“Reef your sails!” Kedra bellowed from the trimaran, barely audible against the wind. “There is an entire fleet ahead! If they sink your ship, the masks could go down with it.”


“They would not be any better in your hands, you traitor!” Alaia yelled.


“Don’t be a fool. Do not gift this battle to the Negian Empire. If we work together, we can—”


“Take them down while d’wind is in our favor!” Siffo called out.


His crew released their arrows, aided by their elevated position at the forecastle and by the power of the wind. Kedra scurried to cover. A few arrows pierced Zovarian soldiers, while many others lodged themselves into the sails and decks of the trimarans. The Zovarians waited, shields and blades in hand, ready to board and fight.


“Aim fur d’masts!” Siffo called to the crew at the harpoon cannons. Once the trimarans were within range, the harpoons released with a metallic clang! The ship on the port side took the most damage, with the harpoon piercing through the triangular sail and deep into the mainmast, shattering its side and making the entire rig unbalanced. Sails toppled over the soldiers waiting to board, who hurriedly hurled their grappling planks and hooks. The planks missed, but the hooks caught their teeth on Fjummomurr’s railings. Sunu sliced the ropes before the trimaran could pull closer to board.


At the same time as the mast of the ship on the port side was falling, Kedra’s trimaran to starboard managed to lock its planks and ropes.


As the Zovarians boarded Fjummomurr, a small flash of green and yellow darted between the two ships. Ishke’ísuk had launched himself as a lined gliding lizard; right before hitting the trimaran’s deck, he shapeshifted into a gargantuan saltwater crocodile, landing atop three soldiers and tail-whipping a dozen more.


“Release the mindrégosh, now!” Kulak yelled.


From below deck, Pichi and Blu came roaring, flashing their fangs. The smilodons were drowsy from the sea voyage but could still fight and intimidate. As they tore the flesh and armor from their enemies, the Zovarians cowered in terror. It could have been a fair fight—one ship against another, with similar crew sizes—but having witnessed two ferocious smilodons, an enormous crocodile, and now the approaching figures of a black-faced wolf, a human-shaped feline demon, a drove of pig-headed freaks, and a black-masked witch spinning their halberd, the hopes of the Zovarians entirely evaporated.


“Stop!” a familiar voice called out once more. “Stop or the spur fucking gets it!” Kedra had climbed unseen up to Fjummomurr’s quarterdeck and was holding a dagger to Alaia’s neck, holding her tight with a chokehold.


“Listen to me, and stop this madness,” Kedra demanded. “You’ve won this battle already, but there is no way for your ship to continue past our fleet. We have countless more ships ahead. We know where you are headed.”


“Let her go!” Sterjall said from the bottom of the quarterdeck’s steps. Behind him, a few Zovarian soldiers were still battling, but he paid them no attention now. “Kedra, you are getting nowhere with this, why do—”


“Will you fucking listen?” Kedra yapped. “There’s no point in what you are attempting. Even if you manage to get through us, the Baurami will never let you sail into the Azurean Dome. We’ve warned them to keep an eye on the Quiescent Ocean, and even to block the sea routes into the Taciturn Bay. If you make it past us, you will sail straight into their hands.”


“Why would the Baurami listen to your demands? We won’t believe anything you—”


“Zovaria and Bauram agreed to work together in this war. We have allied with them.”


“Allied?” Sterjall mocked. “Did you even tell Bauram about the masks, or did you hide that detail so you can keep them in your power?”


Kedra deflected the question, simply saying, “Bauram will get the northern state back, as they have sought for decades. And Zovaria will tear the Negian Empire down. Think this through. You could be our allies as well, instead of rushing to your deaths.”


“It’s that simple, is it? Allies. Like Grinn wouldn’t simply kill us after taking the masks. No, actually, he’d likely torture us first. You already sold us out once, because you have no morals, because you are blinded by power, just like Hallow.” He took a tentative step up toward her.


“Stop right there, runt,” Kedra demanded. “One more step and this bitch gets it. I have nothing left. My crew is dead, my ship wrecked, and my uncle won’t come in time to save me. I’m only doing what I know is right for our Union. For the future of all realms. And you… You have a chance. You can still do what is right.”


Sterjall climbed one more step.


“I’m not fucking bluffing,” Kedra snarled, pushing her blade tighter, drawing blood from Alaia’s neck. Sterjall froze, seeing Alaia shake her head, and spotting a fearful yet decisive tension in her expression. No, he thought. Don’t risk it, don’t do it.


While pretending to try to loosen Kedra’s chokehold, Alaia snuck her hand into her overalls front pocket and pulled out a dart. The needle-thin tip was so minuscule and sharp that she might have been able to prick it into Kedra’s knife arm without her even noticing. But Kedra saw the movement, flinching back just enough to prevent all of the venom from entering her veins.


“You bitch, you—” she gasped, pulling hard to tighten her grip, perhaps to sink her blade into Alaia’s trachea, but instead her arm swung limply and her knife clinked to the deck.


Alaia bent down to grab the weapon, but Kedra’s knee slammed into her jaw. The strike was so hard that it knocked Alaia’s quaar helm off and sent her tumbling backward.


Sterjall rushed to aid his friend, but as Alaia toppled, she grabbed onto Kedra’s coat, pulling her into her fall. They plowed into the bulwark and spun overboard, splashing into the sea as one.


Alaia kicked at Kedra and tried to swim away, but the scout grabbed onto her suspenders. To Kedra, Alaia was no longer a negotiating chip, but a way for her to enact one final act of revenge.


“Let go!” Alaia screamed, her last word bubbling up as her head submerged. Even with her small frame and single working arm, Kedra overpowered Alaia and used her to keep afloat, attempting to drown her.


Alaia thrashed about, trying to gasp for air but only swallowing cold, salty water. “Useless fucking spur!” Kedra yelled, holding her down. Alaia could see Kedra’s distorted face yelling at her but could not break free of her grip.


“We could’ve saved the Union! All you had to—”


Alaia stopped trying to push away and instead pulled Kedra toward her. A wet crack resounded as she smashed her nub into the scout’s forehead, making her twist backward. Alaia used the momentum to place herself on top, already holding a new dart in her hand. She punched it into Kedra’s chin, sinking the tip and fletching into her flesh. She had not been able to tell which kind of dart she had picked, but as Kedra began to foam at the mouth, she realized it had been one of the deadly ones.


Kedra gurgled a rabid screech, and in one last effort tried to take the Oldrin down with her. But her muscles suddenly loosened, then her eyes went blank.


“Cunt,” Alaia coughed out, kicking the body away as she swam back toward a rope ladder Sterjall had tossed down for her.


“Are you hurt?” Sterjall asked, helping Alaia back on board.


“I’m fine,” Alaia said, shaking the nerves and water off.


“You are blee—”


“I’m fine!” she insisted, holding her throat and walking away. She looked around. A handful of Zovarians were still fighting, dying in the name of courage and foolishness. The smart ones had jumped overboard, hoping to be rescued by the pursuing ships. She sat on a bone-carved bench, watching as the ropes tying Fjummomurr to the enemy’s trimaran were severed and the broken vessel was left to drift away.


“Here,” Sterjall said, handing her a clean cloth soaked in water.


“Thank you,” Alaia said, pushing the cloth to her neck wound to prevent more bleeding. “It’s not too bad,” she added. “You better help with those who are truly injured first.”


“I should’ve done more to protect you. If I had—”


“Sterjall!” Captain Siffo called. “We got two live ones here. Both surrendered. What shell we do with them?”


“Go deal with that.” Alaia said. “I’ll be fine, I swear.”


Sterjall nodded, then rushed toward Siffo. “Tie them up,” he ordered. “We’ll need to change our plans. And they might be the only people who can help us find a way out of this.”


Once the prisoners were secured, Sterjall first unsuccessfully tried to gather information from the one they’d tied up at the ship’s stern, then he stepped up to interrogate the one they’d bound to the foremast, who seemed particularly terrified of his black face, amber eyes, and sharp fangs.


“What is your name?” Sterjall growled.


“Please,” the man sobbed. “I have a-a-a f-family, I didn’t hurt anyone!”


“I asked for your name,” Sterjall demanded, squatting next to the blubbering soldier.


“Al… A-Alid.”


“Well, Alid, you are going to tell us exactly what Zovaria’s plan is, and where they have the sea routes blocked. Do you know a woman named Reija? Green eyes, slender—”


Alid’s eyes lit up in fear. “Reija? What did you do to her?”


“She’s tied up at the back of the ship. As alive as you are. For now.” He pulled out Leif and placed the senstregalv blade uncomfortably close to Alid’s nose. “I already asked Reija the exact same questions I will be asking you. If your answers don’t match hers, you can guess at what I will cut next. I’ll be right back with a map, and I expect you to cooperate.”


Sterjall strode to Siffo’s cabin at the quarterdeck. The wall to his left and part of the ceiling were missing, having been pulled apart by the crashing ramship. He was glad to see that the maps were still waiting at the oval table, secured by heavy paperweights.


“Hey, hold on,” Alaia said, hurrying behind him, holding a bandage that Sunu had wrapped around her neck. “What is it you plan to do with that dagger of yours?”


“Make him talk. What else?”


“And if he doesn’t talk, you’ll start chopping off pieces? Is that what—”


“Of course not,” Sterjall said, grabbing a map. “Just play along. He’s scared shitless. And Reija wouldn’t tell me anything, I’m just pretending. Now let’s go find out what their plan is.”


Alid told them everything that he knew, but Reija still would not speak; she was not scared of Sterjall’s face and could see past his ruse. It took a bit more persuasion to get her to cooperate—Blu helped with that.


The captain’s shattered cabin was still too windy, so instead they gathered at the ’tween deck to discuss their next move. Siffo spread open the petals of a pharolith lamp as they sat on the planks and placed the map upon a wooden crate.


“We will never make it into the Azurean Dome by sea,” Sterjall said, “not with the entirety of the Baurami fleet waiting for us. I doubt we’ll even make it past the Zovarians waiting just a bit ahead.”


“What is it we can do?” Sunu asked, who had been too busy dealing with the wounded to be present for the interrogations.


“We’ll do what they would not expect us to do. We are changing course. Instead of sailing over the Quiescent, we’ll take the Esduss Sea straight south.”


Sunu studied the map. “There is no access to Quajudrolom by this sea.”


“There is none,” Sterjall agreed, “but we can dock in the Cobalt Desert, as close to the dome as possible.”


“How will our scalps know where to dock?” Kulak asked.


Sterjall pointed at the shores east of the Azurean Dome. “I guess once we see the dome in the distance, we find any safe spot on these shores. It will be a long walk over the desert. But hey, you once told me you wanted to see blue sand dunes—you’ll definitely get to see them now.”


“My eyes still want to see them. As long as we do not die.”


“Alid mentioned the Zovarians are guarding the north coast, all the way to this point here.” He tapped a claw on a triangular landform on the southeastern end of the Lilac Basin. “The city of Orobet, at the border of the Zovarian state. He said that after the city, there’s mostly just desert. There are a few settlements by the shore, but they are smaller, and from independent duchies. All the big cities of Bauram are on the west coast.”


“We should stay deep at sea,” Sunu said, “away from shores until the time to sail west comes.”


Sterjall nodded his approval. “Let’s hope the winds keep blowing in our favor.” His claw moved south, beyond Orobet. “We should aim to move past Lhambor Di, the biggest city on this coast, and find a place to dock beyond it, somewhere hidden. We’ll spend a lot of time crossing the desert and back, and by then the Zovarians will have figured we took a different route. They could be expecting us when we return.”


“Then let’s look fur a secret cove,” Siffo said, nodding eagerly. “Fjummomurr can hide like a black-winged swallow ’tween steep walls.”


It was dark out by the time they exited the ’tween deck. The ship’s black sails looked particularly eerie against the starlight, much more so now that all of the pharoliths had been covered to make their new course invisible to prying eyes.


“You didn’t say a word during the meeting,” Sterjall said as he followed Alaia to the bow of the ship.


“Sounded like a sound plan,” she said tersely, staring at the gloomy sea ahead. The wind was cold and unsteady.


“Is your neck—”


“It’ll heal, it wasn’t that deep, doesn’t hurt at all. Sunu patched me up, don’t worry.”


Sterjall leaned closer, feeling the warmth of Alaia’s body without touching her. He probed with his mask, feeling that Alaia was indeed in pain. He slowly took some of the pain into himself, just enough that she would not detect his intrusion.


“She deserved it,” he mumbled.


Alaia didn’t respond.


“If anyone deserved it, it was her,” he righteously added. “We wouldn’t have had to escape Zovaria if she hadn’t turned us in. We wouldn’t have been running away. Wouldn’t have lost Abjus, Givra, Fulm, any of the sailors. I wish I had cut her throat before she even got close to you. But you were brave, you did what you needed to do.”


“Did I? Maybe if I had waited, instead of playing the hero, she would’ve given up. She had nowhere to run, no way to defeat us any longer. I was reckless, I was angry, and… And I didn’t mean to kill her. I grabbed the wrong fucking dart. I didn’t want to kill anyone.”


“We are at war. It was going to happen, sooner or later.”


“It doesn’t make it any easier.”


“No, it doesn’t,” Sterjall murmured, half to himself. “Not… Not the first time. That first time hurts.” He held still in the wavering breeze, not wanting to dwell on the image of the first person he killed. Instead, he pictured a pearlescent-white brightness—a glow that enveloped him and pushed through him and became one with the sea itself.


“We must stop our enemies without losing ourselves in the process,” he recited.


Alaia glanced curiously at him.


“It’s something Mamóru told me. And perhaps I should’ve better listened to his advice. I still get… angry. I just want these assholes to pay for what they’ve done, but… But you are right. We need to be better than this. Sometimes there is no choice, but we still need to try to be better than them.”


“He was a wise old mammoth.”


“That he was,” Sterjall sighed, breathing out the words as he placed a comforting arm around her. “I just hope we can make him proud.”










Chapter Three

Sunu’s Vision





FJUMMOMURR CHANGED COURSE, taking refuge in the vast blueness of the Esduss Sea. They sailed day and night without disturbance, until the top of the Azurean Dome became visible on the far southwestern horizon, although it was still barely a dim, curved haze.


It was their first day with direct sunlight since they’d left the Varanus Dome. Lago was shirtless, enjoying the flowing breeze next to Aio. They were sitting atop the quarterdeck, which had been hastily repaired by the crew.


Aio had taken his shodog off to more fully relish the breeze. He kept his kilt on, but that did not impede the breeze from cooling off all his smooth, hidden places. “How far does your scalp think it is?” he asked Lago.


Lago put the binoculars down. “Maybe two hundred miles? The domes are so tall that, on clear days like this one, you can see them from that far away. Crysta once told me there’s something of an optical illusion, a kind of mirage, which sometimes lets you see the domes from even farther. I hope that’s not what we’re seeing.”


“Optical illusion? Like a ghost?”


“Something like it. It’s the way the atmosphere refracts the light coming from the dome, like how boats sometimes seem to float above water when they are very distant.”


“Or why Sceres flattens when she sinks into the water?” Aio asked, pointing west. The waning crescent held weightless near the horizon, like a scimitar cut from jade.


“I think so. It’s all related somehow.”


“She also changes colors, sometimes, my eyes have seen. Close to the horizon, she warms herself.”


“You should see her during an eclipse, when her atmosphere glows deep magenta. Do you know what an eclipse is?”


“No. You have not shown me eclipse.”


“I’ve only seen eclipses of Sceres, but not of Sunnokh, not a full one, at least. But Crysta’s seen it happen twice. They are very rare. Sunnokh is much farther from us than Sceres, and sometimes they line up so that Sceres blocks his light and casts her shadow straight on us, and that’s when we get an eclipse. The sky turns black for a long moment, and so does Sceres. But around her she gets this vibrant ring as her atmosphere turns a bright magenta.”


“Is it because Sunnokh sets behind her and wraps her in sunsets?”


“Exactly! She gets a sunset all around her at once. But unlike our sunsets, which are orange and red, hers is more purple. Crysta says that likely means that the sky in Sceres is not blue, but closer to green, like the color of her atmosphere. Can you imagine that? I very much want to see that someday. An eclipse, I mean. I don’t think I’ll get to see the skies of Sceres.”


“Me too,” Aio said. “There is much I still want to see, with you.”


They held hands and leaned back, letting the breeze cool their necks.


I am so glad to have you with me, Lago thought, and wondered why he did not say so out loud.


He closed his eyes for a relaxing moment. When he opened them again, he looked up to the crow’s nest. Sunu was sitting there, cross-legged, eyes tightly closed. Olo was drifting above them effortlessly, like a kite.


“Do you think they are asleep?” Lago asked.


“Maybe. Sunu sleeps weird. But sometimes not asleep, sometimes meditating. They are having a hard time finding out who they are.”


“I always thought Sunu would have it easier. Shamans are so in touch with animals already, I thought they’d know exactly what to look for.”


“Sunu is not normal shaman. Normal shaman does not take life, does not hunt. Sunu chose different path. They are good teacher, but they also need time to learn their own lessons.”


“Are all Laatu allgenders like them? I mean… During the ritual, when they entered naked into the circle, it’s like they had both sexes in one.”


“That is rare, too. I never knew until that day. Like they always lived two lives—one we know about, one which is hidden.”


Lago bounced his eyes between Sunu’s solemn figure and Olo’s flapless wings.


Sunu kept Kruwensilv between their crossed legs.


 

* * * * * *


 


Sunu dreamed.


Their legs were tired, their back ached. They walked through a valley of green rocks and red rivers. In their right hand they held Kruwensilv, but the mask was made of water, though somehow they could still hold it as if it was solid. They walked steadily upon the green rocks, which seemed too regular, broken into diamond-shaped bricks. The valley narrowed into a box canyon, as a slit between two green walls. Sunu had to scrape their small breasts to fit through. Red waters gurgled by their feet, as cold as the snowmelt of Stelm Humenath, sending a crawling chill up their spine.


As they reached the end of the confined passage, they found themself on a cliffside overlooking a distant, enormous eyeball, which protruded from the green valleys and canyons and reached miles into the heavens, like a glossy dome. The starry sky illuminated everything in dim but sharp clarity, reflecting itself in the eye, turning it into a scintillating star map. The slitted eye turned to look down upon Sunu and saw that they were naked. Sunu felt the eye in her slit, in his penis, in their breasts, questioning Sunu’s ambivalence and self-deprecation.


Sunu looked down in shame and saw blood dripping between their legs. They reached down and pulled from themself a mangled fetus; incomplete, reptilian-looking, with downy feathers glued to its body. There was no heartbeat, no life. The fetus turned to dust, leaving Sunu with nothing but loneliness. They held Kruwensilv in front of their crotch to cover themself, but the watery substance only refracted and mixed their confounding pieces even further. Sunu put the mask on their face to hide their tears—the droplets became one with the reptilian Silv, adding to its essence.


The slitted eye glared. The elongated pupil dilated, threatening to suck away all light. After a condemnatory pause, it blinked its third, translucent eyelid. The motion of the enormous nictitating membrane was of such scale that it spawned a hurricane, lifting Sunu off the green cliffside and tossing them into the blackness of space. As they floated away from the eye, they saw the rest of the mountain they had been standing on: the slot canyon was merely the space between two scales of a continent-sized alligator. The dome that was its eye became smaller in the distance and paled in comparison to another dome: Mindreldrolom, which the alligator wore upon its back like a turtle’s shell. The gator whipped its tail and floated away into forgetfulness. Sunu saw it all, refracted through the mask, as if underwater.


They heard a crack as they landed on a bed of branches and fuzzy feathers. They found themself inside an inverted dome made of twigs. It smelled like shit. Right next to them were two other domes, smaller, smoother, light blue, dotted with brown specks; they were the two halves of the egg they had just hatched from. Sunu looked up and saw their own face looking down at them. Their other, larger self reached into the nest and grabbed the smaller Sunu, in the same way they had once taken Olo from his nest. The larger Sunu squeezed a berry in their fingertips and fed them the acrid pulp, then squatted down. Sitting on the large hand, Sunu saw a requiem of splattered feathers on the mossy ground: blue and black. Was it their mother? Or was it their father? They could not tell.


The larger Sunu plucked an earthworm from the ground and let it snake into the smaller Sunu’s belly. They enjoyed it, and swallowed it whole, feeling it wriggle inside of them. Then the larger Sunu lifted their hand up into the sky and released them, and then they were gone. Sunu was left alone in the air once more, letting their blue feathers catch the warm currents.


It felt so good to fly. It felt right; it felt comfortable. It gave them distance from the rest of the world. They screeched eihnk-eihnk! and landed atop a tall banyan tree, taking off their watery mask to turn back to their human self. But that is not who I am, their mind said, in the first person, surprising itself. I am not a bird. The mask that chose me is that of reptiles. I wish I could be a bird, but that is not the path given to me. They lifted the mask and drank it, gulping until the form disappeared into their belly and not a drop was left.


They felt the conflict bubble within their veins. They felt their legs weaken and fail. Blood began to seep from their pores. They fell upon the white sand of a familiar beach, with legs bleeding, broken, half eaten. Near them they saw two varanus dragons fighting, blood streaking from their pink gums. They thought the beasts looked grotesque, malicious, impure. The dragons tumbled in clouds of white sand until one snapped the other’s neck. The victor walked toward Sunu, with a flicking tongue scenting the iron in their dripping blood.


The dragon chewed on the remains of Sunu’s torn legs, then began to eat their ribcage. Sunu took a poison dart from their sleeves and lifted it to defend themself, about to pierce it into the dragon’s neck. The dragon stopped and looked at them with cold eyes, thinking nothing, knowing nothing, feeling nothing. Sunu held the dart tightly, then brought it to their own neck instead. They took one last breath of satisfaction as they died, knowing they had spared the vile creature’s life.


 

* * * * * *


 


Sunu woke up gasping for air.


The breeze evaporated the sweat on their purple-tinted scalp. Their eyes gazed upward, toward Olo, who still floated above them, like a shadow that would follow them anywhere. 








Chapter Four

Cobalt Shores



“STILL NOTHING. WE should be seeing land already,” Sterjall muttered as he leaned on one of the harpoon cannons, trying to get a good look at the western horizon.


Siffo stood next to him, scanning with the binoculars. “Nothing t’see but d’dome’s snowy top so far.”


The sun had just risen, tinting the top of the Azurean Dome in orange flames. The dome’s reflection smeared itself in the choppy waters. They hit a rolling wave, which threw Sterjall off balance as the harpoon cannon tilted forward on its carriage, almost dropping him into the sea.


“Watch out, wulf Lorr,” the captain said. “Flip that lever to lock it in place.”


Sterjall locked the ancient-looking harpoon cannon, then examined it more closely. It was meticulously ornamented, yet had no pharoliths embedded into it, which was the primary way the Puqua added decorations to their most luxurious possessions.


“Do you have a lot of whales in Nagradrolom?” he asked.


“Not very many. Some belugas, beaked whales, narwhals. Them say in d’past, whales were as big as Fjummomurr itself!”


“They still are! The kinds you mentioned are quite small, but near Withervale, I’ve seen humpback whales and killer whales, though only a few times. Blue whales are the biggest. I’ve never seen one, but they would be bigger than this whole ship.”


“So them survived d’Downfall? I’d love t’see one mineself someday. What a wunder t’behold! N’fret not, m’lad, fur this ’ere ’poon cannon is not fur hunting. Whales are precious, smart creatures. That’s why we named this ship d’Tusked Whale. Our ancestors used t’hunt them with these weapons, but we’ve changed our ways.”


“Then why have harpoon cannons at all?”


“These beauties are antiques, frum times before d’Downfall. Fjummomurr is not that old, but we keep some relics like these fur sports. Such as a-hunting fur Negian ships!” Siffo elbowed Sterjall and bellowed a heavy chortle. “Have ye ever participated in a ’pooning regatta?”


“I have no idea what that is,” Sterjall confessed.


“That’s what these ’ere ’poons are fur. It’s d’greatest pastime in Nagradrolom. Very competitive we are. Each port joins with one ship. Frum Atêmmo, to Gmunnog, Liyam, Zichee, Arho, Skrummo, n’several uthers, including them cheating plain-skins frum Nibsal. Fjummomurr plays fur Ôllomuy. We all meet at d’port uf Birlénno n’sail together, seeing who can hunt mour buoys.”


“Buoys? Like floating markers?”


“Aye, ’fore d’race starts, hundred uf buoys are set afloat around d’islands where d’Keldris Klannath n’d’Keldris Allastirg meet. It’s a race t’see who can pick d’most uf them. D’largest ones ye can unly pick with ’poon cannons like these, worth mour points. Smaller ones can be caught by any sailor with hand-hurled ’poons. There are even some secret buoys weighed down by anchors, hard t’spot, worth mour points than any uthers. We must launch d’poons through d’water to snatch those, or swim under t’get them.”


“That sounds really fun. Must take a lot of coordination.”


“It is. It does. That’s why ships like this one are built fur speed, we’ve been a-working un it fur a long time. We’ve won d’regatta four times thus far. I could boast all day ’bout mine crew n’mine lovely Tusked Whale.” Captain Siffo glanced proudly toward the shining tusk of the narwhal figurehead.


“I think I see something up ahead,” Sterjall warned, pointing toward the dome. Where the dome met its reflection, in a mirage of white caps and soft haze, a dark line appeared.


Siffo nodded, tightening his tricorn hat over his pointed ears. “Land ahead, at last.”


“How close to Lhambor Di do you think we are?”


“Hard t’tell without better measurements n’a mour detailed map. It could be north uf us, or south. Might as well head straight t’shore n’see what we find.”


A bizarre landscape was gradually revealed as they approached the great island of Fel Baubór. There was no shoreline, but only a length of vertical cliffs hundreds of feet tall. The sea stacks and walls reminded Sterjall of the chalk cliffs of Needlecove, near Crysta’s old home; these were not white formations though, but glossy black, with dark-blue bands crossing through their centers. The blue striations sparkled and had more striations of their own, in shifting tones of indigo, cerulean, and hints of turquoise.


Siffo ordered his crew to veer to port and follow the cliffs. “There’s nowhere t’dock among them walls. South we go, till a shore we find!”


For miles they continued, finding no place for the ship to rest. The cliffs remained as impassable as they were unwelcoming. As they came around a promontory, they saw to starboard a lighthouse that had been hidden from view. It was shaped like a five-sided pyramid, blue and black in color, emerging from the rocks like a glassy spur.


“T-that’s one of the lighthouses from Lhambor Di,” the prisoner Alid called out, still tied to the foremast. “If you let us jump here, we can swim to safety, and we won’t bother you, we won’t say a word.”


“What d’ye think?” Siffo quietly asked Sterjall.


“We can’t. Not until we return from the Azurean Dome. They would give away too much information.” He walked over to Alid and squatted by his side. I wish we didn’t have to treat you like this, he thought, feeling through his mask just how much the prisoner was suffering, how much he feared him. “Sorry, Alid,” he said, “but you’ll have to stay with us until we are ready to move on. We’ll make you and your friend a bit more comfortable, but you’ll still be tied up.”


Alid nodded in a voiceless mix of disappointment and gratitude.


They kept parallel to the cliff until they found themselves before a bay flecked with fishing ships of all kinds. Farther in, the bay ended in a blue-sand beach, and just past the beach, the natural cliff walls had been carved into an architectural wonder of windows, statues, arches, and colonnades. Two wedge-shaped towers soared over the sandstone formation, tapering toward their sparkling blue tops.


“Keep moving past the bay!” Sterjall urged. “We don’t want all those eyes on us.”


They crossed the bay as fast as possible, reaching a twin lighthouse that framed the mouth of the inlet.


“D’ye think any uf them saw us?” Siffo asked.


“Can’t be certain,” Sterjall replied, “but if any of those fishing crews spotted these black sails, they’ll have enough tales to tell for generations.”


A few dozen more miles ahead, the cliffs’ impassable edges broke apart into a series of headlands, arches, canyons, and coves. They found no signs of habitation or any safe place to dock, but Siffo pointed to a teetering formation that showed promise.


“That arch yonder seems t’open into a river canyon. It could offer cover, fresh water, mayhap a place to dock.”


With utmost care, Fjummomurr sailed beneath the blue curve and entered the canyon beyond it. They meandered around goosenecks until, about a mile in, the channel expanded into a cove. The dark sand had eroded into a soft beach, making the waters too shallow to travel. They dropped anchors and lowered
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