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      For my father, the selfless provider.

      For my brother, lost too soon.
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      Siv watched as the vilskje glanced around the room, their beady eyes laden with worry. Their mantid bodies shuffled about on the shiny white stone. The Council Chamber was packed full—all of the council bloodline was in attendance as well as favorites of common creation. Outside in the drizzling rain, the remaining hundreds of the clan attended a second, more rudimentary funeral. No place inside could hold the entire clan at large.

      To Siv’s left, Master Wern stood on an elevated platform facing the clan. Large torches burned at the corners of the room and hollows in the rock above vented the smoke outside. A giant statue of the Father of Light stood at the center of the room watching over their proceedings, a posture which garnered the deity a secondary name of the Watcher.

      As master, Wern was in command of the clan, though he relied on Siv for many of the hard decisions. Today was no exception.

      Wern raised his arms to the crowd. “Fellow vilskje. We gather today under sad circumstances. One of our own, a youth of less than two hundred years, has perished. Perillia was in the prime phase of learning when her studies, and indeed her life, were cut short. It brings me no joy to recount what has transpired, and yet, hear it we must.” Wern turned and nodded to a vilskje of common creation. “Rufin, please tell us what transpired. Give us a direct account.”

      Rufin stood nervously and looked around. He lowered his head to Wern, a jerking shake of a nod. His thin lipless mouth turned down slightly at the corners. “Y-yes, Master. It was early. Just the two of us. We were down by Southern Glimryn Forest—not in the forest, but near the edge—picking herbs, when it came. Perillia had just learned her lark form the week before and I was helping her improve. The beast came from nowhere, and… more were behind it, near the forest, and… and…”

      “Calm yourself, Rufin. You’re in no danger here,” said Wern. “What did you see?”

      The youth swallowed and nodded. “At first I thought it was a grey wolf, but it was huge with a red stripe down its back. It growled and was on us… so fast.” The sacs at the corners of his eyes expanded, filling with tear fluid. “We were just as we are now, in nakken-form. Perillia tried to shift to her lark and fly away, but she was too slow. Unskilled. She was at full-size still and covered in feathers when the beast clamped down on her throat and started shaking her. Then the others came in, howling, eyes wild. I took to the sky and was nearly swatted down, but somehow I managed to escape. Oh, maybe if I had worked with her more, she could have gotten away!” One of the sacs burst, splattering clear fluid to the floor. His voice turned to a whisper. “I can still hear her screams. She was my friend. I… wanted to help, but what could I do?”

      Wern gestured to the clan’s chief protector, Yuryk, to comfort Rufin.

      Yuryk placed a clawed hand on Rufin’s shoulder in a rare show of compassion. “This is not your fault, Rufin. There’s nothing you could have done.”

      Wern turned to Siv. “Seer, have you identified these predators?”

      Siv nodded. “Yes. The size, ferocity, the red stripe… these are dire wolves, Master. The Great Tome describes them in detail. And they still prowl Windlyn Vale.”

      Among the crowd, whispers grew into murmurs. The vilskje shuffled restlessly, their insectile bodies rustling like dry leaves.

      “Quiet, everyone!” boomed Yuryk, and the room fell silent. The chief protector nodded to Wern.

      Wern opened his hands to the crowd, the six clawed digits on each one extending outward like short spears. “This is the saddest of days, but I bring good news as well. Our scouts recovered enough of the body to qualify Perillia for Renewal. The Father of Light has accepted her back into the cycle. Even in her decimated state. Such is his love.”

      Siv looked up at the Father of Light, and a warmth spread through his breast and into his heart. The young vilskje would live again. The Watcher had embraced her, absorbing her body back into the soil at the Sacred Chamber deep within the burrow. It was a place only the master was permitted to tread. Now, her death was merely a short-term suffering.

      He turned his gaze down to his own thorax, and his sadness returned. The sorrow was not for himself, for he did not know Perillia well, but for the girl’s loved ones. He grazed a claw down one of his arms, thinking.

      Blessed as it is, the promise of Renewal is never quite enough to recompense the living.

      “I laid her to rest in the sacred ground,” Wern continued, snapping Siv from his daydream. “When the time is right, she will claw her way to the surface once more, as she did only two short centuries ago.”

      The vilskje murmured approval, nodding their heads, their eyes a shade lighter in the reflected torchlight. “Praise the Watcher,” said one. Others repeated the phrase.

      “We must not fear these intruders, friends,” continued Wern. “Siv has seen our clan through flood and famine. Even in our darkest hour, the seer carries the staunchest of torches.”

      All too often, Wern showered praise on Siv before dumping his problems onto him. Normally, Siv shouldered this burden with grace, but he hadn’t been feeling like himself of late.

      Not since the red tide.

      It had washed up from the Spyrul Sea onto the shores of Windlyn Vale five days ago. The Great Tome called it an ill omen and, so far, Siv agreed. The next day, the dire wolves showed in their homeland for the first time. The day after that, Perillia had been killed.

      In the crowd, a vilskje moved enough to pull Siv’s gaze to her, where they locked eyes. Siv recognized Ilyana, and she lowered her head in a show of support, drawing his smile. The two had always shared an understanding, despite her common blood. Her unwavering support reminded him of something important—he had a plan.

      Wern closed his hands into a fist. “As he has in the past, the seer will deliver us from this crisis.” He turned to Siv. “Tell us, Seer, what wisdom do you impart? Will you guide the clan once more?”

      Siv turned to face Wern. “Yes. Of course, Master.” He pivoted to the crowd. “I am no better than any in this room, or those outside. I am merely a conduit for the Father of Light. It is he whom I ask for guidance. It is his wisdom I share. We must gather now in prayer for the Watcher’s blessing. Have faith so we may become an entire clan of seers.”

      Siv lifted his arms toward the statue and shifted his weight to his hind legs so that he could rise to near Wern’s height. “Assemble.”

      With those words, the clan took to their feet and formed a ring around the Father of Light, claw-in-claw. They started with a tight circle, and a greater ring surrounded that one, and so on until every vilskje from the audience joined in, like rings in a tree. Siv’s eyes rolled back inside his head, and the center ring rotated as the vilskje recited the prayer:

      “Oh, Father of Light, your grace flows like the falls. Allow us to serve you as a river serves the sea. You pulled us from the darkness of earth to emerge in your brilliance. You spared us from the Calamity. Now, bless us with your guidance, for we listen.”

      The vilskje repeated the last three words, “for we listen,” until, eventually, it fell to a whisper and ceased. They unclasped hands and sat in silence, eyes turning back to Siv.

      Siv returned to four legs, the six digits on each of his hands twitching at his sides like a cicada’s wings. His pupils rolled forward to face the crowd once more. The clan’s prayer had spawned an ecstatic heat inside of him. All doubts had been erased. The Watcher was with him.

      His eyes fell upon Atul, the youth who would one day succeed him. “Stand, Atul,” he said. Vilskje eyes turned to the youth.

      Atul stood at once, nodding to his mentor. “I am ready, Seer.”

      Siv addressed the room at large. “The Father of Light has answered. Do you not feel the strength of his blessing? We shall fear these dire wolves no longer.”

      The crowd was silent aside from a few murmurs. They leaned closer, waiting for the seer’s words.

      “On the morrow, Atul and I will drive the dire wolves from Windlyn Vale.”

      Mouths fell open and eyes widened. Atul, on the other hand, smiled at Siv with adoring eyes. With a quick glance, he had accepted the task.

      Yuryk voiced what the crowd would not. “How?”

      Siv turned to the chief protector, confident, his insides still warm.

      “I have a plan.”
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      Atul limped up the snowy mountain pass. He turned his stag’s head back, eyes wide, to find the dire wolves. He had spotted them a few minutes before. Broader than the common grey wolves which ventured from the woods at the edge of Windlyn Vale, the dire wolves were nearly twice the size, with fierce red eyes and a matching stripe of fur down the center of their backs.

      The wolves converged on the mountain pass behind him, hunching low, stalking, their mouths open. Atul pretended not to see them, though his heart pounded. He leapt on stag hooves around a rocky bend, twisting up the side of Mount Svernos, briefly out of view of the pursuing pack. Off in the distance the Spyrul Sea churned with unrest, and the breadth of the valley unfolded, its beauty not as captivating under current circumstances. Disparate shapes in the vale below were at leisure, animals or his own kind, while his own life was at stake.

      He didn’t mind. He had chosen this.

      Atul pulled his front hooves from a patch of snow and a gale blew from the sea, pressing him into the mountain’s side. The wind stalled his progress, and the thought of the pack gaining on him sent chills down his spine. He stepped forward on the narrow path and braced for more wind.

      There was a snarling from behind, and Atul turned his head to see a massive dire wolf now at the head of the pack. It was nearly a foot taller than the others, its chest broad and its eyes bright. It stalked closer, snarling, drool dripping from its maw.

      Atul jerked his head away and leapt up the cliff-side path, flicking the bloody gash on his stag’s thigh with its tail, as if to comfort himself before the inevitable bloody end. Balancing his hooves precariously over loose stones, he gained distance from the dire wolves. The leader growled and Atul glanced back as the others joined in. The massive dire wolf stepped carefully over the thinning path, balancing the demands of its appetite with its need to survive.

      Atul fled, placing one hoof in front of the other with practiced precision along the narrow pass. Ahead, the path widened, shrubs sprouted on the mountain cliff side, and a blue thrush perched on a small, wiry tree jutting from the side of the mountain.

      If I can just make it there…

      Another growl, closer this time, drove Atul to skip dangerously across the final stretch of the pass and leap onto the higher, more stable ground. Adrenaline surged through his body, and he bolted up the slope, quick despite his limp. He was grateful for the vegetation and boulders which sprang up around him along the way, grateful for any object that stood between himself and these dire wolves.

      Their panting grew close until, at last, the rock wall to his left fell and he stumbled up the last bend, panting. The summit lay just ahead—a vast stone slab with sparse shrubbery jutting from random cracks in its surface. A stretch of tall bushes bordered the furthest edge of the summit. At this elevation, snow lay in sheets upon the path. Atul nearly fell on the uneven slope, a fatal mistake with the wolves so close.

      Nearly there, if I can just…

      Atul leapt to the summit as the wolf sprang at him from behind, narrowly missing his flank. The stag’s back hoof cracked it in the jaw, drawing a howl of rage from the beast. In its fury, the wolf lost its footing on the snowy pass, sliding back down to the rest of the pack.

      Atul limped across to the far edge of the summit, overlooking the vale and the sea to the east. He had made it, but there was nowhere to go from here. If Siv’s plan didn’t go as devised, the wolves would devour him. But he could still escape. There was still time.

      No. Only a coward would flee now. Worse, I’d lose Siv’s respect.

      He turned back, his heart pounding in his ears. The entire pack was at the summit now, savoring a moment of victory before the meal. The leader stalked forward, slowly. The red stripe on its back stood erect, slicing toward the sky like a bloody blade. Its eyes glowed a bright scarlet. The dire wolf paused a few feet away, crouched low to the ground, and pointed its snout to the sky. It howled, and the pack joined in with their own shrieks—terrible, ghostly sounds.

      Atul found himself playing the role of a prey animal too well. The stag’s fear of death penetrated his vilskje heart, and for a moment he was paralyzed by the size and ferocity of the pack before him. These new predators had emerged from Glimryn Forest a few days ago. Siv claimed they’d never been here before. Atul had certainly never seen them.

      Where could they have come from?

      The wolves finished howling and the leader strode to the edge of the boulder, teeth bared. The others stood back, watching, allowing their leader the glory of the kill. The dire wolf’s heavy breath steamed in the cold air.

      One slip-up and I’m dead.

      He nearly panicked in that moment, but he calmed himself, focusing on Siv’s plan. He was nearly there. This had to work. Siv was the wisest of them.

      After this, I’ll be a hero.

      He relied on his instincts, waiting for the moment the massive wolf would pounce. He spun and leapt once for the edge of the boulder and then again, off the summit and into the icy wind which swirled atop Mount Svernos. From the corner of his eye, he saw a blur of dark grey and red fur as the great wolf leapt, too late, after him, stopping just at the cliff’s edge.

      Wings sprouted from the stag’s flesh, its body shrank and stretched and morphed in the air as it fell, rapidly sprouting feathers where deer hide had been, melting hooves and forming talons until in a matter of three seconds it appeared as a great hawk. Atul spread his wings into a six-foot span and turned his body up to catch the wind just in time to save himself from the rock spires just below. He opened his beak and inhaled until his lungs were full of the cool mountain air, cleansing him of the fear that had coursed through his body since he’d first spotted the dire wolves on the pass.

      Atul flew skyward until he was high above the mountain. He turned back and saw that the wolves all stood near the edge of the summit now. They glared up at him in surprise and anger, snarling.

      It’s now or never.

      Atul turned downward and dove straight at the pack leader. The wolf bent low on its haunches, its snarling maw turning up. At six feet away, Atul spun left.

      The wolf lunged up, swiping at the hawk, its jaws wide. It missed narrowly to the left, and Atul swerved to slam the full force of his hawk body into the wolf’s flank in the direction of the cliff’s edge. Such was the great hawk’s momentum that the force of impact drove the wolf over the edge. Atul speared his talons into the wolf’s flesh and pushed off, separating himself enough to spread his wings and take to the sky once more, unharmed from the attack.

      The dire wolf scrambled in the air, spinning and reaching for the edge of the cliff with a desperate howl, but it only got one claw over the lip. It plummeted, shrieking, pulled down by its own considerable weight. The rocky spires sliced through the dire wolf’s flesh, impaling it on the mountainside in a gruesome display. Its crimson blood gushed over the rocks and its howls turned to exhausted, pathetic moans.

      Then it was silent.

      Atul circled back in the air, his wings spread to their full span, his heart racing with excitement. Below, the pack stood silent and still. In shock. Eventually, they began snarling and moving around again, but they were uncoordinated. Directionless without their leader.

      Atul dove at another wolf, which stood a little separated from the rest at the southern edge of the summit. The wolf spun to avoid the hawk, not even daring to strike out. It teetered near the edge before moving safely inside, but the attack frightened it enough for it to flee the summit, back down the mountain slope, abandoning the pack. The rest of the wolves gave a wide berth to Atul’s attack, backing away, unsure of what to do.

      A bush at one side of the summit shook. From the thicket, a giant boar emerged, its lance-like tusks gleaming in the sunlight. It squealed and scraped its hooves on the frozen ground before charging at the largest of the remaining wolves in a berserk rage, its head down, giant curled tusks ready to impale.

      Above, Atul screamed and dove at yet another wolf.

      With Siv and Atul working together, the ambush proved too much for the shocked wolves. The pack scampered down the slope, howling in shame, tripping over each other in their haste to flee the mountain.

      Once they were gone, Atul flew down and landed beside Siv at the center of the summit. The two nakken-shifted from hawk and boar into their natural form—the lanky, insectile bodies of the vilskje.

      Siv turned to his young companion. He wiped at the mostly dried blood on Atul’s thigh, a self-inflicted wound made for the trap. “You should not have struck that third time.”

      Atul turned to the seer, surprised by the criticism.

      “But, Siv… I could sense their fear, and⁠—”

      “That wasn’t part of the plan. It was an unnecessary risk.” Siv cut him off. “My charge alone would have sent them reeling.”

      Atul’s body felt hot. Feelings of anger and shame stirred inside. How had his moment of glory turned to reprimand? He bent the joints of his six appendages, lowering to a position just above the ground—a posture of frustration. He said nothing.

      Siv scanned Atul over with his tiny eyes, and his stance softened. “Even without their leader, these dire wolves are deadly, Atul.”

      The seer crawled to Atul on four, like the walking-stick insects of Tevryk Falls. His two anterior limbs swung at his sides as he went. He placed one claw on the younger shifter’s shoulder, giving it a small squeeze.

      “Still,” Siv said, allowing his thin, lipless mouth to turn up at the corners. “Your courage shines like a brilliant light over Windlyn Vale. Surely, Master Wern will smile upon you when we return.”

      Atul’s posture lifted and he smiled.

      “Thank you, Siv.”
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