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# PART I

## THE SHRINKING SKY
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# Chapter 1 - The Valley in Autumn

The spruce ridge held the colony the way high ground holds everything worth keeping: by cold necessity and the promise of sight lines. From the upper branches, a raven could see the full arc of the valley - the river bend to the north where the water slowed and froze in sequence, first at the edges and then across; the elk meadow to the east where kills had always been reliable in autumn; the old logging road cutting south through second-growth timber; and beyond that, growing year by year with the accumulating evidence of human industry, the settlement.

Shard occupied the third tier of the largest spruce. Not the top - that belonged to Grimwing, as it had for longer than Shard had been alive - but not the lower branches either, where younger and less certain ravens shifted and jostled for warmth and proximity to the dominant positions above them. The third tier was a chosen position, not an assigned one. Shard had held it for two seasons. No one had contested it. Contesting it would have required the kind of loud, repetitive posturing that Shard found wasteful, and it would have drawn Ashbeak's attention, which was a different kind of waste.

The morning was pale and still. The sky had the flat, metallic color of late autumn in the north - not the blue of summer nor the grey of true winter but something between, a color that gave nothing away. Shard watched it. He watched everything.

Below and to his left, Featherfall adjusted his grip on a lower branch and settled his feathers against the cold. He was the smallest adult in the colony - not so much smaller that it would draw predator attention on its own, but noticeably slight, his movements precise where other ravens were sweeping and theatrical. He had survived three winters, which was longer than most would have predicted when he was a fledgling. He survived by seeing things. Shard had noticed this about him before Featherfall seemed to notice it about himself.

Above, in the upper tiers, Grimwing stood at his full height. He was an old bird - eight years, possibly nine - with a bill that had thickened across the ridge from years of heavy feeding and a chest that still carried authority despite the slight stiffness in his left wing that came with cold mornings. He had led this colony for six years. He led it the way the ridge led the valley: by being higher, and by having been there longer than anything that might challenge him. He did not often need to enforce his position. His position was the colony's assumption.

Somewhere in the left cluster of the mid-tier branches, Ashbeak called twice and then again. The sound carried - it was designed to carry. Ashbeak was three years old and had been testing the hierarchy since his second year with the methodical persistence of something that expected, eventually, to win. He was large, aggressive, and correct about most things that could be settled by size and aggression. He was reliably wrong about the rest. Grimwing tolerated him the way a river tolerates a stone - going around it so consistently that the path around became the natural route. Ashbeak's calls this morning were territorial, directional, self-announcing. Shard tracked them without looking. It was enough to know where Ashbeak was and that Ashbeak was not paying attention to him.

The colony woke in pieces. First movement, then calls, then the gradual arrangement of social positions that took place each morning with the same logic as the day before. Fifteen ravens in the primary colony - twelve adults in established breeding pairs and one-year offspring, plus three sub-adults who occupied the lower branches and served as sentinels and errand-runners in exchange for proximity to food information. A functional number for this territory, by historical count. The count had been higher. Shard had no direct memory of the higher count, but he read it in the behavior of older colony members - the way they moved through a roost that had once been more crowded, the slight overcaution of birds accustomed to competition that no longer existed at the same pitch.

He did not think about this for long. He watched the morning establish itself and when the light was sufficient he dropped from the branch, fell into the cold air, and extended into a long, silent glide south along the ridge line.
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The logging road ran north-south through the valley's eastern flank. Shard followed it from altitude, reading the ground below with the sustained, methodical attention that was his primary tool and, he had gradually understood, his primary advantage. The road was useful as an indicator: the humans used it regularly, their machinery disturbed the verge, turned soil attracted rodents, rodents attracted small predators, whose kills were modest but consistently present. He marked two fox-cached sites in the first half mile of the road's northern section, both recently worked and not worth returning to. The foxes had been thorough. He noted the locations anyway - a cache site that was active this week was likely to be active in the next season as well, and the information cost him nothing to carry.

He continued south.

The elk meadow was a twenty-minute flight from the roost at Shard's preferred cruising height - lower than most ravens flew, which sacrificed speed for ground-level detail but was a trade he had long since decided was worth making. He reached the meadow's western edge before the sun had fully cleared the ridge line and banked a slow, wide circle over the terrain before committing to a descent.

The meadow had been a reliable food source for as long as the colony's behavior could remember: a natural low point in the valley where elk gathered through autumn and into the early winter months, where wolves pushed them through occasionally, where the ground held scent and carcasses lasted long enough to sustain multiple birds across multiple days. It was the kind of place the colony's foraging routes had grown around the way roots grow around stone - not by design but by repetition, by the accumulated knowledge that this place produced and therefore this place was worth the flight.

What he saw from altitude was the meadow's eastern section, unchanged. The western half, the larger half, the half that bordered the treeline where the elk had always sheltered and where the ground was more broken and therefore more productive - was gone.

Shard came lower. He wanted to be certain.

The trees had been felled some time in the summer. He could see the stumps, pale and flat, some already beginning to gray at the top where weather had worked them. The ground between the stumps had been cleared and turned. What had been the dense, sheltered margin of meadow and forest - the mixed zone where most of the productive hunting took place - was now a field, the furrows visible as long parallel lines of dark earth running east to west. Something had been planted there in autumn and harvested. The rows were empty now. The soil held the chemical sharpness of something applied by the humans to their fields in this last season, a smell Shard had learned to identify as a marker of cultivated rather than wild ground.

He landed on a stump at the field's eastern edge and looked across it.

No elk would graze this. The smell was wrong, the cover was gone, the ground offered nothing that elk sought. No wolf would hunt here - there was nothing to hunt. The carcass sequence that had sustained the colony's autumn feeding for years depended on elk being in this meadow, on predators finding them here, on the kills that resulted becoming available to scavengers over the days that followed. That sequence had not been broken by weather or disease or prey movement. It had been removed.

Shard remained on the stump for several minutes, turning his head slowly, reading what remained. The eastern portion of the meadow held two elk - young, both, not yet fully grown. They grazed with the distracted, unhurried movement of animals that were not under pressure. No predators had moved through recently; the grass showed no disturbance beyond elk tracks. The elk themselves showed no stress signs. They were simply there, in a meadow that was half the size it used to be, and they were not enough.

He noted the stumps. He noted the field dimensions, the direction of the furrows, the distance to the nearest intact treeline. He noted the smell of the soil treatment. He noted the location of the cleared ground relative to the settlement boundary to the south, and he understood that the two were connected - the settlement was not moving toward the meadow, the meadow had become the settlement's edge. The boundary had moved. He had known it was moving. He had not been certain until now how far it had moved.

He lifted from the stump and continued his circuit without calling. There was nothing to call about. There was information, and information had uses, and none of those uses required noise.
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The river bend was forty minutes north and east of the meadow. Shard reached it in the mid-morning, when the light had improved enough to read the gravel bars clearly from the low passes he made before landing.

The bars were quiet. In years past - even two years ago - this time of season would have brought significant corvid activity to the river bend: eagles on the good perches, ravens and magpies on the bars, the water churned amber with the bodies of late-run salmon working upstream to the spawning beds. The salmon were the foundation. Everything else followed from them. The eagles followed the salmon, the bears followed the eagles, and the things that followed bears were numerous and sustained, ravens among them.

The spawning beds were the right substrate, the right depth. The water temperature, running his bill through it at the bar's edge, was correct for the time of season. The beds were empty. No salmon pressed against the current. No eagles occupied the high perches along the bank. The bears had not been through recently - he would have smelled them in the willows.

A pair of magpies worked a small, frozen something near the waterline on the far bar. Shard crossed the river on a low pass and landed upstream of them, letting his presence register without acting on it. The magpies moved downstream, chattering, and Shard walked the gravel of the near bar. He found a piece of frozen fish - old, barely worth considering, but he ate it - and found nothing else in the length of the bar worth reporting.

He stood at the waterline and looked north up the river.

The river ran clear and low. The sky above it was pale and flat and offered exactly what was there and nothing more.

He was there for some time.

Featherfall arrived from the east without calling, landing a few meters upstream and beginning to work the gravel in his careful, precise way - his bill angling to investigate each likely spot before committing weight to it. He found what Shard had found and ate it without comment.

Between them, raven communication moved through calls and posture and the compressed shorthand of birds who had observed together long enough to share reference points without spelling them out. Shard did not need to explain the empty beds or the absent eagles. Featherfall was reading the same ground.

"The eastern sector," Shard said.

Featherfall looked up.

"Half gone. Turned field."

Featherfall went still in the way he did when he was processing - not frozen, just carrying weight without redistributing it. After a moment he returned to the gravel and walked its remaining length. He found nothing further. He lifted and flew back toward the ridge.

Shard followed a few minutes later. He flew south and slightly higher than usual, crossing the ridge at a point that gave him a brief, oblique view of the settlement's northern edge - the cleared ground, the fences, the roads that had not been there two seasons ago. He did not descend toward it. He marked it and continued.
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By midday the colony had reconvened at the roost. Ashbeak had found a young deer, recently dead near the logging road - not a predator kill but a collapse of some kind, disease perhaps or cold, a windfall of the sort that came twice a season and covered a week of lean foraging. The colony moved to it and fed. The mood, if a raven colony could be said to have a mood, was settled and adequate. Ashbeak occupied the primary feeding position and displaced two younger birds with the casual authority of a bird who had been large and aggressive long enough to have stopped noticing it. Grimwing observed from a nearby branch, above the feeding site by preference - he had eaten earlier, or had chosen to demonstrate that he had no need of the windfall to hold his position. Both readings were available and both served him.

Shard ate his fill and returned to the third tier. He watched the colony feed from his branch: the social positions, the displacement patterns, which birds moved willingly and which required a shoulder or a call, where Featherfall fed and how long he was permitted to stay at the carcass before a larger bird moved him on. He watched Ashbeak watch Grimwing. He watched Grimwing watch Ashbeak watch him and then look deliberately away, which was a form of communication as precise as any call.

When he was done watching the feeding, he calculated.

That morning's circuit had covered the primary foraging range: the logging road verge, the elk meadow, the river bend. The fox caches were exhausted. The elk meadow was compromised - reliably productive ground reduced by half, and the half that remained held too few animals to generate the kill frequency the colony depended on. The salmon run had failed entirely, which meant the river bend's contribution to the autumn and early winter food budget was zero, not reduced but absent. The windfall deer below him would feed fifteen birds adequately for two, perhaps three days.

After that: the circuit would need to expand, or the colony would need to find something the circuit had not been covering.

He looked south. The spruce canopy blocked the view from this angle, but he knew what the southern horizon held. He had mapped it carefully over two seasons of cautious observation, piece by piece, never lingering long enough to establish a visible pattern. The settlement was there. It was growing. It was growing north.

The colony fed and called and settled into the afternoon. Ashbeak performed his windfall find for anyone still paying attention. Grimwing was motionless above everything, intact and certain.

Featherfall settled on the branch below Shard's and closed his eyes. His weight was fully on his feet. He was not asleep.

Shard looked south until the light flattened and the cold sharpened and the valley was quiet enough that he could hear the distant sound of machinery at the settlement's edge - a sound that had not been audible from this ridge two years ago, because two years ago the settlement had not been this close.

He filed this, along with everything else, in the careful inventory he carried and added to every day and shared with no one.

The sky was pale and flat and gave nothing away.

Below him, the colony's voices settled one by one into the quiet that meant they were done with the day's business and ready for the night. The windfall deer had been good. The colony was fed. Tomorrow the food sources that had been reduced today would still be reduced, but that was tomorrow, and tonight the colony was fed and the roost was warm enough, and the river bend's absence and the eastern meadow's stumps and the distant machinery were all quiet in the dark.

Shard did not sleep for a long time.
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# Chapter 2 - Thin Pickings

The colony did not assign foraging pairs by decree. The pairs formed the way most raven arrangements formed - by proximity, by habit, by the accumulated small decisions of birds who had flown the same circuits long enough to know who was useful beside them and who was not. Shard had flown with Featherfall for most of the last two seasons. No one had formally noted this, which meant no one had formally challenged it, which was the closest thing to sanction the colony offered.

They left the roost together in the pre-dawn grey, dropping from the ridge in loose formation and heading east along the valley floor before separating their lines slightly - Shard higher and farther right, Featherfall lower and tracking the treeline. Between them they covered more ground than a single bird and generated overlapping observation fields that each could reference against the other's behavior. If Featherfall's flight path shifted, Shard read it. If Shard descended to investigate something, Featherfall read the angle and duration and filed the result without needing to see the ground-level detail himself.

It was not a system they had designed. It was a system they had arrived at by flying together long enough.

The morning was colder than the day before. The frost line had come down overnight and the valley floor showed it in the grass: each blade edged in white, the ground hard enough that small movements below the surface were suppressed. Rodent traffic that might have been readable in softer ground was absent from the evidence. The logging road verge, which Shard had checked yesterday and found thin, was thinner this morning - the cold had driven what was there deeper. He passed over it quickly and continued east.

The elk meadow held the same two animals as the day before, with the addition of a third. None of them were under pressure. They had bedded in the eastern margin of the remaining meadow, in the thin shelter of the treeline, and were rising now in the cold morning with the slow deliberateness of large animals conserving heat. Shard circled once at distance and noted: no wolves in the area for at least two days, judging by the elk's relaxed posture and the undisturbed ground around their bedding sites. The wolves would come eventually. But eventually, in this season, might be three weeks or might be more, and the colony needed the food now.

He turned south.
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Featherfall had ranged farther south along the treeline than Shard's wider arc had taken him, and the two birds converged at the old fence line that marked what had once been the valley's southernmost working boundary and was now simply a line of weathered posts inside the settlement's expanding edge. Featherfall landed on a post and waited. Shard came in beside him.

The settlement was visible from here in a way it was not from the roost. Not the full extent of it - the trees still blocked much of the interior - but the northern edge: the farmyard with its outbuildings, the cleared ground between the farm and the old treeline, the road that now ran straight north where previously there had been nothing but game trail. Shard could see two structures that had not been there last spring. The expansion was not gradual in the way that forest changes were gradual; it moved in the sudden, substantial steps of human construction, each step larger than the last.

"Farther," Featherfall said. The word was not a word - it was a call pattern the two of them had developed to mean something like: it has continued beyond the last measurement.

Shard looked at the cleared ground. He estimated the distance from the old fence line to the nearest new structure: forty meters, perhaps less. Last spring that distance had been twice what it was now. He filed the number.

Below and to the southeast of their fence post position, the farmyard went about its morning business. Shard watched without moving. He had observed this yard before, briefly and from greater height, but the angle now was better and the morning light was adequate. He was cataloguing.

The farmyard contained: one large building whose function appeared to be livestock shelter - he could smell the pigs from here, a dense, layered smell that also carried the secondary information of waste accumulation. Beside the main building, a smaller structure. Behind both, a long open area running east toward the tree margin that showed signs of recent heavy use - churned mud, wheel marks, scattered material. Along the western fence line, three dogs on chains. Heavy dogs, thick-necked, not bred for speed. They covered the near side of the yard well. The far side, the southeastern corner where the waste midden accumulated, was outside their range.

A human emerged from the main building's side door. Shard fixed his attention.

The human was adult, broad through the shoulders, wearing a scarf the color of rust or dried blood - a clear, consistent identifier. He moved with the automatic efficiency of someone performing a routine he had performed many times: crossing the yard to the pig shelter, entering, emerging after a short interval with a bucket that he carried to the waste trough along the shelter's near wall. He upended the bucket, returned inside, came out again. Two more trips of the same sequence. The waste trough filled with something that was, from this distance and with the wind in the right direction, clearly identifiable as food-grade organic material - not pure offal but the mixed composition of a working farm's daily waste. Rich enough. Consistent.

The human with the rust-colored scarf completed his sequence, returned to the main building, and was gone.

Three of the pigs had crowded to the trough. Shard timed the interval from the human's departure to the trough's full accessibility: eleven minutes from the door closing before the yard was clear of human movement. He timed the dogs: they oriented toward the trough, straining at the extent of their chain range, and came close - within eight meters at the nearest point - before the chain stopped them. Eight meters was margin enough, if the approach was from the correct angle.

"No," Featherfall said, which in their shorthand meant something like: not now.

"No," Shard agreed.

This was reconnaissance only. He had not told Featherfall this explicitly; Featherfall had arrived at it independently. They stayed on the fence post for another twenty minutes, watching the yard's rhythms, and then lifted without calling and flew north back toward the ridge.
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They were not halfway back when Ashbeak's contact call came in from the northeast - a sharp, repeating sequence that in colony terms meant: significant find, come to bearing. Shard read the direction and altitude signals embedded in the call pattern, turned northeast, and found the kill site ten minutes later.

It was a deer. Not a windfall like yesterday's - this one was a wolf kill, fresh, the carcass opened at the flank and the initial feeding complete, which meant the wolves had been through and moved on and the carcass was now in the scavenger interval. Ashbeak had found it first and was on it, calling the rest of the colony in with the generosity of a bird who had already taken what he wanted and could afford to share what remained.

The colony came in over the next twenty minutes. Shard landed near the carcass's north end and ate steadily and without competition. The mood of the feeding was good - two carcasses in two days was unusual and welcome, and the colony moved on the deer with the organized efficiency of birds who had fed together long enough to have informal queue arrangements. Even the sub-adults were permitted access without significant harassment.

Grimwing descended from his position in a nearby birch and fed in the center of the carcass for a measured interval - enough to demonstrate both his status and his restraint - and then moved back to his perch. Shard watched him from across the carcass. Grimwing was eating less than he would have two years ago. Not visibly less - not to a bird who was not paying attention - but Shard had been paying attention for two seasons and the difference was there. It might be age. It might be something else.

Featherfall ate his fill quickly and moved to a low branch at the edge of the kill site, watching. This was also his habit: eat fast, yield space to the more aggressive birds, observe from the margin. Shard had seen this behavior dismissed by other colony members as weakness or submission. From what he had observed of Featherfall's actual information yield, it was neither.

When the feeding was over and the colony had dispersed into the post-feed quiet, Shard found a branch near Featherfall's and they sat without calling for a time.

"The trough," Shard said. "Eleven minutes."

Featherfall made a sound that was neither agreement nor disagreement - something more like: received, pending.

"Eight meters from the dogs. Southeast approach."

The same sound.

"Daily," Shard said. "Same sequence."

Featherfall turned his head and looked at Shard directly, which among ravens was a less common gesture than it appeared - direct eye contact carried social weight, and Featherfall was not a bird who spent social weight carelessly. He held it for a moment. Then he looked away.

He was not saying yes. He was not saying no. He was doing what he always did with information that had weight to it: carrying it without moving until he knew where to put it down.
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The afternoon passed on the colony's standard rhythms. The kill site was worked down through the day by various colony members returning for secondary feeding. Two ravens from the sub-adult group spent the afternoon cracking bones for marrow, which the adult birds had not troubled with - the caloric yield was real but required effort the adults had apparently calculated as insufficient at current consumption levels. Shard watched the sub-adults work the bones and noted that their calculation was different from the adults'. Younger birds, lower in the hierarchy, less access to primary feeding: the marrow was worth their time in ways it wasn't worth his. He watched them and understood that the colony's apparent homogeneity of behavior concealed real variation in individual cost-benefit calculations. This was not a new observation, but it sharpened under current conditions.

He spent part of the afternoon in what the colony would have read as idle perching and what was in fact a sustained review of what he had observed that morning. The farmyard. The trough. The dogs and their range limits. The human with the rust-colored scarf and his sequence and timing. The eleven-minute window and the southeast approach angle. The settlement's expansion - the new structures, the cleared ground, the road pushed north.

He set these against what he knew of the colony's current position: the elk meadow compromised, the salmon absent, the fox caches thin. The logging road verge was still producing small returns but was a secondary source at best, and the cold would continue to suppress it as winter progressed.

The pattern was not difficult to see. The colony's historical food base was contracting. The contraction was not temporary - the cleared field did not un-clear itself, the farm's expansion did not reverse. The pressure would increase, not relieve.

The farmyard, by contrast, was a growing resource. A consistent resource. It operated on human rhythms rather than ecological ones, which meant it was not subject to the same variables that governed the colony's current sources. The waste trough refilled daily. It would refill in winter. It would refill in spring. The dogs were a fixed hazard with a known range. The traps - he had not confirmed traps yet, but he would look for them - would be a manageable risk with sufficient observation.

He had not shared this calculation with anyone.

The evening settled cold and clear, which meant the night would be colder still, and the morning after would begin with harder frost and a ground that gave up less. The colony settled into the roost's warmth and called through the diminishing light and went quiet as the dark came fully in.

Shard was quiet too. He had spent the day gathering and had not yet decided what to do with what he had found. The information was his and it would keep, and what he did with it would depend on things he had not yet resolved, including the question of who would listen, and what it would cost them if they did.

He thought about the farmyard. The eleven-minute window. The southeast approach, clean and out of the dogs' range.

He thought about Featherfall's look - received, pending - and the weight it carried.

The colony breathed around him in the dark. Below, a long way below and south, the settlement's lights were faint through the trees, yellow and steady, the only warm thing visible from the ridge on a clear night in late autumn.

Shard watched them for a long time before the cold made watching useless and he tucked his bill and let the night pass.
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# Chapter 3 - The Council of Calls

The colony's governance did not resemble what a human observer would have recognized as a meeting. There was no convening call, no formal opening, no structured
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