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Author’s Note

Hello reader; I’m glad you made it to Book 4 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 detail 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/book4-extras




Supplemental Materials

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

JoaquinBaldwin.com/pages/book4-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! <





















“Such distortion tells me nothing of him, and is only terrifying because so much is unknown of myself.”




— Samuel R. Delany, Dhalgren 





The Story So Far

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

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

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

May the moon light your path,

— Joaquín Baldwin

 

* * * * * *

 








Book 1 - Wolf of Withervale

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 








Book 2 – Masks of the Miscam

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The two ships sail their separate ways.

 

 

 








Book 3 – Relinquished Realms

 

Lago-Sterjall’s party sails out of the Varanus Dome and is chased by Zovarian ships, led by Admiral Grinn. After a battle at sea, during which Alaia kills Kedra (Grinn’s niece), they sail south toward the Kingdom of Bauram. Siffo and his crew hide Fjummomurr in a canyon while Sterjall’s party crosses the Cobalt Desert toward the Azurean Dome.

During an encounter with a pack of spotted wild dogs, Sterjall figures out how to mindspeak with canids. As the party traverses the desert, they encounter ruins buried in the sands. While exploring the ruins, Sterjall and Kulak secretly trade masks, finding their mountain lion and jackal half-forms. Separately, Sunu finds their half-form of a varanus dragon and receives the name of Lummukem.

Lost in the badlands, with no water remaining, they encounter a wanderer named Serdein. They promise him a pharolith lantern if he will lead them out of the desert. Serdein instead knocks them out with poison and locks them in an underground chamber, stealing their bags, their weapons, and their Silvesh. The wayfarers escape, reaching the city of Navar Mat. There they meet with Duchess Hilid Kei, who has captured Serdein but has been unable to make him reveal the location of his stolen treasures. The wayfarers trick the duchess, rescuing Serdein and forcing him to return their belongings. The party is attacked by moa riders, one of whom severs Alaia’s left thumb. They escape into the Azurean Dome, home of the Ji Miscam and the clade of marsupials.

While they recover from their escape, Sterjall paints Aio’s scalp with dots representing the constellations. He finally tells the prince that he loves him, and that he feels guilty and afraid, loving both Aio and Banook in very different ways.

Inside the Azurean Dome, they encounter Mio, a farmer with a strange bump on his head: a trepanation hole, which the Ji Miscam fill with soot to ease communication with other species. They meet Hud Ulésse, the old wombat Quajufröa, and Ëalcor, the thylacine Nu’irg. Ulésse shows them how the Ji use soot to read the connections between the plants in their vast gardens, similar to how the members of the Havengall Congregation read the connections between the threads. Ulésse explains the different levels of awareness and consciousness, and how their tribe decides which kinds of animals or plants to eat.

The Ji agree to open their dome, but Ulésse declines to join the wayfarers, as she is too old for combat. Since there are no marsupials left in the rest of the New World, she instead stays behind with the Ji to focus on reintroducing the clade across the great island of Fel Baubór.

Sailing in the opposite direction, Kitjári and Nalaníri return to the Fjordlands Dome, which is now far along in the process of opening. They find Probo (the suid Nu’irg, a javelina) and recruit him for their mission, beginning their journey east through frozen lands. Along the way, Kitjári asks the ursids they encounter to spread a request for bears to migrate south and east, which will allow Banook to finally travel beyond the mountains.

Past a frozen lake, the trio enters the senstregalv mines of Laaja Khem, abandoned long ago by the disappeared Dorvauros tribe. Inside a crypt, Kitjári finds and takes the legendary quaar bow Dunokh Sull, along with a massive senstregalv glaive. They travel east to the Emen Ruins, the hot springs in which Banook and Sterjall first kissed. Kitjári begins to make a move on Nalaníri, but she falters, and their relationship becomes strained.

They continue south and reunite with Banook, Bear, and Safís. The women join Banook in his cabin and tell him they seek his help to open the domes ransacked by the Red Stag. Kitjári delivers a letter from Lago-Sterjall, and through it Banook finds out about Aio-Kulak. He also learns that Kitjári wants to “suckle on Nalaníri’s twelve teats,” and agrees to secretly find out if Nalaníri would be interested.

While they travel down the path of the Firefalls, Banook sneakily sets Kitjári and Nalaníri up on a date, and the women finally kiss. Once in Brimstowne, they find Ardof, tell the ranger their secrets, and recruit him for help entering the Anglass Dome. Together, the small party infiltrates the temple at Anglass and sets the dome to open. They rescue as many Teldebran Miscam slaves as they can, travel through the canyons of the Fractured Range, then venture inside the Lequa Dome—land of the Jojek Miscam and the clade of musteloids. They find a honey badger named Muri, the Nu’irg ust Krost. During the Day of the Lost, the Nu’irgesh and the enslaved Jojek start a revolt to distract the Negians, while Kitjári and Nalaníri set the dome to open. Kitjári, Nalaníri, Probo, and Muri escape the dome by water, while Banook, Ardof, Bear, and Safís choose to stay behind and fight the remaining Negians.

The Red Stag arrives at the Archstone Dome, the dome of perissodactyls and the Alampaari Miscam. He and his troops, having been decimated while crossing the White Desert, venture into the dome to search for respite, finding ancient giant species roaming the plains inside. They are attacked by the Alampaari, who nearly destroy the Red Stag’s troops with the help of Estriéggo (the woolly rhinoceros Nu’irg) and the enormous behemoths. As they escape, General Gino Baneras kills the Alampaari chief. He is granted control of Almelsilv, finds his half-form of a steppe wild horse, and is named Silv-Thaar Baneras.

While the Red Stag fights his way into the Archstone Dome, his second army, led by Silv-Thaar Valaran and Fjorna Daro’s squad of arbalisters, heads east. Making use of the Negian fleet, Valaran’s legions take control of the Elmaren Queendom, exterminating the pacifistic Khardok Miscam tribe living in the Moonrise Dome. Däo-Varjak (the pinniped Nu’irg, a ribbon seal) jumps off a cliff to prevent herself from being enslaved. All other Nu’irgesh feel Däo-Varjak’s death.

Shea (one of Fjorna’s arbalisters) murders Silv-Thaar Valaran, then is killed in return. Fjorna Daro and Aurélien Knivlar (the squad’s shaman) decide to break away from the Red Stag with their army and ships, for they believe he is obsessed with the Silvesh, and that he no longer has the wellbeing of his people in mind. Now leading the army they brought with them, Fjorna inherits Krostsilv, becoming Silv-Thaar Daro and finding her half-form of an ermine. Aurélien inherits Gwonlesilv, becoming Silv-Thaar Knivlar, a deadly leopard seal. Together they sail their fleet southwest under a new banner and name, calling themselves the Cabal.

Lago-Sterjall’s party leaves the Azurean Dome and, with the help of giant marsupials, defeats a troop of moa riders while hurrying to board Fjummomurr. They sail south toward the Nisos Dome, where the Sehján Miscam live alongside the clade of glires (rodents and lagomorphs). They are intercepted by Admiral Grinn’s fleet, and their vessel is boarded. While being questioned by Grinn, a Lerevi fleet arrives, led by Fleet Admiral Theggo Saurfall. The Lerevi, being worshippers of Noss and their animal spirits, and seeing that the wayfarers are being aided by Ishke’ísuk, agree to help their cause.

After docking on the island of Nisos, the wayfarers and their Lerevi rescuers meet with Princeps Vordeno and other representatives of the Republic of Lerev. The princeps agrees to aid the wayfarers’ journey into the Nisos Dome. The scrollsingers (leaders of the Lavra Faithful) are not happy with letting the Sehján Miscam out of the dome to migrate into their lands.

Theggo and a troop of kudu-mounted dragoons accompany the wayfarers into the Nisos Dome. They find that the Sehján have lost Okrisilv (the mask of glires) to the Oxruk, an underground-dwelling tribe. The Sehján have been living upon floating islands, helped by giant beavers (castoroides), always fearing that the Oxruk might appear from underground to kill them. With the help of the wayfarers, the Sehján try to negotiate with the Oxruk, but mistrust and betrayal result in a war, a hostage situation, and a suicidal rescue mission. Ierun Jessha (the Sehján queen) kills the Oxruk leader and reclaims Okrisilv, but she succumbs to her own wounds. Before dying, she gives the mask to Puuja and Pol, her twin children.

With the help of the Nu’irg ust Okri (a hazel dormouse named Gwit), the twins find their way to the temple of glires. Both Pol and Puuja learn to wield the mask, and together set the Nisos Dome to open.

After a battle to escape the collapsing underground city of the Oxruk, the wayfarers begin their journey out of the Nisos Dome. Sunu-Lummukem is very fond of the orphaned twins, becoming their language and battle instructor.

Once the wayfarers and the Lerevi dragoons exit the dome, they are joined by Lerevi infantry and learn that the scrollsingers have killed Princeps Vordeno and taken over the Republic of Lerev, now calling it the Theocracy of Lerev. Infantry General Seera Ashbend demands that the Silvesh be turned over to the care of the scrollsingers. Surrounded, the wayfarers choose to fight.










PART ONE

Agnargfröa










Chapter One

Day of Renewal





THEY WERE SURROUNDED, outnumbered. Betrayed.


Sterjall clamped his footpaws against Blu’s saddle and held tightly to Kulak’s back. He looked wearily at the Lerevi soldiers encroaching on them: there were over a hundred, and more were arriving with each slamming heartbeat.


Atop Pichi’s saddle, Alaia quickly assembled her quaar blowgun, but Lummukem warned her to tuck the weapon away for the time being. Puuja and Pol held fast to both of them, fear tightening their freckled faces.


“What is happening?” Puuja asked Tsei, who rode with one of the nearby dragoons, but the Sehján warrior seemed as confused as the twins.


Admiral Theggo Saurfall held tight to Tinnomeg’s reins; his giant eland was agitated, but Theggo kept his expression cold and hard as north-facing granite. Princeps Vordeno was dead. The Republic of Lerev was dead. The new Theocracy of Lerev was spreading like a dark fog across Fel Nisos, where Holy Princeps Brovon now ruled with a mandate to uphold the sacred laws of the Lavra Faithful. His voice, his faith, had been given ultimate authority.


“Dragoon Leader!” Infantry General Seera Ashbend called out. “Do as I have ordered. Secure the prisoners and confiscate their masks.”


Rapier in hand, Dragoon Leader Seshéni directed her kudu-mounted soldiers to advance toward the smilodons and their riders, toward Theggo himself. When the dragoons were close enough to strike, they halted.


“Dragoon Leader, stop wasting time!” Seera Ashbend’s copper-and-yellow armor sparkled in the morning light. A valknut had recently been embossed onto her breastplate; the three interlocking triangles were painted in copper, matching the new flags that flew over the city of Normouth.


With a quick command, Seshéni turned her mount around, her dragoons following her lead. The mounted soldiers surrounded the wayfarers, but now did so protectively, their blades facing the Lerevi infantry.


“Insubordination will cost you more than your rank, Dragoon Leader,” Seera warned.


“We were sent with the fleet admiral as witnesses, as protectors,” Seshéni replied. “Our orders came from Cavalry General Garvall Ferwillow. As far as we know, we are still under his command. We do not answer to the infantry. Stand back, General, and let us through.”


“Ferwillow has been relieved of his duties,” Seera said. “For the time being, I command both the cavalry and infantry. So you better start by—”


Both Gwit and Ishke’ísuk jumped down from Pichi’s saddle and shapeshifted in midair, becoming a giant beaver and an enormous saltwater crocodile. The compacted ground shook with the impact of their landing. The infantry line broke; some soldiers retreated, while others fell to their knees in adoration.


“Do not be fooled by their tricks!” the general shouted. “They are mindlocking the spirits just as the Red Stag does to the Spirit of Urg. They are enslavers!” Most of the kneeling soldiers rose again, albeit hesitantly. With a quick gesture, the general ordered all the forces on the front line to unsheathe their weapons.


Lummukem reached back toward Puuja and asked for her mask, then shapeshifted into Sunu, holding the masks of glires and reptilians high in their hands. Olo fluttered right above the two dark shapes while the shaman spoke. “Gwit, the Spirit of Okri, is acting of his own volition, and so is Ishke’ísuk, the Spirit of Kruwen. If you wish to fight us, the spirits themselves you will also fight, as they are our allies.” Returning to their half-form, they added, “Noss themself set us upon this mission, and the spirits will see us through it.”


Theggo brought Tinnomeg closer to Lummukem and added, “If you are so eager to kill our own gods—assuming you do not first die by their teeth and claws—that is your choice, warriors of Lerev. You can believe the spirits you worship, or believe your general, but may your choice be marked in history and forever remembered, whether in songs of valor, or songs of betrayal.”


Some soldiers at the back defected, but most stood on guard, having already been warned by Seera of this possible outcome. They were ready, and they were by far the majority.


“Theggo, Seshéni, this will not go well for you. We are many to your few,” Seera said. “Surrender now, or you will force me to vanquish you. We will spare the spirits and free them from your influence, as they are not guilty of what you’ve done to them.”


Pol began to whimper, holding on to Lummukem’s back. The dragoons held their protective formation and tried to guide the smilodons with them, hoping the wall of soldiers would make way.


The soldiers did not budge.


The first line of infantry charged.


Ishke’ísuk bolted in front of them and swung his tail like a scythe. The soldiers toppled over, some with shattered legs, the rest stunned. The crocodile roared, displaying rows of teeth.


“Do not kill them,” Lummukem voiced for all to hear. “Let them face the shame of their own sins for the rest of their lives.”


The general issued a command, and two more squads attacked from the flanks. Ishke’ísuk bared his sharp teeth in front of one squad, making them stop, while Gwit stood like a furred wall in front of the other group, protecting the dragoons behind him. An officer pushed forward to lead his unit, slicing his rapier toward the giant rodent.


Gwit dodged swiftly, swinging his tail at the officer and hurling him over the assembled army, then rolled like a giant log to crush the rest of the squad. The giants held unyielding as dams while two more waves attacked. But the charges had only been a diversion to keep the Nu’irgesh occupied. Another unit breached through to the center, where the dragoons barely held them at bay, unable to take advantage of their speed in such tight confines. Their kudus felt trapped and began bumping into one another.


“There are too many!” Sterjall cried out. “We can’t hold them back!”


If not for the Lerevi’s hesitation to strike the Nu’irgesh—their very gods—the wayfarers would all have been skewered by now. Mounds of broken Lerevi were piling at the edges of the tight battlefield, but there were hundreds more ready to attack.


“Hold together!” Theggo cried out. “Slowly advance toward the gates!”


The city gates were a mere stone’s throw away down the road. What advantage crossing the threshold would gain them, Theggo did not know, but it seemed preferable over waiting to be disemboweled.


The dragoons and the Nu’irgesh slowly pushed toward the gate, stomping over fallen soldiers. Two of the kudus fell, and their riders were taken down with them.


“Stop this madness, Theggo!” Seera implored him. “Tell your people to surrender! This is pointless bloodshed. Make them stop, now!”


“Keep moving to the gates!” Theggo bellowed in defiance.


As they neared the enormous archway, Theggo’s heart sank; reinforcements flowed through the gates like grains of sand through an hourglass, marking the last heartbeats before their doom.


Another dragoon fell, then another.


Theggo pulled hard on Tinnomeg’s reins, making him rear. An axe-wielding infantrywoman sensed an opportunity and lunged toward the eland’s exposed belly, but Tinnomeg dropped quickly and swung his screw-shaped horns at his attacker. He sank one horn into her jaw but took a hit on the other, which was sliced clean off. Theggo was bathed by sprays of blood from his eland’s severed horn, but he restrained the buckling animal as he deflected yet another soldier’s swing.


The new wave of soldiers positioned itself in front of the gate, blocking it completely. The odds of escape were now entirely extinguished.


“Hold! Stop!” Theggo called. “General Ashbend, we surrender. Hold your units at bay!”


Seera lifted a hand and whistled loudly.


“Once we are captured,” Kulak said to Sterjall, “do not let them take your mask, no matter what they do to me.”


“I won’t let them hurt you,” Sterjall replied, his hope draining.


“Children, do not leave our side,” Lummukem said in Miscamish, holding protectively to Pol, while Alaia held Puuja.


For a brief moment, the battle halted. Then a battlecry echoed from beyond the gates.


The newly arrived soldiers barely had time to turn before they were trampled by the hooves of an armored troop of kudu riders led by Cavalry General Garvall Ferwillow. The kudus sliced a wedge through the infantry while constantly shifting formation, opening a clear path for the wayfarers and their allies to escape.


“Seshéni! Escort them to the ports!” Garvall ordered. “Make haste!”


Seshéni and her remaining dragoons led the smilodons through the protective tunnel of kudu riders. The infantry tried to push in, but Garvall’s troops slammed into them, letting none through.


Ishke’ísuk and Gwit shifted back to their basilisk and dormouse primal forms and rejoined Lummukem, then the smilodons kicked up a cloud of silt and followed Theggo and Seshéni through the cleared path. Instead of engaging further, the cavalry who rescued them retained control of the gate. Once the smilodons were a safe enough distance away, the cavalry feigned an attack, then turned around to follow the giant cats, leaving the infantry in the dust.


The wayfarers and their allies galloped quickly around the rampart that encircled the palace of Normouth. Alarm bells rang throughout the city. Many Lerevi reinforcements took up arms, but with no mounts, they could do little else than loose a few aimless arrows or leap out of the way to avoid being trampled.


Garvall Ferwillow caught up to Theggo, who was struggling to wrap a cloth around Tinnomeg’s severed horn. “We hear your song of truth!” Garvall said, galloping at nearly full speed. “Fleet Admiral, you must hasten to the port. Your flotilla is still loyal to you, although I cannot vouch for the rest of the navy. Once the vines began moving, I alerted them to your imminent return. They will be ready to sail.”


“And the black-sailed ship?” Theggo asked.


“The pig sailors are ready and eager. And hopefully not drunk.”


They exited the city gates and entered mile eighteen of the Esplanade of the Spirits, the one dedicated to the Spirit of Hoombu, or primates. With no pursuers nearby, they slowed their gait to a soft trot.


The smilodons panted. The eland and kudus grunted through strained breaths.


“What in the name of the Old Kings happened here, Garvall?” Theggo asked the general.


“The scrollsingers is what happened. They saw their chance to finally take power. Brovon convinced the people that this mission into the dome would bring the Miscam out to conquer their lands, that they would use the same sinful strategies the Red Stag is using. Many did not listen to his profane words, but most of the faithful followed blindly.”


“What will become of the Republic?”


“The Republic is no more, Admiral, at least for now. But we will be steadfast and hold our ground. We have allies in Welmouth and Aran. Normouth is hopelessly in the control of the Theocracy, and Nisos is still split. You should take your flotilla to the east. Do not wait for the other admirals, as you can’t know which ones will be eager to stab you in the back.”


“What of the Tsing Empire? What is Empress Pian-Thi’s stance?”


“We have not heard from the empress directly, but my heart tells me that the Tsing will support our cause. The scrollsingers’ power grab aims to compete with the might of the Tsing Empire itself—it violates our treaties. They will not condone such acts.”


“Thank you, Garvall, you are an honorable man. I owe you my life, as do we all. But what fate awaits you? Our flotilla cannot carry the entire cavalry with us.”


“We will stay here and fight back against the scrollsingers. We have moved our barracks to Welmouth for the time being.”


They traveled past the stupa of Kruwen, entering the mile dedicated to Trommo.


Sterjall had been listening intently, trying not to interrupt. He jumped in now, saying, “The Sehján will be leaving the dome any day now. There is a large group moving west. Another waits to exit north, close to where we emerged. You should form an alliance with them. If they know we trust you, they will trust you as well.”


“How can we gain the trust of your Miscam friends if you will not be there to speak to them?” General Ferwillow asked. “The scrollsingers will try to exploit the situation and persuade the Miscam to their side. They can spout lies as easily as we can speak truths.”


Sterjall did not have an answer. He signaled to one of the dragoons, who rode in closer with Tsei holding to his back. He tried to explain the crisis to her, but too much had happened, involving complex politics the Sehján had no knowledge of.


Tsei understood enough of the direness of their situation to know she could help. With a determined look toward Pol and Puuja, she said, “I must part with you, Ierun and Khuron, that I must do. I will need to follow their general and find our friends traveling north and west, to warn them of the betrayal, to tell them who they may or may not trust. I must help the word spread.”


“But Tsei!” Puuja said. “We need you!”


“You do not. You have Lummukem. You have Sterjall, Kulak, Alaia, Theggo. You have Gwit, who will always be there for you. And most importantly, you have each other.”


General Ferwillow was glad that Tsei offered her help; he did not believe the Sehján would trust his soldiers otherwise. Although he could not yet properly communicate with Tsei, the general knew of several scholars in Welmouth who spoke the Miscamish tongue and could facilitate communication with the Sehján.


They rode through mile fifteen of the esplanade, dedicated to the Spirit of Okri. The sculptures of glires had been adorned with thousands upon thousands of flowers, flags, fruits, and other colorful offerings. A throng of devout followers was promenading around the stupa, chanting hymns in honor of the spirit.


“Mile fifteen has never been busier,” Theggo observed.


The cavalry general agreed. “Once the people found out the very Spirit of Okri was living on our great island, they came from all over to seek his guidance. We had to block off roads to control the flow.”


Gwit groomed his tail while perched on Pol’s shoulder, uninterested in the tributes or songs of the Lerevi.


They rode by the stupas of Quaju, Almel, and Rilg. Soldiers spotted them, but seeing the powerful kudus and smilodons, they did not try to stop them.


Mindrel, Agnarg, Krost, Nagra, and Momsúndo were followed by Urg, Balast, Urnaadi, and Kroowin. Once they reached the mile of Gwonle, Theggo had the unpleasant job of informing the general about the death of the pinniped spirit, Däo-Varjak.


“I don’t understand. How can you be certain?” General Ferwillow asked.


“The spirits can all sense each other, in their own manner. They felt it as it happened. All of them. The sorrow they expressed was heartbreaking.”


“Noss forgive us all. We had heard that the Moonrise Dome had fallen to the Negians, but had no idea their cruelty could reach such despicable levels. We must stop them, no matter the cost.”


Mile one, dedicated to the cetacean Spirit of Amá’a, came last. Past it sprawled the port city of Nisos. A troop of soldiers blocked the road, wielding shields and pikes. The kudus slowed to a stop. The general waited for his cavalry to take up formation, facing the enemy ahead.


“Fleet Admiral Theggo Saurfall, it has been my honor,” the general said. “We’ll open the way for you. Take it, and flee this cursed island. Sail east, and prove to this wretched theocracy that their hearts have been seduced by evil. We will protect the true patriots, and we will fight with and for the Miscam. For the spirits. For Noss.”


“Your honor will live in canticles that will outlast even the oldest of scrolls,” Theggo replied solemnly. “Let this Day of Renewal be celebrated in history as the day you made your stand—from now until the Endfall takes us all.”


The general ordered his troop to gallop in a wedge, carving a path for the others to hurry through. Between the clashing rapiers and shields, they made their escape. Seshéni and her surviving dragoons followed the small group through the curved streets of Nisos until they reached the port.


A scuffle had broken out at the docks. Siffo and his Puqua crew were holding their ground against a dozen soldiers attempting to seize their ship. Theggo’s flagship, Silverweave, was docked right next to Fjummomurr, and its crew was also trying to prevent the infantry from boarding. The rest of the flotilla waited at sea.


“Cap’n Siffo!” Sterjall bellowed as Blu rode toward the battle. “Board the ship! We need to get out of here!”


Reinforcements were marching toward them. The soldiers in the lead had their rapiers out, while those farther behind were readying their bows.


“Weigh anchor before they arrive!” Theggo yelled to the sailors of his ship, rushing to the pier.


Seshéni and her dragoons broke through the ranks of the Lerevi soldiers attempting to board Fjummomurr, allowing the Puqua sailors to return to their duties. The kudus left the scraps of the battle to the smilodons and continued tearing forward, aiding Silverweave’s crew.


“Sweet time ye took!” Siffo berated the wayfarers as the smilodons climbed the ramp. “Hurry aboard now! All of ye!” He then sang a command, which was answered fervently by his crew.


 

Up ye go hogs pigs and boars.     -Board!

          Light-ho d’kenzir stone.

Haul them foresheets, stow them oars.     -Board!

          Bright-glow as cold as bone.


 


“I will rejoin you at sea!” Theggo hollered, riding Tinnomeg toward his vessel.


The dragoons did a quick loop back toward Fjummomurr. “We will escort Tsei back to safety,” Dragoon Leader Seshéni said. “Go now, guardians of the spirits. Restore balance to our realms. For the land is our cradle, and we are merely seeds upon it.”


Before Sterjall could thank them, Seshéni, Tsei, and the dragoons were gone.










Chapter Two

Twin Secrets





FJUMMOMURR’S BLACK SAILS swelled with the taut Winter winds, pulling the ship away from the incoming barrage of arrows. The Puqua ship followed right behind the excessively numerous sails of Silverweave as both vessels rushed to meet the rest of the flotilla.


“Ne’er been happier t’see yer furry faces!” Siffo bawled, then lifted Sterjall in a powerful embrace, nearly crushing the wolf’s ribs. He rubbed his warthog nose to Sterjall’s, scrunching the wolf’s muzzle back so forcefully that Sterjall looked as if he was snarling.


“Happy to see you too, Cap’n,” Sterjall gasped, refilling his mistreated lungs.


The warthog bounced his eyes between Alaia’s ochre elytra armor and Sterjall’s blues. “Fancy armor ye two are wearing,” he said, then crushed Alaia before going for Kulak and Lummukem, who were tending to Pichi’s wounds.


Pol and Puuja hovered near Lummukem, gawking at the strange ship, at its huge sails and countless lines. Captain Siffo tried to greet the strangers in his customary Puqua way, but the children recoiled from his snout. Pol shied away behind his sister, though he seemed intrigued by Siffo’s pharolith-decorated tusks.


“Why’d ye bring children with ye?” Siffo asked. He then noticed Okrisilv tucked under Puuja’s arm. “Where are them parents?” he asked. “Where is d’Okrifröa? Did them end up aboard Theggo’s ship?”


Lummukem placed a claw on Puuja’s red hair. “Your eyes are staring at the Okrifröa, Captain. This is Puuja, and her twin brother, Pollomekh. But your words they will not understand, for they only speak Miscamish.”


“Her? D’tiny red-capped warbler? What’s d’toddler’s age, six?”


“She is eleven,” Lummukem replied. “And it is a long story.”


“N’did ye find d’Nu’irg ust Okri?”


“He’s also right in front of you,” Sterjall said.


Siffo looked down and noticed the golden-brown dormouse on Pol’s shoulder.


“As small as them children, but d’baby rodent’ll do.” He then addressed the dormouse directly. “Welcome t’Fjummomurr, Lorr Gwit. I hope yer mour behaved than old Probo—that javelina can be a pest.”


Gwit understood none of the words, though he did seem to lightly twitch when Probo’s name was mentioned.


“Can we sit down to rest and talk?” Sterjall pleaded. “In your comfortable quarters, perhaps?”


Siffo grunted affirmatively.


The returned wayfarers were too tired to recount their full story. Though it was bright in the New World, it was past midnight for them. The day had been long, exhausting, and stressful, and it was showing in their slumped shoulders and heavy lids.


After they had recapped the basics of their exploits with Siffo, the captain asked his crew to pull closer to Theggo’s flagship to coordinate the route they would take overnight. The wayfarers made their way to their bunks and collapsed into slumber even before the sun had set.


Lummukem and the twins were the first to rise, before Sunnokh showed his face. The twins were upset about missing their first sunset, so Lummukem had promised they’d show the children a sunrise.


The three of them waited at Fjummomurr’s bow. Pol and Puuja had climbed atop the ship’s precarious narwhal figurehead; Gwit was enjoying the ocean breeze at the tip of the twisting, silver-painted tusk that protruded from the sculpted figure, dangerously close to sliding off the end.


“Narvwald. Is Pol correct?” Pol asked in his basic but quickly improving Common.


“Narwhal,” Lummukem spoke slowly, emphasizing the pronunciation. “You are correct, Pol.”


Lummukem gestured to various sights while saying their names aloud: sky, water, ship, waves, gull, sails, wind. They would try to explain the concept of sunrise once the twins had seen it happen.


Siffo came by, drinking from a steaming mug. “Lerr Lummukem, would ye be kind enough t’finish a-telling me d’full story uf yer journey? We can sit in mine quarters where it’s warmer.”


“After sunrise,” Lummukem said. “The twins need to see the beauty.”


“There’s coffee a-brewing,” the captain taunted.


“After sunrise.”


Siffo snorted and left them alone.


Puuja hopped back onto the deck. “Siffo ugly,” she said, eyeing the captain and getting the Common pronunciation quite right.


Lummukem frowned. “He is not ugly, only different, like we are different. Siffo is a good man. But look, Sunnokh rises.”


“There he is!” Pol cried out. “Making Lakemother glow!”


The twins stared with newly born awe.


Gwit held to the spiraling tusk and watched silently, rebirthing a thousand memories.


 


It was an hour past sunrise when they gathered in the captain’s quarters. The twins were ecstatic after witnessing their first sunrise, but Sterjall, Kulak, and Alaia were still groggy and trying to adjust. Theggo joined them, as did Captain Dedric and Captain Mareesha, who had commanded the flotilla during Theggo’s absence.


After catching the three captains up with their story, they planned for the journey ahead. Captain Siffo consulted a calendar. “D’next time d’beacon uf Ilaadrid shines shell be in two n’a half weeks. We shell have enough time t’make it to d’Taring Peninsula by then, t’pick up d’kitty.”


Kulak’s ears flicked as he squinted at Siffo. “Nelv will be waiting at the headland, my scalp hopes,” he said, “if Kenondok delivered the message in time.”


“And perhaps Crysta will be there too!” Sterjall said. “And maybe we could take her to the Yenwu Dome and see the observatory together, if it’s still there.”


“What is this observatory you speak of?” Theggo asked.


“It’s where Jiu Zezi, an old cosmologist from the Equilibrium Epoch, first saw the comet that would cause the Downfall. Mamóru told us about her, said that the observatory she made her discoveries from might still be there, waiting for us inside the dome.”


“Before Kroowindrolom, to Trommodrolom we must go,” Lummukem said. “The Ashen Dome. Why is it the New World calls it so?”


“Because of the smoking clouds that billow from its top,” Theggo answered. “It should be easy for us to access, either by sea or by land.”


“It is a strange sight to behold,” Captain Dedric, who had been to the Tsing Empire many times before, added. “The Ashen Dome fumes like a volcano, covering its snowcap with streaks of gray. When the clouds clear, one can see the smoke above, like black columns that turn red with the sunset.”


“Let’s hope it’s not burning un d’inside,” Siffo half-joked, then refilled their enamel mugs with more coffee.


“Is there news from the Red Stag?” Kulak asked.


“Yes,” Captain Mareesha answered. “As we had suspected, the Moonrise Dome has been taken, so it seems likely that it was by Negian blades that the Spirit of Gwonle perished. The Elmaren Queendom is under their control, where most of their fleet was stationed.”


“Should we be wary of their fleet coming to meet us?” Sterjall asked.


“Not at all,” she answered. “We will be traveling through the Gulf of Erjilm. The Negian fleet will likely focus on attacking or allying with the Tharma Federation or the Kingdom of Afhora. Perhaps they’ll enter the Alommo Sea and try to take the Scoria Dome from there. If they do come this way, aiming to get to the Ashen Dome, they wouldn’t sail past the Kilkarag Peninsula. They would remain on the east side. Either way, it would take them too long—the old realms are far to the east.”


“The largest portion of the Red Stag’s forces were marching toward the Archstone Dome,” Captain Dedric offered, “but our contacts in the Graalman Horde have gone silent, and we have received no more updates. The other curious bit of news is that the Fogdale Citadel, way up in the Anglass Dome, has fallen.”


“Anglass? Near Brimstowne?” Sterjall asked, earnestly surprised. “Who attacked the citadel?”


“No one did,” Mareesha answered. “It was built around vines, as a means of protection. Apparently, the vines have begun to retreat, and they brought the entire citadel down. Even the walls around the fortress have collapsed.”


“Jiara made it!” Sterjall belted out in joy and relief.


Kulak kicked him under the table. Only then did Sterjall realize he had said too much.


“Jiara Ascura, the old scout commander who once traveled with you?” Theggo said, seemingly unsurprised. “We supposed she was behind this. I’m sorry, Sterjall, I don’t mean to pry. You are free to keep your secrets, as we once discussed. Whatever is going on there, I’m glad it’s working out.”


“Yes, sorry, and I won’t tell you more. Not because I don’t trust you, it’s simply a matter of safety. Their safety.” Sterjall said the words earnestly, but he could not help sharing excited smiles with Alaia and Kulak.


“This is all we know about the east,” Mareesha continued. “Hestfell has been keeping busy during your absence.”


“What is our next destination?” Kulak asked. “Are we sailing to find Nelv?”


“No,” Theggo said. “We still have time before the Ilaadrid Shard shines again. There is a Lerevi outpost in Orhumbelen, only a few days’ voyage from the tip of the Taring Peninsula. My flotilla had to set sail in a hurry, so we’ll need to stop there to resupply and hope the maritime town is allied with us instead of with the Lavra traitors. If there are any more Lerevi flotillas in the area, they’ll likely be smaller than ours, and I’ll try to recruit them for this mission.”


“Do you think they’ll listen to you?” Sterjall asked.


“The Spirits of Kruwen and Okri will be very persuasive in that situation. And if we tell them we are on the way to ally ourselves with the Spirit of Mindrel, there won’t be a single sailor who does not heed our call.”


 


The voyage was dreadfully cold as they sailed toward the port of Orhumbelen. The unforgiving winds of Frostburn hit the ships hard; icicles sprouted from mast, line, and hull alike. The voyagers stayed belowdecks to keep warm, except for Lummukem, who spent their time above board teaching the twins about this new world, challenging them with language and fighting lessons. Both Pol and Puuja were highly skilled for their age when it came to handling the quarterstaffs; they had been well trained since they were four years old, learning that they should always be ready for an Oxruk ambush.


“We have a present for you today,” Lummukem told the twins one morning, before their practice on Fjummomurr’s deck began. “We have asked our Lerevi friends for some help with this, and they have done an exemplary job.” From behind the mainmast they pulled out the twins’ quarterstaffs, which had been capped with steel tips.


The kids lunged toward their upgraded weapons, but the dragon held them out of reach. “Not yet, not yet,” Lummukem said. “First, you must promise us you will be careful with them.”


“Sure, promise,” Puuja said. Pol simply nodded eagerly.


“Good. And now, stay right where you are and watch, for we will show you something else.”


The twins stood still, eyes wide open. Lummukem spun the two quarterstaffs, weaving them through each other in a hypnotic dance. Although they were not bladed, with such speed, with such control, the bludgeoning weapons were most deadly. In a climactic flourish, Lummukem lowered the two poles and let them spin so close to the deck that their iron caps scratched the surface—but the caps were more than just iron, having been fitted with brime cubes at the tips. The aetheric sulphur flashed fiercely, sending up twin streaks of overheated sparks.


“Yes!” both kids yelled.


“What in d’cursed seas uf Urrúnot d’ye think ye are doing?!” Siffo belted out, rushing to stomp out the fiery sparks.


After an awkward apology and a sworn oath to Siffo to never again shoot brime sparks while aboard Fjummomurr, Lummukem at last handed the quarterstaffs to the twins.


“Like Lago’s bracer,” Puuja said, mimicking the posture Lago-Sterjall took before using his Brime Strike.


“Yes,” Lummukem said, “but you must not stand the same way he stands. You follow your training. And you make sure to never strike the caps of your quarterstaffs while on this ship, unless you want Captain Siffo to feed us to the sharks. He vowed he would, and we believe him.”


The kids promised, then continued with their training. Puuja was exceptionally versatile when wearing the mask, able to anticipate most of Lummukem’s moves. She was stronger than Pol, but the boy was more limber. Although Pol normally kept a contorted and uncomfortable posture, his back straightened out during battle. Yet, despite his dedication, Pol began to lag behind, not only in the fighting lessons but also in the language ones.


The three of them were deep in the hold of the Puqua ship, covering themselves with wool blankets. The crate-filled space felt cold as pink moonlight. Lummukem spoke in Miscamish so that their complex thoughts would not be lost to the children. They were teaching the siblings how to focus to achieve their half-forms. It was, unfortunately, a very subjective process, and one that even Lummukem themself did not entirely understand, but they were able to guide the children’s minds in the right direction.


“There is one ability the Silvesh grants us that we still have not had a chance to use,” Lummukem said to the twins.


“You mean opening the dome like Pol did?” Puuja asked.


“We did it together, in a way,” Pol quietly said, hiding his expression behind the mask of glires. Only when they could get privacy aboard Fjummomurr—which was not very often—did he dare to wear Okrisilv.


“Well, two abilities,” Lummukem corrected themself. “Opening a dome is one we have not had a chance to perform, as we were not as fast to reach the temple in Kissumar as you two scurrying mice. The other ability, the one we were referring to, is another way of shapeshifting—one that is dangerous to attempt in some situations.”


Lummukem explained to the twins that Noss had taught the mask-wearers how to take their feral forms. He told them of the time they joined Kulak, Sterjall, Kitjári, and Nalaníri in a stupa in the Varanus Dome, and how the other four had turned into their full, feral selves.


“Why is it dangerous?” Pol asked. When they were alone, Pol was nearly as talkative with Lummukem as he was with Puuja. He still held his posture tight as a ship’s rope and avoided eye contact, but at least he spoke more often.


“It is a dangerous form because some who undertake the change are unable to return from it. However, Noss also taught us the secret to prevent this outcome, so that our human minds remain in control and we do not slip entirely into our feral selves.”


“What is the secret?” Puuja asked.


“The key is to seek the presence of people you trust, of those you love. Retaining awareness and remembering your loved ones helps one not to lose themself.”


“And you saw the others become full animals?” Puuja asked.


“Yes. You should have seen Khuron Kulak as a caracal. He looked like a toy next to Sterjall, the black-faced timber wolf.”


“We want to see the small cat!” Pol said.


“Perhaps they will show you someday. Only Jiara-Kitjári had a bit of trouble returning from her form, but she controlled it in the end, as we were all there to support her. They all experienced their feral forms, but we did not.”


“Why? Why did you not do it?” Puuja asked.


“Because we were only Sunu then, not yet Lummukem. We did not yet know we were a varanus dragon.”


“You should try it now!” Pol yelled excitedly. “We want to see a real varanus dragon!”


“We are a real varanus dragon.”


“Yes, but we mean a real one. Down on four legs, like Ishke’ísuk.” The boy lowered his body over bent arms and hissed at the crates around them.


“It is something we fear, as we are never certain of our own skills, especially of one we have never attempted before.”


“How are you going to learn if you never try?” Puuja inquired.


“We are here with you,” Pol added. “You said the people who love you can help you.”


Lummukem smiled.


“And then you can teach us how to do it,” the boy added.


Lummukem shook their scaled head. “We do not think we can teach you. It was Noss who placed the memories in our heads.”


“We’ll learn, somehow,” Puuja said. “But for now, will you show us?”


“Please?” they pleaded together.


Lummukem considered, knowing they’d gotten themself into this situation in the first place, and feeling the kids were too eager. And they had to admit to themself that they too were eager but had never mustered the courage or the motivation to attempt the final transformation.


“Fine,” they said, and the children squealed with excitement. “But remember to stay with us and to talk to us, so that we may find our way back. We will listen to your sweet voices and let them guide us.”


Lummukem withdrew toward the hold’s staircase to make sure the hatch was still closed, then returned to where the three of them had been hiding behind the crates. They dropped their wool blanket and accepted the sting of the cold. Next they removed their necklaces, their long-sleeved shodog, and their belt. As they dropped their tailcoat kilt, the nearly invisible slit upon their crotch was revealed.


The only light to see by came from a swaying pharolith that could use a fresh knapping. Lummukem closed their eyes and focused. They did not ask for the change: they welcomed it, letting the essence of the varanus dragon become them, giving in to Kruwensilv’s impulses.


While they were still standing on two feet, their torso grew, their limbs shortened, their neck elongated. Soon enough, they were unable to hold their stance and fell to the floorboards, continuing to grow until they were a scaled beast twenty feet in length, barely fitting in the confined spaces between the crates.


The dragon studied the surrounding tightness, slithering through the labyrinth of crates, tasting the air with their bifurcated tongue. Though they could see the threads no longer, they could feel their presence tingling their scales like a discharge of static electricity. They wobbled forward, dragging their belly on the floorboards, and found themself surprised at how natural that felt. Their limbs at first seemed too short to be useful, but they were powerful and deadly, although not nearly as deadly as their long, whip-like tail.


“—tand us?”


They heard a noise nearby. They turned by curling their long body into a horseshoe shape, looking back.


“Can you understand us?” Puuja said.


The twins. They knew the twins. How could they forget? The dragon tried to say yes, but only a spattering hiss came out.


“Nod if you can understand us,” Pol said, fearful of having attempted something too risky and it having gone wrong. He cowered behind his sister.


The varanus dragon nodded clumsily. They felt sure of themself now; they understood they were many, and this was just one of the many forms they took. They approached the siblings and lovingly rubbed their scaled head against them; the purple patterns the twins had splattered over their scalp were still noticeable even in their feral form.


The dragon hissed, expressing their affection through wet pink gums. The children did not understand, but they did not seem afraid.


“You are bigger than we thought you’d be,” Puuja said.


Lummukem grunted, trying to comprehend the enormity of their body.


“Are you feeling well? Is it scary?” Pol asked.


Lummukem did not know how to reply, so they simply blinked and swished their tail.


“Maybe it’s time to turn back,” Puuja suggested. “Maybe you aren’t scared, but we are getting a bit scared. We don’t want you to get stuck in there, that we do not.”


The dragon blinked once more, then ambled to the spot where they’d dropped their clothes, and under the cold pharolith light began to shapeshift back. Their torso and neck shrunk, while their limbs stretched out. The form held for a bit in the smoke-like state, somewhere between a half-form and a feral form. Lummukem felt the pull of the mask, the eagerness to fall back into the feral form, and had to fight against it. They took a deep breath and shapeshifted all the way to their human shape in such a quick burst that Kruwensilv fell off their face.


Sunu kneeled on the ground, breathing harshly.


“Are you alright?” Pol asked, afraid to approach.


Sunu saw the fear in the boy’s eyes and rearranged their expression into a smile. “We are fine. We apologize if we scared you.” As they stood up, Sunu covered their slitted penis, trying to avoid further confusing or scaring the twins. But the twins glimpsed it.


“Are you boy and girl down there too?” Pol asked.


“Yes, we are,” Sunu answered, a bit flustered. “We share two bodies in one.”


“You don’t need to cover yourself up,” Puuja said. “You are just like us. Like both of us at the same time.”


“But it is cold,” Pol added. “Maybe they should cover up.”


Sunu extended a warm smile and reached for their clothes, for it was truly cold in the cargo hold. “Let us go now, children,” they said. “This was an exciting night for Sunu-Lummukem, but it has left us tired. We thank you for your help, and we hope that someday you will learn to do what we just showed you.” 








Chapter Three

The Ancient Lighthouse



“THIS BETTER BE the night,” Crysta complained to Hefra as they followed Nelv over the remote headlands of the Taring Peninsula. “I’m too anxious. We can’t keep doing this twice every month.”


“Twice every month?” Hefra grumbled. “It hasn’t yet been two months since we started this!”


“Sure, but waiting all night nearly killed me last time! Just to sit there for so many hours, and for nothing, not a ship on the horizon. I can’t rest from all the anxiety. And this… cat… gives me the goose pimples. I think at any moment she could claw our heads off.”


“Not in that form she won’t. She’s like a baby jaguar.”


Nelv strolled ahead in her clouded leopard primal form, neither understanding nor caring to understand the words of the mildly annoying women. Her sharp shoulder blades swung up and down. Her pace was steady, determined.


“And she’s taking her sweet time today!” Crysta protested. “We’re already late. The Daystar has been shining since noon!”


“Love, you need to relax. Kenondok said we were supposed to meet them there at night, not at just any moment the shard shines. We still got a few more hours till sunset.”


“And it’s already cold as the nethervoids,” Crysta whined, tightening her fur-lined hood. “The sea breeze will be the death of us.” 


Crysta and Hefra had been camping near the southeastern end of the peninsula for the past six weeks. They had followed
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