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Author’s Note

Hello reader; I’m glad you made it to Book 2 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/book2-extras




Pronunciations & glossary

If you haven’t yet checked out the phonetics guides, I recommend you take a quick look, since the Miscamish language becomes more prominent in this installment. I am not including those same guides again in the appendices of Book 2 (it’s long enough already!), but they are available online alongside other supplemental materials. You can also find them at:

JoaquinBaldwin.com/pages/book2-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! <





















“Drifting about among flowers and sunshine, I am like a butterfly or bee, though not half so busy or with so sure an aim. But in the midst of theses methodless rovings I seek to spell out by close inspection things not well understood.”




— John Muir 





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 book in this series (you should not be here if you haven’t read it 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. 










PART ONE

The Pink Capital










Chapter One

River of Fire





WITHERVALE BURNED.


Lago’s eyes reflected the sickly yellow bursts of sapfire blazing in the distance. He could smell the acrid fumes, which billowed like netherflames spewed by a bloodwraith from Khest.


This is all my fault. He held on to the strap of his bag but didn’t look down at it, feeling the presence of Agnargsilv inside. I brought war to my own home, he thought, although home no longer felt like the right word.


The night was dark and starless, lit only by the flashes of malignant light that reflected over the still-distant expanse of the Stiss Malpa, the Great River.


“You need to rest, Gwoli,” Alaia said, placing a hand on Lago’s shoulder. She stood next to him on the crag’s edge and leaned her head on his, blending the darkness of her braided hair with Lago’s curls. “We will only get a few hours of sleep tonight,” she added, already closing her eyes.


“I can’t,” Lago said. “It feels so close, as if we could reach it if we push a bit harder.” He lifted his binoculars once more, but the dense smoke obscured all landmarks, even the Withervale Mesa itself.


Alaia muffled a yawn, leaning heavily on Lago’s side. “Please,” she said. “We… You need rest. Use these few hours to gather your strength.” She pulled on his arm. “Come, Gwoli.”


Lago let himself be dragged. He looked toward the lingering embers of their campfire, which caught a light breeze and brightened suddenly, casting an ominous glow over his sleeping friends. Ockam was blanketed by his green wool cloak, his thin mustache rising and falling under his even breaths. Jiara lay opposite of him, her thick braid snaking over her brawny body looking more red than blonde in the emberlight.


Lago dropped heavily on his bedroll and tucked himself in. The yellow-tinged clouds to the south were too dreary a sight, so he turned to face the rising peaks of the Stelm Wujann to the north, then felt the crushing presence of an absence in his heart.


Banook, he called within him as he closed his eyes.


 

* * * * * *


 


“Cub! You must wake up!” said a rough yet melodious voice.


Lago felt his shoulders being shaken, but his eyes were too heavy. He could not remember falling asleep.


“Come on cub, you can do this,” the mountainous voice rumbled. “We are waiting.”


“Banook!” Lago suddenly called, opening his eyes wide to find his lover crouching beside him. Banook had fully returned to his youthful, vibrant self, as if he had never left bearkind behind. “What is happening? Why are you here?” Lago asked. He wanted to kiss him but found he could not move.


Banook placed a hand on Lago’s cheek and said, “Jiara said we can make it to the river before dawn. We need to hurry, Gwoli.”


“Why are you calling me that?” Lago asked.


“Gwoli, wake up,” Banook said, shaking his shoulders. “Wake up!”


 

* * * * * *


 


Lago inhaled deeply as he opened his eyes. Alaia was crouching beside him, silhouetted by a star-studded sky.


“Gwoli, are you there?” she asked.


He sat up. “I thought we were going to sleep,” he mumbled.


“We got two hours of rest,” Jiara said from nearby, slinging her backpack over her broad shoulders.


Ockam stepped beside Lago and handed him a strip of dry jerky. “The winds are blowing the smoke south,” he said, “leaving nearly enough starlight to see by. Let’s hurry while we can see our path.”


They journeyed down a barely visible trail and arrived at the coast of the Stiss Malpa moments before Sunnokh made his appearance in the east. The glow of dawn tinted the higher smoke a deep red.


“Thank the watchful eyes of the Great Spider! The city still holds,” Ockam said, having borrowed Lago’s binoculars to peer at Withervale. “The battle is mostly in the water.”


Lago took the instrument and aimed it across the wide river. The core of the city held strong, as did the mesa and the observatory’s tower—most of the fires were contained outside the perimeter of Withervale’s ramparts.


“They haven’t breached through yet,” he said. “The Zovarians are blocking passage along the river.”


A pink-sailed flotilla cruised eastward to where the heart of the battle raged; there, they were met by sapfire cannon blasts from the red-sailed dromon ships of the Negians. The water itself burned, with the currents dragging the flaming patches westward, toward the Zovarians.


While the dromon ships vomited their bedeviled flames, the much larger war galleys pushed their attacks with ballistae and catapults, hoping to carve a path to unload their troops. The Zovarian navy countered with their powerful ramships and agile trimarans, keeping their advantage in numbers. On land, scores of soldiers clad in pink and bronze mobilized to protect the ramparts.


“We need to find a way across,” Lago said.


“There’s a fishing village west of here,” Alaia suggested. “We could find a boat there.”


Ockam nodded, then said to Lago, “Let’s keep the masks safely hidden. And anything quaar, too.” While wrapping his quaar shield in a blanket, he added, “And just in case, don’t use your real name. I’m certain they are still looking for you.”


The winds shifted once more, bringing the smoke back over them like a bitter haze. The river vanished in the whiteness.


After a mile’s walk along the shore, they encountered a fisherman who had just moored his rickety canoe on a crumbling pier. “Moon lights,” he mumbled, squinting his reddened eyes through the smoke.


“Stars guide,” Ockam replied, tipping his short-brimmed hat by the tapered crown.


“It’s a scary sight, them netherflames swimming the Great River,” the old fisherman said, eyeing a patch of sapfire burning downstream; it flowed away like a castaway specter. He pushed his hat back to reveal canyons of wrinkles carving his overly tanned forehead. “Never seen nothing like it in seventy years rowing these waters.” He sucked on his cheeks as he inspected the wayfarers. “Two of you don’t seem like you belong around here. I’m hoping this old man is not in trouble, as I have not much trouble to give in return.”


“The two of us are from the Free Tribelands,” Ockam said, nodding toward Jiara. “You will suffer no trouble from us. But we could sure use your help, if you’d be willing. We need to get to Withervale.”


“If death is what you seek, start swimming. The Great River will gladly grant your wishes.”


“We were hoping to get there alive,” Lago said. “We have friends there who might be in danger. All we need is to get across.”


“The currents are pulling the sap downriver, sonny, more so by the southern shores. Even the patches that are not aflame would eat up my mighty vessel’s planks and oars. I only made my catch here by the confluence, where the creek pushes the spiteful bile away.”


“Please, we beg of you,” Lago said. “We’d pay you for your troubles.”


The old man picked up the baskets of crappies and eels he’d caught. “I have a family to feed, lad. I’m no use to them dead. There’s no amount of Qupi you could offer me to change that.”


Lago’s eyes brightened. He dropped his bag and searched its depths, careful not to reveal the mask within it. He pulled out the tiny bottle of soot that Khopto had given him seven months earlier, the same day the Negians attacked Withervale and forced him to flee through the limestone caverns. “Do you know what this is?” he asked.


The fisherman stared distrustfully. “Young man, how did you get your hands on that?”


“If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. Either way, it’s pure. I can see in your eyes that you know its value.”


“I tasted soot in my youth. I know what it’s like, and I know its value. But this old soul has been swindled many a time before, and long gone are the days in which I fell for these tricks. I don’t believe a sapling like you could afford that bottle, else you wouldn’t be here begging for a canoe ride.”


“If you don’t believe me, then take a sample and see for yourself,” Lago said, uncapping the bottle and handing it to him. “You can hold it, so I don’t play any tricks on you.” The old man plucked a dry blade of grass, dipped it in the bottle, and lifted it to his nose. He inhaled. Those few particles were enough to make his eyes dilate, to flush his ashen face back to a youthful pink. He capped the bottle and held tightly to it, savoring the effect of the drug.


Lago tipped his head toward the canoe. “Does the deal seem fair to you? We are in a hurry.”


“I cannot take you, it is too dangerous. But you can have my dear old Soroley. That scrappy bundle of wood may still have one more league before she falters. But like I said, I have a family to feed, so you aren’t getting away with my catch.” The old man leaned into his boat and finished unloading his baskets and fishing tools.


The wayfarers boarded the canoe, which had an extra set of oars. Jiara and Ockam set to rowing.


“May the white-haired sprites of the Stiss Malpa grant you tight lines and a great haul!” the old fisherman yelled, waving his hat.


Lago waved back until the fisherman vanished in the smoke, then turned toward his friends. “Can’t even see where we are going,” he said, feeling his eyes itch from the particulates in the air.


“The pull of the current tells us where we are headed,” Jiara said, thick arms pulling hard on the oars. “You two keep your eyes on the sapfire, burning or not—don’t let any of it stick to dear old Soroley.”


“We’ll take care of it,” Alaia said, who’d been smart enough to carry a long and leafy branch just for that purpose.


It didn’t take long for a burning patch to advance threateningly toward them. Alaia took the initiative, practically dangling from the vessel to catch the sticky substance with her branch. She dragged it around the canoe to divert its path, then tried to shake it off at the opposite side. “Shit, shit!” she called. “It won’t come off!”


The branch began to burn even as she shoved it underwater.


“Cast it away,” Ockam said. “Sapfire will bind to anything it touches.”


Alaia tried to shake the flames off one more time, then hurled the branch away. Ockam handed her one of his oars, then kept the other at the ready while Jiara kept rowing. He spotted a small patch of fire and flicked it away.


“Curse this thing!” he cried as a drip of sapfire clinging to his oar was flung into the canoe. The fire burned intensely, like a tear from a sickened sun. It was only a droplet, so Ockam managed to stomp it out, but not without effort. “Teslur’s hex upon you,” he spat to the extinguished flame. “Whatever they put in that venomous substance makes the flames burn hotter, brighter, deadlier.”


“Another one’s coming!” Alaia warned, aiming her oar to divert a patch of fire too bright to directly look at. She caught it, but it had been burning over flotsam and carried too much weight. The bundle slammed against the side of their canoe.


“Keep away from the flames and hold tight!” Jiara said, straining her muscles. “We are nearly there!”


They heard the sounds of metal striking wood coming from the south; they were not the sounds of battle, but of people and machinery at work.


“That sounds like the lumber mill,” Lago said, leaning on the side of the canoe to get a better look. “There, I see reeds through the smoke. The docks must be nearby.”


They entered a reedy channel and slam-docked on a wooden pier of the Oak Ridge Mill, abandoning the ship in a hurry as it was consumed by fire.


“So long, Soroley the brave,” Jiara said, kicking the burning canoe away to prevent it from igniting the pier.


Lago was familiar with the screech of spinning tools at the mill, but today the sounds were heightened, hurried, and the mill overflowed with busy workers. The four of them were barely noticed as they rushed past giant saws and lumber cranes. The smell of the oil, woodchips, and sweat overpowered that of the sapfire smoke.


Near the whipsaw, right underneath the water mill, a woman in her early sixties stood, gazing eastward toward the billowing smoke. She had several bags and crates stacked next to her.


“Hey, Lago!” the woman called as loudly as she could. “Lago Vaari, hey! Is that truly you?”


“I guess the whole ‘don’t use your name’ will not be necessary after all,” Ockam grumbled.


“Lurr Cherdov?” Lago asked as he approached.


“Where in Takh’s two names have you been?” the woman asked. “People have been looking for you everywhere! There was—”


“I’m sorry, I don’t have time to tell you the story, but it’s nice to see you too. We need to get to the mesa, but we don’t know which roads are safe.”


“Oh, the mesa is fine, dear. With the reinforcements to the rampart, they haven’t gotten close to that area. It’s only at the water that the battle is ongoing.” She pulled Lago by the shoulder and led the group behind the building, where the sound of the saws wasn’t so deafening. “Is this a woman’s garment?” she asked distractedly, feeling the silkiness of Lago’s gray and black cloak. “Anyway, we are holding tight here, crafting buttresses and bracings for the rampart, even weapons. But if the Negians breach the naval base, I’m ready to flee west. I’m waiting for my husband’s signal, who is farther up the road with the horses. It’s not safe here, dear, you should head west too.”


“We probably will, soon,” Lago said, already walking away. “Stay safe, Lurr Cherdov, and say hi to Lorr Cherdov for me.”


“Don’t get anywhere near the main city! Take the forest road, then go around the south by the mines. May Takhísh’s Shield guard you!”


They followed her advice, skipping the Old Pilgrim’s Road and heading for the trails that Lago and Alaia knew so well. The mines were also in full operation, providing coal to the war effort.


“Keep the Oldrin at work, even while everything burns,” Alaia complained, covering her head with the furred hood of her cloak and signaling for Lago to do the same.


They jumped the fence and continued ascending toward the mesa. Most of the citizens who hadn’t fled were gathered at the edges of the sandstone prominence to get the best views from above, leaving Runestone Lane nearly empty. The monastery was just north of them, with the Mesa Observatory’s tower silhouetted against a swirling cloud of smoke.


“They haven’t called for an evacuation yet,” Jiara noted. “That’s a good sign, I think. It means they trust they can keep the attack under control.”


Lago hurried under the monastery’s stone arch and knocked hard on the observatory’s door.


“Who goes there?” a voice called.


“Gwil? It’s Lago.”


The door swung open at once, and Chaplain Gwil came out to wrap his long-sleeved arms around the young man’s back. “You stupid, stupid child,” the bald monk said. “Where have you been? What in the Haven’s name has been going on?”










Chapter Two

The Red Tide





“IS CRYSTA OKAY?” Lago inquired. “Khopto? Esum? All the monks?”


“We are fine,” Gwil said. “All fine. Some of us are upstairs, waiting for the smoke to clear so we can keep track of the battle using the telescope.” He glanced distrustfully at Lago’s odd company, holding him protectively.


“They are friends,” Lago said. “You can trust them.”


“Then let’s go up at once.”


Lago bolted into the observatory, eyeing the bags packed in the library—the monks were ready for a quick evacuation.


As he ushered the others in, Gwil subtly eyed Alaia—Oldrin were not allowed on the monastery grounds, much less inside their buildings.


“I’m going in too,” Alaia said, pushing past him. “Been here before anyway,” she mocked.


Gwil shrugged beneath his robes.


Lago rushed up the staircase of the octagonal tower, and as he reached the last steps, he spotted Crysta and Khopto leaning on the northern window next to a small woman with short black hair.


“Crysta!” he said. Crysta turned, dumbfounded. Lago dropped his bag and ran to her, taking her in an embrace.


“Where?” Crysta gasped. “I… I was so worried about you! Where have you been? Are you hurt? Did someone—”


“I’m okay. It’s a complicated story, but I’m so happy to see you.”


Khopto limped forward, aided by a cane. He put his free arm around Lago. “Glad to see you in one piece! I was certain you died when you fell down the lift. We looked everywhere for you!”


“I’m so sorry, Khopto,” Lago said, glancing down at the monk’s limp leg. “I’m guessing that was my fault.” 


“Not your fault, but that of the man who shot the arrow—it sliced right through a tendon, but I’m fine. No one else was hurt, other than Hesefer. She got a black eye when she tried to stop that scumwad from leaving.”


“Lago, you have to tell us—” Crysta began, but Lago stopped her.


“Soon. First, I need to know if we are all safe here.”


“Safer than in town, that is for certain,” the short woman said. “I’m Kedra. Heard a lot about you, Lago.” She offered her hand; it was tiny and calloused. Her smile was missing an incisor, making her look rather endearing and childish. “I’m a scout, among other things,” she added, while avoiding any mention of her and Crysta’s involvement with the military, something they kept confidential. “The attacks haven’t made it past the rampart, but catapults have set buildings ablaze beyond the fortifications. We were up here keeping an eye on things, but every time the smoke shifts it makes it impossible to see the battle.”


Ockam stepped forward. “Before we get ahead of ourselves, it’s time for introductions. My name is Ockam Radiartis. I’m a scout from the Free Tribelands. My brawny companion here is Jiara Ascura. She’s a platoon commander, and sometimes high warden, when she’s not abandoning her posts.”


Jiara punched his shoulder. “We were stationed at Thornridge,” she added.


“Essence of one, soul of the many,” Gwil said, linking his arms in a circle and bowing over it. “I am the chaplain at this chapter of the Congregation.” He tilted his head toward the monk with an aquiline nose. “Khopto is a talented scribe who works with us at the Haven.”


“I’m Lago’s big sister,” Alaia said. “Name’s Alaia. Hey, this place looks a lot messier than last time I was here,” she pointed out, making Gwil’s brow drop suspiciously. Lago elbowed her.


“I’m Professor Holt,” Crysta said. “Let’s just get on with this.”


“Can you tell us what’s been happening here?” Lago asked.


“They began the attack over a week ago,” Gwil explained, “but they were just testing the waters. They tried one breach at the Loomdinn Gate but quickly retreated about three days ago. They can’t properly besiege us, so I believe they are preparing a larger attack.”


“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Crysta said. “The Halfort Rampart has been reinforced—it would be impossible for them to breach it.”


Ockam leaned against the northeast window. The light was dimming once more, with the smoke blowing intensely in their direction, and although he could not see all the way to Withervale proper, he could clearly spot the thick line of the newly fortified rampart. “That is one massive wall.”


“For the past several months they’ve been making the rampart taller, thicker, much more secure,” Kedra said. “It’s well guarded. We are safe here, for now.”


“What about the monks?” Lago asked.


“Most are tending the wounded down in the Harrowdale Temple,” Gwil replied. “A few remain up here with us, preparing medicine.”


“I’m still worried,” Lago said. “Do you have any sort of escape plan?”


“We are all packed and ready to flee, if it comes to that,” Gwil answered. “The Old Pilgrim’s Road could take us out safely, although we’d have to walk, for it might prove hard to find a wagon in these circumstances.”


Crysta cut in. “My son, Corben, he has Skyfarer docked at the west end of the shipyard.


“Skyfarer?” Lago asked.


“His catamaran. It’s well hidden behind a wall. He already took his sister and my husband west, to our old home in Needlecove.”


“And why haven’t you gone with them?” Lago asked.


Crysta did not want to speak of the sunnograph in front of the strangers, wary of revealing the method of communication with light she used to keep Zovaria informed, so instead answered, “Corben has been waiting by the shipyard every evening, in case things take a turn for the worse.” She glanced at the entire group. “His catamaran is large enough for all of us, if needed. It’s a fast vessel, and he’s competed in many races.” She looked back at Lago. “Does that ease your worries enough? Will you tell us what is going on now?”


“Maybe,” Lago said. “Crysta, could you come with me for a bit?”


He took Crysta halfway down the spiral steps so they could converse privately. “Sorry for being so secretive,” he whispered, “but I need to know if we can trust everyone we are with. I trust Jiara and Ockam with my life, and no need to mention Alaia.”


“Yes, you can. Kedra is the scout I hired many times in the past, for my research. I’ve trusted her with things I haven’t even trusted you with.”


“You mean your work for the military?”


“How do you know about that?”


“I’m not daft, your codes aren’t hard to figure out. You are simply replacing words and switching your numbers from base ten to base sixteen. And I guess that extra ‘calibration’ knob on the sunnograph has something to do with that job.”


“I’m… so embarrassed. Sorry I had to hide that from you. And was I really being so obvious?”


“Yeah, but I don’t think anyone else could notice. They didn’t work so closely with you.”


“If anything, I didn’t tell you because it would have been dangerous.” She placed a hand right under his ear. “I’m so relieved to see you are well. My heart broke when you disappeared, and… Sorry, this isn’t the time.”


“Missed you too,” Lago said with an earnest smile. “Anyway, my secrets might be a bit more complicated to explain, but if you say it is safe to talk openly, I’ll trust you.”


They rejoined the others upstairs and sat around a desk. Lago began to tell their story, with Alaia adding critical details whenever he too hastily skipped over them. When he mentioned Agnargsilv, Kedra perked up.


“You really had it?” she asked, not hiding her surprise or excitement. “They took the mask from you, then?” 


“No, we managed to escape.”


“But… their new monarch, the Red Stag, they say he has the mask you described. That he used it to kill Emperor Uvon.”


“That is Urgsilv, a different mask. There is more than one. Many more.”


Lago carried on with his story. He carefully avoided lingering on the subject of Bonmei’s death, so as not to upset Ockam, then described how they reached the Stelm Bir temple and later the Firefalls. He explained why they’d been away for so long, waiting for the snow over Da’áju to clear, and how they found Urnaadisilv with the help of Banook, although he did not dare get into the details of his relationship with the bear. When he explained that Banook was a Nu’irg, and mentioned his journey into shapeshifting and his new half-form as Sterjall, he began to lose them to their incredulity.


He glanced to Ockam for support. Ockam nodded to him.


They both reached into their bags and retrieved the two Silvesh. Bewilderment and awe transfixed Crysta, Gwil, Kedra, and Khopto.


“I know you don’t believe all the stuff we’ve told you,” Lago said, “I can see it in your faces. So let me show you instead.”


He stood, loosened the drawstrings on his collar, stepped out of his boots, and popped the magnetic buttons on the back of his trousers. He put Agnargsilv on and let himself shapeshift slowly. He took his time, just as Banook had done the first time he’d demonstrated for them, letting them all see the threads, the refracting, liquid-like smoke, the way it all coalesced into a new form. His captive audience stared in amazement, frozen in their chairs.


Sterjall took a step forward. “This is also me, Sterjall. It’s the name Banook gave me. It means star-heart. I thought you might like that, Crysta.”


She croaked an incoherent mumble of approval, then leaned forward and mouthed, “May I?”


Sterjall let her inspect his pink-padded handpaws, his long whiskers, the softness of his black tail, then sat back down. Gwil and Khopto reached across the desk to awkwardly feel his fur, but Kedra kept her distance, still uncertain what to think of the black-faced half-wolf.


“It’s really—but how can it…” Crysta stammered.


“I know,” Sterjall said. “All those stories you read—well, maybe not all of them—they are true. And you can keep staring, but at least close your mouth a little bit.”


Ockam pushed Urnaadisilv over the table, always keeping a hand over it, but then pulled it back to his chest. “I will let you hold it if you are careful with it,” he said. He pushed the mask out again and let go of it. Khopto was the first to pick it up.


“Just don’t put it close to your faces, please,” Ockam warned as the mask was passed around. “It would be a most unpleasant mistake.”


Crysta reached for a loupe from a nearby shelf and leaned it over the bulging brow of the ursid mask. “This is so finely carved,” she said, one eye glued to the brass and glass device, the other still trying to peek at the wolf from time to time. “Or rather, it doesn’t look like it was carved, but woven filament by filament, as if they were knotted together like a filigree. This is the most magnificent artifact I’ve ever seen! I… I have an old friend in Zovaria, Artificer Balstei Woodslav, who studies the aetheric elements. He would strangle Takhísh himself for a chance to study such a marvel.”


“So, you also think the aetheric elements have something to do with this?” Sterjall asked.


“At least soot,” Khopto said. “Balstei and I were chatting a few months back. He suspects quaar is a crystalline arrangement of pure soot particles. That could mean your mask is made of aetheric carbon, if his guess is correct.”


Sterjall had already suspected something of the sort, but now felt the pressure of knowing his mask was even more valuable than he could conceive of. He swallowed, cleared his throat, and said, “That reminds me, thanks for that bottle of soot, Khopto. It bought us the canoe we used to cross the river.”


“That was worth a lot more than a canoe!” Khopto grumbled, a bit insulted.


“You gave him what?” Gwil croaked.


“Where were we?” Khopto asked Sterjall.


Kedra had the ursid mask in her hands now. She looked to Ockam and said, “So, if you were to put this on, you’d turn into a bear?”


“Not quite. I’ve barely begun using it, and I have not had time to find myself in the way Lago has found Sterjall, so you will not see a bear today. But I’ve learned to control the pain and to see the threads.”


“Oh, and there’s also this,” Sterjall said, unsheathing Leif. “Banook and Ockam made it for me. The hilt is part of that structure I described, from the temple at Stelm Bir the Negians destroyed. Be careful, the blade is extremely sharp.”


“Obsidian?” Crysta asked, taking the blade by the pommel carved with the wolf and bear heads.


“Senstregalv,” Sterjall answered. “Inserted around a dire wolf fang. It’s much more durable than it looks.”


As they passed the dagger around, Sterjall saw each of their threads pulled through the black, spiraling tube that made its grip, pushed out the other end as if by a strong current. He described the effect to them.


“So carefully engineered,” Crysta said. “You should take this to Balstei as well. I trust him, and he’d be able to run some experiments. He’s in Zovaria now, he has a lab at the institute. If you mention my name, he’ll lend you a hand. Actually, he knows about you anyway, sort of…”


“How come?” Sterjall asked.


“When you disappeared, we heard rumors about the mask. Well, Gwil did. And it got me curious. I asked Balstei to bring me his papers on quaar and any books mentioning the Silvesh, though they weren’t too helpful. I told Bal about you then. If you can, go see him.”


“I would not mind a detour through the pink city,” Ockam said, “it’s on the way to the Moordusk Dome.” He peered toward the darkening windows. Sunnokh was already dipping his toes in the Isdinnklad, turning the smoke outside a sinister, saturated red. “But there’s something else we thought you could help us with,” he said, producing the map of Noss he’d copied at the Da’áju temple. He placed the two pages on the table, lining up the pieces side by side. “This, I think, is something you’ll be very interested in,” he said, looking at Crysta.


“What is this?” she asked, excited as a child seeing a treasure map.


Ockam pointed at the red markings on his drawing. “If you count the domes on this map—they are these glyphs here—there’s a total of eightee—”


BOOM, came a not-so-distant rumble.


“What was that?” Alaia asked, being first to rush to a window.


Through the stinging particulates of the red-tinted smoke, right where the Halfort Rampart rose, a pile of dust was billowing. They couldn’t see much detail, other than soldiers fleeing from a cracking portion of the rampart like tiny ants.


“Siege weapons…” Ockam mumbled, pointing at a shadow that crawled slowly through the dust, with a Negian platoon standing at attention behind it.


“What is that thing?” Crysta asked. She aimed the telescope to the weakened section of the rampart and locked the extension tube Artificer Balstei had constructed for it. “That’s not a machine, it is… That is…”


Sterjall pushed her out of the way to look through the device. “A giant elk? It’s charging toward the wall!”


BOOM!


The wolf stared in awe as the antlerless megaloceros—the largest species of cervid to ever stomp their hooves on Noss—backed away from the cracking wall, head splattered in red, then readied for another attack. She ran at full speed again, but instead of crashing through, she shrunk, pulling with her a cloud of dust and smoke, and in a vanishing blur leapt through the crack in a smaller form, that of a deer covered in flecks of white, only to reform into the giant megaloceros once on the inside.


“It’s the cervid Nu’irg!” Sterjall said. Sovath, he thought, remembering the name Banook had taught him. He said her primal form was that of a chital, a spotted deer. 


The others could see her too, no telescope needed: Sovath was trampling the internal defenses of the rampart.


“There are more coming, up there!” Sterjall warned, witnessing a line of giant elk breaking through the smoke, half of them crowned by colossal antlers. Alongside the megaloceroses marched the enormous cervalces stag-moose, a troop of war caribou, and various species of deer. The mindlocked creatures slogged through spasming muscles, as if trying to shake biting insects off their hides.


“She’s headed back to the rampart!” Alaia warned, seeing Sovath retreat to the hole she’d made in the wall—she had finished vanquishing her enemies and was now kicking hard at the weakened wall, shattering it further.


Bells from the rampart towers began to toll, joined by horns across the city, then by the louder bells of the Haven.


“That’s the signal to evacuate,” Gwil said.


“We need to get out of here, now!” Sterjall ordered, picking up his bag.


“Wait!” Jiara said, who had just pushed her way in to look through the telescope, aiming it toward what seemed to be the focus around which all the animals and soldiers gathered. “There is more trouble coming. It’s that fucking Red Stain.”


There he was. Surrounded by his private guard of arbalisters, the Red Stag was marching toward the toppled rampart, followed by a relentless army of humans and cervids alike.


“It’s him. General Hallow,” Jiara added, letting Sterjall take a look. “And that group around him looks like—”


“Fjorna and her squad,” Sterjall said. “How in the Six Gates did they escape? Lodestar guide us, there’s more. The fuck is that thing? Walking next to the Red Stag, there’s a man who looks like… what? A giant badger?”


“How did they get another mask?” Alaia asked.


“The Lequa Dome…” Ockam mumbled.


The leading colossi charged, slamming into the rampart and demolishing a substantial portion of it.


“We can’t waste time here,” Sterjall said. “Hurry, now! We have to flee before too late!”


Crysta grabbed a notebook and began to jot down information. “I have to report this to Zovaria, it’s crucial that—”


But Sterjall grabbed Crysta’s arm and dragged her toward the stairs. “There’s no light for the sunnograph,” he said, hurrying them along. “We’ll all be dead by the time the sun rises. Let’s go, now! Show us to where your son is waiting.”


They hurried down the steps, with Khopto taking longer to follow due to his limp leg. Jiara helped Khopto keep his pace, but the monk was still slowing them down.


“Hide your mask,” Ockam reminded Sterjall. “But keep it accessible—we might need it.”


Lago put his mask away and looked to his side as he ran into the courtyard, spotting several monks fleeing the nearby Haven.


They hurried down Runestone Lane while the bells of the monastery continued tolling their mournful dirge. The few people still left in the mesa scrambled out, dragging bags, children, and pets with them.


Thundering rumbles resounded in the distance; more portions of the rampart collapsing.


“Turn here,” Lago said, “we can take the road behind the mines again.”


“Wait!” Jiara said, stopping. “Look up on the trails.”


On the mountain trail that led behind the mines, which then climbed up to become the Ninn Tago mountain pass, a long line of soldiers was marching. With the sun already so far down the horizon, the troops were barely visible, hiding in the shadows of the oak trees and granite.


“They do not move like Free Tribesfolk,” Ockam observed. “Those are Negian soldiers. They’ll block access to the road.”


“Straight to the shipyard,” Crysta said, “it’s our only chance.”


They ran as fast as their feet would take them. Jiara, Ockam, and Lago took turns helping Khopto, switching multiple times to share the load.


“Move, you have to flee, now!” Alaia called as they rushed through the Hollows. “The rampart has fallen. The Gray Pass is taken. Flee west and warn everyone!” While rushing through Riftside, not too far from the shack she had once shared with Lago and Bear, Alaia saw her friends from the mines in the distance, but they were far behind. She had to keep running, no matter how terrible she felt; she had to push on without putting the others at risk.


As they sped north, they found themselves surrounded from both sides. The Old Pilgrim’s Road had just been blocked to the west, where the troops rushing down the Ninn Tago were taking the bridge that was the only safe way across the creek. To the east, massive antlers from megaloceroses rose above the cloud of dust from the toppled rampart, with soldiers pouring in beneath them. And as they got closer to the core of Withervale, up through the clouds they saw catapult-hurled boulders punching through, lit bright and yellow with sickly sapfire.


The city is lost, Lago thought, his eyes following the flaming boulders streaking across the sky, as if the Downfall itself had come to claim his world.


“Corben’s ship is on the western end!” Crysta told them. “They haven’t breached that far in yet. Stay behind the Zovarian troops!”


They followed a tide of Zovarian soldiers who were rushing to protect the port and the naval base, entering through the Alban Bazaar, where merchants wailed and tried to flee with precious wares weighing them down.


“This way!” Crysta said, stumbling into Fliskel Square, where Lago had seen the dead dire wolf six years earlier. The plaza was festering with a dense smoke that blocked the view, but Crysta knew her way. Cries of battle and the clashing of steel resounded closer now; then suddenly, as if birthed by the light of sapfire, Negian soldiers appeared out of the white fumes.


Ockam uncovered his quaar shield and made an opening by slamming through two soldiers at the same time.


“Keep going!” Jiara urged, landing three consecutive arrows in approaching enemies. She then pulled out her sword, parried an attacker, and kicked him back into the smoke whence he’d come. “Go! I’ll cover your backs!”


With piercing spears, the Negians marched in, killing anyone they crossed paths with. Each of their silver breastplates had a red laurel embossed upon it, with a hand-painted red triangle dripping paint below, looking like the bloodied head of an elk. The soldiers exterminated methodically.


“Down this street!” Crysta said, turning left at the Harrowdale Temple, where the injured were being carried away in gurneys by the monks who’d been tending to them.


They did not follow the evacuation route but continued on the path Crysta was guiding them along. A battle raged right within the fortified harbor of the naval base—the Negians had breached through by water as well. Lago caught glimpses of Zovarian ramships going up in flames, their pink sails ablaze like portentous banners of loss and ruination.


“I’ll take him now,” Jiara said to Ockam, catching up with them and taking her turn helping Khopto.


“No,” Lago said, pushing between them and wrapping Khopto’s arm around his shoulder. “We need your swords,” he told her and Ockam. “I hear more soldiers in front of us.”


Both Jiara and Ockam pushed ahead to open a safer path.


They reached the edge of the shipyard, which was overflowing with Zovarian infantry rushing hopelessly in the opposite direction.


They were hurrying past slipways and half-built vessels when war broke out all around them. Ballistae and catapults from the Negian ships released enormous bolts and rocks to shatter the warehouses, the cranes, the docks. A war galley was unloading a platoon of lancers when it was met by a flood of Zovarian soldiers who fought back with passion and fear, but a blast of sapfire spewed out from a dromon ship, sticking to the Zovarians near the water. They fled, covered in flames, lighting up the skeletal ships and splintered structures around them.


“Run with me,” Lago told Khopto. “I’ve got you, let’s not lose sight of them.” They found a rhythm while running on three legs, and were finally catching up to the others, when a pack of overgrown tufted deer charged straight by them, smashing through a formation of shield-bearing Zovarians. The deer leading the pack shapeshifted into a megaloceros and trampled a dozen more Zovarians before slamming into a shipshed and tearing through the supports of a tall crane. Despite her injuries, the beast continued on to crush the guards at the farther end of the shipyard.


Lago had barely managed to keep Khopto away from the stampede. “Let’s go, before they come back,” he said, and was just about to hurry ahead when the heavy crane the Nu’irg had crashed through tilted downward, its foundations spraying metal bolts in every direction. The crane fell slowly, but with titanic might, and demolished the shipyard’s deck, crashing through the floorboards and into the waters beneath while hurling them all into the air.


Khopto, where is Khopto? Lago thought, dazed by his fall. He had lost sight of his friends.


Negian soldiers poured in, jumping the gap the crane had left in the deck. They were followed by crimson guardians—formidable Negian elite knights—who moved confident in their stride, safe under their thick, red-plated armor. A guardian was slashing his way into the shipyard when he spotted Lago on the ground; he swung his longsword at him. Lago barely rolled out of the way, letting the sword wedge itself into the fractured floorboards. In a quick move, he unsheathed Leif, stabbed the senstregalv blade through the knight’s foot, and ran as he pulled the knife free, leaving the screaming knight behind him.


“Khopto!” he called out as he searched, but there was no way anyone could hear him in the chaos. He dodged soldiers—some with swords, some aflame—who could be Zovarian, could be Negian; there was no time to tell.


“Alaia? Ockam?” he asked the smoke.


He lost his sense of direction.


Two more crimson guardians breached through the clouds and came straight at him. Lago felt something push him from behind as a squad of Zovarian spear soldiers jumped over him and pushed the knights back. He landed next to a burning corpse, feeling the superheated flames too close to his face, smelling burned meat and fat.


He stood again, stunned.


“Jiara? Crysta?” he called, barely hearing his own words.


All he knew was that he needed to run away from the fire, but burning bodies were all around, adding to the confusion. He searched for his friends, but couldn’t see through the steel, smoke, and jagged floorboards. He suddenly remembered his mask. He ducked behind the rudder of a half-built ship and took Agnargsilv out, immediately shifting into Sterjall.

* * * * * *


As the crane impacted the floorboards, Alaia was thrown through the air. She recovered, helped Gwil up to his feet, and tried to find a path through the smoke and fire.


“Move, spur!” A Zovarian soldier slammed her with his shield. “Get out of the way!”


Alaia fell again, catching splinters in her hands. “Gwoli? Lago?” she called while regaining her footing. “Lago!” she yelled louder, hearing no answer. “Where is he?” she asked Gwil.


“I see Crysta ahead of us,” Kedra said, appearing through the haze. “Perhaps he’s with her. We must get to that boat.”


They hurried onward, jumping over burning bodies who wailed at them like wraiths.


Crysta was still leading. She spotted her son next to a wall by the last slipway in the shipyard. She knew his catamaran was behind that wall, hidden from enemy eyes. “Corben!” she called out.


Corben saw her through the thunder of clashing swords and shrieking soldiers.


“Let’s go, let’s go!” Corben ordered with dread in his eyes. He ran to his mother and hurried her toward his vessel. “Don’t stop, Mom!”


“Wait!” she said. “I have friends coming.”


Corben recognized Gwil and Kedra, but the other people he didn’t know. They all arrived from different directions, at different times.


The group gathered at the slipway and looked around.


“Where is Lago?” Ockam asked.


“I don’t know,” Alaia said. “I lost him when the crane came down. I thought he might be ahead of us.”


“And Khopto?” Gwil asked in despair. “We need to go back for them!”


“We could not possibly see them through the smoke,” Jiara said.


“I could,” Ockam said. He handed his backpack to Jiara and took out Urnaadisilv. “Wait here and load the boat. Be ready for us.” He tightened his grip on his quaar shield and put the mask on. But the pain around him he had not been ready for—he crumbled to his knees, feeling the anguish of so much death and despair. He nearly cried out, but held on, took the pain in, and let it feed his determination.


White-knuckled and tight-jawed, Ockam hastened back toward the massacre, brandishing his short sword as he ran.

* * * * * *


Sterjall cowered behind the rudder. With Agnargsilv’s sight, he tried to feel where he should go. It was impossible to discern what was going on: threads of connections tied together and broke apart, clouding his vision in a spiderweb of confusion. There was so much pain that he struggled to push it to the side. Behind a pile of eviscerated bodies, he saw a crawling, shaved-headed man.


“Khopto!” he called out. Khopto’s ear was bleeding. His left arm seemed broken and torn. The monk dragged himself toward the wolf, using one arm and one leg.


Sterjall was running toward his friend when the hull of a ship exploded as a towering cervalces crashed through. He barely had time to hide behind a pile of splintered timber. The giant stag-moose came to a halt. He had red paint splattered over his wide antlers, dripping down to his head and back. The paint was mixed with blood. His hide quivered as if possessed by angered maggots.


Sterjall froze, afraid to even breathe.


The cervalces sniffed the air, spotted a group of fleeing lancers, and charged at them, followed by a torrent of what at first seemed like bears. But bears they were not—the creatures were a kind of giant musteloid, jarv wolverines, who slammed and slashed through anything that ran away, including Negian soldiers. The barrage of claws vanished through the smoke.


“Help…” pleaded a weak voice from nearby.


Sterjall’s sensitive ears perked up. He’s still alive, he realized, sensing Khopto with his mask. He had just left his cover to help the monk when he recognized the aura of a Silv not too far from him. Ockam! He thought. Yet the glow was not golden, but composed of tawny ochres and hazels, like that of rusty sand dunes. The aura moved closer, until a half-human, half-wolverine crashed through the remains of a wrecked hull, clearing the path by swinging a massive mace with his single arm. He was a tall creature covered in fur and armor splattered with blood. Seeing a helpless soldier scrambling to stand, he mercilessly crushed his torso with a clean swing of his spiked mace.


The wolverine spotted Sterjall and stopped, sensing the indigo aura; he hesitated, too surprised to react. Sterjall took the chance to rush past him to get to Khopto, trying to sneak in a stab as he ran, but the beast dodged the attack, then smashed his mace into the ground, splintering the boards and making Sterjall fall in a roll toward the monk.


“Hold tight,” the wolf said to Khopto, pulling him over his shoulders as he scrambled away.


The wolverine swung his mace again—but even though Sterjall was facing away, he predicted the attack in the movement of the threads and took cover behind a wooden beam.


The mace crunched through the wood, hurling the beam into Sterjall’s side. The mighty blow sent the wolf tumbling into the air, separating him from Khopto once more. Sterjall scraped his torso as he landed, hearing a bone snap out of place in his shoulder. Then the beam crashed into him, pinning his right arm under the devastating weight.


Sterjall clenched his teeth, not yet aware of the pain, failing to free his arm from the wreckage. He felt his shoulder twisting at an impossible angle, then saw blood pooling under the heavy beam.


Khopto had landed nearby, but Sterjall was so stunned that he could not even cry out his friend’s name. He looked up and gasped in terror as the one-armed monster approached.


The wolverine leaned casually on his mace and said, “Is that truly you under all that fur, Lago Vaari?” His voice was grinding like a whetstone, heavy as his mace. “Quite an unexpected encounter, I must admit. We have not met, but I can see you in the same way you probably see me. I’m General Jaxon Remon. I believe you have something you stole from us.”


Jaxon noticed Sterjall glancing at Khopto, who was trying to drag himself away. “Is this thing distracting you?” he asked. He lifted his mace and lowered it down again, crushing Khopto’s head to a pulp.


“No!” Sterjall cried out in pain, for his murdered friend, for his crushed arm, for all the loss that would come from this cruel battle. He picked Leif up from the ground with his non-dominant hand and held it protectively in front of his face. He snarled, trembling with fear.


Jaxon chuckled at the weak display. “Hand the mask over and I’ll bring you alive to face the Red Stag. Otherwise, I’ll bring you in pieces. Your choice.”


A catapult-hurled stone blasted through a nearby warehouse, distracting Jaxon for a heartbeat. Sterjall leaned in and swung Leif toward the wolverine’s leg, but the general simply stepped sideways, letting the senstregalv blade cut only air.


“Feisty mongrel,” he said. “I guess in pieces it will be.” He lifted his mace and brought it down with a vengeance.


A black shield took the hit. Ockam had leapt from the shadows, taking the impact and tumbling out of balance. He immediately recovered and sprinted back toward the wolverine, smashing his shield on Jaxon’s armless side.


“Run! To the boat!” he yelled.


“I can’t. My arm is caught!” Sterjall cried, trying to pull himself out, wincing from the torture he was inflicting upon his dislocated shoulder.


Jaxon and Ockam parried, both too well trained, both sensing each other’s intentions and predicting every move. The mace swung, tolling deafeningly on steel girders. Ockam blocked the sparks with his shield and struck again, but his sword seemed useless against the plated armor. Even with just one arm, this foe was formidable.


Ockam charged with his shield again, but this time the wolverine dodged to the side and let Ockam trip on the shaft of his mace. As Ockam fell, his shield flew away, toppling through cracks on the deck and landing in the water.


Jaxon stood next to Sterjall now, but his eyes were on Ockam, who was getting back to his feet. “Another mask? Where did—never mind, this will make for a very profitable evening.”


Ockam rushed forward again, shieldless, fending off Jaxon’s controlled attacks. He managed to strike twice on Jaxon’s armless side, but the wolverine’s magsteel armor did not budge. Jaxon shuffled his feet in a quick dance, spinning around Ockam, then kicked him in the ribs, sending him flying to where the crane had broken through the deck.


Ockam scraped against the floorboards and fell off the edge of the dock, losing his sword, barely holding on to the splintered wood while his feet dragged in the water.


“I see your cloak, Free Tribesman,” Jaxon said, spinning his mace as he stared at his nimble assailant. “Who are you? How did you come upon that Silv?”


Ockam pulled his tired body back onto the platform, hands covered in splinters. His lungs had no air left in them after the heavy kick, and his tensed diaphragm refused to provide him with another breath. A rage boiled within him. Rage, fear, and hopelessness. But the rage was taking over.


The wolverine nearly pitied the struggling man, who could barely stay on his knees. “I’ll get the answers from you later. But now, I have a bug to squash.” He gave Ockam a sadistic, sharp-toothed smirk and slowly lifted his mace, shifting his gaze toward Sterjall.


Sterjall once more tried to yank his arm free. “Ockam!” he called, then looked up and saw the wolverine’s swinging mace dropping toward him. He raised Leif to protect himself from the blow.


A roar exploded like a thunderclap as a bear leapt through the air and dug his teeth into Jaxon’s swinging arm, taking them both down in a tumbling pile of fur and sparks. The bear slashed with his long claws while chewing on Jaxon’s arm, twisting it and cutting through armor and tendons. Ockam’s rage, his pain, his fear, they had pushed him not merely into a half-form, but into the full form of a feral grizzly bear. He mauled with manic, rabid anger.


From behind the bloody scuffle came a squad of arbalisters, readying their weapons. Sterjall barely recognized Fjorna Daro among them: the left side of her face had fused in odd angles and overlapping scars, with an eye now sagging lower in its shattered orbit. He had done that, he knew, back at Thornridge. Fjorna’s uneven eyes hadn’t noticed him yet, being too focused on the ravaging in front of her.


Sterjall’s heart sank like an anchor in the deepest seas when he saw, rising behind Fjorna, the silhouette of sixteen sharp tines from a crown of antlers, dark against the pallid-yellow fires. A crimson aura gleamed downward from the antlers, glossy and viscous, like half-coagulated blood.


The Red Stag stared at the pinned wolf, recognizing the presence of Agnargsilv immediately. He stretched a wicked smile over his long muzzle, then tightened his grip on his blood-streaked, wave-bladed longsword.


“Ockam!” Sterjall called, eyes locked onto the Red Stag’s face.


The Red Stag stepped forward, but the wolverine and bear rolled in a clump of violence between him and the wolf, stopping his advance and leaving him confused as to what he was witnessing.


Jaxon hurled the bear away and tumbled backward, trying to lift his mace with his shredded arm. He shoved the mace into the grizzly’s ribs, but as he tried to recoup from the strike, the bear snapped his jaws into the wolverine’s neck, ripping his trachea in a bloody spray. Jaxon fell to the ground in a gurgle of bone-splintered blood.


The arbalisters loosed their arrows and bolts, lodging them into Ockam’s side. The bear winced at the strike of each projectile and turned toward Sterjall, pushing the wooden beam off the wolf with his slamming shoulder, then biting hard into Sterjall’s bag, dragging him by the strap. As he scrambled over burning bodies and splintered hulls, the arbalisters shot again, almost perfectly synchronized, piercing arrows and bolts across the ursid’s back, thigh, and neck. But the bear ran faster than any human, dragging Sterjall toward the boat. They vanished through the smoke.


Corben saw the grizzly monster racing toward them, the sight of the beast chilling his blood with utter terror. He released the ropes of Skyfarer and pushed it off the slipway. The bear sprinted as more arrows dug into him. With a final push, he jumped off the end of the slipway and landed on the boat, pushing it forward as the eastern winds caught on the sails and took them onto the river.


The bear dragged Sterjall to the center of the catamaran and placed him down softly. He groaned, with dozens of projectiles sticking out from his bloodied fur and tattered clothes. He tumbled to his side in a pool of blood, breathing harshly.


Sterjall dragged himself toward his injured friend, his protector, with Alaia holding him from behind. “Ockam, no… Stay with us, please. Turn back to yourself. We will help you, Jiara will take care of you. Just turn back, just turn back.”


Jiara kneeled. The bear lifted his head and looked at her, recognizing his old friend. Blood dripped from his thick-furred neck and bubbled through his black nose.


“Hold tight, I’ll get you fixed up,” Jiara said. She touched the arrows, feeling for a way to remove them, but the bear shook his head and dropped it back down again.


“Ockam, stay strong,” Sterjall mumbled as he wept. “We’ll get you to safety, just… just hold a bit longer.” He caressed the bear’s muzzle, then felt a warm tongue tenderly licking his handpaws. “Please, I can’t do this without you. You have to be brave, and, and… Don’t leave us, please, I can’t—”


The bear placed a paw over Sterjall’s leg. He looked at the wolf, at the boy, at his son, with proud eyes that were as dark and sparkling as obsidian, and he seemed to smile. He closed his small eyes, then took one last breath before he died, peacefully shifting back to his human form. 







[image: A one-armed half-wolverine stares down with gleeful eyes, while behind him a shipyard burns in sickly yellow flames. Up in the sky, boulders shine line meteors, ablaze with the deadly sapfire. The wolverine holds a sharp, bloodied mace and is covered in layers of thick armor, with the most prominent one being a massive pauldron shielding the space where his left arm is missing.]








Chapter Three

Successor



THE RED STAG looked down at the wolverine’s shredded throat; once the last gurgle bubbled out from it and the body went limp, the dead general shapeshifted into a pile of human meat. The very moment Jaxon died, all the wolverines he had mindlocked stopped their attacks. They had been conscious all along, but unable to stop, uncertain what the purpose of the bloodshed was. The traumatized animals ran away to freedom, killing anything that tried to stop them.


The Red Stag used the tip of his longsword to turn his friend’s head around; the dark, sharp-snouted mask fell softly away from Jaxon’s face. He squatted, his red-painted muzzle and antlers shimmering with yellow flames. With a hoofed hand, he picked up the musteloid mask, Krostsilv, which Fjorna had recently procured for him after killing the Jojek leader in the Lequa Dome.


“Jaxon,” he mumbled, trying to make sense of his friend’s death yet giving not a moment’s thought to the countless others who had lost their lives that day. He looked around. Withervale was now his: the naval base, the coal mines, the Ninn Tago pass, they were all in the hands of his army. His fleet would secure all the ports along the Great River, and his slaves would take down the Halfort Rampart and rebuild it on the western edge of the city.


His eyes were drawn to a silhouette breaching through the smoke. Fjorna had returned after having chased the bear
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