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 A Note on Artwork

This is an illustrated book. Some of these
illustrations are rich watercolors. They look good on a black and
white screen, but they look stunning in color. To enjoy this book
fully, I urge you to open the document at least once in one of the
numerous free eReaders or apps that have been created for
computers, phones, and tablets.
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Now we come to the nadir,

the twilight of the tale,

where even music stutters,

and all words fail.

—Thessalyn Holovar, ballad

Chapter 1. A Leon

 Gerard woke in a
dark place. His head was throbbing. He was naked. He knew something
bad had happened, but he couldn’t remember what. He tried not to
remember.

He heard voices muttering nearby. “Never get
that one past inspection.”

“He’s got the tattoo. That means it’s
alright.”

“It means it’s legal. It doesn’t mean it’s
alright.”

“Some harbor masters—”

“He’s too good to waste in a galley. Look at
those legs. He’d run like a zed.”

“No airships until spring, though.”

“Mill, perhaps?”

Gerard slept again. He dreamed of wind
chimes. The noise they made was like weeping.

He woke with someone shaking him. “You’ve got
to eat, Black Boots.”

He saw light—a tiny candle. It blinded him.
Someone shoved a cup into his hands. Stew. He started to put it
down, but something slapped him in the back of the head—not hard,
but it hurt. He had a bruise back there. Spider bite? No,
that was longer ago. This happened more recently when…when… A
horrible thing. Don’t remember.

“Eat.”

Gerard drank the stew. It tasted like ashes
and tears. He lay down again.

Gerard dreamed that something was searching
for him, something terrible, and it hurt his head and made the
muscles in his eyes twitch. But he dreamed that the thing wandered
around in his head and could not find him, that he’d changed beyond
all recognition, that it looked him in the face and did not know
him, and so it withdrew, disappointed, still searching.

The shelt with the stew came several times.
Occasionally Gerard heard voices. He didn’t try to make sense of
them or connect the things they said.

“He may look like a racer, but I think you
got a bad deal. He’s sick. Didn’t they have an outbreak of jungle
plague in Maijha?”

“Yes, but it only killed fauns.”

“Whatever. Something’s wrong with him.”

“Well, wouldn’t something be wrong with
you if you woke up in a cage with a leon tattoo?”

Laughter.

“No one will believe it. He’s just too
big.”

“I’m telling you, that’s the chief
inspector’s tattoo, and the papers are legitimate. Whoever his
enemies are, they have connections. You can sell him anywhere.”

“It would be easier if he didn’t look so
healthy.”

“We can fix that.”

Sometime later, Gerard woke with half a dozen
shelts holding him down. “Easy, Sad Eyes. Hold still.”

“What are you—?” began Gerard, and then
someone slapped him across the face.

“None of that.”

Someone was cutting his hair. He could hear
the click of shears. He forced his eyes open in the candle light.
He realized his face was swollen. Someone had beaten him. Several
grishnards were at work on his legs, shaving patches of hair.
Gerard stared at them, then suddenly kicked with his claws. They
leapt back, unable to hold him down. One shelt was gripping his arm
where Gerard had scratched him. Blood began to ooze between his
fingers.

“Well, that won’t work.”

They tied him. They hardly ever spoke to him,
not directly. Gerard didn’t care what they did, but he didn’t like
sharp pain. It woke him too much, brought the world into focus. He
wanted to sleep, just sleep.

They shaved his head, nicking him frequently.
They shaved his legs and flanks in random patches, so that he
looked mangy. Then they cut his claws. They cut deep, to the quick,
and wrapped his paws in rags soaked in alcohol. It hurt terribly.
They let him scream, but whenever he tried to talk, they hit
him.

“None of that, Boots. You’re a leon now, and
we don’t want any of your mouth. Keep it shut unless you want us to
cut out your tongue.”

My name is Gerard, he thought with the
first flare of anger in…what? Days? Months?

Wind chimes. Don’t remember.

They left him trembling with pain in the
corner of his cage, his bloody paws drawn up beneath him. He slept
and woke and drank the tasteless stew and slept.

Sometime later, a grishnard came, wearing
plain, sturdy clothes. He looked at Gerard, poked him, opened his
mouth, and then took him away on the end of a chain. They tied his
hands and put a hobble on his feet. They didn’t give him any
clothes. The clink of the chain reminded Gerard of something.
Bells? No. Chimes.

He staggered in the doorway of the building.
It was night, but the cool evening air smelled of the sea, reminded
him of a foggy dawn, a twisted harp. Gerard retched, choking on
bile and tears. Thess.

The strange grishnard pulled at his chain.
The one who’d been feeding him talked rapidly. “He’s a bit
temperamental, just takes an occasional touch of the whip, but he’s
strong. Look at him, very strong.”

“And very big,” said the new grishnard
sarcastically. “Huge, in fact, for a leon.”

“Yes, amazing, isn’t it?” chattered his
previous owner. “Would you like to look at his papers again? You’re
getting an amazing bargain.”

“You’re lucky to even sell him,” growled the
merchant. “Give him a smack for me. I want him out of the street
and into my cart.”

They loaded him into some sort of box on the
back of a cart. Gerard watched the lights of the buildings pass and
wondered which island he was on. He didn’t really care. He just
wondered. They rode for a long time, and Gerard fell asleep. When
they brought him out of the box, Gerard found he was in the high
mountains beside a river. A mill sat on the river, and he was to
turn a windlass that operated part of its machinery.

I must be on Haplag. The large,
fertile island produced much of Wefrivain’s grain.

They unchained another shelt before chaining
Gerard to the windlass. The previous slave was some sort of faun.
Gerard couldn’t tell what kind because he was nearly hairless or
featherless from parasites and poor nutrition. He’d also been
blinded. The ruined sockets of his eyes turned toward the noise of
Gerard’s entrance. His head jerked around like a beast, sniffing.
He never tried to speak as they unchained him and led him away.
Gerard never saw him again, but the stew they fed him for the next
yellow month had tough, ropy bits of meat that Gerard had to chew
and chew.

He turned the windlass. He walked when they
said walk, and he stopped when they said stop. He supposed he saw
the same shelts come and go each day in the mill, but he did not
try to memorize their faces, couldn’t have picked them out in a
crowd. He tried to speak once to tell them that sand had fallen
into the mill with the grain. They beat him. He stopped speaking to
them.

His claws grew again. He understood now why
the slavers hadn’t truly declawed him—hadn’t cut off his toes at
the first joint as he’d seen done to some house slaves. He needed
his claws for traction on the stone floor. His hair and fur grew,
but not as thick or glossy as before. He finally saw the tattoo on
his right shoulder—the mark of a leon, a lion shelt, inspected and
declared to be non-grishnard and suitable for slave labor.

At night they lengthened the chains on his
wrists, which ran through eyelets in the beam he pushed. The chains
could be made long enough for him to lie down. He received one
blanket. He was often cold. It was wintertime, and the mill was
high in the mountains. The windlass stood in an open-sided
structure, and sometimes snow covered the ground a few paces from
where he lay.

At first, he slept well in spite of this. All
he wanted to do was sleep. He slept even in the daytime, dozing on
his feet whenever they didn’t need him. But as one red month
drifted into the next, sleep became more difficult. He had terrible
dreams. Sometimes he woke screaming, sometimes sobbing. He saw
Thessalyn everywhere. Once he thought he saw her at the mill. It
was just a female grishnard come to pick up flour, but for a
moment, the back of her head reminded him of Thess.

Sometimes his dreams were cruelly sweet. He
dreamed she’d come to get him, that she appeared one day and
purchased him from the miller, and they ran away to live in the
mountains. He even dreamed of Silveo, dreamed he came to the mill,
that Gerard had been sold without his knowledge and he’d been
looking for months, that Thess was alive and they all ran away to
the Lawless Lands. He dreamed that Alsair came to rescue him, that
Gwain came, that Leopaard came.

But no one came.

The cold days slipped away, and Gerard grew
thinner. The ration they gave him might have been just enough to
sustain a shelt the size of a faun or even a leon, but it was not
enough for a grishnard, certainly not one of Gerard’s size. He sat
awake at night, shivering and hungry, tormented by fleas, and
thought.

Why did you do this, Silveo? Did Morchella
make you? Was it Arundel’s idea? Did killing me seem too much like
an act of mercy? Did you have to prove you were right—show me once
and for all that you’re not a nice person? Was it not enough for me
to have my heart ripped out in that room? Did you need to give me
time to think about it, lots of time to think and hurt? Did you
need to know I died in chains, exhausted and lonely?

Gerard wondered what his father had said when
he heard the news. Did you think that Thess and I got what we
deserved? Did you shed any tears for us?

He wondered if Thessalyn had been right about
her pregnancy. Did I lose another child as well as my soul mate?
Did the wyverns take that, too?

Gerard was tormented by what-ifs and
might-have-beens. Where did I go irrevocably wrong? When did
this become inevitable?

He thought sometimes that he had done a
horrible thing by ever loving Thessalyn. If I had kept my hands
off her, she might be on Holovarus right now, my unofficial mother,
birthing my bastard siblings. She would be alive, and so would her
children, and Alsair and I would be in our rightful places.

What if I’d obeyed when Silveo told me not
to come to Maijha Minor? If I’d never read that book, would
Thessalyn and I have escaped in the spring with a new baby?

What if I hadn’t saved Gwain? What if I’d
tied him up and taken him back to Lecklock for Morchella’s dragons?
Would that have saved Thess?

He even wondered what would have happened if
Leopaard hadn’t fallen in love with a fauness from Maijha Minor. If
Gwain had never been born, might Thessalyn be harping, even now, in
one of the wealthiest courts in Wefrivain, a lovely and dignified
queen?

What if Silveo had succeeded in killing
Leopaard all those years ago? Then Gwain might not have had the
resources to create the Guild of the Cowry Catchers. Gerard might
never have saved his life, never made Morchella angry.

What if I’d tried to kill Morchella in her
temple that night? What if I’d drawn my sword and struck? Could I
have succeeded? Even if the wyvern came out of the pool…Silveo said
they can be killed. Did I doom us all with my cowardice?

Sometimes he hated Silveo. I should have
let him wash overboard during that storm before Holovarus. He
stabbed me for saving him. That should have been a sign. Stupid,
stupid, Gerard. I should have killed him when I found him poisoned
on Mance. That was the last time he told me clearly what he was
going to do, and I didn’t listen! Alsair was right! I shouldn’t
have thrown him off the Watersprite when it was full of
spiders. Why did I do that for someone who kept threatening to kill
me?

Other times, Gerard missed Silveo. He
couldn’t help it. He missed his jokes, missed his smile, missed the
complexity and challenge he’d brought into Gerard’s life. You
said it would kill you when you had to kill me. Did it?

He missed Alsair, missed his warmth and his
chatter and the wind of their speed as they flew. He missed feeling
like a boy again—that peculiar way Alsair made him feel, the
parental way he’d always looked after Gerard. Morchella looked
through his eyes at the end, and it destroyed us, but that wasn’t
his fault. He didn’t want it. He didn’t know.

When he was honest with himself, Gerard felt
certain Alsair was dead. They probably shot you in the courtyard
as soon as they had me down. Or maybe you came crashing through the
window, tried to save me, and died on somebody’s sword. That would
have been like you.

More than anything, he missed Thessalyn. He
missed her smile, her music that had always soothed and quieted his
guilt and fears. He missed her council, her body, her love. He felt
as though a warm place in his soul had been cut out and filled with
vinegar and ice water.

He grew desperate to speak, to hear his own
voice. He would talk, sometimes, to the wild animals that came to
the river to drink at night, and when there were no animals, he
began to talk to the moons.

I’m going insane.

He thought of the blind faun who’d turned the
windlass before him. What would it be like to be trapped inside
your own head that way? Did I live all my life on the blood and
tears of shelts like that? Did I eat food made by them, made of
them? Sleep in buildings they constructed, serve on ships they
rowed? Gerard had always considered himself a merciful person,
aware of suffering, correcting it where he could. Now he realized
he’d been quite oblivious.

He was intensely, achingly lonely. He
wondered what Thessalyn would have done—and then he knew. He
stopped talking to the moons and started talking to the Firebird.
He told him about his grief and anger and sorrow, and when he was
done with that, he told him stories about Thess and Silveo and
Alsair, and even Jaleel and his father.

That helped. He wasn’t sure it meant
anything, wasn’t sure he believed in the Firebird the way Thessalyn
had, but it helped. He sang sometimes, too. Gerard’s voice was too
low for good solo singing, and he didn’t have the training, but he
sang anyway at night in the moonlight, every song he could remember
that Thessalyn had sung. He was particularly distressed when he
couldn’t remember the words to some of her songs. He badly wanted
to remember the one she’d sung with the pegasus on the way to
Lecklock. He could recall some of the tune, but the words had been
High Grishnard, ancient and unused, and he’d not understood most of
them to begin with.

The days began to lengthen and the nights got
a little warmer. The spring rains came. Gerard heard his owners
commenting that the rains were particularly heavy this year. Then,
one night, the river flooded.


 Chapter 2. The
Flood

The river exploded down the mountain in a
roiling wall of snowmelt and debris, crashed over its banks, and
swept through the mill. Gerard barely woke in time to leap up onto
his beam, but that was as far as his chains would allow. He stood
on the beam and pressed himself against the lee of the windlass.
The icy torrent rose rapidly to his chest. A branch caught him in
the ribs and nearly swept him from his perch. Something metal from
the mill sliced into his leg.

He could hear the cries of the miller and his
family, who lived in the upper story of the building. Soon he saw
them racing down the stairs, grabbing equipment that had not yet
washed away, trying to salvage some of the grain.

Gerard shouted for help. He didn’t care if
they beat him, so long as they didn’t leave him in the cold, dark
water. He saw the miller hesitate, lantern in hand. Gerard could
see the fear and disgust in his eyes. You’re going to leave
me, Gerard thought numbly, because you’re afraid of me.
You’ve been cruel to me, and you hate me because you’ve been cruel.
You know I could kill you. You’ll never let me off this
chain.

He had a sudden clear memory of that morning
after the storm on the way to Holovarus. “We couldn’t keep up
with the leak,” Silveo had said, “and all the rowers
drowned.”

I was sad and disgusted, Gerard
thought, for about a count of ten, and then I forgot about
them. He had some idea of how they must have felt as the water
rose around him. Snow was floating in it, bitterly cold. It rose to
his chin and hovered there. Gerard was jerked off his feet twice as
something caught his chain, and both times he was sure he would
never get back to the surface. The chain dragged him down, and the
cold water shocked the air from his lungs. The current wrenched him
back and forth like a weight at the end of a fishing line. His
wrists were on fire. He couldn’t feel his fingers or toes or tail.
Every time cold water began to feel disturbingly comfortable, a
wave of warmth from some mountain hot spring would churn around
him, bring the pins and needles into his hands and feet.

Half my life I’ve spent at sea, and I’m
going to drown in a mill!

Silveo would think this is funny,
reflected Gerard as he regained his perch for the second time.
Not in a mean way; he would just appreciate the irony.

Even regaining the beam offered little
comfort. The mill groaned around him, shifted on its foundations.
He wondered whether the whole building might come down on his head,
miller’s family and all.

He stood in the freezing flood all night,
teeth chattering uncontrollably, and at some point, he realized he
was fighting to survive. If I want to die, all I have to do is
take a step. He did not want to. He wanted to live.

Morning found the water at chest level and
not so icy. The sun came out. The current no longer seemed to be
carrying quite as many tree branches, but he remained pressed
against the lee of the windlass. Gerard could feel exhaustion like
a hand on his shoulders, pushing him down. He caught himself
slumping, unable to feel his feet or even his legs. Several times
he dozed, and his face slipped below the surface. Then he would
rise, sputtering and panicking, desperately resolving to stay
awake. The water didn’t feel cold anymore. It felt warm. He wanted
to dip his head and shoulders, get them warm, too.

“Look up, Gerard.”

Gerard looked up. No one had spoken directly
to him in so long. He blinked. There was a griffin sitting in the
rafters of the mill—not a very big griffin, maybe half grown. Its
feathers were the most beautiful color he’d ever seen—like beaten
gold, and so smooth the creature could have been made of metal. It
seemed faintly luminous amid the rafters.

“Where did you come from?” asked Gerard.

The griffin shook its feathers. “From far
away, although I used to live here. You’ve been calling me.”

I’m hallucinating, thought Gerard, but
it was more pleasant than thoughts of drowning. “I don’t think I
have,” he said. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Phoenix,” said the griffin.

“Can you get me out of the water,
Phoenix?”

The griffin didn’t answer him. Gerard hadn’t
entirely expected it to. Instead, the creature dropped down gently
on its golden wings, and Gerard was sure then that he was dreaming,
because the griffin seemed to melt into him. He felt warm
all over, as though he had a flame in his chest. He could feel his
fingers and toes again, his tail, everything. And he remembered the
words to Thessalyn’s song about the pegasus. He sang them quietly
to himself until evening, when the water finally receded.
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*  *  *  *

Much later, Gerard was vaguely aware of
someone nudging him with a boot. Gerard lay crumpled against the
windlass in the ankle-deep water. The miller gave a startled hiss
as he moved. “Wyverns in waterspouts! It’s alive!”

It’s alive, agreed Gerard in his head.
I’m alive. I’m alive. I’m alive.

But he wasn’t well. The miller’s wife tended
him and seemed surprised that he didn’t have frostbite. However, he
was bruised all over. One of his wrists felt broken, and he had a
gaping wound in his flank where some sharp bit of debris had cut
him. By dawn of the next day, he was feverish. He lay in the
blankets they’d given him and shivered while grishnards worked to
clean up the mill.

He was no better the next day, drifting in
and out of consciousness. He saw Thessalyn walking around the
millhouse, and he was hurt that she wouldn’t speak to him—not even
she, now that he was a slave. He saw Silveo, wearing his white
selkie leather hat and bright blue wool. He tried to speak to
Gerard, but no words came out, only the sound of wind chimes.
Gerard’s dreams grew nightmarish. He could no longer distinguish
what was real. He felt dreadfully cold all the time, although he
heard voices murmuring that he was burning with fever.

In one of his more lucid moments, he thought,
They’ll give me to the pots now, because I can’t turn the
windlass. I’ll be the first month’s meal for the next slave.
And then he dreamed for a long time, and when he woke, it was dark
and he could smell the sea.


 Chapter 3. Dakar

Gerard woke to the familiar motion of a ship.
He was lying in a hammock. He could hear voices.

“—if you can make something of this one. He
wasn’t expensive, so not much wasted in any case. If he’s a leon,
then I’m a hydra, but it keeps down the price, eh? He’s got
wonderful arms for rowing.”

Gerard saw a shadow bending over him. In the
dim light of the swinging lantern, he made out a girl’s face. That
surprised him—light brown skin, dark eyes, black hair, probably in
her twenties. She looked at him minutely. “You’re Gerard Holovar.”
Her voice was utterly emotionless.

Gerard felt a moment of panic. He’d grown
almost comfortable in his anonymity. Was this some shelt he’d
wronged? Some relative of one of those grishnard prisoners he’d
killed so long ago on the Foam? A friend of Resistance
workers? A friend of one of those countless fauns who’d died on
Maijha Minor (and, for all Gerard knew, all over Wefrivain)? Was
she even a grishnard? He couldn’t tell from where he lay. Her skin
was the right color, but gazumelle

had skin that shade, too.

The girl watched him. Her face was difficult
to read. Curious, maybe? She didn’t look angry or excited. Gerard
started to relax. He risked words. “Where am I?”

“The Mantis,” she said at once. “We’re
an escort for merchant ships.”

Gerard thought about that. It felt amazing to
speak and be spoken to and not

hit.

“You’re very sick,” said the girl.

As if to illustrate this, Gerard began to
cough—a thick, bubbly sound. “Who

are you?” he managed between hacking.

“Ship’s healer,” said the girl.

Gerard stared at her.

“I’m new,” she added, as though that
explained things.

“I’ve never met a female ship’s healer.” He
tried to sound friendly, although his voice felt like an unfamiliar
instrument. He didn’t want to insult her. At this moment he would
say or do almost anything to retain her goodwill.

She nodded. “I don’t think they would have
hired me, except they were all too sick to argue, and then I got
them well.”

Gerard thought about Basil’s story of how
he’d met Silveo. “Was the ship in

quarantine?”

She nodded. “In Merdent.”

“You must be a good healer.” Gerard felt like
he was babbling, but he couldn’t stop. He coughed again, nearly
gagged.

“Rest,” she said.

“What’s your name?” asked Gerard.

She hesitated. “Dark Heart.”

Gerard was taken aback. “That’s what your
mother called you?”

She looked at him, her face a perfect blank,
and didn’t answer. Gerard felt himself bristle, but her eyes
weren’t especially dilated, and the pupils weren’t ragged. Finally,
she said, “The sailors didn’t like that name.”

I should think not. A female aboard who
calls herself Dark Heart.

“They shortened it to Dakar,” she
continued.

“I like that better,” said Gerard. He could
have kicked himself. Idiot. Stop blabbering as though you
were at a court dinner. You’re a galley slave. Why should she care
what you like?

But she didn’t seem annoyed. “It’s a good
name, then?”

“It’s a name,” said Gerard, wondering where
in Wefrivain she could have come from. “It won’t frighten the
sailors, at least. Did you grow up in the crescent, Dakar?”

She thought for a moment and nodded.

Something else occurred to him. She looked
like a young adult, and yet... “Dakar,

how old are you?”

She just looked at him—that perfectly blank
expression. Then she walked away.

Gerard slept for most of the next few days.
He was exhausted from his ordeal, but he had an idea that Dakar
(who turned out to be a grishnard) was dosing him with sleeping
drugs. The room he occupied contained a dozen hammocks and places
to hang several more. It included her little dispensary, and Gerard
was pretty sure she slept somewhere in the back. He had no sense of
day or night, because the infirmary was below decks and windowless.
Gerard was dimly aware of other shelts coming and going, sometimes
occupying the hammocks for brief periods.

As time passed, he slept less, and Dakar gave
him less medicine. She fed him well and eventually let him get up
and walk around the room. He was wobbly, but improving. She rarely
initiated conversation, but she never scolded or hit him for doing
so. Sometimes she even responded.

Gerard wondered whether she was a prostitute.
He could not imagine an unconnected, unprotected female remaining
unmolested on the average grishnard ship. She was beautiful in her
way. Mountain grishnard ancestry, he thought. Her black hair
had the sheen of a raven’s wing, and her black eyes in certain
lights seemed to show the same dark rainbow—like the colors in an
oil slick on water. She didn’t dress like a prostitute, nor did she
act like one. Gerard concluded that she must have become the
mistress of the ship’s captain, or of some other important person
on board. That would give her protection and legitimacy.

He thought this until one day when a
grishnard sailor came into the infirmary for an injury he’d
supposedly received after falling from a spar onto the deck. He
came in and shut the door, then took off his clothes. Gerard was
watching from his hammock.

“I don’t think you’re badly hurt,” said
Dakar.

“Oh, I’m hurt,” he crooned. “I’m
aching. Here, Black Eyes, let me show you.” He placed her
hand on his crotch. Gerard could see the pink tip of his erection
beginning to show through the fur.

Dakar didn’t pull away. She looked puzzled.
“I think you’re alright.”

“I’m more than alright.” He pulled her into
his arms and kissed her.

She struggled then. “What are you doing? Stop
that!”

Gerard hadn’t been planning to interfere,
certainly not if this was what she wanted, but he wasn’t about to
watch a rape. “Hey!” he shouted with his quarterdeck voice. He
scrambled awkwardly out of his hammock. “Get away from her, you
sack of piss! I’ll give you something to ache about!”

His outburst had the desired effect. The
sailor whirled from Dakar to stare at him. “You’re that half-dead
galley slave.” His mouth twisted in a snarl. “How dare you speak to
me?”

Gerard had expected a beating. It might at
least give Dakar time to get help or a weapon. Instead, she reached
out and put a hand on the sailor’s arm. He unhinged at the knees
and dropped like a felled tree.

Gerard stared at him, lying motionless on the
floor. Dakar looked at the sailor as though he were a strange and
mildly interesting fungus. She nudged him with a paw. “He was going
to hurt me, wasn’t he?”

Gerard nodded, still staring.

She looked up at him. “Were you trying to
protect me?”

“Well. Yes.”

“Why?”

“I—” Gerard wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t
like seeing anyone hurt.”

“But I work for this ship,” said Dakar, “and
they’ll hurt you. The galley slaves don’t usually live more
than a year.”

Gerard looked down at the planks.
“Nevertheless.”

She thought for a moment. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Don’t do it again, though.” She dragged the
sailor out of the room. Gerard had no idea whether he was dead or
unconscious, but he never saw the sailor again. He asked Dakar
several times what she’d done to make him collapse, but she never
answered. Any healer would have access to poison, so he concluded
that she must have stabbed her would-be rapist with some kind of
poisoned dart or needle. Gerard didn’t know much about poison, and
he supposed anything was possible. Still, it had been an
extraordinary performance.

No wonder no one bothers her.

Dakar came in one day and gave him some
clothes—just basic sailcloth, but they’d obviously been retailored
to fit him. Gerard hadn’t worn clothes in so long, he’d almost
forgotten what it felt like. Less vulnerable.

He reflected ruefully that if, in his past
life, he’d been put under the care of a female healer, naked, with
his fur mangy and thin and full of fleas, he’d have felt dreadfully
embarrassed. He even thought she’d bathed him with flea soap at the
beginning when he was mostly unconscious, and it never occurred to
him to be embarrassed until she gave him clothes.

He was spending a great deal more time on his
feet and beginning to have a sense of day and night even without
the sun, because Dakar kept regular hours. He was still wearing a
splint on his wrist, but he was well enough to become bored, so he
cleaned the dispensary. He swept the floor and dusted the shelves
of bottles. He scrubbed the counters. Dakar seemed pleased and
mildly amused by this. Sometimes she gave him minerals or plants to
grind or cut up. He would have hauled water and fetched her meals,
but she wouldn’t let him leave the room.

Although she dressed in black, Dakar liked
colorful things almost as much as Silveo had. She owned a
collection of colorful rocks, which she occasionally took out and
spread along her countertop to admire. Gerard knew for a fact that
she always carried at least one of the bright little stones in her
pocket. She also kept an array of bizarre trinkets dangling from
hooks above her counters—dried purple seahorses, bits of silk,
feathers, dried flowers, dried reef fish, shells. As far as Gerard
could tell, these had no medicinal value, although he fancied the
sailors thought so, and this probably added to her mystique. Most
of the sailors were clearly in awe and fear of her. However, even
Dakar could not do entirely as she pleased forever.

One day, a shelt who was obviously some sort
of ship’s officer came in and looked at Gerard. He was arguing with
Dakar even as they stepped through the door. “—can get you an
assistant if that’s what you want, but this one isn’t it. Look at
him; he’s made for rowing.” He got a better look at Gerard
and shook his head. “You don’t even keep him hobbled! Dakar, that’s
dangerous. Do you even know what dangerous means, girl?
We’ll get you another helper. You’ve done splendidly getting this
one well, and now I’m taking him to do what we bought him for.”

He stripped Gerard, tied him, and led him
away. Gerard watched Dakar’s face. He couldn’t tell what she was
thinking. He wanted to say, “Thank you for keeping me here so long.
Thank you for trying to keep me longer,” but was afraid to speak
with the officer present.

Just before they stepped out the door, Gerard
heard Dakar mutter under her breath. “Dangerous means me.”


 Chapter 4. Near
Miss

The officer turned out to be one of the
warders in charge of the slaves. He led Gerard down a level and
stopped in an empty hallway. Gerard could hear the distant beat of
a gavel. “So,” said the warder, “you’re the reason she’s so
reclusive. What a nice pet you must make.” And he hit Gerard in the
belly with his fist. Gerard could have stayed on his feet, but he
crumpled and sank to his knees, partially as a submissive gesture
to avoid being hit again.

The warder didn’t seem satisfied. “Think you
can bed grishnard girls, leon? I can smell a slave who hasn’t been
properly broken. Proud eyes! Don’t you dare look down your nose at
me.” And he hit Gerard again, this time across the back with
something made of leather. His belt?

“Don’t—you—ever—raise—your—eyes—again!” The
warder emphasized each word with a blow. He held nothing back.
Gerard yelped on the last word. He wanted it to stop. He knew he
was bleeding. The belt buckle had cut him.

The warder kicked him over onto his back and
put a foot against Gerard’s belly. His bare paws splayed over
Gerard’s flesh, pricking him with long claws. Gerard was getting
frightened. He wondered if the warder meant to kill him. He
struggled against his bonds, but they were well-tied. “How long do
you think it will take for her to get hungry without you?” he
asked, leaning close. “Want to tell me what she likes, leon?” And
he began pummeling Gerard in the face with his fists. Gerard
couldn’t even hold up his hands to protect himself, tied as they
were behind his back.

At that moment, someone shouted from down the
passage. “Is that the new one, Ruel?”

The warder hesitated. Gerard heard the sound
of feet.

“He was being insolent,” said Ruel. “I
thought I’d teach him a lesson.”

“I hope you haven’t damaged his arms,”
replied the other petulantly. “Looks like enough of a lesson to me.
Get him up and in here.”

In the days that followed, Gerard wondered
whether he really had been anything more than a useful pet to
Dakar. She came down to the slave deck occasionally to treat slaves
or render her opinion of their condition. She never looked at
Gerard. They’ve gotten her a new assistant, he thought.
One that’s better company than me.

He found the rowing itself pleasant at first,
even though it made him sore. Gerard had always been an active
person, and he’d been growing restless in the infirmary. He could
see a piece of the sky out the oar’s porthole, and smell and hear
the sea. However, the misery in which the rowers lived soon
swallowed up any joy he took in the wind and sunshine.

The benches sat six to ten shelts each, and
they were so close together that if the shelts in front didn’t lean
fully forward on the sweep of their oar, they were hit in the back
by the oar of the shelts behind. The slaves were chained to these
oars day and night. Gutters ran between the benches, and the
excrement that collected there was swilled out twice a day by a
warder with a bucket. It stank most of the time and grew worse as
the summer heat increased.

Gerard soon realized why the slaves of the
Mantis had such dismally short lifespans. Unlike the Temple
Sea Watch, the merchant ships and their escorts did not treat
slaves as a maintainable resource. Apparently, the cost of swiftly
transporting their cargo outweighed the price of a few slaves, so
they used the rowers heavily whenever their activity would increase
the speed of the ship by the smallest margin. In contrast, Silveo
had exercised his rowers enough to keep them in shape, but
otherwise saved them for times of emergency when sudden bursts of
speed were required.

Sometimes the Mantis used its rowers
nearly all day and all night, with less than a watch of sleep. The
warders beat the rhythm with their gavel and periodically one would
come down the line with chunks of bread or meat soaked in wine,
which they placed in the mouths of the wretched slaves. Whenever
this task fell to the warder Ruel, Gerard failed to receive any
food, and sometimes he got a cuff instead. The same thing happened
when Ruel was responsible for the water bucket. Even at full
rations, the amount given to a slave wasn’t enough to sustain most
shavier fauns, let alone a large grishnard. Gerard began to lose
weight again.

If a slave fainted, he was beaten. If this
failed to wake him and his condition was poor, he was taken out and
tossed overboard. Sometimes Gerard saw the body splash into the
sea. If the slave was deemed to have some value left in him, he
might be thrown into the cells in the back to recover, but not
before being thoroughly and publicly beaten to discourage anyone
from feigning illness. If such shelts returned to the benches, they
did so with eyes swollen shut and noses broken.

Gerard grew lean and hard as old leather. His
arms, back, and belly were in as good a shape as they’d ever been,
but he was constantly hungry. He would have liked to talk to the
slave beside him—a shavier faun with deep purple feathers and hair,
thinning with malnutrition, but still striking. However, the
warders beat anyone who said a word, and a warder was always on
duty. They even beat shelts for making small signs to each other,
for writing in the air during their brief rest periods, for nodding
or smiling.

Gerard grew lonely again. He wondered whether
he shouldn’t have taken his opportunity to die in the mill. It
would have been quick and easy and relatively painless. He tried to
daydream about his past life, Thessalyn’s songs, his family and
friends, but the past was becoming surreal. He could not bring the
images and words to mind in the reality of the squalid slave deck
with its stinking gutters. He nearly cried one day when he realized
he could not properly remember Thessalyn’s face. He could not even
hear her voice in his head the way he once had.

Did I only dream I was a grishnard, a
prince, a Captain of Police? Did I dream that I loved a minstrel
girl, that her songs made wild pegasus sing? Did I dream I rode a
griffin through the skies and fished with him on deserted islands?
Did I dream I had a friend I didn’t want to leave behind, a friend
who kissed me and betrayed me?

One day Gerard was pulling at his oar when a
warder came in at an unaccustomed hour—not their usual change of
shifts. He had someone with him—an inspector, Gerard assumed. The
Mantis had been inspected a couple of times, and each time
the warders had to show Gerard’s papers as well as his tattoo to
prove he was a leon. The inspector moved down the row slowly,
looking at each shelt.

Then Gerard saw his face. Yellow eyes. Black
hair. Arundel. Gerard felt his chest constrict. He didn’t know why.
He assumed Morchella must have had him sold on purpose, should be
pleased that he was suffering, but he didn’t want to be seen. He
was terrified.

Arundel came closer and closer, looking at
each slave. Looking for me?

And then the door of the slave deck opened
again, and Dakar came down the steps. She walked rapidly to
Arundel, put her hand on his arm, and spoke with him for a few
moments. Gerard had no idea what she said, but Arundel turned and
walked away. Dakar glanced at Gerard over Arundel’s shoulder—the
briefest of glances, but it was the closest thing to a friendly
communication he’d had in a red month.

Dakar knows who I am, he reasoned.
Maybe she knows the Sea Watch have reason to hate me, consider
me a traitor. Maybe Morchella is regretting her decision to sell
me. Maybe she lost track of me and wants to make sure I’m dead.
He wished he could tell Dakar thank you. He wished everything
didn’t feel so hopeless.

One day in the sweltering heat of midsummer,
the Mantis encountered one of those storms that sometimes
blew down from the north. They weren’t as dangerous as the winter
storms, because they usually didn’t last as long, but they could be
fierce and often crackled with lightning. The seas grew rough
enough to prompt the warders to stow the oars and shut the
portholes. The Mantis had been in several storms already,
and Gerard knew the procedure. Two swinging lanterns were hung fore
and aft so that one or two warders could keep an eye on their
charges.

Gerard sensed the tension in the air as the
ship began to pitch. Storms always made the slaves nervous, since
they knew they would go down with the ship, should it founder. It
did not improve Gerard’s spirits to hear the warders whispering
about a recently sighted pirate ship. He was pretty sure, based on
the size of the waves, that they were not sailing in the crescent.
They were almost certainly sailing between Wefrivain and the
Lawless Lands. He had no idea how close they were to the coast, but
this would be the right area to encounter hunti pirates. They
preyed on traffic between the two regions, relying on the lack of
organized law enforcement in the unclaimed trade route. For all he
might hate his life on the Mantis, Gerard had no interest in
the ship’s capture by hunti.

The seas grew rougher. Gerard had to cling to
his oar—locked in place in front of him—to avoid being thrown
painfully against his chains. To make matters worse, the warder on
duty turned out to be Ruel. He gave Gerard a smack with his whip
every time he passed.

Wilder and rougher. The warders ran a rope
line down the center aisle so that the one on duty could safely
make rounds. Then all but Ruel departed, presumably to help on
deck. The swinging lanterns threw wild shadows this way and that as
the ship pitched up one wave and down the next. Thunder crashed
outside, deafeningly close. Gerard felt completely helpless. He
wondered how much sail the captain had decided to use, whether he’d
set a proper sea anchor, whether he had decent ship’s scouts and
maps. He wished he were on deck, helping, doing
something.

He was staring at the ceiling, wondering how
good the crew was and counting the seconds between the thunder,
when he realized Ruel had stopped right behind him. “I thought I
told you never to raise your eyes, you mangy beast.”

Gerard dropped his gaze to the deck. He was
not surprised to feel the whip slice into his back harder than
usual, but then the butt slammed into his ribs and that did
surprise him. He gasped, tried to catch his breath. Ruel was
raining blows on him, using his fists and the metal whip butt.
Gerard jerked instinctively at his chains, tried to crouch down,
huddle away from the onslaught, but there was no escape.

He shouted. The other warders would have
stopped this if they’d seen it, but the chaos of the storm and the
crack of the thunder drowned Gerard’s cries. “Let’s see you row
now,” sneered Ruel, and he brought the butt of his whip down so
hard that Gerard heard his rib snap. Pain followed like
thunder after lightning. Gerard screamed, tried to pull away, but
Ruel was still hammering at him. “Soon,” he snarled, “we’ll throw
you into the sea.” Then he brought his fist down again, and Gerard
fainted.


 Chapter 5. Ruel

The storm blew itself out by morning. Gerard
woke to a different warder poking the customary hunk of meat into
his face. He was sure the warder saw his bruises, probably guessed
what had happened, but he made no comment. He doesn’t care
enough, thought Gerard. He has to work with Ruel, has to
live with him. It’s not worth the life of one slave to make a
fuss.

He took a deep breath and felt the pain
spread in a scalding spider web through his chest. Can I
row? The warders rarely tolerated a slave who was too hurt to
row for an extended period of time, certainly not the red month it
would take for his ribs to heal properly. Any physical malady that
set a slave behind could start him on the long decline that ended
with a plunge into the waves. Gerard was already behind because he
wasn’t getting enough to eat. Now he was injured.

Ruel could have broken my arms or my
fingers, he thought. Then I would have been obviously
incapable of rowing, and they would have thrown me over today. But
he wanted to watch me try.

Gerard thought about not rowing, about simply
sitting still on his bench until they beat him senseless and tossed
him into the sea. But he didn’t. He wrapped his hands around the
oar and pulled. Every stroke felt as though he were sucking fire
through his lungs. The day grew sweltering. Gerard knew he was
slick with sweat, but he felt cold.

In the late afternoon, the slaves were given
a rest. The oar had hardly gone still before Gerard slumped against
it. He woke with a yelp a short time later. Gerard glanced up. He
saw sleeping slaves all around him, collapsed across their oars.
His chest ached terribly. He looked behind him and saw Ruel making
rounds. He jabbed me, Gerard realized, in my injured
rib.

Each time Ruel walked past, he did it again.
Gerard began to dread falling asleep because he knew he would wake
to excruciating pain. He began the next bout of rowing feeling
desperately ill and hopeless. They rowed through most of the night,
rested for about a watch, then rowed on at noon. Gerard pretended
the oar was his pain, and he had to pull against it—pull and pull
and pull. I won’t faint. I won’t faint. I won’t faint.

Someone fainted, but it was not Gerard. He
saw the shelt two rows in front of him slump and topple limp
against his chains. It was a zed—a little too big to be getting
enough to eat and growing thin. The heat must have been too much.
The warder beating time called a halt. No one could row properly
with an unconscious slave leaning on an oar. The zed was
unshackled, thrown into the center aisle, and beaten savagely by
the two warders on duty, neither of whom was Ruel. Gerard watched
through dull eyes. That will be me before long. However, the
zed did wake and began to scream his willingness to continue
rowing. The warders assessed him and decided to call in Dakar for
further consult.

Gerard watched her come down the aisle. He
wished he could tell her… What? Good-bye? Thank you for being
the last person who was ever kind to me?

Dakar assessed the zed, told the warders he
had heat exhaustion and would probably recover after a period in
the holding cells. Then she continued on down the aisle. She did
this occasionally, not often, and Gerard felt a little better. She
didn’t really look at him as she passed, just laid her hand on his
arm.

Dakar’s head snapped around as though she’d
been stung. Her eyes narrowed, raced over Gerard, returned to his
face. He knew he was bruised all over. When she ran a hand over his
ribs, he flinched. Dakar bent closed to his ear. “Who did this to
you?”

Gerard was surprised. He’d been expecting
something more medical or even personal. “Ruel.”

Dakar nodded. She went back up the aisle and
spoke to the warders. To his utter astonishment, Gerard was then
unshackled and placed in the holding cells along with the zed. He
was not beaten. He’d never seen a shelt leave the benches without a
beating.

The holding cells contained dirty straw and
moth-eaten blankets. They looked to Gerard like the most luxurious
quarters in the world. He could not have said how many days it had
been since he’d slept horizontally. He curled up in a corner under
a blanket and slept like the dead.

* * * *

Gerard remained for a yellow month in the
holding cells, which was an unprecedented length of stay. He slept
at least half of it, and Dakar came to see him every day. She
brought medicine and extra food, at least doubling the ration the
warders gave him. Sometimes she talked to him. She also brought a
game she liked—a complicated game with a board. She used her
collection of colored rocks as the pieces. Gerard had never seen
the game before, but she taught him to play. Sometimes she just sat
with him. Dakar had a very comfortable silence and an almost feral
ability to remain still and quiet for long periods.

After a yellow month, Gerard returned to the
benches for the day, but at night he was unchained and taken back
to the holding cells to sleep. His ribs still hurt as he rowed, but
he could tell he was recovering. The pain grew daily less, and
Dakar continued to give him medicine. By the end of a red month, he
was healthier than he’d been before the incident. Gerard wondered
how Dakar had managed to convince the warders to do this.

Strangest of all was the way Ruel treated
him. Gerard had seen nothing of his enemy during his confinement in
the holding cells. He’d almost wondered whether Ruel had been
promoted elsewhere or left the ship.

Instead, he found Ruel still performing his
accustomed duties, but with the bizarre addition of a tendency to
favor Gerard. Now instead of withholding Gerard’s ration, Ruel gave
him an extra piece. He gave him extra water, too. At all other
times, he avoided Gerard and made rounds as infrequently as
possible. There was no mistaking his expression whenever their eyes
met: sheer terror. Then one day he disappeared. Gerard heard the
warders whispering that he had gone mad.


 Chapter 6.
Pirates

One cool, crisp day in fall, the rowers were
wakened from a morning’s nap to instant double time at the oars.
The warders announced, loudly and publicly, that hunti pirates had
been sighted. This added an edge of personal investment to the
rowers’ activity. No one wanted to be blinded, deafened, or
castrated.

They worked desperately all day. The warders
gave them a little extra food and a little extra whip. Near
evening, someone came downstairs to speak to the warder beating
time, who stopped suddenly and left. He didn’t even give
them an order to continue rowing.

Gerard suspected they were about to be
boarded. Again, he felt that sensation of helpless fear. If he’d
been a sailor on this ship, he would be standing on deck, sword in
hand, to meet the invaders. He would have had a chance to influence
the outcome of the battle. But here he sat, his future in the hands
of shelts whose competence he had no way of knowing.

The slaves on the opposite side of the boat
were whispering to each other, and Gerard realized that the pirate
ship must be closing from that direction. The slaves on that side
hunkered down as far as their chains would let them. A moment
later, the light from their portholes vanished amid a snapping of
broken oars. The warders should have stowed them, thought
Gerard. But it took several warders to do that. The captain
tried to outrun the pirates until the very last, Gerard
guessed, and then he suddenly needed every hand on deck.
This did not improve his opinion of the competence of the shelts
whose skill would decide his fate.

The broken oar handles jerked wildly. Some of
them crashed down onto the benches. A few slaves stood and tried to
free themselves, but even if the oar could be pulled from the
porthole, it was still a desperately heavy beam with six to ten
shelts attached to it.

At last they all quieted and sat straining
for noises from the decks above. Gerard could hear shouting. Soon
there could be no doubt that shelts were fighting on the lower deck
immediately above their own. They could hear the screams, the crash
of swords, the thump of running feet.

Then the door to the slave deck burst open. A
heartbeat’s pause, and suddenly the slaves near the front set up a
cheer. Gerard didn’t understand until he got a look at the pirate.
He wasn’t a hunti. He was a faun.

Resistance pirates?

The galley had broken out in excited
shouting. Gerard guessed the pirate must have said something
encouraging to the rowers nearest the door as he entered. He must
have killed or captured one of the warders, too, because he had a
key and was going down the line unlocking chains. “Want to help us
take this ship?” Gerard heard him say.

Gladly!

But when he came to Gerard, he stopped and
frowned. The nearest slave spoke up. “He’s no leon. He’s a
grishnard just like the rest of them. Look at him! He gets special
treatment.”

The faun pirate hesitated. “All grishnards
die,” he said and went on to unlock the next slave.

Gerard sat numbly on his bench while the rest
of the slaves ran from the room, willing to fight for their freedom
with nothing but their fists if need be. Nothing seemed fair.
Dakar…will they kill her, too?

He heard the clip of hooves coming down the
aisle, but didn’t raise his head. He wondered whether they would
stab him here, chained to his oar, or whether they would take him
up into the sun one last time before throwing him into the sea with
the ship’s crew.

The hooves stopped, and Gerard heard a gasp.
He looked up. Lenses. Bright hazel eyes. His hair was brown today.
Gwain stared. “Gerard?”


 Chapter 7.
Invitation

“Don’t worry. I’ll get this straightened
out.” Gwain was standing outside one of the holding cells, talking
to Gerard through the bars.

“I’m sure you will.” Gerard felt dazed. He’d
been given clothes, which hung on him. He couldn’t have kept them
up without a belt. Still, it felt amazing to be allowed to bathe in
a bucket of water, to be clothed again, and spoken to. In fact,
he’d been spoken to for the last watch more rapidly and by more
shelts at once than he could remember since before his life as a
leon.

“The problem is,” said Gwain, “it’s not my
ship. Technically, I’m just a bookkeeper.”

Gerard nodded. He’d gathered that from the
way the captain spoke to Gwain. The captain was a zed from the
Lawless Lands who knew just enough about Wefrivain to have no use
for grishnards. He was employed by a wealthy faun merchant in
Merdent who’d grown up in Wefrivain, worked with the Resistance for
a time, then moved to the Lawless Lands. He now owned several
pirate ships that preyed on grishnard traffic between the two
areas. Conveniently, he could then staff several of his enterprises
with freed faun slaves, who were usually absurdly grateful and
willing to work for low wages. Gwain explained all this at great
speed while Gerard was trying to dress and someone was cutting his
hair.

The captain dragged from Gerard the story of
his imprisonment, and between Gerard and Gwain he patched together
Gerard’s history. The captain wasn’t sure what to do. All slaves on
grishnard ships were released and offered employment. They’d never
found a grishnard among the rowers. Gerard thought the captain
would have killed him, but Gwain’s determined opposition made him
hesitate. Bookkeeper Gwain might be, but he clearly had more than
the average clerk’s vote in what happened aboard ship.

Gerard also pleaded for Dakar. She was only a
girl and an excellent healer. However, the captain insisted that no
female had been found among the ship’s crew. Gerard felt ill. He
wondered whether she’d been thrown overboard in the initial rush.
He wondered whether one of the faun sailors might have found her
and offered to hide her in exchange for favors. She is clever,
though. Could she have hidden herself somewhere aboard ship? It
would be like her to have a bolt hole. No one can sit still and
quiet like Dakar. So he stopped asking about her and didn’t
give as thorough a description as he could have.

In the end, Gwain convinced the captain to
take Gerard back to Merdent and get a decision about him from their
financer. They were on their way to port, heavy with two prizes.
Winter was coming, so the main shipping season was almost over.
“I’m sorry about all this,” Gwain told Gerard when he’d been locked
in the holding cells. “It really will be alright.”

Gerard looked at the ceiling. “Gwain, this
morning I was a galley slave and a leon with nothing to do but row
until I collapsed. This evening I’m a grishnard again, and no one
seems to be starving me or beating me. I am content.”

Gwain smiled. “I can’t believe you’re alive.
It’s been almost a year, Gerard, and I did look. I wasn’t
totally ungrateful, but I was so sick I couldn’t begin for a red
month. Everyone said Silveo had killed you. I learned the truth
eventually, but the trail was cold by then, and the shelts who deal
in grishnard slaves in Wefrivain are so secretive. You were
supposed to have been sold to a galley at the beginning.
That’s what threw me—the mill.”

They were quiet for a moment. Gerard had
never been a natural conversationalist and now he felt as though
he’d lost any skill he ever possessed. He watched Gwain
curiously—this person that he knew and did not know—quarry,
almost-friend, stranger.

Gwain grinned. “Hold on a moment. Not that
you have much choice.” He returned some time later with a small
table and chair. A young gazumelle sailor trailed behind him with a
tray. Gerard laughed out loud.

“Tea, Gerard?”

“With you?”

“With me. And this time you can safely drink
it. The captain doesn’t trust me with the keys to your cage or I’d
get you a chair.”

“I think I’ve been sitting enough
lately.”

The gazumelle set the tray down on the table
with a clatter. He was staring at Gerard. Gerard thought he looked
vaguely familiar, but could not place him. The gazumelle backed up
and hurried from the room.

Gwain poured the tea and passed it to Gerard
through the bars. They sipped in silence for a moment. Finally,
Gerard cleared his throat. “Did you—did you hear about my
wife?”

Gwain nodded. “I’m sorry, Gerard. I’m really,
really sorry. My father… Well, you probably know he was fond
of her. She died, and everyone thought I’d died. The next day the
wyverns asked for him at the temple. I suppose Silveo told them
whose son I am. My father refused to go, and enough of his shelts
sided with him that he was able to get away. He took most of the
Maijhan fleet and left Wefrivain—sailed for the Pendalons. I’ve
heard there’s a big grishnard population there—shelts who’ve been
leaving Wefrivain for years and don’t want to live as close as the
Lawless Lands. The mountains are ruled by shavier fauns. I’ve heard
they’re not getting along well with the influx of grishnards, but
it couldn’t be as bad as this.” He waved an arm around the room.
“No wyverns, at least.”

[image: tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m1ba90d01.jpg]

“That would have to be an improvement,”
agreed Gerard. “Did you…did you hear anything about my griffin,
Alsair?”

Gwain sighed. “I think he’s dead, Gerard. I
heard someone shot him the evening they took you away.”

I knew that. Why does it still hurt?
“Were you ever able to tell your father you’re alive?”

Gwain shrugged. “I sent him a message via a
merchant vessel as soon as I was able. The journey to the Pendalons
is half a year if they wintered in the Sunkissed Isles, so who
knows whether he’ll get it—or when. I was thinking of joining him,
though.”

“Giving up on Wefrivain?” asked Gerard.

Gwain looked down at his tea. “Wefrivain has
given up on me. Not that I blame them.”

“What do you mean? What about your book?”

Gwain gave a bitter laugh. “I put copies of
that book in every major library in the islands. Do you know what
happened? Nothing. I expected at least some kind of outcry, but it
didn’t even generate that. Either shelts couldn’t be bothered to
translate the phonetic, or they already knew the things I told them
and didn’t care. I was a fool to think words on paper could change
the way shelts behave.”

Silveo could have told you that. “What
about the Resistance? Did the plague cripple them?”

Gwain shrugged. “Yes, and no. They went back
to operating the way they had before—in small gangs of their own
species, occasionally fighting each other. I’m barred from Maijha
Minor. If I go back, the fauns there will kill me. They never
completely accepted me, but they liked the resources I brought, and
they were interested in my ideas. Near the end, they put a lot of
faith me. Then I had the audacity to invite the Temple Sea Watch
and Police to the island thinking I could turn them, and it
all went bad and a lot of fauns and animals died. They blamed me
for that, and they were right to do so. Now I don’t even have
resources to offer them. My uncle is king on Maijha Minor, and he
detests me.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “You turned
me.”

Gwain smiled. “You were already halfway
there.” His expression soured. “But I trusted my ideas too much. I
thought if I appealed to your honor, you might listen. I thought if
I made enough sense, Silveo might. That would have validated what I
was trying to do, would have been so much more meaningful than
killing you. I overreached myself.”

Arrogant was Silveo’s word. But that
didn’t seem fair. Over-optimistic? Naive, even?

“Silveo…” Gerard looked at the ceiling. “He
was afraid of you. You nearly killed him—with that poison book and
with the Watersprite—and he’s hard to kill.”

Gwain grimaced. “I shouldn’t have poisoned
him with seraciad, but I was trying to catch him alive. I wanted to
incapacitate him, not kill him. I knew it would take something
serious to knock him down.”

“The Priestess,” continued Gerard, “was
threatening to make me take that selkie’s place as a sacrifice
because I let you steal my keys. Silveo wasn’t willing to take any
chances; he was going to strike as hard as he could. He’d already
put infected fleas on your wolf before you even started talking,
before he read your book. He couldn’t have taken it back if he’d
wanted to.”

“And did he want to?” asked Gwain.

Gerard thought about it. “I don’t know.
Silveo’s a complicated person.”

Gwain hesitated. “Did you hear what happened
to him?”

Gerard shook his head. Do I want
to?

“The Priestess had him killed last red month.
I heard one of his lieutenants did it—Arundel.” He watched Gerard’s
face as though trying to gauge whether this was good news or bad.
Gerard couldn’t have said himself. “I don’t think Silveo did so
well after you disappeared. I heard rumors he’d gotten more
reclusive and eccentric, but he was still popular enough that she
had to kill him in the middle of the night.”

Gerard nodded. He felt suddenly tired, and
found that he didn’t want to talk anymore.

* * * *

The pirate ship Ripple took three days
to reach Merdent with her prizes. During this time, Gerard heard
nothing of Dakar. The more he thought about it, the more strongly
he suspected she was hiding somewhere—or, at least, he comforted
himself with that thought. He even wondered if she might creep up
to his cage late at night, but he never saw her. He hoped she was
getting enough to eat.

Gwain took all his meals with Gerard. “I’m
sorry they won’t let you up on deck to exercise,” he said with a
twinkle, and Gerard laughed.

“That’s alright. I’ve had a bit of exercise
lately.” Although it would be wonderful to see the sky
again.

On the second day, Gerard asked, “Where’s
your wolf?”

“She’s with the Defiance,” said Gwain.
“That’s my ship. I actually own her, and her crew is loyal to me. I
left to sail with the Ripple to Merdent, because that’s a
good starting point for a journey into the interior of the Lawless
Lands. I’ve always wanted to take a journey there and see what it’s
like—how they live, what they read, speak, eat.”

Gerard smiled. “You’re going to write all
that down?”

“Well. Yes. Doesn’t it seem important?”

“It seems…interesting.” Sort of.

Gwain didn’t hear the sarcasm. “Yes, I
thought so, too. Anyway, I’ve always wanted to do that. I’m told
it’s very hot in the interior, so I planned to start in fall,
travel through the winter, and come back in the spring. The
Defiance is supposed to meet me at Zorn. That’s the little
town on the tip of the peninsula south of Merdent. They’re doing a
tour along the northern coast—an area we’ve sailed before.”

“A tour?” repeated Gerard.

Gwain smiled. “They’ll take any grishnard
ships they think they can catch. We don’t kill helpless
captives, incidentally. However, I can’t change the way other
shelts do business. I used to think I could, but…no. The
Defiance’s tour should bulk up our finances enough to leave
in the spring unless something changes.”

“So you’re really leaving Wefrivain?”

“Yes. Do you want to come? I haven’t had any
news from my father, and I can’t tell you whether I’ll be a prince
or a clerk when we get there, but you’re welcome in any case.”

Gerard thought about it. Thess, Alsair,
Silveo—all dead. Morchella will surely try to kill me if she finds
me. “Yes,” he said. “I’d like to go with you.”

“To the interior of the Lawless Lands as
well?”

Gerard shrugged. “I’ve got nothing else to
do. Someone told me once that I’m good for discouraging
pickpockets.” And for some reason that made him feel sick, and he
didn’t want to talk anymore.


 Chapter 8. Acts of
Mercy

Gwain ate breakfast with Gerard the morning
the Ripple reached port in Merdent and then went with the
captain to talk to their financer about setting Gerard loose.
Gerard wasn’t worried. I have perhaps grown a little
complacent. He did not find himself thinking or brooding about
the future as he once had. You can’t control anything as a
slave, and eventually you stop trying.

No choices. He shook his head.
Stop. Just stop. He’s dead. Quit thinking about him. Gerard
wondered again whether he was sorry Silveo had died, that he’d met
exactly the fate Gerard had predicted and tried to rescue him
from.

I wanted to ask you why you sold me. I
wanted to shout at you. Maybe I wanted to kill you. Or maybe save
you.

Stop thinking about him! It’s over. This
isn’t one of Thessalyn’s ballads. Everything doesn’t have to make
sense in the end.

Gerard watched the play of the sunlight on
the straw at his feet. It felt good to do nothing, to have
something hopeful in front of him. I really did die in that room
on Maijha Major. I died, and I woke up as someone else. I’ll still
be someone else, even after I walk off this ship a free shelt.
Gerard Holovar—and everything he knew and loved and wanted—is
dead.

He heard the door to the room open and looked
up, expecting to see Gwain. Instead he saw the little gazumelle
sailor. And finally he remembered. Paiter! The youngster
he’d questioned from the Foam the night after he received
his promotion—the one who’d told him about a strange tunnel on
Maijha Minor, the one he’d released, who’d eluded Silveo, who had
apparently gotten clean away.

Gerard was glad to see he’d survived.
However, Paiter didn’t look glad to see Gerard. His mouth was
pressed into a firm line. “In here,” he called.

Three more shelts trooped into the room.
Gerard felt a chill. They were all large hunti. He glanced at
Paiter. “Who are they?”

The gazumelle didn’t answer. He handed one of
the hunti a key. “My master wants him out of here immediately.”

Gerard couldn’t imagine that Gwain had failed
and he’d been sold within less than a quarter watch. “Who ordered
this?” he asked.

The hunti unlocked the cage, stepped in
quickly, and grabbed him. Gerard tried to fight. He was a head
taller than all of them and strong, but they were strong, too, and
they bore him to the ground. He stared up at Paiter while they
shackled him. The faun spit on him. “You’re not so scary now.”

Suddenly Gerard understood. He talked to
me, told me everything he knew. He surely didn’t tell the
Resistance that when he rejoined them. Gerard saw hatred as
well as fear on the youngster’s face. I frightened and bullied
him. He heard Silveo’s voice in his head: “Acts of mercy
have a way of coming back to haunt you.” Why do you always have to
be right, Silveo?

“Paiter,” said Gerard, trying to keep his
voice under control. “I won’t tell anyone that you talked to me.
I’m glad you got away.”

The gazumelle’s big brown eyes were bright
with scorn. “No, you won’t tell, and I’m so glad that you’re
glad. That really makes me feel good, Sir. Now you
can go join Samarin Mel and all those shelts you killed from the
Foam.”

He whirled and left the room. The hunti
jerked Gerard to his feet. They didn’t hit him, not yet. Gerard
didn’t want to risk injury unless there was a clear chance of
escape, so he submitted. They put a metal collar around his neck
and led him up through the ship and onto the main deck. Only a few
sailors were about, and they barely glanced up as he was taken down
the gangplank. He thought, belatedly, that he should have called to
them. It was hard to remember that speech might accomplish
something. For the first time in months he felt the wind in his
face and saw the open sky. I can get out of this. I’ve survived
too much to die now.

“Who are you?” he asked. “Where are you
taking me?”

He expected to be smacked for this, but to
his surprise, no one hit him, although no one said anything,
either. The hunti began muttering excitedly among themselves in
their own language. They led him through busy morning traffic, past
vendors and carts and throngs of shouting children, past shops and
old stone and plaster buildings. The air smelled of the sea and
rang with the cries of sea birds.

Gerard could hear a sound in the distance—a
dull roar growing louder. They were entering a poorer section of
town—the buildings dingy, the shelts more ragged, fewer shops and
more of the cheaper sort of inn. The roar grew until Gerard saw a
crowd up ahead, all gathered around a massive pit. He couldn’t see
the bottom at this angle, but he could guess what was in it.

I might be in trouble.

It was a fighting pit. Even without knowing
the language, Gerard realized that his captors were already
exchanging bets. They took him down a flight of stairs to a room
that must be on a level with the pit and put him in a cage. The
front wall of the cage was barred. It had stone and mortar
sidewalls and a solid wood back wall. Gerard suspected that the
back wall could be lifted from above, opening onto the pit itself
when his captors were ready for him—no warning, no way to see what
was out there.

The hunti pushed him into the cage, unlocked
his shackles, and shut the door. They did it quickly, with all
three hovering over him—no chance of escape. Gerard stood there in
his ill-fitting clothes. He was fairly clean, and his hair was cut,
but he knew he must still look like a slave. Anyone who saw his
arms would guess what he’d been doing for the last season. No
one will question this. The shelts who bought me probably think
they bought a legitimate slave with the captain’s blessing. I was
in a cell, after all.

The cages were made so that occupants could
not see one another, but Gerard heard the occasional rumbling growl
and surmised that not all the occupants were shelts. He breathed
deeply, tried to calm himself. I’m strong. I’ve been well-fed
lately. I can get myself out of this.

The three hunti had gone away, and he didn’t
see any guards. His cage did not have any straw or blankets. It did
not even have a slop bucket, and there wasn’t much excrement on the
floor. Most prisoners don’t stay here long. Gerard examined
the lock. It looked solid. He wished he knew anything at all about
locks, but couldn’t think what he would pick it with, even if he
knew how. He listened to the roar above—rising and falling. Finally
he heard a crescendo and guessed that something had died in the
pit.

He tensed, but then he heard the rattle of a
wooden door some distance away and guessed that another cage had
been opened. He tried to think of a way out. It didn’t help that he
kept hearing Silveo’s sarcastic lecture in the back of his mind:
“If you question a shelt—frighten him and hurt him—and then let
him go, he will not thank you for your mercy. He will hold a
grudge.”

“I know, I know,” muttered Gerard. “Shut up.”
He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “I’m having conversations
with a dead person. I must be going mad.” Then the wooden back wall
of his cage gave a rattle and lifted.


 Chapter 9.
Felbane

Gerard blinked at the bright sunlight. The
pit looked bigger from the bottom. On the far side he saw… Oh,
mercy. Gerard had never seen a mountain griffin, but he knew he
was looking at one now. The beast was at least half again as large
as most lowland griffins and much shaggier. It had a black head and
ruff and mad yellow eyes. It was standing on the body of a large,
spotted cat. Leopard? Gerard had never seen a live leopard,
although he’d handled the skins.

The hunti above were chanting something.
“Felbane! Felbane! Felbane!” That’s the name of a poison,
Gerard thought. He’d heard Silveo mention it once. Must be what
they call this beast. He glanced at the excited faces above.
Someone must have thought it would be cute to set a grishnard
against a griffin.

Felbane screamed and tapered off into a roar.
He’d finally seen Gerard, standing right against the cage door.
Gerard moved away from the wall to avoid being trapped there.
How can I fight this thing?

Gerard had lived with griffins most of his
life, and he knew their body language. This one was hurt and
frightened, and it was responding with aggression. It’s probably
hungry, too. He couldn’t tell how thin it was under all those
feathers, but it had been tearing at the spotted cat, and griffins
did not normally relish the flesh of other carnivores. I doubt
that cat went down without a fight. Leopards were known to be
vicious. Felbane is probably hurt. He wondered how many
other animals and shelts the griffin had fought and killed today
and perhaps yesterday and the day before. Are you the champion
of this pit or just one contender? From the way the hunti were
screaming his name, he guessed Felbane was a frequent part of their
sport.

Champion, Gerard decided. They
didn’t give me a weapon, because they don’t want this beast badly
injured. They’re probably not betting on my survival at all.
They’re probably betting on how long I’ll last. That’s why Paiter
sold me here. He didn’t want me to be a slave, where I might be
identified, rescued, and get him into trouble. He wanted me quickly
and permanently disposed of.

Gerard could see that the griffin had some
kind of harness on its wings, preventing them from opening
properly. The hunti had also clipped its wings at some point so
that the normally tapering primary feathers formed a ragged edge.
He wondered if the beast could even speak or whether it had been
raised on nothing but cages and cruelty.

Felbane did not charge Gerard. He approached
warily, light on his feet for all his size. He’s been hurt
before by armed shelts, thought Gerard. He’s not stupid.
His yellow eyes glared from under his shaggy black feathers. Gerard
could see blood in the tawny down and fur of one hip.

The hunti quieted a little, waiting. Gerard
let the griffin approach to within a few paces—well within pouncing
distance. Felbane seemed puzzled by Gerard’s lack of retreat. His
yellow eyes stared intently. Looking for a weapon, Gerard
thought.

“Felbane,” he said.

The griffin stopped, stared at him
suspiciously.

Well, you know your name anyway. “It’s
alright,” he said soothingly. “I won’t hurt you.” I don’t think
I will. If I could get on your back, I might be able to break your
neck. Maybe.

Felbane opened his blood-stained beak and
hissed, his feathered ruff standing on end. He leapt forward
suddenly and slashed at Gerard with his claws. Gerard jumped back
in time to avoid being disemboweled, but his shirt was ripped open
from armpit to armpit.

This is not going well. The hunti gave
him an encouraging cheer. Gerard had a brief, but graphic fantasy
of setting Felbane loose in the streets above.

At that moment, something landed with a thump
behind him. Felbane hissed again and took a step back. Gerard
retreated a few paces so that he could see what had landed without
turning around. He thought maybe they had thrown him a weapon to
enliven the sport. Instead, he saw a girl in black shirt and
trousers.

“Dakar?” Gerard was stunned to see her and
then stunned all over again at what she’d just done. She dusted
herself off. She didn’t seem hurt, although a leap from the edge of
the pit without injury was the kind of thing one would only expect
of a gazumelle. The hunti above had broken out in an excited,
confused babble. This was undoubtedly the most interesting fight
they’d seen for some time.

Gerard only glanced at her before turning
back to the griffin, who was growling low in his throat and
beginning to circle them. Dakar came to stand beside him. “Gerard,
this isn’t a safe place.”

Where did you come from? “I’ve
noticed,” he said, knowing that sarcasm was a foreign language to
Dakar. “Did you bring a weapon?”

She thought for a moment. “I have my belt
knife.” She handed it to him—the little blade she used to dice
medical herbs.

Lovely. I’m supposed to kill a monster
griffin with a fruit peeler.

Felbane screamed again. He is going
to charge, thought Gerard. We’re confusing him, but he
hasn’t seen a real weapon, and he’s starting to think we’re just
bluffing.

“Dakar,” he said quickly, “do you have any
ideas about how to get out of here?”

She shook her head.

He took a deep breath. “Alright. I do, but
it’s dangerous. We’re going to get on that thing’s back. He won’t
be able to reach us easily with his beak and claws once we’re
there, but you must stay on. Do exactly as I tell you.
Understand?”

She nodded.

Gerard stepped forward between Dakar and the
griffin. He glared at it, lashed his bristling tail. This was
language any griffin should understand—a challenge. Come on.
Charge.

Felbane did. He’d been baited and teased, and
he was angry. He was sure now that the shelts had no real weapons.
Wrestling with a bigger version of Alsair, Gerard told
himself. That’s all it is. Except that Alsair had always
sheathed his claws. Gerard let Felbane come and at the last
possible second, he leapt aside, dodging one clawed paw, and dove
at the creature’s head. He managed to get one arm around its neck
and—most importantly—the other arm around its beak. (My whole
arm! thought Gerard. He could have held Alsair’s beak shut with
a hand.) He was suddenly glad of all that rowing. He landed with
his full weight on the griffin’s head, his leg already sliding over
Felbane’s neck, so that he was straddling the head and—also very
important—standing on the griffin’s front legs, his paws sliding
down over Felbane’s. At the same time, he shouted to Dakar. “Now,
now! Get on!”

She responded with commendable speed. The
griffin was only stunned for an instant, and then he gave a roar
and wrenched his head up against Gerard’s weight. Gerard was jerked
into the air, but he managed to avoid the claws that would have
flayed him to the bone. He brought his knees together hard, but
still yelped as his crotch smacked into the back of Felbane’s
skull. He slid back into the more difficult-to-reach area of the
griffin’s shoulder blades, hung on with one hand, and gripped the
little herb knife with the other. Ouch, ouch, ouch.

He’d considered cutting the griffin’s throat.
He could do that from here, but… That won’t really solve our
problem. He could see the creature’s wings much better now.
They hadn’t been clipped in a long time. He can fly. I’m sure of
it. Gerard began to saw through the harness that limited the
movement of Felbane’s wings. He’d expected to be wrenched this way
and that during the process, and he was praying to the Firebird and
any other god that might be listening that the griffin didn’t think
to roll over.

To his surprise, Felbane hesitated. His
throat was throbbing on a thunderous growl, but he stood rigid and
didn’t move. Gerard decided to try speaking to him again. “Felbane,
I’m cutting through your harness. There, it’s done.” In fact, the
harness was still in place, but he’d gotten through the center
strap—the one that mattered. “You can fly,” he said. Maybe not
well, and you may not have much of a glide, but you can
fly.

The hunti had been ecstatic at his trick of
getting on the griffin’s back. Most of them probably hadn’t seen
his tiny weapon. Now they suddenly realized what he intended, and a
great roar went up—this time an angry sound.

Gerard risked giving Felbane a light shove.
“Your wings! Use your wings, Felbane.” Please, before they get
arrows.

Suddenly, Felbane gave a bound. He twisted in
the air, bucked hard, and it was all Gerard could do to stay on his
back. Dakar’s arms locked around his waist. He gripped as hard as
he could with his knees, crouched low, wrapped his arms around
Felbane’s shoulders and got two handfuls of feathers. He is
thin. He could feel the griffin’s ribcage and bony spine
beneath his downy pelt. Felbane hit the ground and screamed. Gerard
had felt the push of his wings on that jump, but it wasn’t
enough.

“Don’t jump!” he shouted. “Flap! Fly!” He
realized that Felbane had probably never flown before. Felbane
leapt again, and again Gerard felt the instinctive push of his
half-open wings. A javelin flashed in the air and made a terrible
solid thump into the griffin’s lower body. Gerard couldn’t see
where it had lodged, but Felbane gave a shriek of agony and twisted
as he hit the ground. We are going to die.

He jumped again almost immediately. Gerard’s
ears rang with Felbane’s cries. This time his wings opened fully.
They were even more impressive than Gerard had expected—a
magnificent span of black and gold feathers. Pieces of the harness
flew in all directions. Felbane started to drop, but just before he
hit the ground, he gave another beat, and now he had the hang of
it. Another javelin flashed from the edge of the pit, but this time
it missed, and then Felbane was beating madly. Up, up, his voice
ringing in the clear air. Gerard hung on desperately. Felbane was
free. He was in pain, and he was fleeing.

Merdent flashed beneath them—the town, the
hill, mansions, markets, the glistening bay. They were flying
northwest. Gerard saw the forest beyond the town. He’s not going
to stop any time soon. Gerard thought the griffin might have
forgotten the shelts on his back, and he wasn’t sure it would be
smart to remind him. If he does a flip, we’ll have a hard time
staying on with no saddle strap. So he kept his mouth shut and
tried to be still while Felbane flew beyond the settled area around
Merdent, over the vast coastal forests of the Lawless Lands.
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 Chapter 10. A New
Plan

Felbane flew until about midnight, when he
finally dropped heavily into the forest beside a river. Gerard had
no idea where they were, except that they’d flown inland and a long
way from Merdent. Red moon was only a sliver in the sky, yellow
moon had already set, and blue moon was too low on the horizon to
give much light. It was very dark under the trees.

They landed precipitously, and Gerard had no
time to warn Dakar of what he was thinking. He was a little afraid
to speak in any case. The instant they were down, he slipped his
leg over Felbane’s side and jumped off, pulling her with him. As
he’d expected, Felbane responded by turning to snap with his beak.
Gerard was already backing away with one hand around Dakar’s arm.
He put a good twenty paces between them and Felbane—a little too
far for an easy pounce.

The griffin hissed and growled low in his
throat—just a shaggy, hulking shape in the gloom. Gerard stood
perfectly still. After a few moments, Felbane turned away from
them, went to the stream, and began to drink. Gerard wondered how
badly he was hurt. He was sure the javelin had struck flesh, but he
couldn’t see it protruding. Perhaps he shook it loose in the
air.

Not my problem. He was in no position
to tame a dangerous, abused griffin that probably couldn’t even
speak. It was surely hungry, and it had probably been living on
shelt flesh as much as anything else. He’d set the creature free;
it would have to fend for itself. The wisest thing he and Dakar
could do was get away from it while it was distracted.

Gerard gave a gentle tug on Dakar’s arm, and
they started walking rapidly away from the river. Gerard tried to
think what he should do. We’re a long way from Merdent by foot.
We have virtually no supplies. Our largest weapon is an herb knife.
I look like a runaway slave. Gerard’s shirt was billowing
around him, and he reached up to feel the gaping hole Felbane had
torn in the front. He might as well take it off for all the
covering it gave, and of course he was bare-pawed. He hadn’t worn a
pair of boots since he became a slave. Gerard almost laughed.
I’m free, and that’s about all I can say.

“Dakar,” he said softly in case Felbane could
still hear them. “Do you have any food, a water skin, any other
weapons?”

“No.”

Gerard sighed. “How did you expect to help me
when you jumped into that pit?”

A long silence.

As per usual. A thought occurred to
him. “Dakar, you can say, ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’”

She thought for a moment. “I don’t want to
talk about it.”

“Good,” said Gerard. “That’s good. Saying
that will make shelts less nervous than your just not answering.”
It’s like the difference between Dark Heart and Dakar.

“Alright.” She sounded pleased, like a cub
that had learned a new trick.

“I was worried about you on the ship,” said
Gerard. “No one seemed to have seen you after the boarding. Did you
hide somewhere?”

A silence. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Perhaps I shouldn’t have taught her that
phrase. He sighed. “If we don’t have any water or a way to
carry it, then we’d better go back to the river. We can circle wide
of Felbane, but we’ll need water, and, frankly, I’m not much of a
hunter.” Jaleel would fare better in this situation than me.
“I can fish, though.” A plan was forming in his head. “If we follow
the river downstream, we’ll come to the sea, and then if we go
south, we’ll eventually reach Merdent.”

Eventually. Gerard wondered what Gwain
would do when he found the cage empty. Did Paiter have enough
friends among the sailors to hide the truth? If so, Gwain would
probably assume Gerard had somehow escaped and, for reasons of his
own, set off alone. If Gwain did learn the truth, which Gerard
thought more likely, a trip to the fighting pit would give him the
story of Gerard’s escape. Either way, he had no reason to think
Gerard was dead. Will he wait for me? Why should he? Gerard
thought it likely Gwain would proceed with his journey into the
interior. After all, he had a limited timetable. He invited me
to leave Wefrivain with him. He said they were sailing from Zorn in
the spring. I can meet him there; he’ll expect it.

North, then. We’ll go north when we reach
the beach and hope Felbane didn’t get farther than the
peninsula.

Gerard wondered what he would do when he
reached Zorn. No money, no clothes, and I look like a slave.
Perhaps Dakar can sell her medical services, and I can be her
assistant. This seemed like a workable plan, and he told Dakar.
She didn’t argue.

“We need supplies, though. Basics like hooks
or nets and line, warmer clothes or material to make them,
blankets, a water skin, a cooking pot, a knife or two, flint, a
needle and thread for mending, something to carry it all in, and
I’d really like to have a sword in case we run into trouble. We
need to look for a village or farm house or merchant caravan—any
place where we might be able to trade our services for supplies.
You could do medical work, and I could do manual labor or even
clerical work—I can write, after all—but somehow we need to get our
hands on these things.”

Dakar nodded. Gerard had already started them
circling back towards the river. He had a prickly sensation of eyes
watching him, but whenever he turned around he could see nothing
among the shadowy trees. He was beginning to regret letting the
enormous griffin out of his sight.

Gerard felt better once they reached the
river. He took them right down to the edge. Dakar removed her
boots, and they walked along in the shallows. Gerard could see and
hear all around. He saw no sign of Felbane.

They walked until the first traces of dawn
touched the horizon. Gerard knew he had to sleep soon. Dakar
insisted on taking the first watch. She said she could stay awake,
and he was too exhausted to argue. They sat down under a tree that
overhung the river. Gerard made a nest in the leaves and fell
asleep.


 Chapter 11.
Slavers

When Gerard woke, he was horrified to see
late morning sunlight. Dakar must be asleep! That’s dangerous
with—

And there he was, curled up not ten paces
away beside the water. In the morning light, Gerard could see dried
blood in Felbane’s matted feathers, but he couldn’t see where it
had come from. At least he didn’t try to eat us.

He turned to reprimand Dakar for falling
asleep and not waking him. She was sitting with her back to the
tree and her arms around her legs, watching. She looked a little
tired, but not exhausted. You are so strange.

“You should have woken me,” he said.

“I was alright.”

“I mean when the griffin came.”

Dakar pursed her lips. “I think he’s hurt. I
think he knows we can help him, but he’s afraid.”

Gerard considered this. “I think he’s
hungry.”

Dakar nodded. “So am I.”

So am I, thought Gerard and he didn’t
know how he could get them anything to eat. How do I always end
up responsible for everyone?

They drank their fill of cold water from the
river and then started again in the direction of the sea. Felbane
was certainly hurt. When he stood, Gerard saw that he was limping.
After watching him and seeing the trail of blood down the inside of
his right foreleg, Gerard guessed that the javelin had lodged in
the place where his right leg joined his body, the area that would
be the armpit of a shelt. Felbane had probably snapped off the
shaft and dug at it with his beak, but the javelin head was lodged
deep. He’d have to lie nearly on his back for me to get it out.
Not likely!

Felbane whined at them as they started away,
but when Gerard turned and took a step towards him, he lowered his
feathery ears and snarled. Alright. Suit yourself.

Gerard didn’t like to turn his back on the
beast, but he couldn’t force Felbane to leave, and he wasn’t about
to walk around backward all day. As time passed and Felbane did not
attack, Gerard began to relax and ignore him. He’ll get hungry
and go away to hunt. He’ll work that javelin head out on his
own.

Gerard had more pressing concerns. He wished
he’d been a bit more like Jaleel as a youngster, a bit more
interested in survival in the wild. Alas, Gerard been more taken
with boats and books and flying. Any land-hunting he’d done had
always been in concert with Alsair. He saw nothing to eat as they
walked—no berries, no fish that could be caught with the hands, no
conveniently slow animals. How would we cook meat if I did catch
it? He thought a shelt could get parasites from eating uncooked
meat.

“I can go find something,” said Dakar
vaguely.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Gerard rolled his eyes. “Dakar, if you know a
way to find food, please tell me.”

“Tomorrow…if I have to.” She would say no
more.

Their luck turned at evening. They came out
of the trees at the top of a little rise and saw a camp at the foot
of the hill where the river formed a pool. It was a shabby,
hastily-erected camp with ugly, open wagons, flies, and a smell of
excrement and unwashed bodies even at this distance. There were
half a dozen tents and a lot of shelts sitting on the ground.
Gerard saw hunti walking here and there, as well as their animal
counterparts, hyenas. He’d rarely seen these beasts, but he’d heard
of them—vicious and unpredictable. They were large enough to ride,
but uncomfortable-looking, with sloping backs and a tendency to
skulk. He felt a chill as he examined the camp. “It’s a slavers’
caravan,” he muttered. “Those shelts are chained together.”

Gerard crouched down and pulled Dakar down
beside him. “We need to decide what we’re going to do. Those shelts
have the supplies we need, but they’d probably chain us up with
rest of their merchandise if they thought they could take us.”

Dakar thought for a moment. “We could try to
steal.”

Gerard considered this. He felt no
compunction about stealing from slavers. Still… It’s risky.
They’d be even more likely to chain us if they caught us, and I’m
not much good at sneaking. He hated the idea of sending Dakar
down there alone.

While he was thinking, she said, “I have a
better idea. Come on.”

Her sudden audacity startled Gerard, but the
next moment he was trotting down the hill to catch up with her.
“Dakar, what are you doing? You have to tell me; I can’t read your
mind.”

But she didn’t answer him. A hunti had
already spotted them and was approaching with bright, shifting
eyes. Dakar came on boldly. Gerard could see the slaves better
now—chained in long lines beside the tents, which were pitched in a
circle. They were mostly naked and consisted of a variety of
species. “Hello,” said Dakar before the hunti could get a word out.
“My name is Dakar, and I’m a healer. My assistant and I were
attacked by wyverns last night, and we barely got away. All our
supplies were lost. Our griffin’s alright, though.”

She gestured up the hill, and Gerard finally
understood. Felbane had come out of the trees and was sitting there
watching them. Gerard saw the hunti’s eyes go round. You’ll
never try to kidnap us when something like that might come after
you!

“Well,” said the slaver, nervously rubbing
his hands together. “Wyverns in the river, eh? Good to know, good
to know.” He glanced nervously at the water, then back at Dakar.
“Did you say you’re a healer?”

She nodded.

He broke into a smile. “Actually, I do have
work for you! Thank the flame, you’re just in time. Can you do
castrations?”

“Yes,” said Dakar without even blinking.

It was all Gerard could do not to turn and
stare at her. You don’t seem to know what sex is, but you know
what castrations are?

The slaver gave a weird giggle—not a true
laugh, but a sound peculiar to hunti. “Excellent! Honored guest, do
come this way.” He spoke as they walked towards the tents. “We
bought this lot on the coast, and we’re taking them inland. I
wouldn’t normally castrate slaves on the march, but we had a near
catastrophe. They almost got loose and killed us all, and they’re
still mutinous. It’s either kill my merchandise or do something to
take the edge off them. I had a healer, but he was the first one
they went after.” He turned to Dakar and shook a finger. “I want
them properly castrated, mind—so that they’ll survive and not have
medical problems later.”

“You’ll have to take care of them as I tell
you,” said Dakar, “but they’ll survive.”

“What supplies do you need?”

Dakar rattled off a list, and the slaver
began calling for his subordinates to bring the things she asked
for to one of the tents. The first slave they brought was a shavier
faun with crimson feathers and hair. He was bristling with defiance
and screamed at them while they tied him to a table. Then Dakar got
out a knife and his screams turned to shrieks. Gerard thought he
might be sick. Afterward, they brought in a zed and then a
grishnard. Dakar’s hands were speckled with blood. She was humming.
Gerard felt deeply disturbed. Do I know you at all,
Dakar?

The hunti slaver was clearly amused at his
discomfort. “Been doing this long?” he asked.

Gerard shook his head. “We usually do
other work.”

“I’m sure you do other work,” said the
slaver and winked.

Gerard sighed. Not for Dakar, I
don’t.

“Would you like to begin selecting some
supplies as payment?” asked the slaver and Gerard felt almost
grateful. Dakar had four hunti assistants. She didn’t need him.
Gerard followed the slaver out of the tent into the cool night air.
The slavers had lit torches all around their caravan. Near the
center, Gerard spotted a short stake with some sort of shelt or
animal huddled at the base. All the tents were pitched around
it.

The hunti’s lip curled. “There’s the
cause of all trouble. Now I can finally get rid of it!”

“Get rid of what?”

“That creature,” spat the hunti. “It’s why
the slaves revolted. It got them all stirred up.”

Gerard walked forward, curious in spite of
himself. The “creature” looked awfully small to be the cause of so
much trouble. In fact, it looked like a child. He crossed the open
space between the wagons and walked over to the stake. Even
standing over it, he couldn’t tell what kind of shelt it might be.
It was painfully thin and gray with dirt and bruises.

It looked up.

Gerard felt as though something huge had
kicked him in the chest. Silveo.

“—was sold to us as a skilled bed slave,” the
hunti was saying. “If I ever find the shelt who sold it, I’ll get
my money back with blood for interest. They told us it was
eighteen—probably a lie, but with foxlings, it’s hard to tell. I
doubt it was ever a bedslave. Assassin more likely.”

The slaver rattled on, but Gerard hardly
heard him. Twenty-nine, thought Gerard. He’s twenty-nine,
and he’s been both. Silveo took a moment to recognize him. Then
Gerard saw his pupils dilate against the pale irises. He took a
couple of quick breaths and dropped his gaze to the ground again.
The hunti had staked him on his knees with his hands behind his
back. His fur was so thin that he was nearly bald in places. His
hair was a tangled mess. His tail… Gerard thought for a moment
they’d cut it off, but no. It was just a rat-like wisp in the
dirt.

“—killed three guards in five days,” the
hunti continued, “before we even figured out who was to blame. It
incited the other slaves, taught them how to pick the locks on
their shackles, tried to poison me, and nearly put a knife through
my eye.” He kicked Silveo. “Killing it wouldn’t have been enough to
keep the others quiet. I needed it alive and suffering. But with
the strongest males castrated, we should be alright. Now I can
finally knock it on the head and throw it in the weeds.”

“Give him to me,” said Gerard. He didn’t want
to hear anymore.

The hunti looked at him curiously. “What
for?”

Gerard thought a moment. “My griffin is
hungry.”

He saw Silveo flinch.

The hunti laughed. “Griffin food is about all
he’s good for, but I suppose he might just do for that. I’ll throw
him in as part of your pay.”

Silveo had bowed his head and huddled over
until his nose was almost in the dirt. Gerard could see fleas
crawling in his filthy fur and hair. Beneath the grime, Silveo’s
skin showed an extravagant array of bruises. Gerard didn’t look at
the slaver. He thought if he did, he might hit him.

“Do you have a knife?”

The hunti seemed surprised, but he handed
Gerard his belt knife. Gerard bent and cut Silveo loose. He lifted
him by the scruff and held him at arm’s length. Look at me!
But Silveo only shut his eyes and curled into a fetal ball, his
pathetic wisp of tail tucked between his legs and wrapped around
him. Gerard couldn’t help noticing how light he was.

“Here, here!” the slaver was exclaiming. “You
don’t need to touch him. He’s filthy and full of fleas! I’ll get
you a sack.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “Oh, and he can’t
speak. We cut out his tongue.”


 Chapter 12. A
Sack

Gerard’s head snapped around.
“You—did—what?”

“Cut out his tongue,” said the hunti
irritably. “Even after we staked him and beat him every day, he
kept saying things. He incited the slaves. He encouraged them. We
finally shut him up, though.”

Gerard was afraid that if he said anything
else he would betray himself, that the slaver wouldn’t give him
Silveo if he knew they had a history. So he just put Silveo in the
cotton grain sack they handed him. Silveo’s eyes flicked up once
before the mouth of the sack closed—a look of utter misery and
despair. “If you need him to last a day or two, you might give him
some water,” said the slaver. “I doubt he’ll last longer than that.
He quit eating a few days ago after we had his tongue out. I
wouldn’t trust him, though, even now. If I were you, I’d feed him
to your beak-cat tonight and be done with him.”

Gerard tried to focus on selecting the
supplies they would need for their journey to Zorn. He knew his
choices were important, but he was having a hard time
concentrating. The sight of Silveo had brought back a flood of
memories—things he hadn’t thought about since the mill and before.
They cut out his tongue. Gerard shook his head.
Concentrate!

He brought all his will to bear and managed
to find everything he thought they would need for fishing, mending
clothes, and cooking. He selected three days’ worth of dried meat
and fruit. He even found packs and water skins. They cut out his
tongue. He didn’t look at the cotton grain sack, piled with the
rest of his supplies. Although Silveo had clearly been too weak to
walk, probably to crawl, a hyena was standing guard over him.
They cut out his tongue. Dakar finished a little before
Gerard. She came out, looked at what he’d selected, bargained
briefly with the hunti slaver, and managed to get a simple sword
for Gerard.

He didn’t realize until he took it in his
hands how much he’d missed his sword. I haven’t been armed
since…since that room, since the last time I saw Silveo. And he
did not look at the grain sack, did not think about the way
Silveo had flinched, did not, did not…

The hunti gave them roasted meat to eat as
they left. Gerard didn’t ask what kind of meat it was. They started
up the hill with their new packs weighted with precious
supplies—probably the cheapest and oldest the slavers possessed,
but still of enormous value to Gerard and Dakar. Gerard was wearing
a newly-acquired shirt and boots. He knew he could tailor his
clothes to fit better when he got the chance. Most sailors were
good at sewing and Gerard was no exception. He’d mended sails often
enough, and he’d made or mended his own clothes. He and Dakar had
both received rough woolen jackets, too, and they had blankets and
some extra cloth.

“What’s in the sack?” asked Dakar. Gerard was
holding it by the neck, not actually against him.

My old life. My enemy. My friend. “A
foxling slave. I said I wanted him for griffin food.”

“I didn’t think we were feeding the
griffin.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Felbane had disappeared from the ridge,
although Gerard felt certain he would pick up their trail once they
got away from the slave camp. The sight of hunti had probably
frightened him. As they walked through the dark wood, Gerard
finally lifted the weight of the sack into his arms. Silveo was
trembling. He felt so small, so bony, and feverishly warm. Gerard
felt a pang and a wave of confusion. I’m angry at you. I missed
you. You got what you deserved. I’m terribly sorry.

They found the river again. After Gerard felt
they’d put sufficient distance between themselves and the hunti, he
stopped and made camp with an actual fire and their sleeping pads
spread around it. Part of him wanted to just leave Silveo in the
sack—not to be cruel, but because Gerard didn’t want to deal with
the memories and feelings the sight of Silveo produced. He did take
him out, though—on a blanket beside the fire. “Dakar, can you help
me?”

She didn’t ask what he wanted help with. He
wasn’t sure himself. Silveo slid from the sack curled in a
protective ball, but he turned over on his back almost immediately,
put both palms on the ground, and turned his head to the
side—classic submissive posturing. He was breathing quickly and
still trembling. His eyes were glassy with fear and pain and
perhaps with fever. Gerard could see dried blood around the corners
of his mouth. He could also see every rib.

“Oh,” said Dakar after a heartbeat’s pause.
“It’s Silveo.”

Gerard looked at her. Of course, she knew
who I was, and Silveo was around a lot longer than me. He
was better known. Still, to recognize him in this
condition…

Then Silveo caught sight of Dakar. To
Gerard’s astonishment, he gave a whimper and tried to sit up. He
began to truly hyperventilate. She put out a hand, but he flinched
away, tried to crawl into Gerard’s lap. He got two handfuls of
Gerard’s coat and looked up at him with huge, desperate eyes. He
was making a noise, trying to speak, but only produced a painful
mewling. Gerard stared at him. You’re more afraid of her than of
me or the griffin! Then Silveo fainted.


 Chapter 13.
Bleeding

Silveo did not wake that night, not even when
they dipped him in the cold river water. They bathed him and picked
off most of the fleas. His skin was mottled green and blue and
black and purple. His fur was so thin Gerard could see the bruises
under it as well. His scalp had bloody patches where hair had been
ripped out. His teeth were brown with old blood. “He’s very sick,”
said Dakar. “He’s dying. Do you want me to try to heal him,
Gerard?”

“Yes. Dakar, he— They cut out his tongue.”
Even unconscious, Gerard hadn’t been able to get Silveo’s mouth
open wide enough to see the damage. The light was poor in any
case.

Dakar thought about that. “I’m not sure I can
heal him. He’s a lot sicker than you were on the ship, and I’m not
sure he wants to live. That makes it harder.”

Gerard didn’t ask how Dakar could tell
whether Silveo wanted to live when he was unconscious. “Dakar, how
do you know us? Can you tell me that? Why is Silveo afraid
you?”

Dakar shifted on her seat beside the fire.
She didn’t meet his eyes. Gerard didn’t think she would answer, but
finally she said, “I hurt him once. I didn’t mean to.”

Hurt him? “Physically?”

Dakar considered. “No.”

Gerard frowned. Silveo’s fear had looked
awfully physical to him. Surely you weren’t a lover. A
thought occurred to him. “Did you know him during his assassin
days?” That might explain some of your strangeness.

Dakar looked at the fire. She didn’t answer.
Gerard decided to let it go.

Silveo did not wake the next morning. He was
limp as a wet rag and much too warm. Gerard wrapped him in a
blanket and carried him. He couldn’t help remembering the first
time he’d carried Silveo. He was hurt then, too. I had to loop
his tail over one arm—all that fluffy white fur.

Gerard remembered the smell and feel of heavy
silk and fine wool and leather. I wonder what happened to that
coat, those boots. Did you throw them in the harbor? Or did you
sell my clothes, too, Silveo? He remembered Silveo’s office on
the Fang, remembered the first time he’d come into his
library. He gave me a storybook and chocolate for
Thessalyn.

Thess. Gerard realized he had not
thought about her for some time, hadn’t sung her songs, hadn’t even
said her name in his mind. He remembered exactly what her face had
looked like. He remembered the way she’d giggled at Silveo’s
ridiculous finery in Port Holovarus. He remembered the way she’d
comforted him after the spiders, after the cave, after Morchella.
Remembering hurt. Gerard felt like a nearly healed wound had been
ripped open. Something inside him was bleeding again.

He looked down at Silveo. If I left you
beside the river for Felbane, would that take the pain away? Could
I just leave it with you there on the ground?

Gerard wanted him to wake up, wanted to say
things, so many things. But Silveo didn’t wake. When they stopped
for the night, Dakar took him from Gerard. She sat with him while
Gerard started the fire and laid out their sleeping things. I’ll
have to start fishing soon. We’ll run out of food.

Felbane had clearly gotten hungry enough to
go on his first real hunt. He turned up on the edge of their camp
with the remains of some sort of hoofed animal dangling from his
beak. He sat just near enough for the firelight to dance in his
yellow eyes while he crunched the bones.

Silveo finally woke. Dakar had his head in
her lap. As soon as he started to move she sat him up and put a
water skin to his lips. Silveo didn’t want to open his mouth, but
she more-or-less forced him, and at last he drank. Once he started,
he didn’t want to stop. Dakar took the skin away from him. “You
need to eat, too.”

Silveo slumped back down. He could support
himself on his hands, just barely. At that moment, Felbane crunched
another bone. Silveo turned and saw him. He gulped and gave
a little moan. He turned to Gerard, sitting opposite the fire, and
now he was shaking all over. Gerard felt horrible. He wanted to
say, “I won’t feed you to the griffin.” But what came out of his
mouth was, “Why did you sell me?”

Silveo curled over, his bony tail wrapping
around him.

Gerard heard his own voice snarl, “Do you
have any idea how much that hurt? How lonely I was? All I had was
time, Silveo! To think and think and hurt! Is that what you
wanted?!” Gerard realized he was shouting.

Silveo dropped his forehead to the ground.
His tail tucked under him.

You can’t even respond, thought
Gerard. You just have to listen, and you can’t even say anything
clever. The sadness washed over him again. “I missed you,” he
whispered.

Silveo didn’t move. After a moment, Gerard
realized he’d fainted again. Dakar reached out and rolled him over.
“Are you sure you want him to get better?”

Gerard covered his face with his hands.
“Yes.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t do that again.”

Gerard stood and walked away from the fire.
He was angry at himself, and Dakar was no comfort. Sometimes she
hardly acted like a shelt. Gerard went to his pack and found a hook
and line. He fished in the starlight for a long time. He knew his
technique was all wrong, and he didn’t care. He never caught
anything.


 


Chapter 14. The Sea

 Silveo didn’t
properly wake that night or the next morning. He was burning with
fever. In his delirium, he would mew or whimper or even open his
eyes and look vaguely around. He shivered violently all day as
Gerard carried him. Dakar made them stop periodically and dip him
in the cool river. Then sometimes he would clutch at whoever was
holding him, plead inarticulately. “Silveo, we won’t drop you,”
Gerard said. “We won’t drown you.” But he didn’t really seem
aware.

During his half-lucid moments, Dakar would
dribble water into his mouth, and he would swallow it. She chewed a
bit of dried fruit, spat it out, mixed it with water, and he
swallowed that, too. “We need honey,” she said. “Honey would be
best,” but they didn’t have any honey.

On the evening of that day, they came to the
sea. The tide was in, and the beach wasn’t very wide. They made
camp a little distance away beside the river. Gerard went to sleep
with the sound of the surf in his ears—a sound he’d loved since
childhood. Tonight, though, it brought him no comfort.

* * * *

Gerard woke in the dark. The fire had burned
down to embers. He wasn’t sure what had woken him—a sound, a smell,
a dream? He glanced around.

Alone. He was alone.

Gerard leapt up. He was wearing nothing but
his shirt, and he shivered in the cool air. Neither Dakar nor
Silveo were by the fire, and he couldn’t see Felbane. Maybe
she’s gone to dip Silveo in the river again. He squinted in
that direction. He could see the flash of water between the trees.
“Dakar?”

No answer.

Gerard went to the place where Silveo had
been lying. He found a trail—the clear evidence of some small
creature crawling through the weeds towards the beach. Gerard
followed the trail. He stopped on the edge of the trees. The line
of Silveo’s ragged passage led over the sand and disappeared into
the waves. Gerard sank slowly to his haunches. He stared at the
marks in the sand as though a careful examination might give an
interpretation other than the obvious.

Finally he stood up. His whole body felt
heavy. He followed the tracks until they turned into faint smears
in the undulating tide. He waded out a little ways, scanned the
rolling water—beautiful in the moonlight. Then everything
blurred.

Silveo. I let you think…what? That I’d
hurt you? That I’d feed you to Felbane? Silveo had experienced
an extraordinary amount of suffering in his life, and yet as far as
Gerard knew, he’d never tried to kill himself. Until now. Until
me. He felt as though he’d been given one last chance to redeem
something precious, and he’d thrown it away.

“Gerard?”

He turned at the sound of Dakar’s voice. “Are
you looking for the foxling?”

Gerard nodded. He didn’t dare hope.

“He’s over here.”

“Alive?” croaked Gerard, imagining a soppy
mass of lifeless fur.

“Yes.” Dakar hesitated. “That is what you
wanted, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” He let out his breath all at once.
“Alive is good. Alive is very good.”

Gerard realized when he saw Silveo that Dakar
must have plucked him out of the waves. He was soaking wet, huddled
against a driftwood log. He looked even smaller, bonier. He
flinched when Gerard’s shadow fell across him. Gerard crouched in
front of him. “Silveo, please look at me.”

Silveo raised his head, an expression of
glazed misery on his face. He looked down almost immediately and
scratched in the sand with a stick. Gerard thought he was trying to
write, but then saw it was a picture. “Sword?” guessed Gerard.

Silveo nodded, then wrote the grishnard
character for “please” over it. Then he drew a stick figure of a
griffin and put an X through it. He looked up at Gerard, his eyes
imploring.

Gerard could have cried. “Silveo, I won’t
hurt you. I couldn’t. I certainly won’t feed you to the
griffin. I’m sorry I didn’t make that clear.”

Silveo didn’t react in any way Gerard had
expected, just looked down at his drawings again. Gerard picked him
up. He was feather-light, even wet.

“Dakar?”

She came and walked with him back to camp.
“He is not to be alone,” said Gerard. “One of us with him, awake,
all the time. Do you understand? Can you help me do that?”

She nodded.

Back at camp, they got the fire going again,
toweled Silveo off, and set him next to the blaze to dry
thoroughly. His fever seemed to have broken. Dakar gave him water
and then some dried meat. He didn’t want to eat, but she was
persistent, and at last he took a small amount and chewed. He would
not meet anyone’s eyes. He liked the fire, though. He got as close
as they’d let him and stared blinking into the flames. He put his
hand out once, too close, and Gerard said sharply, “Silveo!”

He withdrew his hand, buried his face in his
arms, and rocked back and forth. Gerard sat with him the rest of
the night. He didn’t feel like he could ever sleep again. “Silveo,
what I said to you wasn’t fair. You told me to take Thessalyn and
leave.” You told me not to trust you. “You said it in the
clearest possible terms, and I didn’t listen. I have no one to
blame for that but myself.”
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Silveo’s already drooping ears quivered. He
still had his face in his arms. Gerard took out some of the cloth
the slavers had given them and started working on clothes for
Silveo. Gerard measured him with a bit of twine from their packs,
allowed a little extra room for something close to a normal weight.
Silveo did whatever Gerard asked as well as he could, although he
was weak and clumsy. Their eyes met once, and Silveo looked quickly
away. Please don’t look at me like that—like you’re afraid of
me.

“Silveo, I only mentioned the griffin because
I couldn’t think of any other excuse to get that slaver to hand you
over. Please forgive me for what I said earlier. I didn’t mean it
the way it sounded—not as a threat. Please.”

Silveo made a choking noise. He reached out
and smoothed the dirt beside him. Gerard scooted over to see. Very
carefully, Silveo wrote, “You apologize to
me?”

Gerard smiled. “Isn’t that the way we usually
do it?”

Silveo’s shoulders shook. Gerard scooped him
up, blanket and all. This time, Silveo put his arms around Gerard’s
neck and buried his face against his shoulder. Gerard thought he
might have been crying, but Silveo cried so soundlessly, it was
hard to tell. Gerard held him until dawn turned to the sky overhead
to gold, until the sun came up, until Dakar woke, until he relaxed
and went to sleep.


 Chapter 15.
Nightmares

Gerard had been planning on fishing that day
and letting Dakar finish Silveo’s clothes. However, Dakar, it
seemed, knew very little about sewing anything other than wounded
flesh. She said that she could fish and went off towards the
sea with line, hooks, and some newly-cut poles. Gerard wanted to
get Silveo’s clothes finished. The air smelled of fall. The forest
was mostly evergreen, but the few leafy trees near the water were
turning extravagant shades of red and gold. Soon the winter storms
would come—icy rain and sleet. Silveo would need something warm to
wear. Besides, Gerard had an idea that clothes would make him feel
better. They did me.

“We’re staying here,” Gerard told Dakar,
“until he’s well enough to travel. There’s no need to hurry, and
we’re not going to.”

So Gerard worked all day beside the fire, and
Silveo slept. Every little while, Gerard would wake him and make
him drink and eat something—never very much, but something.
Gerard remembered how much he’d slept in Dakar’s dispensary aboard
the Mantis. That was my body recovering. However, he
also remembered how much he’d slept in those confused days after
they’d sold him and during the first red month at the mill. That
was depression and denial and wanting to die. Towards evening,
he woke Silveo and made him attempt to stand. He did try, and
Gerard caught him when he fell.

Gerard expected him to go back to sleep at
once, but he seemed restless. Finally he got a bit of charred stick
from the fire and wrote on a fresh piece of wood:

“I didn’t kill Thess.”

Gerard was shocked. “I know that, Silveo. I
never thought you did.”

Silveo looked relieved and slumped back
down.

Before he could curl up to sleep again,
Gerard screwed up his courage to ask, “What happened to
Alsair?”

Silveo hesitated. Finally, he wrote, “You
don’t want to know.”

Gerard shut his eyes. You’re probably
right.

Dakar returned after dark with half a dozen
large fish. Gerard was pleased, but confused. When he went to clean
the fishing equipment in the fresh water of the river, it looked
unused. When he offered Dakar some of the cooked meat for supper,
she shook her head. “I already ate.”

Gerard frowned. “Did you make a fire out
there on the beach?” He had their only flint.

Dakar just looked at him with her black eyes.
“I don’t—”

“Yes, yes,” said Gerard, “I know.”

* * * *

By the second day, Gerard had a shirt and
trousers for Silveo. Over the course of the day, he was able to
make Silveo eat almost an entire fish. Gerard took a blanket apart
and began working on a jacket. Silveo still slept all day, but when
Gerard woke him that evening, he was able to stand and take a few
wobbly steps before collapsing. Gerard thought he looked marginally
more himself dressed. The fabric was heavy brown
cotton—uninteresting and utterly unlike Silveo, but it was
clothes.

Dakar had been gone since dawn. Gerard had no
idea where. Around dusk, Felbane came prowling through the trees.
He had another large hoofed animal in his beak. Gerard expected him
to sit down a little ways away and munch on it, but instead he
brought it to within ten paces and dropped it on the ground. He
looked at Gerard and whined. Then he backed away.

Gerard stared at the hoofed creature.
Looks like we’ll have plenty of food for the nonce.

Felbane whined again and lay down. He was
still limping. “Felbane,” said Gerard and watched his ears perk up.
“Can you talk?”

Felbane watched him a moment longer and then
started half preening, half picking at the feathers of his lower
right chest near where the javelin head must be lodged. Gerard
turned back to his work on Silveo’s jacket.

“Hurts.”

Gerard turned very slowly. The voice had been
soft, almost a whisper. Felbane was watching him, his eyes wary. He
was lying on his belly, but he had all four feet under him, ready
to flee. “You can talk,” breathed Gerard.

Felbane’s yellow eyes never left Gerard’s
face. “Can you understand me?” said Gerard. “You can just nod. You
don’t have to say anything.”

Very slowly, Felbane dipped his head.

Gerard broke into a smile. “I wasn’t sure.
Did they beat you when you talked?”

Another long pause, then Felbane dipped his
head again.

“I won’t do that,” said Gerard. As if I
could! “I want you to talk to me. Otherwise, I don’t know what
you want.”

“Hurts,” repeated Felbane in a near
whisper.

“I’m sure it does,” said Gerard. “I could get
that javelin head out, but you’d have to let me touch you. You’d
have to lie down on your side, and it would probably hurt when I
pulled it out. Do you think you can do all that and not scratch or
bite me?”

Felbane considered. He clearly wasn’t sure.
Gerard took a step towards him, and the griffin rose, hissing, ears
flat back against his head, and limped away. Gerard shook his head.
“If you can’t even let me approach you, I don’t know how I’m
supposed to stop the hurt.”

He turned back to the fire and saw Silveo
awake and staring. “He’s got a javelin head under his right leg,”
explained Gerard. “He got it when— Well, it’s a long story; I’ll
tell you sometime. It involves you being right and me being
wrong.”

He was trying to make Silveo smile, but he
failed. “He’s not tame,” continued Gerard. “I didn’t even know he
could speak until now.”

Silveo smoothed a patch of sand beside him
and scribbled, “Better than me.”

Gerard sat down beside him. “I’ll get you
some paper. We’ll figure something out. Be patient with
yourself.”

Silveo burrowed back into his blankets.

Dakar returned well after dark to report that
she’d found some sort of abandoned cabin a day’s hike to the north.
Gerard reprimanded her for going so far on her own without telling
him first, but she only looked at him with those faintly iridescent
black eyes. She emptied her pockets beside the fire, and Gerard was
unsurprised to see a collection of interesting stones and a couple
of pretty shells. She handed one to Silveo—some sort of black
clam-like shell, its interior a deep pearly purple. Silveo looked
at her quizzically, but he took the shell and lay beside the fire,
watching the flames dance in its reflective surface.

* * * *

“Gerard?”

He jerked awake. “What? What?”

Dakar was leaning over him. She’d been on
watch, and her eyes looked worried in the firelight. Even before
she continued, Gerard heard a low keening noise, as though from a
trapped animal. “Gerard,” she whispered, “something is wrong with
Silveo. I thought you might want to see.”

Gerard was already up and crawling around the
fire. There was certainly something wrong. Silveo’s blankets were
knotted around him like ropes. He had curled into a ball so tight
that Gerard couldn’t figure out at first where all his arms and
legs were. He was grinding his teeth and making a continuous low
whine. When Gerard touched him, he felt eerily like something
dead—every muscle taut as though rigor mortis had set in. Gerard
worried for a moment that he might have lockjaw or have been
poisoned.

“Silveo?” he whispered. “Silveo! Wake up!” He
shook him, repeated his name. Finally, Silveo gasped and opened his
eyes. Gerard saw that he’d bitten his lower lip and it was bleeding
profusely. He stared up at Gerard for a moment, tried to say
something, remembered that he couldn’t, and covered his face with
both hands.

Gerard gathered him up and sat down beside
the fire. Dakar found a clean rag, dipped it in cold water, and
gave it to Silveo to hold against his lip. Silveo huddled against
Gerard. His heart was beating like a frightened bird’s.

“Nightmare?” asked Gerard.

Silveo nodded. He had his eyes screwed shut.
Gerard sat with him until he stopped shaking and his lip stopped
bleeding.

* * * *

Silveo had bitten through his lip, as
Gerard discovered on closer examination the next morning. His palms
had bloody nail prints. From the way he moved, Gerard guessed that
he was sore from clenching every muscle in his body. He tried to
refuse food and when Gerard insisted, he chewed slowly, as though
it hurt. Gerard had been told over and over that Silveo was prone
to nightmares, but he’d never envisioned anything like this. When
Gerard had bad dreams, he woke up crying. When Silveo had bad
dreams, he woke up bleeding.

It happened again two nights later. Even when
he didn’t have brutal nightmares, Silveo was not a peaceful
sleeper. He always managed to have his blankets in knots by
morning. He seemed to sleep better in the day, often curled up
against Gerard. He was beginning to walk fairly well, but the
nightmares made him sore and slowed him down.

“I wonder what would help,” said Dakar, and
Gerard had a suspicion that she knew.

“Dakar, are you discovering sarcasm?”

“Discovering what?”

“Never mind.”

On the seventh night, Gerard woke to the
feeling of eyes. Dakar was supposed to be on watch, but when he sat
up, he didn’t see her in camp at all. Silveo was crouching a little
way from Gerard’s pallet. He was wearing his shirt and a blanket,
and he had his bony arms and tail wrapped around his legs. He
didn’t move, didn’t try to write anything, just sat there watching
with those sad eyes. Gerard propped himself up on one elbow. He
sighed. “Come here, Silveo.”

Silveo came slowly like a nervous wild
animal. He smoothed out the sand beside Gerard’s pallet and wrote,
“Do you want anything?” And then he crouched there, with his head
down like a prisoner awaiting execution.

Gerard wanted to say, “How many times do I
have to tell you?” Instead, he reached out and pulled Silveo down
beside him. “Rest. You’re safe.” It was what Malpin had said to him
as a child. You don’t have to pay for this. Silveo gave a
long sigh. He crawled under the blankets, curled up against
Gerard’s ribs, and laid his head on his shoulder. Gerard hesitated,
then put an arm around him. Moments later, Silveo was sound asleep,
breathing softly and evenly. He had no more nightmares that
month.


Chapter 16. Desolate

 The next few
days were clear and cool, but not too cold. It had begun to rain
off and on, and Gerard decided they’d better hike to the cabin
Dakar had discovered. It would be better shelter than the
half-cured pelts from Felbane’s kills that they were currently
using as fly sheets. They needed salt and a few other chemicals to
cure the pelts properly, but all they had was smoke and sea water.
They also needed material for a few more clothes. “We should look
for someone to trade with,” said Gerard, but in the meantime the
cabin seemed likely to solve at least their shelter problems.

So on the sixth day after reaching the sea,
they put their supplies back into their packs and started north
along the beach. Silveo was sitting on Gerard’s shoulders, wedged
between the pack and Gerard’s head. He seemed to like sitting up
there as well as he liked anything.

Gerard hummed a tune as they walked. He
realized after a few moments that it was one of Thessalyn’s songs—a
light-hearted ditty she’d composed back on Holovarus when they were
first getting to know each other. It reminded him of being young
and falling in love—the early part, before the reality of what it
would cost him set in.

He told Silveo and Dakar about the song and
about some of the things Thessalyn used to do. Dakar was almost as
quiet as Silveo, but that didn’t bother Gerard today. They stopped
around noon and sat on driftwood logs, eating fish they’d cooked
the day before. Silveo seemed to have mostly overcome his fear of
Dakar, although he never sat too near her if he could avoid it.
Several times, though, Gerard caught Dakar sitting near him,
sometimes with her hand on his arm or knee, saying nothing. Gerard
wasn’t sure whether she was trying to offer comfort or whether
something else was going on.
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Dakar finished eating before Gerard and
Silveo (she never seemed to eat very much) and went down to the
water to look for shells. Gerard glanced at Silveo. Finally, he
said in a low voice, “Silveo, who is she? Why are you afraid of
her?”

Silveo looked instantly on edge. He picked up
a stick to write, but hesitated. Finally, he wrote, “She doesn’t
want me to tell.”

Gerard squinted at the words. Beach sand was
easier for writing than forest soil. Even so, Silveo selected his
words carefully to keep his messages short. He wrote in a mixture
of grishnard characters, phonetic letters, and pictures, depending
on which would be easiest to read and write in the sand.

“She knew me as soon as she saw me,” said
Gerard. “I was a half-dead galley slave at the time. She saved my
life. Whoever she is, I won’t hold it against her.”

Silveo looked up at him with worried eyes.
Then he wrote, “Ask her?”

Gerard sighed. “Alright.” It’s not fair to
ask Silveo to tattle. Dakar is the one who can speak, after
all.

The cabin turned out to be a seasonal hunting
or fishing hut beside a stream. It was not large, but it seemed to
Gerard like a mansion compared to his last personal space—the
holding cell aboard the Mantis and part of a bench before
that. Gerard said as much, jokingly, but Silveo winced. The cabin
contained no food or furniture, but it did have a fireplace, an ax,
and a large fire pit outside.

Gerard spent the next yellow month fishing,
sewing a few extra shirts for them all, curing meat, and building
up a supply of firewood. He took Silveo with him everywhere,
carrying him when he could not walk. Silveo liked nothing better
than to curl up against Gerard’s leg when he was mending or fishing
and go to sleep. He would have slept nearly all the time if Gerard
had let him, but Gerard didn’t think that was healthy, so he talked
to Silveo.

He told him about the mill and the flood,
about meeting Dakar on the Mantis, about the galley, about
Ruel, about Gwain. He told him about Paiter’s revenge, about the
fighting pit, about Felbane and Dakar and their escape. He did not
rush the story, and sometimes he went back to fill in pieces that
he’d forgotten. He kept hoping Silveo would participate—write
questions or volunteer information about what had happened during
Gerard’s absence, even mock him or make jokes—but Silveo never
did.

He was increasingly mobile, and by the end of
that yellow month he was able to walk almost normally. He was still
weak and utterly unlike himself. The slightest sign of anger or
annoyance reduced him to a quivering study in submissive display.
He never smiled.

His fur and hair came back in. Gerard
suspected it would be half a year before Silveo’s tail regained its
splendor, but his hair and lower body fur came in fast, soft, and
triple thick. Gerard was in a position to notice because Silveo
slept cuddled against him every night. Gerard would have preferred
to simply put Silveo’s pallet beside his, but Silveo clearly wanted
physical contact. A word of complaint would have sent him crawling
back to his own blankets, but Gerard didn’t have the heart to do
it. And he was warm.

“White foxlings really must have come from
cold places,” he commented one evening. “I had no idea your fur was
so thick. Do you get hot in the summer?”

Silveo thought a moment. “Winter coat,” he
wrote at last.

“It gets thinner in the summer?”

Silveo nodded.

If you were yourself, you’d make a joke
about hats or mittens. But Silveo didn’t joke anymore, and
Gerard was afraid that if he said it, Silveo might think he
was serious.

Slowly and painfully, Silveo began working on
a system for spelling words with his hands. He invented a hand sign
for each letter of the phonetic alphabet and taught them to Gerard.
It was still a cumbersome way to communicate, but it had advantages
over writing. Grishnard characters were complex and blurred easily,
but they didn’t take up much space. Phonetic letters were simpler
and easier to read, but they required more space on a writing
surface. Silveo became easily frustrated with all forms of
non-verbal communication, and he would sometimes shut down in the
middle of an attempted conversation.

He was trying, though, and that gave Gerard
hope. As he slept less and as Gerard forced him to move, he began
to try to help around the campsite. Gerard caught him wading around
in the stream one morning very early. “What are you doing?” he
asked.

Silveo waded over to a rock and wrote with
his wet finger: “Trying to be good for something besides griffin
food.”

Gerard started to reprimand him, but then saw
the ghost of a smile on Silveo’s face. That’s not despair,
he realized. That’s your morbid sense of humor. He smiled
back. Silveo turned out to be searching for large, shrimp-like
creatures under the rocks. They made excellent bait.

That was a good day. Silveo had a lot of bad
days. He woke Gerard frequently with his twitching, whining, and
growling. He had a tendency to crawl all over the place in his
sleep. He was obviously embarrassed by this, and Gerard tried not
to make an issue of it.

Gerard trusted him enough now to leave him
for short periods. Almost, he gave him a knife. He’d seen Silveo
eyeing them, and he knew that Silveo put a lot of stock in not
being helpless. However, Gerard still wasn’t certain that Silveo
wouldn’t use a knife on himself, so he kept the sharp things out of
reach.

Dakar wasn’t much help. She seemed to wander
off whenever Gerard hadn’t asked her to do something specific.
Often she would disappear before dawn and not return until late at
night. She never seemed hungry, but she never seemed to lose
weight. Occasionally, she would bring useful items back from her
journeys—herbs, mushrooms, wild onions and other vegetables. Once
she told Gerard she’d found a merchant caravan and somehow she got
them to give her a hairbrush (something they did not need for
survival, but badly needed for civility) and some spices that
improved the taste of their food.

“What we could really use,” said Gerard, “is
several sacks of tanning chemicals and clothes or fabric to make
them, but you couldn’t carry all that yourself. I wish you’d invite
me on these forays of yours.”

The trouble was that someone had to continue
preparing their camp for winter and look after Silveo, and Gerard
didn’t trust Dakar to do either of those things without wandering
off. He didn’t understand how she seemed to cover so much ground.
He wondered whether she’d somehow tamed Felbane enough to ride him.
The griffin was not around any more than Dakar, but whenever Gerard
decided he was gone for good, Felbane would show up again with a
kill. He wasn’t limping as badly, but he still whined
sometimes.

Silveo wanted to help Gerard around camp, but
he frequently attempted tasks that were beyond him. Gerard stopped
him several times from trying to haul large chunks of wood, and he
wanted to go fishing with Gerard in the ocean in spite of the fact
that he couldn’t swim. One day, Gerard was chopping wood when he
heard a terrible crash from the direction of the cabin. He came
running and found Silveo standing in the middle of a chaos of
firewood that had been piled against the side of the cabin. Gerard
had told him earlier to stop trying to add to the pile. He did not
yet have the coordination or strength to stack it properly. The
logs had rolled everywhere, including over a fishing net Gerard had
been making and a carefully arranged batch of drying fish roe.
They’d also knocked down the clothesline and crashed over the clean
laundry.

“Silveo!” barked Gerard—too sharply.

Silveo turned and Gerard saw that he wasn’t
hurt. He stood trembling amid the chaos and twisted his hands
together. Gerard walked over to him and crouched down. He raised a
hand, and Silveo cringed as though he expected to be hit.

Gerard changed what he’d been going to say.
“Silveo, I would never hit you. I thought you might be hurt; I’m
glad you’re not.”

Silveo didn’t look reassured. He bowed his
head.

Gerard took both of Silveo’s hands in his.
“This stuff isn’t important, Silveo.” He bent his head, tried to
catch Silveo’s eyes. “It’s not important. Don’t worry about it.” He
tried to laugh. “You could have set fire to that pile of wood, and
I wouldn’t have hit you. Please don’t be afraid of me.”

Silveo extracted a hand from Gerard’s. He
looked for a clear space, but couldn’t find one to write in. Gerard
could feel his mounting frustration.

“Just spell it,” he said.

So Silveo spelled with his hands.
“Trying…to…help.”

“I know,” said Gerard. “Don’t worry about it.
You are so much more important than any of this.”

Silveo looked down at his paws. He spelled,
“Useless.”

“You’re not,” said Gerard. “And anyway, you
don’t have to be useful—not in the way you mean. I’m glad you’re
here. That’s all. I missed you, Silveo.”

Silveo wiped hard at his eyes with the heels
of his hands. He started to spell something, got frustrated and
stopped. Gerard glanced around the campsite. There’s nothing
here that can’t wait for a quarter-watch.

“Come on.” Gerard started towards the beach.
He wanted to pick Silveo up. It would have been faster, but Silveo
needed to feel self-sufficient, now more than ever, so Gerard let
him walk. When they reached the expanse of wet, gray sand, Silveo
found a stick and scribbled, “I know she killed Malpin.”

Gerard grimaced. You need to give me
something, and the only thing you can think of is to let me win
that old argument. “It doesn’t matter now.”

But Silveo was still writing, “I think I
always knew. I just didn’t want to believe it.”

Gerard crouched down and put an arm around
him. “Silveo, will you listen to me for a moment?”

Silveo squirmed away from him. He wrote, “You
and Thess were the best things that ever happened to me, and I—”
his hand shook. “I destroyed you.” Two tears splashed down onto the
sand.

Gerard took the stick away from him. “Silveo,
look at me. You didn’t. There was nothing you could have done to
save Thess. That was all Morchella. If I’d taken your advice and
left Wefrivain, Thess would still be alive.” You might not, but
she would. “You probably saved my life, although it didn’t feel
very good at the time. It’s over. Let it go.”

Silveo just dropped his gaze to the sand.
Gerard sighed. It was beginning to rain—a cold, gray rain on a
cold, gray beach. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go back to the
cabin.”


 Chapter 17. Another
Name

The rains came, and the weather grew colder.
Dakar turned up one day with three seal-skin coats—waterproof and
lined with tight wool. They were roughly the right size and Gerard
had no difficulty tailoring them to fit well. Dakar would not tell
him where she’d gotten them no matter how many times he asked. He
decided she must have stolen them, although from where he couldn’t
imagine.

When the wind came from the north, the rain
was icy cold, but occasionally it blew from the west, and on those
days the rain was warm and sometimes the sun peeked through the
clouds. On one of these days of warm rain and scattered sun, Gerard
decided he wanted to fish in the sea.

Silveo wanted to come. Gerard had refused him
several times before, but he was getting stronger. “Take me to the
island?” he suggested. There was a small hump of rocks a short
distance from the shore. Gerard could wade to it at low tide
without the water getting quite over his head, and he’d swum there
easily, even at high tide. Mussels clung to the rocks and crabs hid
among the tide pools. The shellfish added welcome variety to their
menu.

“Alright,” said Gerard.

So he got his fishing gear, put Silveo on his
shoulders, and started out to the “island.” Gerard never wore
clothes for fishing in the sea, but Silveo sunburned even on a
cloudy day, so he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt and a shapeless
hat Gerard had made for him out of the poorly-cured pelt of one of
Felbane’s kills. Gerard wished they had some lighter material. He
didn’t like the idea of Silveo falling into the water in thick
cotton.

Silveo climbed off his shoulders into the
rocks and began looking for mussels and crabs. Gerard crawled up
onto a rock that overhung the water and began to fish. He hummed
under his breath, let his mind wander. After a while, he started
talking to Silveo. He told him about some of the few things he had
used to enjoy doing with Jaleel. “When we were little, Father got
this tutor for us whom we abhorred. In retrospect, I suppose we
were unkind, but it was one of the few times I can remember when we
were both in absolute agreement. I remember he made Jaleel work
once when he was ill. Jaleel got so angry that he filled a pegasus
bladder with red soup, took it to class under his shirt, and
pretended to throw up all over the tutor’s desk. Then I picked out
some interesting bits and ate them. I think the tutor nearly
fainted.”

Gerard had expected some sort of reaction to
this; it was the kind of prank Silveo liked. When he heard nothing
behind him, he turned and looked around. The rock island was
empty.

Gerard leapt to his feet. “Silveo!”

Standing there on the highest rock gave him a
full view of the little island. Gerard jumped down, still calling.
He dropped his fishing gear in the middle of the island and did a
rapid search of the few crevices he could not see from his perch.
Nothing.

Gerard tried to control his panic as he waded
around the edges of the island, staring into the water. Could
something have grabbed him? Possibly, but Gerard doubted it. He
didn’t think Silveo had actually planned to kill himself this
morning, but he might have jumped impulsively. There were days,
even now, when Gerard had to coax him to eat. “Silveo!” he shouted
again, and this time someone answered him.

Gerard didn’t catch the words, but he knew
Dakar’s voice. He looked towards shore and about halfway there, he
saw her. She had something in her arms. Gerard jumped into the
water. He reached her just as she was wading up the beach. She had
Silveo, and he was fighting. Gerard hadn’t seen him put that much
effort into something since he arrived. He was hissing like an
angry cat and snarling.

“What happened?” panted Gerard. He tried to
ignore the fact that Dakar was naked. Her waist-length black hair
had come out of its tie and partially covered her.

“He jumped in the water,” said Dakar, as
though that weren’t obvious.

“Why?” demanded Gerard, and couldn’t help
adding, “How did you get here? I never saw you this morning.” He
didn’t wait for an answer, but took Silveo from her, still hissing.
“My clothes are there on the beach. You might get my coat.”

Gerard’s relief had turned to anger. He
hadn’t felt this angry at Silveo since those moments beside the
river when he’d shouted at him. They’d reached the beach, and
Gerard set him on his feet. He took Silveo by the shoulders and
shook him. “Why did you do that?!” he shouted. “Why?!”

Silveo threw back his head and howled—a
terrible, brokenhearted sound. It made Gerard’s hair stand on end.
He looked around for a stick, but didn’t see one. Dakar handed
Silveo a shell. She was holding Gerard’s clothes. “Did you want
these?”

Gerard felt frustrated at everyone. “No, I
want you to put something on. You’re not wearing anything.”

“Neither are you.”

“You’re a girl!” he almost shouted. He took
his shirt from her and pulled it over his head. “Dakar, just put on
the coat.”

“Alright.”

Silveo was shaking with frustration and
didn’t really want to write, but finally he crouched and scribbled,
“I hate this. I can’t stand it. Please let me go.”

Gerard’s anger boiled again. “I wanted to
die, too!” he shouted. “Back on Maijha Major! And you wouldn’t let
me!”

Silveo gave a low moan and rocked back and
forth over his writing.

Gerard put a hand over his face. After a
moment, he said, “Silveo, I’m sorry. I’m not like you. I’m not good
with words.”

Oddly, that elicited the first laugh he’d
heard from Silveo since his arrival.

Gerard smiled. “It’s true. What I just said
sounds like I want to punish you, and that’s not it. I just can’t
lose another friend. I can’t. You told me once you’re a
survivor. Please try.”

Silveo remained crouched over his writing.
After a moment, he scribbled, “I’m tired of surviving.” He stood up
and looked at Gerard, his pale blue eyes taking on some of the gray
of the sand and sky.

Gerard bowed his head. He wondered if he was
being cruel. He wondered if he had any right to force Silveo to
keep going when he didn’t want to, to live in a body that made him
feel trapped and frustrated. It’s not like he hasn’t
tried.

At that moment, Dakar stepped between them.
She took Gerard’s hand and then she reached down and took Silveo’s.
Gerard saw him flinch, saw his breath quicken. Gerard looked at her
quizzically. “Dakar, what are you—?”

A twitch behind his eyes, a feeling he
recognized. Gerard was too startled and frightened to move. A
moment of vertigo. And then… “Gerard?”

He almost sat down right there on the beach.
“Silveo?” he whispered.

Silveo jumped. “Gerard! You can hear
me!”

Gerard stared at him. “Yes,” he whispered. It
wasn’t quite true. The voice, such as it was, carried none of the
nuances of speech. It was a thought, a trickle of meaning in
the back of his mind.

Gerard turned slowly to Dakar. “What
are you?” he growled.

“She has another name—” began Silveo,
and then Dakar dropped both their hands, and Silveo’s communication
ceased instantly.

Dakar retreated a pace. Gerard caught his
breath. “No, please, Dakar, come back.” He didn’t know what he
thought or wanted, but he knew he’d seen hope flare in Silveo’s
eyes.

Silveo ran to her and took her hand. They
looked at each other intently, and now Gerard understood. His fur
bristled. They’re talking. That’s what’s been going on. She can
talk in his head. Like Morchella.

Finally, Dakar gave a little nod. Silveo
wrote a word in the phonetic. Gerard looked at it. The word was
Maven.


 Chapter 18.
Bridge

Gerard felt cold. He remembered the deep
dungeons. Morchella’s voice: “I’ve got a new interrogator—Maven.”
Gerard stared at Dakar.

She didn’t meet his eyes. “Do you want me to
go away?”

Gerard took a deep breath. You saved my
life. You jumped into a fighting pit to rescue me. You’ve slept
beside my fire night after night. Whatever you are, you’re not my
enemy. “I want your help, Dakar. Will you help us? Please?”

Dakar’s eyes flicked to his face. She came
forward slowly and put her hand on his arm. “Don’t be afraid. I
won’t hurt you.” Gerard could feel her moving around inside his
head, touching things, leafing through his memories. He wanted to
scream, to pull away. Suddenly, she didn’t seem like a small,
harmless girl. She felt like something hugely powerful and
dangerous. This is how she got things she wanted aboard the
Mantis, how she drove Ruel insane. Silveo’s voice from long
ago: “Gerard, I doubt that zed even remembers how to feed
herself.” He had no doubt Dakar could take his mind to pieces
if she wanted to.

She reached for Silveo’s hand, and Gerard
caught the faint trickle of his thoughts. “I thought she was
male that first time, because Morchella wanted us to think so and
called her ‘he.’ She never spoke, and she was wearing heavy robes.
But Morchella had her question a bunch of prisoners last year. I
got a better look at her and figured it out. She can do awful
things, Gerard.”

“What did she do to you that first time?”
asked Gerard.

Silveo jumped. “I didn’t realize you could
hear me.”

“Whatever she does, she’s doing it
again.”

Dakar took her hands away and Silveo’s
flicker of thought vanished. She crossed her arms and lashed her
tail. “I can do better,” she said.

“Oh?” Between Dakar’s riffling through his
memories and Silveo’s sudden babble, Gerard felt dizzy.

“Better,” repeated Dakar. “Maybe.” She put
her hand on his arm again, and Gerard could feel her probing. It
almost hurt, like someone picking at a splinter. And what she
picked out was…Thess.

“No.” Gerard took a step back. “You
can’t…can’t have that,” he almost snarled. “Don’t…touch.”

“I won’t hurt you,” repeated Dakar. “I won’t
take anything.”

“Please,” Gerard whispered as she took his
hand again. “Please, be careful.”

Thessalyn—everything she was and had been to
him—somehow standing in his mind like a shining golden beacon. He
heard Dakar’s voice as though at a distance. “You both loved her. I
could use that. I could make a bridge.”

And then Gerard wobbled to his knees. The
world was bending, and everything was on fire. When he opened his
eyes, Dakar was crouching next to him with a worried expression.
“Gerard, are you alright? I haven’t done that before. I didn’t
think it would hurt, but I must have been wrong.”

“Just a little wrong—no worse than
swallowing a razor blade.”

Gerard nearly fell over. Silveo’s voice was
real. It was so real that if he hadn’t known better, he
would have thought Silveo was talking to him. He whirled and saw
that Silveo had clapped his hands over his mouth. His eyes were
huge.

“That must have surprised you, too.”

Silveo dropped his hands. “You can hear
me! Really hear me!” He clapped his hands over his mouth again.
“I can hear me!”

Gerard winced. “Yes, I can hear you. You’re
shouting in my head.”

“What, you want me to use my indoor
voice?” Silveo was practically hopping up and down.

“In my head, yes, please.” Gerard got to his
feet.

Silveo took his hand. “Let’s go back to
camp. You look like you need to sit down.”

“I feel a bit dazed,” agreed Gerard. “It will
sink in soon.”

Silveo made a face. “What’s going to sink
in is that you’ve got me stuck in your head, and then you’re going
to ask her to take it back.”

Gerard stood up a little straighter. “Not
true.” He turned to Dakar. “Thank you.”

She smiled—a shy, almost childish smile. “I
did good?”

“You did very good.” Silveo doesn’t want
to die anymore.

Silveo was still talking. “That first time
in Morchella’s dungeons, I didn’t understand what was happening. I
mean, I knew the prisoners were going crazy, I just didn’t know
why. All she did was touch them. I asked Mistress, and she said,
‘Show him, Maven.’ And she put her hand on my head…” Silveo
shuddered. “She rifled through my memories and dragged out all
the worst ones—and I have some bad memories. I know
now that she wasn’t trying to hurt me. She was kind of clumsy,
actually, but she turned up all kinds of stuff I’d worked hard to
forget. That’s why I was such a mess that night. Are you alright,
Gerard?”

Gerard put a hand to his head. “Yes. Could
you stop talking for a moment?”

Having Silveo chatter in his head was more
than a little odd. It felt almost as though he didn’t have enough
room for his own thoughts and Silveo’s voice at the same time.
Silveo became instantly silent. He was still holding Gerard’s hand,
but he let go and moved away from him a little.

“I’m sorry, Silveo,” said Gerard. “I’m glad.
I’m really glad you can talk to me. It’s just...the way
Dakar made her bridge…it’s odd.” Whenever Silveo talked, he
thought of Thessalyn. He didn’t confuse the two of them; she
was just there somehow. She was the bridge.

Silveo nodded. He didn’t say anything. Gerard
sighed. “I didn’t really mean don’t talk. I meant give me a little
space to think in between.”

“I will.” His voice was not as loud
when they weren’t actually touching. Gerard had an idea that the
bridge Dakar had created would diminish rapidly with distance.
“I’ll try not to annoy you, Gerard. I’ll try hard.”

Gerard smiled. “If you didn’t occasionally
annoy me, you wouldn’t be Silveo.” He hesitated. “That was a joke;
you can laugh.” Please laugh.

Silveo gave a little chuckle. “You would
do just fine without a tongue. Probably wouldn’t bother you a
bit.”

“I doubt it would bother me as much as it
does you.” He stopped. “I just realized I left my fishing things on
that island. We can’t afford to lose them.”

“I’ve got them,” said Dakar. For some reason,
Gerard thought they’d left her standing on the beach, but she’d
come up behind them very quietly.

Gerard stared at her. “How did you—?”

She held out the fishing equipment. “Here.”
And then walked on past them to the cabin.

She was wearing Gerard’s coat and he saw that
she had her own clothes over one arm. She must have left them on
the beach when she jumped in.

“Silveo,” muttered Gerard, “do you have any
idea how she did that? There’s no way she swam all the way out
there and back just now…”

Silveo shook his head. “I don’t know,
Gerard. I don’t know what she is, only who.”

“She’s got some things in common with
Morchella.”

“She’s got some abilities in common with
Morchella, but she doesn’t act anything like her. Morchella knows
what sarcasm is, for instance.”

Gerard laughed out loud. “Have you been
talking to her?”

“Some. I didn’t have anyone else to talk
to.”

“You had me.”

“Can you imagine trying to carry on a
conversation like this one by writing in the sand?”

Gerard shrugged. “If we had paper, or even
sail cloth, it would be better. I still think you should work on
those hand signs. Eventually, you’ll want to talk to other
shelts.”

“Eventually…” Silveo made a face.
“Eventually Gwain’s going to tie a rock around my neck and toss
me overboard.”

Gerard was shocked. “I didn’t know you were
worried about that.”

“Of course I’m worried about that! He’ll kill me, Gerard! But if
that’s where you want to go, then…I’m your foxling.”

The way he said it made Gerard’s chest
constrict. “Silveo, you belong to yourself. You can go wherever you
want. You don’t have to stay with me.”

Silveo didn’t say anything.

“Gwain won’t kill you,” said Gerard. “He’s
not the grudge-holding type. I suppose there’s a small chance he
might refuse to sail with you, and if that happens, we’ll do
something else. But I really think he’ll welcome you aboard.”


 Chapter 19. All or
Nothing

Back in the cabin, everyone changed into dry
clothes. Silveo glanced at Gerard’s leon tattoo and shuddered.
“I couldn’t kill you.” His voice came through in a whisper.
“I knew you wanted to die. I just couldn’t.”

Gerard sighed. “It’s past. Forget about it.”
Gerard took one of their skinning knives down from the high shelf
where he’d been keeping it. “If I give you this, will you promise
not to use it on yourself?”

Silveo smiled faintly. “Is that why you
wouldn’t give me one earlier?”

“Yes. Why did you think?”

He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure you trusted
me.”

“I trust you with things other than your own
safety.” Gerard looked at him hard. “Can I trust you?”

Silveo bowed his head. “Yes.”

Gerard gave him the knife. “I doubt it will
throw properly, but it’s something sharp anyhow.”

Silveo took it almost reverently and examined
it in the firelight. Gerard got them some food and sat down next to
the warm flames. Dakar had already gone out again. Gerard had an
idea she didn’t want to answer any questions.

“Listen,” said Silveo as he chewed,
“I can eat and talk at the same time!”

“Yes, I’m sure nothing will shut you up
now.”

He was relieved when Silveo laughed. However,
they didn’t say anything else as they finished eating. The silence
felt awkward. Too many things to say. Gerard got out the
fishing net he was working on. Silveo had on a shirt, and a blanket
around his shoulders, but he’d left his legs bare. His thick fur
shed water easily, but when truly saturated, it took a long time to
dry. He scooted closer to the fire and sat blinking into the
flames.

Finally Silveo said, “On Maijha
Minor…” He hesitated. “Do you want to hear this,
Gerard?”

Gerard thought about it. There’d been a time
when he would have given a lot to hear what had happened just
before and after his life as a leon. Now he found that he didn’t
care so much. Still… Perhaps I should try to care. “Go ahead
and tell me.”
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“A wyvern messenger found us while we were
trying to follow Gwain’s trail. It told us to go straight back to
the ship and sail for Maijha Major. It said you were with your
griffin and he would take you back. I didn’t like that, but I
thought if you were with Alsair, you’d be alright.

“So we all went straight to the
Nightingale and left. We were about halfway back to Maijha Major
when another wyvern came aboard and said he had a message for me
and all my lieutenants. That was unheard of. They never insisted on
speaking to anyone other than me. But I got everyone together, and
the wyvern delivered his message. He said you had betrayed us and
let Gwain escape.”

Gerard sighed. “I did let him go, and Alsair
saw.” Gerard half expected Silveo to demand an explanation, but he
didn’t. After a moment, Gerard continued. “Morchella looked through
Alsair’s eyes. That was my fault. I neglected him that season.
Arundel offered him sympathy. I’m sure that’s how Morchella got a
foothold in his mind.”

Silveo didn’t comment on that, either.
Finally he continued, “The wyvern said I was to kill you. He
said we would find you when you came for your wife. He didn’t say
anything else about Thess, but I was scared, so I made everyone
move fast. I figured it was a test. Mistress made sure everyone
knew what I was supposed to do because she didn’t trust me to do
it. I was… I wasn’t behaving properly. I was frightened.

“We got to Maijha Major and dashed up to
Thess’s rooms, but it was too late. You came in. I was frantic, and
that made Basil upset. I thought he’d kill you right there, but I
told him to sell you as a leon. I said, ‘Get him out of my sight
and make it happen.’ He did.”

Silveo seemed to shrink down into his
blanket. “Selling you was the only thing I could think of—the
only way I could claim I was just being cruel. I was. I knew I was.
But I couldn’t kill you.”

Gerard sighed. “You did save my life.”

Silveo’s voice sounded tiny. “Those scars
on your back look awful. It makes me sick every time I see
them.”

“I can’t see them,” said Gerard. “I haven’t
been around a mirror. Please don’t worry about it.”

“Mistress was not pleased,”
said Silveo. “She never quite trusted me after that. I think she
looked for you.”

Gerard nodded. “That whole winter after you
sold me, I was buried in that mill up in the mountains of Haplag.
Apparently, no one could find me.”

“On my good days, I tried to convince
myself that Gwain would,” said Silveo. “But most days I knew
it wasn’t true, that he was dead and you were starving or bleeding
in some wooden tomb. I dreamed about you over and over—you and
Thess.”

“What did you do with our clothes?” asked
Gerard. It was a silly, irrelevant question, but he was curious.
Clothes were important to Silveo.

Silveo gave a mirthless laugh. “Kept them.
Put them in a pile in the back of my closet and said I’d sell them
and never did. I’d go in there sometimes and smell them. I know you
can’t understand that, but scents mean more to a foxling. Some days
that made everything better and some days it made everything worse.
The nightmares were terrible. I couldn’t sleep no matter what I did
or who I was with. I neglected my job, neglected the ship. I forgot
their pay for a whole yellow month. I’d never forgotten to pay them
before! I didn’t get the right kinds of supplies, didn’t repair
things that needed it. I let discipline slide.

“Basil left with his shelts before things
completely fell apart. Everyone knew he wouldn’t serve under anyone
else. They would have killed him along with me. He tried to get me
to come with him, but I wouldn’t. I think I wanted to die.

“Mistress must have known that, because
instead she let Arundel sell me.” Silveo shuddered. “Right
back to where I was before she found me. And I knew I couldn’t live
with that, so I made a dreadful nuisance of myself to the slavers.
Took them forever to get around to killing me, though. I thought
things couldn’t possibly get worse, and then you showed
up.”

Gerard reached over Silveo’s shoulder and put
an arm around him. Silveo stiffened. “Gerard… Whenever you don’t
know what to say, you touch me. Do you have any idea how strange
that seems to me?”

Gerard frowned. “I never really thought about
it.”

“You touch others all the time,”
continued Silveo, “when you’re talking to them or showing them
something. I wish I could do that, but I can’t.”

“Why not?”

Silveo grimaced. “In my experience, shelts
only touch me when they want to hurt me or fuck me. Anything else,
I have to pay for.”

Gerard almost took his arm away. He
remembered suddenly why so many conversations with Silveo left him
feeling awkward and confused. “I’m trying to offer comfort. That’s
all.”

“I know,” said Silveo, a little
defensive. “I know that. I understand the concept. You’re good
at comfort.” He looked down at his paws. “I’m just not very
good at friends.”

Gerard thought a moment. “Thess said I kept
you a little off balance because you couldn’t figure out what I
wanted.”

Silveo laughed. “Gods, yes. Thess had me
figured from the moment she ‘saw’ me.”

Gerard was curious. “Do you…think of her?
When you’re talking to me?”

Silveo nodded. “Because of Dakar’s bridge?
Yes, but I suppose I always thought of you both in the same breath.
Must be quite a bit stranger for you.”

Gerard thought of the first time Silveo had
met Thessalyn, how he’d flirted and given her chocolate. She was
a bridge, even then. She brought out a different side of you, and I
realized we could be friends.

“She was the one who said we shouldn’t leave
you,” said Gerard. “I agreed with her, but it wasn’t my idea. I’m
sure you would have been useful to have along, but I never thought
of that until you mentioned it.” He paused. “You believe me, don’t
you?”

Silveo shrugged. “I do things for more
than one reason. Most shelts do.”

“Not me. I’m pretty simple that way.”

“I’m realizing that.” Silveo leaned
against Gerard. He shut his eyes. “As far as the rest of
Wefrivain is concerned, I’m dead. That’s fine with me. My life was
mostly unpleasant and painful. If you want me around, I’ll stay,
but I’ve always belonged to someone. I belonged to Morchella, but
she doesn’t want me anymore. I’m not sure I know how to belong to
myself. Can’t I just belong to you?”

Gerard grimaced. “I’m not much for owning
others.” I wasn’t even comfortable ‘owning’ Alsair.

Silveo looked up at him, the firelight
gleaming in his eyes. He still looked small and skinny enough to be
mistaken for a child. “I’ll be useful. When I’m better, I
will.”

“Silveo, you’ve always been good at anything
you decided to be good at. I just—” He remembered something Basil
had said about Silveo: “It’s all or nothing with him. Either
he’s throwing knives at you, or he’ll let you do anything.” “Do
you remember that night after Dakar messed with your head—how you
just let Basil do whatever he wanted, how you said things to me you
hadn’t meant to say?”

Silveo wrinkled his nose. “Yes.”

“You told me you’d get your claws back,”
continued Gerard, “that you’d be better in the morning, and you
were. This is just a long night, Silveo.”

Silveo’s voice came in a whisper, “You
said I wasn’t myself, and I told you I was. I tell you the truth
and you don’t believe me, Gerard.”

Gerard sighed. “I want you to not look so
sad, to tell jokes again, to laugh again, to be happy and get well.
If saying you belong to me helps with that, then I suppose you can
think of it that way.”

Silveo looked at him quizzically. “I
thought my jokes made you uncomfortable.”

“Sometimes, but…they’re you. Silveo,
you can’t tailor yourself to my specifications.”

“I can. I can do tasteful.”

“And boring?”

“You’re not boring.”

“Silveo, please don’t not tell jokes just
because you think they might make me uncomfortable.”

That night, Silveo started to crawl in beside
him and then hesitated. “Gerard, I know this annoys
you.”

Gerard gave a half smile. “I’m used to
it.”

“I’ll get better. I will. But right now I
can tell if I go off by myself, I’ll have nightmares
again.”

“Silveo, don’t worry about it. You’re
warm.”

“And annoying. You can’t be used to me
kicking you and making a rat’s nest of your blankets. There are
good reasons I had to bribe shelts to sleep with me.”

That made Gerard laugh, but then his voice
turned serious. “I saw why you don’t sleep alone.”

Silveo plucked nervously at a tangle in his
fur. His tail looked like a grishnard’s now, but with no tuft.
“That summer it seemed like just having you on the ship was
enough. If you give me some time, I think I’ll be alright alone
again.”

Gerard yawned. “Time is something we have
right now. You can stay here as long as you need to.”


 Chapter 20. Gifts from
Dakar

Gerard woke the next morning with Silveo
completely wrapped around his head. The foxling was lying with his
torso perpendicular across Gerard’s chest, facing him, his legs
curled up behind Gerard’s head, and his tail completing the circle
across Gerard’s throat and getting in his mouth and nose. He sat up
coughing. Silveo slithered down into his lap and lay blinking up at
him. Gerard groaned and lay back. He pulled Silveo up alongside
him. “You’re worse than a griffin cub.”

Silveo flipped over and burrowed back under
the blankets. He snuggled into the crook of Gerard’s arm, facing
away from him. “Griffin cub… Never expected to be compared to
one of those.” This close, with Silveo’s cheek resting on his
shoulder, even his softest voice filled Gerard’s head. He sounded
happy, and he felt warm.

Gerard found that he didn’t really want to
get up. Rain was drumming on the roof of the cabin, and the banked
fire still gave off a little heat. Gerard dozed. When he woke
again, Silveo was gone. Gerard sat up with a start and then relaxed
when he saw Silveo fiddling with the fire.

“Calm down.” His voice sounded faintly
annoyed. “I realize you need something to protect, but I don’t
want to die anymore.”

Gerard yawned and leaned back on his elbows.
“Your performance yesterday didn’t inspire confidence.”

“Yesterday I was trapped in my own
head.” Silveo grinned. “Now I’m in yours, too.” He put
another log on the fire and arranged some dried fish on the rack
above. “Can you do what I’m doing, or does it only work one
way?”

Gerard frowned. “You mean like this?”
It wasn’t easy. He had to concentrate hard, and he found himself
frequently forgetting and breaking into speech. In addition, Silveo
didn’t seem to hear him as clearly as Gerard heard Silveo.

“So I’m better at talking, and you’re
better at listening,” quipped Silveo. “As per
usual.”

“You can’t…can’t hear my thoughts, then?”
asked Gerard. It was something he’d been wanting to ask and
dreading.

Silveo smiled. “No privacy at all… That
would drive you crazy, wouldn’t it? No, I can’t hear your thoughts.
I can sense…something, though. Mood, maybe? I don’t know what to
call it. If I tried, I think I’d get better.”

Gerard grimaced. “Please don’t try too
hard.”

Silveo came back over, carrying several
fillets of fish on a bit of wood they’d been using as a plate. He
sat down in the still-warm place beside Gerard. “Breakfast.
Don’t ever let anyone say I didn’t give you anything in bed.”
Silveo grinned at Gerard’s expression. “Now what were you saying
last night about wanting to hear my jokes?”

Gerard took the fish. “You’re feeling better.
That’s good.”

Silveo cocked his head. “You’re
embarrassed, but you still think it’s funny. I can tell…now…from
inside.”

Gerard made a face. “Silveo, please don’t spy
on me. I won’t ask much of you, but I do ask that.”

“I’ll try not to, Gerard. I’ll try not to
flirt, too, but it’s a habit.”

Gerard tried to change the subject. “Can you
taste food at all? Is that why you don’t want to eat
sometimes?”

Silveo considered. “The slavers didn’t…do
a very good job. They weren’t trying to turn me into a mute
servant; they just wanted to shut me up. I can taste a little in
the back, but for foxlings, smell is more important than taste. I
can still enjoy food, if that’s what you mean.”

That morning Gerard worked on his fishing
nets, and Silveo announced that all of their sharp things needed to
be sharper. The hunti had, fortunately, given Gerard a small
whetstone with his sword. “I may not be able to chop wood,”
said Silveo, “but I can make your chopping a lot
easier.”

About midmorning, Dakar came slinking in.
Pools of water dripped from her seal-skin coat. She had a brown
sack with her—the same sack Silveo had been in, and it looked like
it had something in it again. She wrung her hair out by the fire
without saying a word. Then she picked up the sack and went over to
Silveo. She reached inside and pulled out a hat. It was straw and
inappropriate for this time of year, but it had a bright red band
and an iridescent feather. She dropped it onto his head and then
handed him some kind of small tin box.

Silveo let out a long breath. “Oh,
Dakar…” He opened the box and sniffed.

Gerard could guess what it was—kohl. Silveo
glanced up with a guilty expression, and Gerard laughed. “Oh, put
it on. You wouldn’t be yourself without a tasteless hat and too
much kohl.”

“It isn’t really tasteless, is it?”
Silveo was examining the hat with shining eyes.

“No,” Gerard agreed. “It’s a summer hat, but
I suppose it’s not quite tasteless. Just…loud.”

“Unlike me.”

“Just like you.”

“Do you like it?” asked Dakar.

Silveo took her hands. Gerard realized that
she couldn’t hear him unless they were touching. “I love
it.” He tapped the tin. “You want some? Gods, it would make
your eyes look perfectly enormous.”

Dakar smiled shyly, and Silveo proceeded to
dab kohl around her eyes with his fingertips. When he was finished,
she admired her eyes in the reflective lid of the tin. Silveo had
been right. Her eyes did look bright and perfectly enormous.

“You were the prettiest person who ever came
down to the dungeons,” she said softly. “You had all kinds of
bright things on your clothes. You flashed. I didn’t mean to hurt
you.”

“I know,” said Silveo. “Don’t worry
about it.”

“Mother used to talk about both of you,” said
Dakar. “I think she liked you, but sometimes she hurts things she
likes.”

Silveo almost dropped his tin of kohl.

“Mother?” said Gerard weakly.

Dakar looked at him, her eyes as wary as a
wild animal. “Don’t shout at her,” said Silveo.

“I wasn’t going to!” Gerard was
surprised at how calm his voice sounded when he spoke. “Morchella
is your mother?”

Dakar nodded, her eyes still not leaving his
face. “I ran away,” she whispered.

“I see.”

Dakar’s eyes dropped to her lap. “At first, I
was with some hunti slavers. They didn’t care that I was strange,
but they had me doing the same sorts of things Mother had me doing,
and I wanted to do something different. I wanted…to put things back
together instead of taking them apart. So I found the
Mantis, and then I found you. And you tried to protect me,
and that never happened before.”

Silveo giggled. “I’ll bet it
didn’t.”

Dakar seemed to be struggling to put
something into words. “I thought…I thought if Mother threw you
away, you were sort of like me. So maybe you’d let me stay
around.”

Gerard opened his mouth, shut it again,
licked his lips. “That’s reasonable.”

“You don’t know what to say. Why don’t you
give her a hug, Gerard?”

“Shut up, Silveo.”

“Ask her why she doesn’t like to eat with
us.”

“Why?”

“Just ask. I already did.”

“Dakar, why don’t you like to eat with
us?”

She squirmed, twitched her tail. “I don’t
really like it cooked.”

“Ah.”

Silveo: “Totally reasonable,
that.”

“Didn’t I just ask you to be
quiet?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “You don’t have
to cook it to eat with us.”

Dakar smiled. “Alright.”

By lunch time, Silveo had Gerard’s ax
sharpened to his satisfaction. Gerard had the fishing net almost
finished. Dakar went out and came back a little later with a
freshly caught fish, which she proceeded to take apart with her
fingers and eat in a bloody puddle in the corner. Gerard tried not
to look too appalled, and Silveo tried not to laugh at him. They
were neither very successful.

“Dakar, there are still a lot of things I
don’t understand,” said Gerard. “How do you catch fish without a
line? Do you call them out of the water or something? Can you talk
to animals?”

Dakar considered. “Sometimes.”

“She usually needs to be touching
things,” put in Silveo. “But she can do some amazing stuff.
That second night after you got me from the slavers, she went into
my head and found me. She made me wake up.”

Gerard was fascinated. “Did you talk to
Felbane in the pit?”

Dakar thought about it. “When we got on his
back…a little. I didn’t really talk to him. I just tried to
calm him.” She searched for words. “I decided when I left the hunti
that I was going to try to be a normal shelt. I’ve seen normal
shelts. Lots of them are happy. So I thought maybe if I didn’t do
that…didn’t poke around in their heads…maybe that would be good. I
try not to, but sometimes it seems like I have to. That sailor on
the Mantis… I killed him. He was going to hurt me. He was
going to hurt you. And then I thought the warders would kill you,
so I did some things to make them do what I wanted. I didn’t do
much, just enough. Ruel... He was already half mad; I just pushed
him a little further.”

She glanced at Gerard nervously. She had fish
blood on her chin.

“You’re half mad,” said Silveo
cheerfully. “But we’ll keep you anyway.” They weren’t
touching, so she couldn’t hear him.

Dakar looked down again. “Mother said I was
really good at it—at getting into minds. Better than anyone she’d
seen in a long time. I can’t act at a distance the way she does,
though. That takes more practice.”

“Arundel,” began Gerard, “when he came aboard
the Mantis…”

Dakar nodded. “Mother has been looking for
you since you left. I think sometimes she’s sad she threw you away.
I’m not sure whether she wants to kill you or take you back, but I
didn’t think you wanted her to find you, so I stopped him, made him
think he’d finished.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Thank you,
Dakar, for…watching over me.”

“And making our enemies insane!” piped
up Silveo.

Gerard reached over and jerked his tail.


 Chapter 21.
Fishing

The weather grew colder and stormier. The
rain turned to sleet and sometimes hail. The stream froze. They
were all extremely glad of the coats Dakar had brought. Apart from
those, their clothes were ill-suited to the weather. They had no
winter hats or gloves. Silveo had no boots, and Gerard and Dakar
had summer boots. Gerard attempted to make some of the things they
needed out of the pelts of Felbane’s kills, but he had neither the
supplies nor the knowledge to correctly prepare the leather, nor
did he have any experience making these things. He wondered
belatedly whether he should have tried to get nearer a town before
the worst weather hit. Then they could have attempted to trade or
beg or even steal what they needed.

Still, they had a large supply of firewood
and enough food for a yellow month, perhaps more. They stayed warm
enough, provided they didn’t have to leave the cabin. Silveo was
still working on his hand signs. He seemed to get less frustrated,
now that he could stop and talk in between. “You know enough
languages,” said Gerard. “You ought to be able to make your own.”
Silveo was no longer just spelling words. He was inventing simple
shortcuts. He added new ones every day, and he expected Gerard and
Dakar to keep up. Dakar seemed to have a sponge-like memory, but
Gerard got periodic lectures on his mistakes. He didn’t mind.
Silveo was daily more himself, including his impatience with
anything he considered slow or unintelligent.

Dakar had brought in enough pebbles and bits
of shell to form the pieces for the game she liked to play. She
taught it to Silveo, who became an instant addict. He wanted to
know where she’d learned it. “I thought I knew every sort of
game in Wefrivain—at least all the ones you can gamble on—but I
don’t know this one.”

Dakar smiled shyly. “Do you like it?”

“I love it! It’s got strategy.” He
looked at her narrowly. “You made it, didn’t you?”

Dakar nodded.

Silveo patted her shoulder. “Bored and
lonely. I understand.” He frowned. “But there’s one thing I
don’t understand. Who played it with you? Who were those big quiet
assistants you had down in the dungeons? I never understood that. I
never saw them anywhere else.”

Dakar said nothing.

After a moment, Silveo asked, “Who was
your father, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” whispered Dakar, but she
didn’t meet his eyes.

Silveo let it go.

Colder and icier. They slept as close to the
fire as they dared in all the clothes they owned. Gerard was
genuinely grateful for Silveo’s company. He asked Dakar whether she
was cold, but she said she was alright, and Gerard didn’t press.
Dakar didn’t seem to have many inhibitions or a clear grasp of
convention. If she needed to crawl in with them, he was pretty sure
she’d do it.

Silveo had finally stopped kicking off
blankets halfway through the night. “Foxlings must have a warmer
core temperature than grishnards,” commented Gerard.

Silveo nodded. “It’s something grishnards
like about us—always warm to the touch.” He stifled a giggle.
“You want me to elaborate?”

“No, that’s enough.”

Silveo’s body seemed to have suddenly decided
that it had resources to expend on fur. His tail came in so fast
Gerard could practically see it grow. “Fish oil,” commented
Silveo. “And the cold.”

They had several severe storms. One morning
Gerard tried to push the cabin door open and found it blocked by a
drift of snow. He dug a short path into the woods where they could
go to relieve themselves, but they spent most of the next few days
huddled by the fire. They still had plenty of wood, but they were
running low on food. Gerard hadn’t been able to fish since the
stream froze. The ocean was too wild, and no one had seen Felbane
in a yellow month. Dakar said she might be able to find something
and left the cabin. Two days later, she had not returned.

“Dakar can take care of herself,”
Silveo insisted. But Gerard was worried, and they would both soon
be hungry.

“I want to go out and look for her,” he told
Silveo. “And I want to find something to eat. I think the deep pool
may have fish in it. I could break the ice with our axe.”

The “deep pool” was a fair hike along the
stream up into the woods above the cabin. Gerard had seen fish
gathering there earlier in the year, and he surmised that many of
them wintered at the bottom where the water never froze.

 

“If you’re going, then I’m going.”

Gerard frowned. “You don’t have boots.”

“Have you seen my paws lately?”
Silveo’s paw fur had noticeably thickened. It grew between his toes
and formed thick mats under his feet.

“Some of the drifts will be over your head,”
objected Gerard. “And lots of them will be up to your waist.”

“I think I’m light enough not to sink very
deep,” argued Silveo, “and I can always get on your
shoulders.” He thought a moment. “I’ll hold things for
you.” He cut his eyes upward and let his ears droop.

Gerard laughed. “You’re good at looking
pitiful.”

Silveo grinned. “I was going for
irresistibly cute.”

“Irresistibly something. Do you actually need
kohl in the wintertime, or does it just make you feel more like
yourself?”

“Well, it does help with the glare off the snow.” Silveo
looked at his paws. “But, yeah, it does make me feel more like
myself. Does it annoy you? Do you want me to take it off?”

Silveo was getting more of his old
stubbornness back, but sometimes he still said things like that. It
made Gerard feel odd and a little sad. “Of course not.”

They started up to the deep pool, looking for
signs of Dakar. Silveo was light enough to patter along on
top of some of the drifts. He was actually a good deal faster than
Gerard, who had to slog through knee-deep snow. By midmorning,
they’d reached the pool, but they’d seen nothing of Dakar. Gerard
cleared away some snow. He thought he could see the outlines of
fish, and he didn’t think the ice was actually very thick. It
creaked dangerously near the center, so he backed off to a point
nearer the edge and started chopping. It didn’t take him long to
break through. He baited a line and dropped it into the water.

The fish were slow to respond. Gerard figured
they were more or less hibernating. He caught one and this
encouraged him to keep trying. He and Silveo both got cold standing
around on the ice, and Silveo finally climbed onto his shoulders.
He did it the way he’d done in the ill-fated hold of the
Watersprite—just clambering up as though he were climbing a
tree.

“You might warn me before you do that,”
Gerard complained.

Silveo laughed. “Your ears are
cold.”

“Your hands aren’t a lot warmer.”

“Mmm.” Silveo wrapped his tail around
Gerard’s neck like a scarf. He put his small, cold fingers against
Gerard’s throat. Then he started tracing little patterns.

Gerard’s tail lashed a couple of times.
Silveo stopped. “Am I bothering you?”

“You’re making me a bit uncomfortable.”

Silveo took his hands away at once. There was
an awkward silence. Gerard sighed. “Silveo, you can put your hands
against my neck and warm them up. I just… Not like that.”

“Alright.” But he put his hands on
Gerard’s head, instead. After a while he started combing through
Gerard’s hair, brushing over his ear tufts, rubbing the muscles at
the base of his neck. It felt nice, but combined with what had
happened a few moments ago, it made Gerard start to bristle
again.

“I’d rather you not do that, either,
Silveo.”

“You touch me all the time.”
Silveo’s voice held a hint of complaint.

“Not like that, I don’t.” Gerard hadn’t
actually picked Silveo up in quite a while, because he didn’t seem
to need it. In good health, Silveo was as quick and agile as any
person Gerard had ever met and more than capable of navigating a
world made for those taller than he was. Lately they were sleeping
in so many clothes and so many blankets that they were rarely skin
to skin, which made Gerard feel less strange.

Another uncomfortable silence. Gerard half
wanted to apologize and half wanted to make Silveo get off his
shoulders.

At that moment there was a crackling in the
underbrush behind them. Gerard felt Silveo go rigid even before he
turned. Felbane was standing on the edge of the ice.


 Chapter 22. Several
Predators

Gerard noticed immediately that Felbane’s
hips looked angular and bony. His eyes looked a little dull, and
when he took a step, he seemed unsteady. Overall, he looked
considerably less healthy than he’d looked in the pit.

He hesitated, his posture uncertain. Gerard
turned deliberately back to his fishing. On his shoulders, Silveo
began to tremble. “Gerard… Gerard, he’s coming closer.”

“It’s alright. Just ignore him.”

After a moment, Gerard spotted Felbane out of
his peripheral vision. The huge griffin came cautiously up on his
left. Gerard was positive now that Felbane would not attack them.
He’d had plenty of opportunities when he was more fit and in a
position to be more aggressive. Gerard doubted Felbane really knew
how to be a wild griffin, but he’d been hoping that Felbane’s
instincts would kick in. However, from what he could see, Felbane’s
instincts were not teaching him how to handle the winter weather.
Gerard did not look directly at him. This was the closest Felbane
had ever willingly approached, and Gerard did not want to startle
him.

Silveo was twisting Gerard’s hair painfully
in his hands, but there was nothing erotic about it. Gerard could
practically taste his fear. “Silveo, calm down.”

He didn’t respond. Gerard reached up and took
one of Silveo’s paws in his right hand. He pushed a thumb through
the mat of cold fur and pressed it against the warm pad.
“Silveo, he won’t attack us—not if we don’t panic and do
something stupid. He is hungry, and we should not act like
prey.”

Silveo’s voice was panicky. “I didn’t mean
to make you angry.”

“You didn’t make me angry. You made me
uncomfortable. That’s not the same thing.”

“I won’t do it again. I won’t.”

Gerard sighed. I doubt that’s a promise
you’re capable of keeping.

“Gerard, you wouldn’t feed your foxling to
the griffin, would you?”

Gerard squeezed his paw. “Never, Silveo.
Calm down. Take deep breaths and let me deal with this.”

Felbane had lain down on the ice with his
head up. Gerard waited a bit longer, in part for Silveo to calm
down. Finally, he said, “Felbane?” He still didn’t look directly at
the griffin.

Felbane whined. “Cold,” he said after a
moment. “Hungry.”

Silveo trembled. Gerard let go of his paw and
reached up for his hand.

“So are we,” he said to Felbane. “That’s why
we’re catching fish. Have you seen the grishnard girl with black
hair who was with us earlier?”

“He probably ate her,” said
Silveo.

Felbane considered. “No girl,” he said at
last. “Hurts.”

“Under your leg?”

Felbane didn’t answer. He lay down with his
chin on the ice. It was the closest to a submissive posture Gerard
had ever seen from him. Gerard wondered again where he’d come from.
“Felbane, how did you get in that pit? Did the hunti raise
you?”

“Not possible,” said Silveo
immediately. “He speaks grishnard, and his name is a grishnard
word.”

It was an obvious conclusion, but Gerard
hadn’t thought of it. Silveo was squeezing the blood out of two of
Gerard’s fingers, but he wasn’t trembling anymore.

Felbane stirred. At last, he said softly,
“Little, little—like him.”

Silveo grew very still.

“Foxlings?” asked Gerard in confusion.

Felbane hesitated, then bobbed his head.
“Little, little,” he repeated.

Gerard was fascinated. “Silveo, are there
foxlings in the Lawless Lands?”

“A few.” Silveo sounded uncertain.
“I can’t imagine where they’d get a mountain griffin—or
why.”

“The only sizable population of mountain
griffins I know about is in the high mountains of Maijha Major. And
there are plenty of foxlings in Maijha.”

Felbane cocked his head. Gerard supposed he
was confused at the one-sided conversation. “The
foxling—Silveo—can’t speak,” he said. “But he talks in my head.”
I can’t believe I’m saying this.

Felbane seemed to accept it, though. After a
moment, he said haltingly, “Little girl foxling raised me. Kept her
safe. One day grishnards came, killed everyone, locked me in a box,
and put me on a ship. No food for days. Took me far away and sold
me to the hunti.”

“I’ve heard of this,” said Silveo
suddenly. “The wealthiest foxlings are mostly healers. Sometimes
they purchase large animals for protection if they feel threatened.
Felbane… It’s the kind of name a healer might give—a poisonous
herb—especially if he wanted the animal to be protective and
aggressive. Griffins have special status, and if you raise them
from an egg, I’m told they can be tame. I always thought the idea
was perfectly mad myself.”

“Were there a whole family of foxlings with
you growing up?” asked Gerard.

Felbane stretched a paw out in front of him.
He was looking more relaxed. “A male, a female, a little girl. The
grishnards killed them. Everything was bad after that.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” said
Silveo, “and you’re not getting me anywhere near that
thing.”

“He’d trust you better than me.”

“Little, little,” said Silveo with a
hint of sarcasm. “Bite-size, in fact.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Felbane, you
seemed to be hunting pretty well before winter. What happened?”

“Leg hurts,” muttered the griffin. “Feel
sick. Too weak.”

“The wound is probably festering,”
said Silveo.

Gerard got a jerk from his fishing line at
that moment and stopped talking until he’d secured the fish.
Felbane watched hungrily. “You can come back to the cabin with us,”
Gerard said when he’d finished. “I’ll build a fire outside, and you
can get warm. I’ll give you a little food, but we don’t have enough
to feed you properly. If you’d let me get that javelin head out so
you can get well and hunt, that would be better.”

Felbane considered this. “Fire? Warm?”

“Yes,” said Gerard. “I think I can manage
that.”

Felbane stood up and stalked a little
unsteadily into the trees. “I guess he’ll meet us back at the
cabin,” muttered Gerard. “I wish he’d let us ride him. We could get
near a town in no time.”

Gerard caught another fish. While he was
crouching to get the hook free, he said, “Silveo, would you get
down for a moment?” He wanted to talk about what had happened
before Felbane appeared, and he wanted to be able to look Silveo in
the face.

Silveo slid off. He stood on the ice beside
Gerard with his hands in his pockets. His tail hung down, and his
ears drooped a little. “Have I ruined everything?”

Gerard shook his head. “How could you do
that?”

Silveo looked at his paws.

Gerard sighed. He put down his line and
crouched beside Silveo. “Silveo, I care about you. I love you, but
don’t expect me to show it like Basil.”

Silveo nodded. “Sometimes,” he
whispered. “I think I’ll annoy you once too often, and you’ll be
gone the next day…or you’ll hit me…or you’ll—” He shuddered.
“—feed me to that griffin.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “I’m sorry I ever
mentioned the griffin where you could hear. I wasn’t thinking
clearly. I was shocked. I was angry at you, but I would
never do that.” He tried to laugh. “Besides, I don’t think Felbane
would accommodate. If he was raised by foxlings, he’d probably try
to protect you.”

Silveo risked a glance up. “I know you
wouldn’t hurt me. Most of the time, I know.” His nose was
running and he wiped it with his sleeve. “But I know you must
get tired of telling me the same things over and over again. Gods,
the sort of thing I’m doing right now annoys you!”

Gerard resisted the urge to just pick him up
and hold him. He’s not a child. He may be the right size and he
may act like one sometimes, but he is not a child, and I’ve got to
stop treating him like one. He licked his lips. “Silveo, I
think I owe you an apology. Some of the things I do must feel to
you like…like teasing. I never thought of it before. Honestly, I
don’t mean to tease. You were right when you said a while back that
physical affection comes naturally to me. It’s thoughtless
affection and comfort, and I should have known better with you. I
apologize.”

Silveo looked up at him with sad eyes, blue
as the ice. “Does that mean you won’t pick me up
anymore?”

“I thought you didn’t like being picked
up.”

Silveo looked down again. After a moment, he
said softly, “Gerard, sometimes I ask for what I don’t want, and
sometimes I want what I don’t ask for.”

“I figured that out a long time ago,
Silveo.”

Silveo wiped his nose again. Gerard wondered
whether he was crying or just cold. It was so hard to tell. “If
I seduced you, I’d feel safer. I’d know for sure why you keep me
around. I’d have a function and a purpose.”

Gerard ran a hand across his face. “Oh, gods,
Silveo!” And then he stopped, because he was sure that expressing
his revulsion in words would make things worse. “Please stop trying
to be useful. Just stop!”

Silveo nodded. He looked miserable. “I
like it when you pick me up,” he whispered, “and it doesn’t
have anything to do with seducing you. Just feels safe. And today I
think I ruined that.”

Gerard laughed mirthlessly. He looked at the
sky. What am I going to do with you? “Well, it was hardly
the most forward thing you’ve ever done.”

Silveo thought a moment. “I kissed you
once, didn’t I?” He made a face. “Stupid. Drunk. You almost
threw me across the room. I don’t know why you didn’t.”

“Because it would have hurt you.” Gerard
hesitated, then reached out and scooped Silveo up. Silveo curled
against him, for all the world like a contented child. Am I
changing you, or are you changing me? Does it matter? He tucked
Silveo inside his coat and then backed up to the edge of the pool
as the ice creaked.

Silveo’s voice came in a happy murmur.
“Gerard, I feel like I should pay for this somehow.”

“There’s a word for shelts you pay for
affection,” said Gerard. “I’m not one of those.”

“I am,” mumbled Silveo and
giggled.

Gerard gave him a shake. “You’re not—not for
a long time.” After a while, he said, “We need to get back before
dark, and I can’t carry you and the fish—not unless you want to
smell like them.”

They walked back in the early winter
twilight, more easily in the trail Gerard had already broken. The
fish were not especially big. Gerard figured they had enough food
for two, maybe three days if Dakar didn’t come back, provided they
rationed it and didn’t give any to Felbane. These were not
comforting thoughts. “If I was your size, we’d have a lot easier
time getting enough to eat.”

“If you were my size, we wouldn’t have
enough firewood to stay warm. Some of those chunks you’ve got out
there are as big as me.”

“Maybe we should just start walking,” said
Gerard, “head towards Zorn. There have to be other towns or
villages along the coast. We could leave a note for Dakar. We might
get lucky, find things we can eat along the way.”

Silveo was quiet a moment. “Gerard, Zorn
is not going to be a friendly place for you or Dakar, or probably
me, either. It’s a faun town, mostly zed. They’re not fond of
panauns, although they tolerate hunti because they’ve got no
choice. They’ll tolerate any kind of shelt around the docks,
provided you’re associated with a ship, but they do not like
grishnards; they know too much about Wefrivain. I think trying to
stay in town would be a mistake.”

Gerard frowned. “Good to know. Silveo, I
don’t know how you can say you’re not useful. You tell me useful
things all the time.”

Silveo smiled shyly. “Do I?”

“I’ll tell you something that does
annoy me: this submissive attitude of yours. Sometimes I want to
ask you what you’ve done with my friend. I know he’s in there
somewhere; I see him peek out from time to time.”

Silveo laughed out loud. “You’d rather I
snip at you and call you names?”

“Well, it would seem more normal. You
were my superior officer, remember? You’re smarter than me;
I know that.”

“You’re not stupid, Gerard. I’m just not
very patient.”

“No, because you’re very fast.” He thought a
moment. “I’d still like to teach you how to use a sword. Would you
let me do that? In return, you could teach me hunti. That would be
useful.”

“I don’t really know hunti.”

“You know a little, which is more than I
do.”

“Dakar knows a lot.”

“Dakar isn’t here. If you don’t want to teach
me hunti, then teach me how to pick locks. Or you could just give
me useful advice that I’ll ignore.”

That made Silveo smile. “I’ll teach you
what hunti I know, but lock picking is difficult in the absence of
locks. I can draw you some pictures; that’s about it.”

Gerard shrugged. “Last year I often wished I
knew anything at all about locks.”

They got back to the cabin a little after
dark. To Gerard’s surprise, there was smoke coming from the
chimney. Did I bank the fire properly?

He forgot about the smoke when he saw what
was lying beside the outdoor fire pit. It was a leopard seal—about
the length of Felbane, but much heavier. Its enormous toothy jaws
hung slack, blood pooling in the dirt around its head.

Felbane was tearing at its belly, ripping off
hunks of meat and swallowing them whole. “Well. I guess he went
hunting.” Gerard shook his head. Leopard seals were aquatic
predators that rivaled sharks in their ferocity. He couldn’t
imagine how Felbane had caught and killed such an animal in his
current condition. He wondered whether the seal had been sick or
injured. That must be it. “I guess we’ll have plenty of
food. There’s no way he can eat all that, even hungry.”

Silveo had crowded back against Gerard’s leg.
Gerard looked down at him. “Are you alright?” Silveo had watched
Felbane eat plenty of times before. The griffin was some distance
away and thoroughly distracted.

Silveo’s voice came in a whisper. “I want
to see what’s in the cabin.”

Gerard remembered the smoke. “Maybe Dakar’s
home.” He leaned his fishing pole against the wall and pushed open
the door. The fire was blazing, and Gerard took a moment to process
what was curled up in front of it. Glistening black scales,
leathery wings, clawed feet—a wyvern.
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Talented

Gerard backed up so fast he nearly ran over
Silveo. He remembered an instant later that his sword was in the
cabin. The ax. It was leaning against the wall beside his
pole.

“Gerard!” barked Silveo in his head.
“Calm down! It’s not what you think.”

“I don’t think anything,” Gerard snarled. “I
don’t know what to think.” How did it get in? Did it eat Dakar?
Has Morchella found us?

To his astonishment, Silveo pushed past him
into the cabin and walked cautiously towards the sleeping wyvern.
Gerard registered that it wasn’t very large—not quite twice the
size of Silveo. Gerard pulled himself together and followed with
the ax.
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Silveo was sniffing. He seemed more confident
as he drew nearer, and at last he reached out his hand.
“Silveo!”

That woke the dragon. It raised its
glistening black head and Silveo drew back his hand. The wyvern
blinked at them. Then, to Gerard’s horror and amazement, its form
shimmered, blurred, and shifted. Dakar looked up at them. She was
naked, her black hair spread around her in a tangle—that
glistening, iridescent black hair. Those iridescent black eyes—like
an oil slick on water.

Gerard swallowed. He tried to say something,
but no sound came.

Dakar made a face as though in pain. Her body
shimmered again, wavered, shifted. For a confused moment, she
flickered on the edge of two shapes and then resolved into the
wyvern. “I’m so tired,” she whispered. “I can’t hold my shape.” She
sounded like she might cry. “Is the ax for me, Gerard?”

Gerard tried to put the ax down and dropped
it. He turned to Silveo with a growl. “You knew! You knew and
didn’t tell me!”

Silveo shook his head. “I knew some things
that didn’t make sense—about Morchella and Dakar.”

“Are you going to kill me?” asked Dakar.
Somehow her dragon’s face contrived to look worried.

Gerard tried to smile. “No, Dakar. Are you
going to kill us?”

She shook her head.

“Is…” He tried to gather his thoughts. “Is
your mother like you? Can she change shape?”

Dakar nodded. “She’s a lot bigger,” she
whispered.

“Well, that explains how she managed to
turn up at odd times,” commented Silveo. He’d put a hand on
Dakar’s neck so she could hear him. “But why was she never
naked?” It was perhaps the last thing Gerard would have thought
to ask.

Dakar looked down. She had long black
eyelashes. She was, Gerard had to admit, an elegant creature.
“Because,” she said softly, “a good shifter can incorporate
something as simple as clothes. I’m not that good yet.”

“Can all the wyverns shift?” asked Gerard. As
the shock wore off, he began to feel excited. This was a secret as
old and guarded as any in Wefrivain.

Dakar shook her head. “Most of them have
forgotten how or they never learned. She says I’m strange. I
started shifting when I was little. Mother likes me because I’m
talented, but she doesn’t like me because she’s afraid I’ll
embarrass her—shift where shelts can see me. I didn’t have much
control at first.”

“She doesn’t like you because you’re a
threat,” said Silveo. “Were your assistants in the dungeons
other wyverns?”

Dakar nodded. “So was my father. I think he’s
the god on Maijha, but she won’t tell me for sure.”

Gerard almost laughed. “No wonder you don’t
act like a shelt. There’s not a drop of shelt blood in your
veins.”

The expression on Dakar’s face made him regret it at once. “I try
to be.”

“You do a good job,” said Silveo.
“You fooled my nose, and that’s not easy.”

“I’ve been mostly a grishnard since I left
Mother,” said Dakar, “but there were a few times… When the pirates
boarded the Mantis, someone pushed me into the sea, so I
shifted and followed the ship. Then I went looking for Gerard and
found him in the griffin pit. Later, when we came to the beach, I
started shifting again. I love to swim. I know I shouldn’t, but
sometimes I want to. I stay near shore. I was so afraid I’d run
into other wyverns and they’d see me and tell Mother where I am,
but there aren’t many wyverns in the Lawless Lands. I saw Silveo
jump in the water that day when I made the bridge, so I brought him
to shore.”

Silveo nodded. “There was one confused
moment when I wasn’t sure what had hold of me. I actually thought
it might be a shark, but then it was you, and I wasn’t…thinking
clearly.”

“The fishing hasn’t been good lately near
shore,” continued Dakar, “and fish don’t last long anyway, so I
thought I’d try to get something bigger for us to eat. I found the
leopard seal, but it was hard to kill. It bit me and made me bleed.
I shifted and healed myself, but that took a lot of energy, and
then I dragged it all the way back here. I’m so tired. I just can’t
hold my grishnard shape.”

“It’s alright.” Gerard finally managed to
reach out and pat her head. Her skin was cool and smooth, almost
metallic. “You’re still you. Now we just…know a little more about
you.”

Dakar slept for the rest of the evening while
Gerard and Silveo had as much fish and seal as they cared to eat.
“The meat will last a long time in this cold,” commented Gerard,
“but I bet it still goes bad before we can eat all of it.” Felbane
lay beside the outdoor fire, a happy, glazed look on his face. That
night when they were getting ready for bed, Silveo dragged his
blankets out of their mutual pile and made a nest a couple of paces
away.

Gerard looked at him quizzically. “What are
you doing?”

Silveo sat down with a sea shell full of
water and proceeded to scrub the kohl off his face for the night.
“I’d like to try sleeping alone.”

Gerard frowned. “Are you trying to pay for
something?”

Silveo smiled. “No. I’d just like to try.
I always hated needing other shelts—having to have someone
in my bed.”

“Not having any choice?”

“It’s not that I don’t like choices,
Gerard. It just never seemed like I had many. That summer when you
sailed with us, it almost seemed like I did.”

Later, when they lay in near-dark with the
banked fire faintly glowing, Silveo muttered, “Gerard, I can be
so manipulative. You’re right to beware of me.”

Gerard grunted. “Why do I feel like we’ve had
this conversation before?”

“I’m not comfortable unless everyone
around me owes me something. I don’t give gifts because I’m nice. I
give them because I need to own everyone to feel safe.”

“You tell yourself that because you don’t
think ‘nice’ people survive.”

“Well, they don’t seem to have much
staying power.”

“I’m still here.”

“You’re just too sweet; no one can bear to
kill you.”

Gerard laughed. “I wish someone had told my
warders that on the Mantis.” He hesitated. “Silveo, have you
ever actually gone to bed with someone because you wanted to and no
other reason?” Have you ever been in love, Silveo? Ever even
been close?

Silveo considered. “Sort of. I’ve never
done anything like what you did—take a lover that amounted to
social and political suicide. But mildly inconvenient? Maybe Basil
the time before last when I changed my flagship. Not last time.
Last time, I was trying to get him to tell me about Maijha
Minor.” Silveo laughed. “You thought I was just trying to
irritate you, didn’t you?”

“Was that just an added bonus?”

“I wanted him to tell me about the island.
You said something once about him taking advantage of me, but I did
the same thing, only I was a lot worse.”

Gerard didn’t really want to hear about that.
“The time before last?”

“Yeah, I liked him. He liked me. He
followed me to the Watch, where he wasn’t comfortable and mostly
wasn’t welcome, and it nearly destroyed him—turned him into a
caricature of himself. We were bad for each other. I couldn’t get
over how easy he was to manipulate—blow in his ear, and he’d do
anything for me—and he couldn’t understand why my past couldn’t
stay in the past, why it kept affecting my present. That stuff
doesn’t make any sense to Basil. Things are exactly what they are
to him; they never remind him of anything else.” He stopped.
“Am I boring you, Gerard?”

“No. Did you…love him?”

Silveo hesitated. “Maybe. A little. I
liked him a lot. I wish him well. I liked Lu, too. She’s such a
homebody, though; you’d never get her on a ship.” Silveo
yawned. “Lu was a long time ago, back when I was still stabbing
and poisoning shelts for a living. She was the property of some
idiot apothecary on Sern—did all his work for him, did it better
than he ever could. I got her off Sern to Haplag, where
non-grishnards have more rights. She’s done well, there. We were
lovers mostly incidentally, because…well, I crawled into her bed
like I always do, and she thought I was pretty. Back then I guess I
was.”

Gerard almost said, “You still are,” but
decided he shouldn’t.

“She hid me a couple of times when I
needed to hide,” continued Silveo, “and she does make the
best nasty stuff in Wefrivain.” He laughed. “Have I ever
been in love? Gerard, sometimes you ask the stupidest questions.
Goodnight.”

Did you pick that out of my thoughts?
wondered Gerard, because I didn’t actually say it out loud.
He didn’t dare say anything else.


 Chapter 24.
Appearances

Silveo slept alright that night and the night
after. Gerard kept a low fire in the outdoor pit, and Felbane
stretched out beside it, sated with seal meat. He allowed Gerard to
approach him and even to place a hand on his beak and rub the
feathers around his ears, but when Gerard tried to move down his
shoulders, Felbane grew restless and started to growl.

Dakar came out yawning that morning, looking
like a grishnard again. Gerard had gone down to the beach the night
before and found her clothes, hidden in the weeds. “Dakar, do you
think you could get Felbane to let you take that javelin head out
from under his leg?” asked Gerard. “It’s preventing him from
hunting properly.”

She tried, but Felbane growled every time she
came within a few paces. “She’s a healer,” Gerard told him. “She
can help you.”

“Dragon,” muttered Felbane.

“He saw me shift on the beach,” said Dakar.
“I flew near him once, too. I tried to talk to him, but he got
scared.”

“You’ve flown a lot for us,” commented
Silveo with his hand on her arm. “It’s how you cover so much
ground, isn’t it?”

Dakar nodded. “I found a town a few days ago,
off that way.” She waved a hand to the north.

Gerard was immediately interested. “How
far?”

Dakar thought about it. “Several days
walking.”

Silveo laughed. “Gerard wants to know
whether we can ride you.”

“Silveo!”

“Well, that’s what you’re
thinking.”

“She’s too small, even for you.”

“I’m not sure I could get off the ground,”
said Dakar. “I could try.” She thought for a moment. “There were
children in the town. I haven’t seen many shelt children.”

Silveo looked at her curiously. “Children,
Dakar?”

She nodded. “There weren’t any in the
dungeons. The only shelts I saw were prisoners and Mother and
Silveo and sometimes the girls in white gowns and some of them are
wyverns.”

“Oh.” Gerard thought of the vacuous—or was it
hungry?—stares of the white-clad harpers.

“I saw you once,” she said to Gerard. “The
only female shelts I saw were Mother and the harpers, so I made
myself look like them.”

Gerard remembered one of the first questions
he’d ever asked her. “Dakar, how old are you?”

She frowned. “I’m not sure, but I think I
should look more like this.” She shimmered, shrank, and Gerard was
staring down into the eyes of a little girl grishnard—perhaps
eight, certainly no older than ten. She was skinny and
flat-chested, but she still had Dakar’s waist-length black hair and
black eyes. Dakar’s pants had fallen right off her, and her shirt
hung down to her knees, which came approximately to the top of her
boots. Her black-furred tail twitched nervously. “I didn’t know,”
she said in a child’s voice. “I didn’t know what I was supposed to
look like. I don’t think they would have let me on the ship like
this anyway—not as a healer.”

“Wyverns preserve us,” whispered
Silveo and then laughed at what he’d just said.

Suddenly all kinds of things about Dakar made
a whole lot more sense to Gerard—the way she was sometimes
completely reliable and other times not, her fascination with
collecting worthless, pretty objects, her failure to grasp certain
kinds of humor, her childish pleasure at being praised. She’s a
very grown-up little girl and extremely bright, but she’s still a
little girl.

“Do you want me to stay like this?” she
asked.

Gerard thought a moment. “I think you should
try to look your age, unless it’s unsafe. I think it would be less
confusing for others and better for you. I’ll make you another set
of clothes.”

Dakar wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t seem
like a very useful shape. I may forget.”

“We’ll remind you,” said Silveo with a
grin. “Finally, someone around here is my height.”

In fact, they were close enough in size that
Dakar could wear one of Silveo’s extra sets of clothes. However,
her boots and coat were more of a problem, and at last Gerard
admitted reluctantly that she ought to keep her adult form until
they found better clothes for her.

The day felt a little warmer than usual. The
sun came out and sparkled on the snow. Silveo was working on
turning one of their skinning knives into a throwing knife. He’d
taken the guard off the handle and was painstakingly grinding down
the blade. Gerard was alternately working on new clothes for Dakar
and trying to make a pack for Silveo out of skins from Felbane’s
old kills. He figured that even stiff, poorly tanned skins ought to
be able to hold a few supplies. Silveo complained good-naturedly
that they smelled like fermented rat urine with a hint of blood and
rancid fat.

“But there were times as a kid that I
would have tried to eat them.”

“That bad?” asked Gerard.

Silveo inspected his knife, flipped it up in
the air and caught it, started sanding again. “Nix and I used to
catch rats when the master didn’t feed us. If we were lucky, we
could get the cook to roast them for us. If we weren’t lucky…well,
you’ve got to eat something. You get worms from raw rats,
sometimes. Do you know what cheap wormer tastes like?”

“Yuck, Silveo.”

“Yes, exactly. It makes you throw up, and
it gives you terrible cramps.”

“No wonder you always wanted good food on the
Fang.”

“Well, I swore I’d never eat another rat
again after I left Sern. Haven’t, so far.”

Gerard smiled. “You may get tired of seal
before the end of winter. Can I show you some things about swords
this morning?”

Silveo grew instantly quiet.

Gerard sighed. “Look, you’re right that in a
fair fight, you wouldn’t have a chance—not against most grishnards.
But ship battles aren’t duels. They’re chaotic. Your opponent is
often distracted or off-balance or fighting more than one shelt at
a time. I think I could teach you some things that would make you
more competitive in that situation.”

Silveo looked up. “And this involves
you swinging a sword at me.”

Gerard was surprised. “You’re afraid of
me?”

Silveo made a face. “Gerard…on the deck of
a ship…with a sword in your hand…you turn into another person! You
do things you’d never do in cold blood. You’re—” He looked down
at his knife. “—different.”

Gerard was both touched and saddened.
“Silveo, please trust me to have enough self-control not to hurt
you. I won’t swing a sword at you, in any case. We’d practice with
sticks.”

“So you’ll hit me with a stick?” asked
Silveo without looking up.

Gerard opened his mouth and shut it again.
Silveo had a point. You couldn’t practice sword fighting without
getting hit. When he’d started with the royal swordmaster on
Holovarus, he’d been covered in bruises for months. The idea of
putting bruises on Silveo with a stick made him feel ill. “A
target?” he suggested. “And I know some katas that are useful. It’s
probably not as good as sparring, but you’re right; I couldn’t hit
you, not with anything. You can’t duplicate a boarding fight
anyway. It’s not really like sparring.”

Silveo brightened. “I could throw my knife
at a target.”

“Alright, then. But first: your basic
problem, at least from what I’ve seen.”

Silveo grinned. “Oh, yes, Gerard, do tell
me my basic problem. I’ve always wondered which it was.”

Gerard gave his tail a jerk. “With sword
fighting, smart-aleck. You tend to use your sword like a knife—with
most of the movement in your arm and wrist. You’re very quick and
you keep your blades extremely sharp, so you just slash and dance
away. But you waste a lot of energy like that, and you don’t get
maximum force behind your blows. You’re supposed to put your whole
body into a sword. It’s not just something you’re holding in your
hand. It’s an extension of your arm, which is an extension of the
rest of you. Using a sword correctly, even someone your size could
deliver the kind of blow that shelts don’t come back from. That’s
what you want in a ship fight—to completely debilitate your
opponent with the minimum number of blows.”

“Well, you certainly do that,”
muttered Silveo. “Gerard, I’ve seen you cut shelts in half in a
ship fight. If someone told you to do that in a dungeon, you’d
probably throw up.”

Gerard thought about it. “Whether the other
person is armed and can defend himself matters a lot to me. Whether
he chose to fight matters, too.”

A little later, Silveo went into the woods
and cut himself a stick of the appropriate length. He tried to find
a thick one, but it still didn’t weigh enough. “You could use my
sword,” said Gerard. “One of yours will feel light as a feather
afterward, although some of the katas would be awkward.”

Gerard showed him the exercises. It had been
a long time since Gerard had done much with his sword. I could
use some practice of my own.

The katas came back easily, though—clean,
simple, calming exercise. Silveo watched with perfect attention and
he duplicated the movements so precisely that Gerard hardly had to
correct him. “Kind of like a dance,” he commented.

“Do you know how to dance?” asked Gerard.
He’d never seen Silveo dance, but that might just be because he was
never around shelts his own size.

Silveo gave a mirthless chuckle. “Not the
kind of dances you do.”

Gerard made a target out of branches and
half-cured hides, and they practiced swinging at it. Silveo tried
flicking his knife at the target. It worked pretty well, although
he said he still needed to grind it down a bit more. He showed
Gerard how to throw the knife. “Although, to become accurate,
you have to do it over and over and over…”

Dakar was gone most of the day, but that
evening she returned with her pockets full of shells and an armload
of driftwood. “Silveo says it burns pretty colors.”

Gerard glanced at Silveo, who laughed.
“What I said was: ‘If I die out here, I want a driftwood pyre;
they burn pretty colors.’ That was a while back, before I could
talk to you.” He grinned. “Dakar loves pretty, doesn’t
she?”

“You’d think she was a wyvern or
something.”

“What did you say?” asked Dakar.

“Nothing. I was talking to Silveo.”

The driftwood did burn beautifully. They all
sat around the outdoor fire after supper, watching the logs flare
an occasional lavender or blue or brilliant red. Dakar was making a
necklace out of shells. Silveo showed her how to string them with a
knot in between each, so they hung separately. After a while,
Silveo said, “When you say something ‘matters,’ you mean it
affects whether you feel guilty?”

Gerard struggled to recapture the thread of
their previous conversation. “I guess you could say that.”

“All kinds of things make you guilty,
Gerard. You fret about the silliest things. I think Thess helped
you with that.”

Gerard smiled. “I suppose she did.”

Silveo stared into the fire. “The two of
you…when you danced… You were so beautiful.”

“Oh?” Gerard was curious. “You liked to watch
us dance?”

“Gods, yes! You’d probably have noticed,
except that you were paying so much attention to her.” He drew
his knees up and wrapped his tail around his legs. “I watched
you dance that last time at Leopaard’s court and tried to figure
out how to keep you both in one piece.”

“Was that when you decided I wasn’t going to
Maijha Minor?”

He nodded.

“I should have listened to you.”

Silveo looked into the fire and didn’t say
anything.

Gerard reached out and touched his shoulder.
“Silveo… It wasn’t your fault.”

He nodded again, but he didn’t say much for
the rest of the evening.


 Chapter 25. Thank You and I’m
Sorry

That night, Gerard woke to the sound of a
low, persistent whine. He sat up. Dakar was not in the cabin. The
air in the room had cooled enough that he guessed it must be just
before dawn. That whine. “Silveo?”

He was twisted into a knot of blankets and
clothing, fists clenched, jaw locked. Gerard shook him, and he woke
with a sound like he was trying to swallow all the air in the room.
He sat up and rocked back and forth for a moment with the heels of
his hands pressed to his face. “Gerard, I’m sorry.”

Gerard sat down beside him. “It’s alright. Do
you want me to pick you up?”

He shook his head. “Not right
now.”

Gerard tried to smile. “I think that’s the
second ‘sorry’ I’ve heard from you. You must need to be drunk or
sleepy.”

Gerard got the fire going again, and after a
moment Silveo untangled himself from his blankets and came over to
get warm. “Sorry actually means something to you, doesn’t
it?”

“Yes. Why don’t you ever say it? I know
you’re sorry for things. You go to the most elaborate measures to
show it.”

Silveo was quiet for so long that Gerard
thought he might have fallen asleep sitting there. Finally he said,
“My mother used to say she was sorry. And I always thought, ‘If
you were, you’d stop hurting me.’” He was already huddled into
a ball, but he curled even tighter. “I say I was six when it
started, but that’s only because six is my first clear memory. I
can’t ever remember not knowing what was expected when she shoved
me into a room with some stranger. She’d say, ‘I’m sorry,
Silvy.’”

Gerard leaned forward and picked him up.
Silveo squirmed. “I’m alright. I don’t need that. I’m
alright.” Then his whole body convulsed on a sob. Gerard held
onto him.

Silveo buried his face against Gerard’s
shoulder. He wouldn’t have been able to speak with his mouth, but
his voice came through clearly in Gerard’s head. “Afterward,
she’d say, ‘Thank you.’ Like I’d taken out the trash for her or
made dinner. ‘Thank you, Silvy, for putting your mouth on some
drunk bastard and letting him touch you all over so I can lie on
the floor and smoke sweet leaf and forget everything.’

“No problem, Mother. You’re
welcome.”

Gerard held him tighter. “Stop.”

“So,” continued Silveo, “‘thank
you’ and ‘I’m sorry’ just don’t seem very meaningful to me. I have
found ‘please’ to be a useful word. ‘Please don’t hurt me’ worked
pretty well sometimes.”

“Enough,” growled Gerard. Pain was radiating
off Silveo like heat off a furnace—a white hot ember of torment
that seeped through the bridge Dakar had created. Gerard wanted to
put him down, get as far away from him as possible, but he didn’t.
He let the pain sit there, looked at it, shared it.

After a while, the intensity began to ebb.
Silveo raised his head. “I’m being a nuisance again.”

“You’re fine, Silveo.”

He sighed and relaxed. “I am, actually.
I’m a happy little squirrel right now.”

“Don’t call yourself that.”

“But it’s what I am,” said Silveo
meekly. “I’ve never really been anything else.”

Gerard set him down so that he could look him
in the face. “That’s completely untrue. You were an excellent
admiral. Farell said the Watch wasn’t so stable for fifty years
before you came. You can throw a knife like nobody I’ve ever seen.
You can do wizardry with navigational instruments. You read and
write more languages than anyone else I know, except perhaps Gwain.
You could probably kill me ten different ways I don’t even know
about with ten different substances I’ve never heard of. You’re
brilliant, Silveo.” He sighed. “And, yes, you’re pretty, too. Don’t
do this to yourself.”

Silveo looked down at his paws. His face was
streaked with tears, and Gerard knew he hated to cry. He tilted
Silveo’s face up and wiped the tears way with his thumbs. Silveo’s
eyes promptly filled up again. “Can I just be your squirrel for
now, Gerard? I’m too tired to be anything else. It hurts too
much.”

Gerard sighed. I’m not completely sure
what you mean by ‘squirrel,’ and I’m afraid to ask. “Silveo,
there’s a word for what you want, and the word is ‘cuddle.’”

Silveo bit his lower lip.

“You keep pushing the limits of this
relationship,” continued Gerard, “and I’m not sure I can be what
you want, but I think I can just about handle cuddle.”

“I really did want to be able to sleep
alone.”

“I know, but this was just too soon. We’ll
try again later.” The room was getting warmer, and it was still
dark outside. “Do you want to go back to bed?”


 Chapter 26. More
Dreams

Gerard woke by degrees. He was walking in a
corridor of some ancient, musty building. He saw doors to his left
every few paces—all numbered, all closed. The floor and walls were
dingy with cheap lamp soot. There was a smell of sweat and urine
and incense and cheap scent. He didn’t want to touch anything. It
looked like the kind of place you could get lice or fleas.

In the light of the smoky lamps, he saw a
stairway at the end of the hall, and beneath the stairwell, a
couple of children. They paid no attention to Gerard as he
approached. They were foxlings—a boy and a girl, both with white
fur and hair. They looked tiny, but Gerard guessed from their
proportions that they were probably seven or eight. They were
skinny as broom handles, and they had almost nothing on except
jewelry—brightly-colored earrings with stones that were probably
glass, bangles, bells in their tails. The girl was wearing a garish
necklace that even Gerard’s untrained eye could identify as fake
lapis. The boy was wearing a choker of purple velvet studded with
pearls and matching purple velvet gloves with the fingers cut out.
His hair was braided with purple ribbon and bells, but it looked a
little messy. The girl had bright red boots, trimmed with bells and
feathers. Their eyes were extravagantly painted, the kohl flaring
out past the edges in curlicues. Children of this age often went
naked at the beach in warm weather, but their jewelry and
accessories made them seem more naked, rather than less.

The boy was pressed into the corner of the
stairwell, and he looked like he’d been crying. His kohl was
smeared a little, and girl was trying to fix it. “Silvy, what
happened?” she whispered. “Was it Edible Parts? Did he hurt
you?”

The child that was Silveo shook his head.
“Not much, but I think I’m in trouble.” He tried to push her away.
“Go on, Nix, before he sees you!”

“Silvy Lamire!” a grating voice bellowed from
further down the hall.

Gerard turned to see a tall, thin grishnard
with a beak-like nose and permanent scowl lines etched around his
mouth and forehead. He was wearing a gray suit of moderately
expensive cut and several gaudy rings. He didn’t seem to see Gerard
as he stormed up the hall towards the children. Nix and Silveo both
backed into the shadow of the stairwell, but he dragged them out,
each by an ear. He had long, spider-like fingers that looked made
for pinching. “Stupid little cunts—if you two were worth a few
cowries less, I’d skin you both and turn you into bed pillows! I
might get more use out of you!” He gave Nix’s ear a vicious twist
before shoving her away. “You, room five, now.”

He turned to Silveo and gave him an
open-handed smack across the face that sent him sprawling. “You are
going back in there and putting that mouth of yours to good use,
and I don’t mean talk. Not a word. Not a single word; do you
understand?”

Silveo nodded. He kept his eyes on the
floor.

“Get up!”

Silveo obeyed.

“Have you been crying?” snarled his
master, and raised his hand as though to hit him again.

Silveo flinched.

The brothel owner bent and ran the hand
through Silveo’s hair instead, got a fistful, and tilted the
child’s face up. “Oh, gods, I’m the one who should be crying with
sorry chits like you earning our meat.” He licked his finger and
fixed Silveo’s kohl with rough strokes of his thumb. “Listen,
Silvy, you’re still new, so I’ll give you a hint. There’s nothing
uglier than a kid with a red puffy face and a runny nose. One or
two tears? That’s cute, kind of sweet, but crying is ugly,
and clients want to look at pretty. They’ll find other things to do
with ugly kids. You want to make them like looking at you,
puppy, because I won’t always be there to keep them from hurting
you. Understand?” He let go of the child’s hair.

Silveo nodded. He wiped his nose on his
glove. “I’m tired,” he whispered. “I’ve done more than anybody
today.”

“I’m tired,” mimicked his owner. “Wait ‘til
you’re twelve, brat; you haven’t even started working. Be glad
you’re high rent and get back in that room.”

“He has done more than anyone,” piped
up Nix. She hadn’t moved. “I’ll finish in his room.”

The brothel owner turned with a look of fury.
“You’ll do as you’re told if you want to eat tomorrow!” And he
lashed out with his paw, kicking her in the belly so hard that she
flew across the hall and smacked into the wall with a sharp tinkle
of bells. Silveo ran to her, but the brothel owner caught him by
the scruff and shook him. Silveo was so small—no bigger than the
foxling Gerard had rescued from Alsair on the pier. He let out a
strangled scream. Gerard thought his neck would break.

I can’t watch this. Gerard stepped
forward, reaching with all his willpower to be real. And
suddenly he had the brothel owner by the throat, pinned against the
wall. The shelt was staring at him in perfect astonishment. “Drop
him!” snarled Gerard, and Silveo slithered to the ground at their
feet.

The brothel owner tried to speak, but Gerard
was choking him. Silveo stared up at them. “Gerard?” he whispered,
and suddenly Gerard understood.

“Silveo, wake up. Wake up!” Then they were
both waking, swimming out of the darkness into the warm firelight
of the cabin. Silveo had his arms locked around Gerard’s neck,
breathing in ragged gulps. Gerard was rubbing his back. “Shh, shh…
Just a dream, just a dream.”
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He sat up, but Silveo didn’t want to let go.
“How did you do that?”

“I don’t know. I’m guessing it has something
to do with Dakar’s bridge. Was that one of your nightmares?”

Silveo shook his head. “Just a bad
dream…bad memory.”

Gerard held him tighter. “Oh, Silveo.” He
settled Silveo’s legs across his lap in a more comfortable
position. “You were a cute kid.” With the saddest eyes in the
world.

Silveo gave a shaky laugh that ended in a
hiccup. “I wasn’t exactly at my best.”

“Crying doesn’t make you ugly. Nothing could
make you ugly, Silveo.”

Silveo slid down and rested his head against
Gerard’s chest. Deliberately, he unlocked one of his fists from the
fabric of Gerard’s shirt, leaving a damp wad of cloth. “Gerard,
you are patient beyond all reason.” He smoothed the fabric with
his hand. “You got to see Nix. I wish we could have taken her
with us.”

“So do I.”

They were quiet for a while, and Silveo’s
breathing returned to normal. At last, Silveo murmured, “I
killed him…my master. He died screaming, but he doesn’t stay dead.
He comes back. Over and over. All of them do.”

Gerard tucked Silveo’s head under his chin,
and rocked slowly back and forth. Silveo let out a long sigh. He
was perfectly relaxed now. Outside, Gerard could hear morning birds
beginning to sing. “You said that was a memory? It really
happened?”

Silveo nodded. “The customer—Nix and I
called him Edible Parts because he’d say things like, ‘Are you
hungry, kid?’ or ‘Want some candy?’ before shoving his cock in our
mouths. That day, I was really tired, and he said that, and I
proceeded to explain that, Yes, I was hungry and, frankly, semen on
an empty stomach made me nauseated—and, furthermore, his
didn’t taste like candy so much as rusty nails soaked in cat
piss.”

Gerard laughed. He could have just as easily
cried.

Silveo smiled against his chest. “Which
was all true, but it wasn’t very sexy. He was so angry that he
picked me up by the hair and shook me. My mother had disappeared
maybe a red month before, so I wasn’t quite used to things like
that, and it scared me. I ran out of the room and hid under the
stairwell. Nix found me, and then I guess you saw what happened
next.”

“Did the owner make you go back in?”

Silveo nodded. “Edible Parts was pretty
angry. He said if I didn’t like his cum, he could give me something
else from the same hole, and he peed in a cup and made me drink
it.”

Gerard felt his stomach churn.

“Making you sick?” asked Silveo
cautiously.

“Yes, but I still want to hear what
happened.”

Silveo shrugged. “I threw up. Edible Parts
thought that was really funny. He made me finish him off, and he
left in a good mood.” Silveo’s voice was acid. “Happy
ending.”

Anything but. “Did you…did you kill
him later?”

“No. Rumor was he drowned himself a year
or two later. He wasn’t a very happy person.”

Gerard couldn’t imagine how any of the
inhabitants of the squalid world he’d visited in Silveo’s dream
could have been happy people.

Silveo gave a little giggle. “We used to
call the owner Master Rice Bottom since he had these bouts of
tapeworms, and he was always looking for a cure.” Silveo
grinned up at Gerard’s blank expression. “Ever had tapeworms,
Gerard? Of course you haven’t. No, please don’t apologize.”

“I wasn’t actually going to.”

“If we eat enough poorly cooked game, you
might get to have the experience. Basically, the worms live in your
guts and share your food, so you have a hard time putting on
weight. I’ve always had a little trouble with that, because I have
to run twice as fast as everyone else to keep up, and it was worse
when I was a kid. Sometimes with bigger, healthier shelts, no one
notices. Until the rice appears.”

“This is going to make me sick again, isn’t
it?”

Silveo snickered. “The ‘rice,’ of course,
is the little worms that start crawling out your backside. They
look kind of like grains of rice and shed onto anywhere you sit.
Customers tend to find that sort of thing extremely unattractive,
so the moment we showed signs, we got violent dewormers that would
have us sitting on the privy, vomiting into a bucket for a day.
Worms out both ends, and then you were done until the next
round.”

Gerard thought of how he’d complained of the
occasional mild flea soap his tutors had insisted upon. “That’s
horrible, Silveo.”

Silveo nodded. “The master wouldn’t use
those caustic poisons he gave us, but he was continually trying
gentler treatments on himself and buying all kinds of nonsense from
cheap healers. He fancied himself an aristocrat, and it just killed
him to start shedding tapeworms everywhere. Sometimes, he got so
bad that little rice-worms would start falling out the bottoms of
his pant legs, leaving a little trail where he’d been
walking.”

Gerard made a face. “That is disgusting,
Silveo.”

Silveo flipped his tail. “I suspect the
master got his tapeworms from using the same privy we did, and of
course we were getting them from eating raw rats, so he might have
avoided the whole thing by feeding us properly. Nix and I were
continually on short rations for one offense or another. Our master
really wasn’t very bright. Malpin told me years later that
tapeworms and fleas usually go together, so maybe he should have
been de-fleaing us. Gods know we always had our share of
fleas.”

Outside, it had started to rain. Gerard
suspected it would be one of those warm rains that heralded the
spring. Maybe the snow will melt. Maybe we can start walking
towards Zorn.

He thought Silveo had fallen asleep again,
but then he said, “Kids can be so stupid. When you’re that age,
you want to believe adults are on your side, that they care about
you at least a little—especially the ones who feed you and put a
roof over your head. Even when all the facts insist that the adults
in your life aren’t your friends, you want to think they
are—or that they would be if you just did the right
thing.”

Gerard petted Silveo’s hair. He stopped when
he thought about what he was doing.

Silveo didn’t seem to notice. “At the
beginning, when Mother and I were still living in a shack down the
street, he’d bring little gifts when he came to take her to the
brothel in the evenings. He’d give me jewelry and gloves and
feathers and bells—shinies. I didn’t know adults thought I looked
erotic wearing them. I just knew they were bright and pretty, and I
didn’t have anything bright or pretty. I tried so hard to please
him. I started taking the dangerous customers to impress him. I
wanted him to like me, and he’d give me just enough kindness to
keep me hoping for a little more. When he hit me or called me
names, I thought it was my fault—because I couldn’t keep my mouth
shut. I tried so hard to please him. Until he killed Nix. I never
forgave him for that.”

Silveo shook himself suddenly and struggled
to his feet. “Gerard, I’ve got more sad stories than even you
have patience. You start tugging on a bit of thread, and the whole
ugly mess unravels in your lap. Feel free to interrupt me and talk
about something else.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “I don’t know
what the date is, but my birthday should be around this time. On
Holovarus, the royal family used to give gifts to the citizens on
our birthdays. We’d have a party, and then we’d ride around
throwing cowries on the street—only time my father ever gave
away money. Sometimes, Jaleel would throw them hard enough to hurt
a peasant. He thought that was funny. It’s no wonder they liked me
better.”

Silveo smiled. “I never knew when my
birthday was. I’m pretty sure my master did. I meant to ask him
before I killed him, but I forgot.” He shook his head.
“There I go again. Gods, I hate it when I get like this!” He
struggled suddenly out of Gerard’s lap and stood up. “I’m going
running on the beach, Gerard. I used to like doing that. I haven’t
done it in a long time.”

Gerard was surprised. “Alright.” I
think.

Silveo smiled. “I’ll stay away from the
water. I wasn’t joking when I said I’m happy right now. Back in a
bit.”


 Chapter 27. A Stupid Thing to
Do

Gerard came out of the cabin and toasted a
few strips of seal meat over the outdoor fire for breakfast.
Felbane was lying by the fire, as usual. He hadn’t gone far from
the seal since its arrival, and although his stomach looked round,
he did not look well. He was lethargic and dull-eyed and during
their brief physical contact, Gerard had been certain he had a
fever.

As he had expected, the rain was warm. The
stream was running again at the center, and the woods were wet with
snowmelt. Gerard went through his katas with his sword. He chopped
some firewood, even though they didn’t need any more. He tried to
pretend he didn’t feel anxious about letting Silveo go running on
the beach alone after having nightmares. He’s an adult. I can’t
make his decisions for him.

Still, he let out a sigh of relief when
Silveo and Dakar came trooping up the path from the beach together,
laughing and carrying several large crabs. “Gerard, look what
Dakar showed me!” Silveo’s voice came through in…bright orange.
Gerard couldn’t have explained it in any way that made sense, but
somehow Silveo was talking in colors.

He grinned at Gerard’s expression. “It’s
almost worth losing my tongue to be able to do that.” This time
it was vivid green.

“That kind of hurts my head, Silveo.”

“One more, one more!” Gleaming
silver.

“That’s lovely,” said Gerard, trying not to
wince.

“And it’s about to make you sick, isn’t
it? Alright, I’ll stop.” Silveo and Dakar went into the cabin
to cook the crabs in the pot the hunti had given them, which fit
better over the indoor fire. The rain had intensified, and Gerard
had just decided that maybe he’d go inside as well, when Felbane
rose and walked over to pick at the seal again. Only he never got
there. After about three unsteady paces, he collapsed. He lay on
his side with his back to Gerard, breathing heavily.

This is ridiculous. By the time he lets us
get to that javelin, he’ll be too far gone to recover. He may be
already.

Gerard walked around the fire pit and
approached Felbane. The griffin didn’t open his eyes as Gerard
crouched near his head and touched his beak. “Felbane?”

No response. Is he unconscious? That might
be even better. Gerard brushed Felbane’s face and ears with his
fingertips. Felbane didn’t stir. He felt very warm, and he had an
odor of wet feathers, sickness and decay. Gerard moved around to
his chest. He ran a hand over the jutting breastbone—much too
prominent—until he could slide his fingers under Felbane’s right
leg. The skin was even hotter there, and most of the feathers had
fallen off. Gerard realized that Felbane’s body had begun to heal
itself and almost succeeded. The skin had closed over the javelin
head, but then the wound had festered and corrupted. Gerard could
feel a trickle of pus and just the tip of something metallic. He
tried to get his fingers around it. Too slippery, too much under
the skin. I’ll need to cut him a little.

But he didn’t want to leave now that he’d
gotten this far. He decided to give it one more try before going
for a knife. Dimly, some part of his mind informed him that he was
being reckless, and he ignored it. Silveo is afraid of Felbane,
and Felbane is afraid of Dakar. I’m the only one who can do
this.

Felbane stirred. Gerard had two fingers
around the bit of metal now, and he was pulling on it, making the
wound wider. All at once, Felbane jerk up with an eagle’s scream.
His head whipped around, quick as a snake, and his huge beak closed
around Gerard’s arm. Oh, mercy. Gerard stared into
half-crazed yellow eyes. Felbane’s throat was throbbing on a snarl.
The black feathers of his ruff stood on end. Gerard could feel
Felbane’s beak tightening on his arm as the griffin assessed the
situation and didn’t like what he saw or felt.

“Felbane,” said Gerard, trying to keep his
voice calm, “if we don’t get that javelin head out soon, you’ll
die. I know it hurts, but you’ve got to let me—”

He broke off with a gasp as Felbane gave his
arm a painful jerk. Bright red began to ooze around Felbane’s beak.
Gerard remembered that the griffin was accustomed to eating and
probably toying with shelts and also that he’d been mistreated by
grishnards.

If I panic and start thrashing, he will
rip my arm off. “Felbane, please. I’m trying to help you.”

Gerard heard the door of the cabin shut and
looked up to see Silveo coming out. He stopped, stared, and then
started towards them—not running, but walking very quickly.
“Gerard, get Dakar. Call her; I can’t.”

“Silveo,” said Gerard, trying to keep his
voice even, “Felbane is afraid of Dakar. I don’t think—”

Felbane growled and clamped down again.
Gerard shut his eyes. The pain was becoming intense. He wanted
badly to just hammer Felbane over the head with this free fist and
jerk his arm away, but he knew it wouldn’t work. Griffins had very
thick skulls. Felbane’s claws would be every bit as dangerous as
his beak if he got excited. Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t
panic.

“Gerard, call her now!” Silveo sounded
as much like an admiral as he ever had. He also sounded very
close.

Gerard opened his eyes. Silveo was crouching
beside him. His mouth was pressed into a straight line. He looked
ice-calm. “I need to be able to speak to him, and I can’t.
Please get Dakar.”

“Dakar!” Gerard shouted in his quarterdeck
voice.

Felbane snarled and gave Gerard’s arm another
jerk, but then Silveo put a hand on his beak. Silveo was crouching
beside Felbane’s right paw and Gerard couldn’t help thinking that
one slash would leave Silveo in bloody ribbons.

But Felbane didn’t slash. He’d cut his eyes
away from Gerard to watch Silveo. He seemed confused, curious. His
grip lost some of its intensity. Gerard didn’t dare move. Silveo
put out a hand and petted the top of Felbane’s head. He made what
reassuring noises he could. “Shh, shh…”

And then Dakar was beside him. Felbane’s
growl escalated, but she put one hand on Felbane’s head and one on
Silveo’s arm, and Felbane’s snarl taped off abruptly. Felbane and
Silveo were watching each other. Gerard couldn’t hear what they
were saying, but slowly Felbane relaxed his grip on Gerard’s arm
and at last he opened his beak.
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Gerard resisted the urge to jerk free and
run. He didn’t want to do anything to startle Felbane with Silveo
crouching between his paws. Felbane turned his full attention to
the foxling. He whined softly. Then, to Gerard’s relief, he laid
his head down alongside Silveo—a friendly, submissive gesture.

“Alright,” said Silveo without
changing his expression. “We’re going to get that thing out of
him. Gerard, go get some hot water and some rags. There’s a pot
already simmering over the fire.”

“And a knife?”

“You think I’d be here without one? Just
do as I say, please.”

When Gerard returned, Felbane was stretched
almost on his back, his body in the crescent favored by sunning
griffins who felt completely safe. Felbane clearly didn’t feel
safe. He was trembling, but he let Silveo and Dakar stretch his
right leg out and look underneath. It was a nasty mess of crusted
puss and swollen tissue. Silveo soaked the rags in warm water and
laid them over the wound for a few moments to soften things up. He
cleaned the wound as best he could. Then he slipped his knife out
of one sleeve and made a couple of cuts. The knife was razor sharp,
and that helped a lot. Gerard fancied the cuts were already made
before Felbane even felt them. He gave a hiss and a snarl, and
everyone stepped back for a moment, but then he whined and kept his
leg in place.

Creamy pink fluid was running freely from the
wound. Silveo managed to ease his small fingers inside the opening
and get a good grip on the javelin head. He gave a jerk, and it
slid free, along with a flood of pus and blood. The metal barb was
impressive—nearly as long as Gerard’s hand. “Well, that’s got to
feel better,” muttered Gerard.

Felbane whimpered. Dakar was milking the
wound. She continued until it bled bright red. “Now,” she said to
Felbane. “You should go swim in the sea. Salt water is good for
wounds. If you don’t want to, we can pack it with seaweed, but I
think it would be better if you’d swim. Every day, we should look
at it and squeeze out any pus.”

“Stings,” whined Felbane.

“It’s good for you,” said Dakar with a
stubbornness that made Gerard almost laugh.

At last the griffin rose and limped off
towards the beach. Gerard turned to Silveo. “That was
impressive.”

Silveo shut his eyes. “Watch me throw up
in a moment.” He was breathing deeply in through his nose and
out through his mouth. He crouched and began to wash his unsteady
hands in the bucket. “If I were big enough, I’d box your ears,
Gerard. I can’t believe you tried to do that by yourself!”

“It was stupid,” agreed Gerard. “I’m
sorry.”

“You should be!” Silveo sounded truly
angry for the first time since they’d come to the beach. “Let me
see your arm.”

Gerard had two sets of cuts, one between his
shoulder and elbow and the other between his elbow and his hand. He
could move the arm without pain, and he was primarily unhappy about
the damage to their scant supply of clothing. Silveo inspected the
wounds with a scowl. “One moment longer, and I’d have cut his
throat.”

“That’s what you were going to do?”

“If he didn’t let go of you?
Absolutely.”

Having Silveo angry at him was a novel
experience and brought back memories of the Fang. Gerard
wondered how long Silveo could maintain it.

Not long, as it turned out. All three of them
came inside, put on dry clothes, and sat around the fire eating
crab. Gerard was sitting on a block of wood, and Silveo was sitting
on the floor. After a few moments, Silveo inched over until he was
leaning against Gerard’s leg. “I didn’t mean to snap,” he
muttered.

“I think you had every right to snap. I
nearly got us both killed.”

Silveo grunted and wrapped his tail around
both himself and Gerard’s leg. After they’d finished eating, Gerard
asked Dakar if she knew any songs. She said she knew some sailor
songs. That made Silveo laugh. “I bet she doesn’t know what they
mean.”

“I bet you’re not going to teach her at
this age,” replied Gerard with a frown.

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

“You want to learn some of Thessalyn’s
songs?” he asked Dakar. “She had some silly ones she liked to sing
in the rain. She liked these warm spring rains especially.” I
always told her not to walk in them; she’d get sick. And she always
walked anyway, and she never did get sick.

For the next quarter watch, they sang about
sea slugs with feathers and a hundred ways to eat seaweed and the
day the rain fell backwards. Afterward, Gerard mended his shirt and
coat, Dakar taught them both some hunti, and then she and Silveo
played her favorite game with shells and bits of stone until the
night insects began to chirp in the wet darkness outside.


 Chapter 28.
Confused

The weather grew steadily warmer and the snow
melted. The seal carcass rotted and began to stink. Gerard
complained about it and came out the next morning to find it gone.
Dakar told him she’d dragged it away. Gerard hadn’t seen her in
wyvern form since the day the seal arrived, although he knew she
sometimes went fishing that way. She was shy of shifting where
Gerard and Silveo could see. She clearly wanted to be treated as a
shelt. Gerard couldn’t decide whether that was healthy or not.
Silveo thought it was funny that he would even worry about it.

“Let her be what she wants to be, Gerard.
She’s got lots of choices.”

“But she is a dragon.”

“She’s a shape-shifter.”

“And also a dragon.”

“Apparently all dragons are
shape-shifters. Let her be. She’s happy.”

She was increasingly so. Spending time with
Silveo had improved her understanding of humor, and she was
responding more appropriately to sarcasm and irony. “She was
raised in isolation,” said Silveo, “but she’s a quick
learner. All she needs is exposure. She’s really a lot more normal
than me.”

Felbane was hunting again and starting to put
on weight. For all his grumbling, he followed Dakar’s orders and
swam every day in the ocean. To Gerard’s amazement, Felbane also
allowed her to milk the wound of pus. He was shy for the first few
days, but as his fever broke and his health improved, he became
increasingly willing to do whatever Dakar asked. However, it was
Silveo he really liked. His eyes followed the foxling everywhere
when they were both in camp, and he would trail along behind Silveo
when he ran on the beach or walked by the stream.

At first, Silveo found it unnerving and
didn’t want to go out without Gerard or Dakar. “I can’t help
thinking he’d like to eat me.”

“But he wouldn’t. I think you’ve got a pet
griffin, Silveo.”

“Just what I needed.”

“He’d probably let you ride him.”

“Not a chance, Gerard.”

“Have you ever ridden a griffin?”

“What do you think?”

Gerard was surprised, even though he knew he
shouldn’t be. “You’ve lived your whole life in Wefrivain, and
you’ve never ridden a griffin?”

“I’ve ridden pegasus when I had to. Flying
is flying.”

“It’s not! Griffins are a lot more
maneuverable in the air.”

“So they can throw you off more easily.
You’re the avian, Gerard. I’m a land species.”

When the snow had completely melted and the
stream was running high, Gerard decided it was time for them to
start walking. They tidied up the cabin before they left, cleaned
the fireplace and fire pit, swept the floor, and even left a thank
you note scrawled in charcoal on a bit of wood for anyone who might
come to hunt or fish later that year.

Then they started down the beach with their
packs and Felbane trailing along behind or gliding overhead. They
had flysheets made of skins, but they didn’t use them that night.
The sky was completely clear for the first time in a yellow month.
Silveo and Gerard taught Dakar the names of all the constellations
they could see. Silveo knew more of them, and some of the names he
knew were different. He started telling Gerard how to navigate by
them. They ate roasted fish and burned their fingers and laughed
about it. Dakar was developing a cautious taste for cooked
food.
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They hiked for days that way—sometimes on the
beach and sometimes along the edge of the forest. Sometimes they
passed streams where they could get water, and if not they boiled
rainwater that collected in the rocky puddles. Occasionally,
Felbane brought them rabbits or birds. Sometimes Gerard fished in
the rivers, and sometimes Dakar fished in the sea. Twice they
passed little hunti villages, the beaches around them littered with
fishing boats.

Dakar translated for everyone. The hunti told
them that they were going in the right direction to reach Zorn, but
they measured distance in units foreign to Gerard and Silveo. They
didn’t seem very friendly or interested in trading. Gerard did
manage to get them to take the javelin head in exchange for some
boots for Silveo, who promptly gave them to Dakar so that she could
run about more comfortably as a little girl.

The woods smelled like spring. Silveo sniffed
out wild mint, basil, onions, and mushrooms, which improved the
quality of their meals. The trees were leafing and budding. A few
early flowers dotted the meadows, bright green with new grass.

Gerard felt more content than he’d been since
Thessalyn died. Silveo seemed as happy as Gerard had ever seen him.
He and Dakar made jewelry out of shells and he showed her a number
of elaborate ways to arrange hair with nothing more than a few
straight, clean sticks. On sunny days, he wore his hat with the red
band and the iridescent feather, and he painstakingly trimmed
Dakar’s boots with feathers from birds Felbane caught.

The weather was fitful. Some days were so
warm that they all took their coats off. Dakar would run about as a
little girl with just her shirt hanging down to her knees. Every
now and then she could not resist swimming all night as a wyvern,
even though she knew she would be walking all day. Then, sometimes,
Gerard would carry her in her little girl shape, and she’d sleep in
his arms as they ambled down the beach.

Silveo had no more nightmares, or even bad
dreams, but he didn’t seem anxious to leave Gerard’s pallet. He’d
taken Gerard’s invitation to cuddle seriously, and he liked to
sleep with his head on Gerard’s chest and at least one arm around
him. Gerard kept thinking that he ought to make Silveo try sleeping
alone, but somehow he never got around to it, even when the weather
got warm enough that Silveo started kicking off all the blankets
again.

Gerard knew they had to be getting near Zorn.
He could tell by the angle of the coastline and the direction of
the sun that they were nearing the tip of the peninsula. He hoped
they hadn’t missed the Defiance, although he was pretty sure
that this was still early spring. Just when the weather seemed to
be getting truly warm, they would have another day of gray skies
and cold rain. Those days were growing rarer, though.

Gerard woke one particularly warm night to
find himself alone. They’d camped in some sand dunes. He couldn’t
see the ocean, but he could hear it not far away. He was actually
sweating under his blankets. He removed one of the two shirts he’d
been sleeping in and walked around a little. He wondered whether
Dakar and Silveo had taken a walk together or separately. The night
was clear, the moons bright overhead. A bird sang beautifully but
loudly in the underbrush. Felbane was almost certainly hunting, and
Dakar could easily be well out to sea.

On an impulse, he dressed and walked towards
the beach. He took his coat, because he knew the wind would be
strong, and probably cool beyond the lee of the dunes. Gerard came
out onto the flat sand and saw two figures some distance away, in
the place where the tide was running in and out. One of them was
Silveo. Gerard took a moment to realize that the second was Dakar.
She was trying out the form of a foxling, with ink black hair and
fur. She’d made herself about Silveo’s height, which ought to make
her an adult foxling, but her face and figure looked closer to her
true age.

Silveo was teaching her to dance. It was not
the sort of dance Thessalyn or Gerard had ever learned. It was the
sort of dance one was likely to see in the pleasure districts of
Sern. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. Dakar was wearing the
shirt she’d gone to bed in. Silveo was wearing nothing at all.
Gerard realized that he hadn’t seen Silveo without clothes in a
long time—not since he’d been starving and sick. His fur was not
only thick, but glossy, his skin ghost-pale in the moonlight. His
gleaming hair had grown down past his shoulder blades, and it
whipped and tangled in the wind. He contrasted sharply with Dakar’s
black fur and hair, which even from this distance had the sheen of
a raven’s wing.

Silveo twirled, then moved in a ripple that
suggested he’d dislocated every bone in his body. Dakar cocked her
head, copied it, added something of her own. Silveo laughed, did it
again. They were disturbingly beautiful.

Gerard sat down on a log and watched. After a
while, Dakar stopped and said something that Gerard couldn’t hear
over the surf. Then she seemed to drop out of her shirt—as though
for an instant her body was made of water. An iridescent flash amid
the swells, and she was gone. Silveo waved, then bent and picked up
her wet shirt before it went out with the tide. He came sauntering
up the beach, wringing out her shirt and shaking the water from his
tail. He did not look surprised to see Gerard. “I couldn’t
sleep. She wanted to do something.”

Gerard said nothing.

Silveo made a face. “I know, I know! And I
swore I’d never do those dances again after I left Sern,
but…they’re what I can do.”

“Yes, but do you have to do them without
clothes?”

“Well, that’s how they’re supposed to be
done; clothes get in the way. I should have bells, though—bells on
my tail and ankles and wrists.” He grinned. “Am I making you
uncomfortable, Gerard?”

“You’re making me something.”

“Would you like me to make you a little
more something?”

“I’d like you to put on some clothes.”

Silveo sat down on the log beside Gerard, who
promptly took off his coat and put it around Silveo. Silveo
snickered. “Afraid I’ll crawl into your lap naked?”

“It had crossed my mind.”

“You’re blushing, Gerard.”

Gerard was losing patience. “I said you’re
pretty, didn’t I?”

“Even to boys who don’t like
boys?”

“Yes, Silveo. Stop trying to seduce me.”

Silveo sighed and leaned against him. “I’m
just a flirt, Gerard. I’m happy with the way things are, but I’m
terribly afraid you’ll get bored. And you are fun to
tease.”

“I don’t get bored of my friends. I realize
that you’ve always delighted in teasing me, but I don’t like
feeling confused.”

Silveo looked at him with a critical
expression. “Am I being confusing? I thought I was being pretty
obvious. Let me un-confuse you.” Silveo took Gerard’s hand,
turned it over, and kissed his wrist.

Gerard pulled away with a growl and stood up.
He could feel Silveo’s eyes on his back, and he didn’t want to talk
to him right now. He started towards camp, hoping Silveo would stay
on the beach. Go dance; get it out of your system. But
Silveo followed him back through the dunes. He watched Gerard get
the fire going. It had been cold on the beach, but Gerard
also found that he desperately wanted something to do.

Silveo waited until Gerard had finished and
then sat down beside him on the ground, still wearing Gerard’s coat
like a cape. “I don’t understand,” he said softly. “I
love you. I think you know that, and it doesn’t seem to bother you.
I’m not trying to manipulate you or control you or pay for
anything. But I do want to give you something, and I don’t have
anything to give you except me. Why won’t you let me?”

Gerard buried his head in his hands. How
can I explain this?

Silveo thought for a moment. He drew his legs
up and wrapped his tail around them—a sure sign that he was feeling
less certain of himself. “Is it because I don’t have a tongue?
Is that too disgusting to—”

“Oh, Silveo, no.” Gerard put an arm around
him. “No, no, that’s not it.”

“I know I’m not as good as I used to
be,” continued Silveo gloomily. “But the slavers didn’t
actually do a very thorough job, and I can improvise.”

Gerard gave him a shake. “Stop it. I don’t
think you’re unattractive. You’re just…male.”

Silveo frowned. “I really never understood
why that makes any difference beyond technique unless you want
kids. But maybe I just don’t understand because of what happened to
me. Maybe it’s one of those things you have to be normal to
understand. Gerard, I don’t mean to annoy you. I’m not being like
Morchella, am I?”

Gerard almost laughed. “You’re nothing at all
like Morchella.”

“I just want to give you something,
anything. Would you let me try once? And if you don’t like it, we
won’t do it again?”

Gerard could feel himself going red. “I—
Silveo, I wouldn’t even know what to do.”

Silveo smiled. “Is that all?” He took
Gerard’s hand and kissed his wrist again. Gerard could feel the
nibble of teeth, along with the occasional caress of something soft
and wet that was not lips. Silveo kept at it in a way that made
Gerard feel as though all the blood in his body were rushing
uncomfortably to one spot. When Gerard’s breath caught, Silveo
stopped, put his arms around Gerard’s neck and twisted so that he
was straddling his lap. He leaned up on his knees, put his cheek
against Gerard’s, and laughed softly. “Your face is already on
fire. I’m going to make you blush all over, Gerard.”

“Silveo—” But Gerard couldn’t actually think
of what he wanted to say. He felt as though his insides had turned
to warm jelly.

Silveo nuzzled under Gerard’s chin. He
managed to find the most sensitive spot on his throat and proceeded
to pay it exquisite attention. Gerard heard himself whimper and
then he slid back onto his elbows. Silveo leaned into him, fingers
busy in the buttons of his shirt.

“Relax.” Silveo’s happy murmur felt
like a caress inside his head. “It’s just me. This isn’t
difficult, Gerard. This is the easiest thing in the world. Just
relax.”


 Chapter 29. Closer than
Close

Half a watch later, they were lying in a
pleasantly exhausted pile a little way from the fire. Gerard felt
surreal. He was fairly certain his brain had stopped functioning
some time ago. Or perhaps it had merely split with one part
watching his behavior in horror and the other part offering helpful
suggestions and babbling away with his mouth.

Silveo giggled. “You’re so gentle. You’re
almost too gentle. Were you like this with Thessalyn?”

“Thess wasn’t half my size.” And she
hadn’t been hurt the way you have.

“I’m more than half!” complained
Silveo.

“By height—barely. You can’t be more than a
quarter of my weight.”

“Whatever. You could be rougher without
hurting me.”

“Do you want that?”

“I want to see what you like.”

“I was wondering what you like,” said
Gerard, “because a conventional climax doesn’t seem to be it.”

Silveo laughed out loud.
“Conventional—never my adjective.”

Gerard shifted him up a fraction so that
Silveo’s head was under his chin. “You seem to be giving a lot and
not getting much. Am I doing something wrong?”

Silveo sighed. “You’re not doing anything
wrong, Gerard. I could fake it. I’m pretty good at that, but I’d
rather not with you.”

Gerard stroked his hair. “Can you just not
get really excited? Because of what happened to you?”

“I can. It takes a bit of work, and the
results aren’t very satisfying. I enjoy it for a few seconds, and
then I have bad memories and nightmares for days. It’s not worth
those few seconds.”

Gerard thought about what Morchella had done
to him. What if my first time had been like that? And what if it
had happened again and again when I was a child and couldn’t reason
very well? It’s amazing that Silveo can enjoy being close to anyone
at all.

Gerard traced Silveo’s spine, ran his
fingertips over his back. Silveo sighed. “Basil really wanted me
to enjoy a ‘conventional climax.’ He seemed to take it as a
personal affront that I couldn’t. His ego was big enough, he felt
like he should be able to give me that, and it made me miserable.
I’ll try for you if you like, but I know how this goes.”

Gerard shook his head. He ran both hands down
Silveo’s back, through the dense, silky fur of his flanks, and up
his sides. “You like this, though?”

Silveo pushed himself up so that he could
look Gerard in the face. His eyes were nearly black in the
moonlight, the irises only a glint of blue. “I love this.
I’ve never been so happy, Gerard. Please believe that.”

“I believe you.” He hesitated. “But if cuddle
is what you really want, can we just do that? You’ve very good at
what you do, but it makes me feel so strange.”

Silveo smiled. He laid his face against
Gerard’s cheek. “I’ll be whatever you want, Gerard. I’ll
try.”

Gerard took Silveo’s face in both hands and
moved him back so he could look at him again. “I think you have a
hard time believing that anyone would want to be near you for any
reason other than sex.”

Silveo bowed his head.

“I do. You don’t have to buy me. You
couldn’t.”

Silveo settled back down against his chest.
They were quiet for a while. Finally, Gerard said, “I miss Thess so
much.”

“I know. You said her name once.”

“I did?” Gerard was a whole new kind of
embarrassed.

Silveo nodded. “I didn’t know whether you
realized.” He gave a little chuckle. “Don’t feel bad. I’m
flattered. I don’t deserve the comparison.”

“No, you don’t. You deserve to be loved for
yourself.”

“I’d bring her back if I could, if you
could just trade her for me.”

“Stop that.” Gerard spoke more sharply than
he had intended. “It’s a ridiculous thing to think.”

“I worry that I’m just taking advantage of
your missing her. I thought perhaps tonight you were more starved
than hungry.”

Gerard laughed. “Silveo, when I said you’re
good at what you do, I was understating.” He sat up a little. “And
before we call this a failed experiment, I want to do one more
thing.”

“Oh?” Silveo looked down at him with a
hint of mischief and twitched his tail.

Gerard turned so that Silveo slithered off
into the blankets. Gerard leaned over him, put one hand behind
Silveo’s head, and kissed him. “Open your mouth,
Silveo.”

Silveo had squirmed a little at the kiss, and
now he went rigid. He’d kissed Gerard just about everywhere except
on the mouth, and Gerard thought he knew why.

“Gerard, no,” whimpered Silveo in his
head, “please.”

“You’re alright,” said Gerard.
“You’re safe. Trust me.”

Silveo trembled. “Ugly,” he muttered.
“Disgusting.”

“Nothing about you is ugly or
disgusting.” Gerard moved his hand down Silveo’s neck, over his
shoulder and along his side to his hip, so that it wouldn’t feel
like Gerard was trying to force anything. He ran his thumb in
circles on Silveo’s belly. “You said it yourself. This isn’t
difficult. Relax.”

He did—very slowly. When his breathing had
quieted, Gerard teased his lips apart and finally his teeth. He
didn’t push, let Silveo decide to do it. Finally he eased his
tongue inside, explored gently. As Silveo had said, the slavers had
not done a very “good job.” They’d left about the back third of his
tongue. Gerard traced the pebbled surface of the old wound, felt
Silveo flinch. “It’s alright. I’m not disgusted.”

Gerard stopped exploring then and really
kissed him. Silveo caught his breath. He reached a hand up to bury
it in Gerard’s hair, arched his back and pressed the length of
their bodies together. Silveo broke away a moment later, panting.
“Well, that almost did it. Gods, Gerard. Be still a
moment.”

Gerard considered reaching down and finishing
what he’d started. But that would make me a lot like
Basil.
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They were quiet for a while, and then Silveo
said, “Alright, you can move now.” He settled into the crook
of Gerard’s arm and pulled a blanket over them. Just before they
drifted off, Silveo said, “Are you going to regret this in the
morning?”

“Probably.”

“Enough to hit me?”

Gerard woke up a little. “Never enough
to hit you, Silveo.” He turned on his side and wrapped himself all
the way around the foxling. “You’re safe. You couldn’t be safer. Go
to sleep.”

Silveo gave a little sigh of perfect
contentment. He snuggled against Gerard, tried to get closer than
close. Gerard fell asleep with Silveo’s downy fur like a whisper of
velvet against his belly, his breath a soft sigh across his
chest.


 Chapter 30.
Differences

Gerard woke from deep sleep to loud birdsong.
He was lying on his side, his head under a blanket, and he could
tell the blankets were cool with a light frost. He felt more
relaxed and rested than he had in ages. What happened
yesterday?

Silveo stirred against him. He was pleasantly
warm, his head on Gerard’s arm, his fur soft against Gerard’s
belly. Gerard realized suddenly that neither of them was wearing
anything. Oh. Gerard screwed up his face as last night came
back with crystal clarity. Oh, gods.

Silveo opened his eyes. He looked up at
Gerard in the softly lit world under the blankets. He blinked a
couple of times, saw Gerard watching him, and his face became
suddenly worried. His body tensed. “Gerard…are you
angry?”

Gerard groaned and sat up. The day was clear
and cool with a bright sun rapidly burning off the frost. They were
alone in camp. He actually felt a little stiff. Oh, mercy; what
have I done?

Silveo crawled out of the blankets. He pulled
on his shirt, and crouched with his tail wrapped protectively
around him. He really did look nervous. Gerard ran a hand through
his hair. “I’m not angry, Silveo, not at you.”

Silveo did not look entirely reassured.

Gerard grimaced. If I can do what I did
last night, I can certainly put an arm around you this morning.
“Silveo, come here.”

He stood and came hesitantly. Gerard drew
Silveo down beside him. “I’m not angry at you. I’m a little angry
at myself and very confused.”

Silveo nodded, watching his face. “You
seemed happy last night.”

I was happy last night. I woke up
happy this morning. Gerard buried his head in his hands.
This is not a situation I ever expected to find myself in.
“Silveo, when you look at me like you’re afraid, it makes me feel
horrible. Do I do anything that makes you feel threatened? Because
no matter how unhappy I am with my own behavior, I won’t hurt
you.”

Silveo wrinkled his nose. He straightened a
little. “Which story shall I tell? How about this one: a group
of shelts came into our place once. One of them was just along with
his friends. Said he didn’t like kids, especially didn’t like boys.
But all his friends got busy, and the master wanted his money. So I
got him drunk and flirted and flirted and finally I got him into
bed. The next morning…well, he didn’t try to get his money back,
but on his way out he spotted me. He grabbed me by the tail and
flung me across the room. I limped for a month.”

Gerard put an arm around him.

Silveo shrugged it off. “I’m not trying to
make you feel sorry for me. I’m just saying… You’re not the first
boy who didn’t like boys who liked me, and you wouldn’t be the
first who was angry about it in the morning.”

Gerard sighed. “I’m not angry.”

Silveo glanced at him out of the corner of
his eye. His mouth twitched up. “I could count the times on one
hand I’ve heard a grishnard purr, Gerard.”

Gerard wanted the ground to open up and
swallow him.

Silveo touched his hand and Gerard looked
down at him—pale skin and blue eyes and freckles. “I’m already
in your head. If that’s not intimate contact, I don’t know what
is.”

Gerard said nothing.

Silveo laid his head against Gerard’s arm.
“Are you sorry you kissed me?”

Gerard thought about it. “No. I’m not sorry
about that.”

“Good. Because it was certainly the nicest
thing anyone’s ever done to me.” He watched Gerard’s face.
“Please don’t be embarrassed. It’s just me.”

Gerard sighed and got up. “But it’s really
not me. And I don’t think it’s very good for you. I think you need
at least one friend who doesn’t want to…take advantage of your
specialized skill set.”

Silveo shrugged. “Dakar doesn’t seem too
interested.”

“Dakar is about ten!”

“I was joking, Gerard. You didn’t take
advantage of me. Like you said, cuddle is all I really need.”
He grinned. “But just once I made you whimper.”

Gerard could feel himself going red.

Silveo giggled. “I wouldn’t take that back
for anything. And what I was saying last night…what I meant with
every kiss was: I love you, I love you, I love you.”

Gerard didn’t know how to respond to that. A
moment later, a small, black wyvern shot over the dunes, flying so
low that Gerard ducked. She was followed by Felbane. Gerard
wondered for one moment whether Felbane was trying to kill her, but
then he heard Dakar laugh. They darted back over the trees—nimble
as dragonflies—and were gone.

Silveo grinned. “They’re finally playing
tag! Dakar’s been trying to get him to interact with her in the air
for months. She’s land, sea, and sky, you know. She gets a little
bored with us.”

Gerard began putting away their blankets.
“We’re raising Morchella’s daughter, aren’t we?”

“Did that just now occur to you?”

“This is not how I planned on being a
parent.”

“Well, we don’t always get what we plan
on. Almost never, actually. What did I say a long time ago…? Thess
can teach her to sing, you can teach her to use a sword, and I’ll
teach her to curse and wear inappropriate clothes.”

Gerard smiled. He felt a little better.
We’re still us. Last night didn’t change anything. Maybe we just
needed to put the possibility behind us. Maybe I made a mistake,
and maybe we can forget about it.

Silveo certainly acted like his usual perky,
sarcastic self as they started up the beach. Gerard was carrying
Dakar’s pack as well as his own, because she was still playing tag
with Felbane, occasionally passing low over their heads. The sea
was aquamarine and very calm. Strange blue jellyfish had washed up
on the white sand. They were like blocks of glistening colored ice,
catching the light like prisms.

Finally, Gerard screwed up his courage to
ask, “Silveo, when you were with Lu…were you…happier? I mean, could
you…”

Silveo laughed out loud. Gerard wished he
hadn’t asked.

“Gerard…” said Silveo, deeply amused.
“There’s more than one way to make a girl happy, and besides…you
and Lu are felids. I’m a canid. We’re different.”

Gerard reddened. “I sort of…figured
that.”

“In the brothel, we used to get the
occasional idiot who knew so little of foxlings that he would ask
the master whether I was deformed. Even the ones who knew we have
different anatomy seemed to think we were just little grishnards.
We’re not.”

“Oh?” Gerard was curious in spite of himself
and embarrassed for being curious.

“I mean, for the love of all that’s holy!
If felids weren’t comparatively smaller than canids, I don’t
know how I’d be able to do half of what I do without getting
hurt!”

Gerard wasn’t sure what he was talking about
and didn’t dare ask.

Silveo patted his leg. “Gerard, I don’t
know how you managed to father children; you’re practically
innocent. I didn’t use anywhere near my full repertoire last night;
I didn’t want to startle you.”

Gerard tried desperately to think of a way to
change the subject.

“Foxlings tie,” continued Silveo
patiently. “And I can’t tell you more than that, because I
haven’t been with any female foxlings. Even drunk, I’m pretty sure
I’d remember that.”

“Tie?” repeated Gerard.

“Tie. Lock. Cannot separate for…I’ve heard
up to a quarter watch. That’s another thing about us. We’re
supposed to have one long climax, and then we don’t mate for a
while. Grishnards, on the other hand, can mate over and over for
half the night, and they have to if they want to get pregnant. I’m
told there’s something like a hundred matings per child.”

Gerard made a face. “Usually.”

“Your first kid defied the rules?”

Gerard nodded. “And she came out of season.
We weren’t completely stupid. But sometimes odd things happen.” He
hesitated. “If I were Gwain, I’d be writing all this down. He’s
terribly interested in biology and shelt differences, and he’s
about as unembarrassable as you are.”

“If you were Gwain, you’d have drowned me
a long time ago.”

Gerard shook his head. “Are foxlings the only
shelts that…tie?”

Silveo shrugged. “I’m pretty sure it’s a
canid thing. We’re just the only canid shelts left in Wefrivain.
Wolflings probably did it, but they’re extinct. Hunti…” Silveo
rolled his eyes. “I don’t think hunti are proper canids, and
they rarely mate outside their species, thank the gods. They are
odd in every conceivable way, but I don’t think they tie. One of
the ocelons in the place where I worked claimed to have done a
hunti once, and from what she said, I’d say no.”

Gerard knew he shouldn’t ask, but…
“So, hunti really do…all look the same?”

Silveo giggled. “If what I did last night
made you feel confused, be glad you’re not a hunti. They all have
penises, and when they mate, the female’s sort of…retracts or turns
inside out or something. About half of the girls die the first time
they give birth, because the baby has to tear through their sheath.
Either they can’t push it out, or they bleed to death. Sometimes
the midwives cut them, but it’s considered an act of weakness and
permanent disgrace. Most would rather die. Usually the first child
is stillborn even if the mother survives. Gerard, you look really
silly with your mouth hanging open.”

Gerard shut his mouth. “How do you know all
this?”

“Basil. He was raised by hunti.”

“Oh.” Suddenly some things about Basil made a
lot more sense to Gerard. “How did that happen?”

Silveo thought for a moment. “I’ve only
heard the story once, and it was years ago. I believe his family
were peasants on one of the little numeraries of Haplag—small, poor
place. Haplag got into a tiff with Lecklock, and there was some
raiding—small scale by the standards of the great islands, but they
burned that little numerary to the ground. Killed everyone.
Except…I guess Basil was about four, and he hid. A few days later,
a hunti merchant ship came sniffing around for anything they could
scavenge and found him hungry and dirty and miserable. They took
him aboard as a ship’s boy, and he was basically raised by the
crew. He doesn’t remember any of this; he was told later.”

“Poor kid.”

“Yeah, I think he was kind of a lonely
kid. Hunti are really different, and he understands them, but he
can never be one. He has a love/hate relationship with grishnards.
They’re his species, and it’s useful to be one in Wefrivain, but he
doesn’t like most of them. He identifies with non-grishnard panauns
like me who end up in the gutter. Someone like you, coming from an
upper class background...”

“He can’t stand.”

Silveo nodded. “He still likes to crew his
ships with hunti. They’re tough as old leather, and he says they
make excellent sailors if you take the trouble to understand them.
They will insist on carrying on their normal pack behavior, though,
which includes having babies. We had a few on the Dark Wind
every year—kept it quiet, because the idea of females aboard
ship bothered the grishnard sailors.”

Silveo gave Gerard a thump on the back with
his tail. “Grishnards think that just because they’re the
dominant species in Wefrivain, everyone is just like them. It’s not
so. Shelts are all different. Male ocelons have little spines on
theirs.” Silveo made a face. “That’s a major ouch if you’re
not careful.”

“Spines?!” Gerard was horrified.

Silveo nodded. “I think grishnards are the
only felids who don’t have them. Comes from the avian in
you, maybe. There’s an easy way to prove you’re not a leon if
anyone asks about that tattoo.”

If Gerard had harbored any hope of becoming
immune to embarrassment, it was instantly dispelled.

“Most felids can get pregnant any time of
year, too, and the spines have something to do with it. I’m not a
healer so I don’t know what, but I know that felid eunuchs lose
them.” He grinned. “Oh, here comes Dakar on two legs again.
Shall I stop making you turn pretty colors?”

“That would be nice of you.”

“And we both know I’m the very soul of
niceness.”

“You are an utter rascal.”

“Happy to be your rascal.”

“I’m still more comfortable with friend.”

Silveo shrugged. “I’ll be whatever you
want if you let me stay around. You can just feed me table scraps
and keep me in your desk drawer.”

Gerard laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind when
I have a desk again.”

“You will. Shelts put you in charge of
things. You’ve got king written all over you.”

Gerard sighed. “I stopped wanting to be king
a long time ago. All I want to be now is a sailor—just a regular
sailor on a regular ship somewhere far away from Wefrivain.”


 Chapter 31. Good Days and a Bad
Night

Gerard was on edge for the next couple of
nights, but he worried needlessly. Silveo slept curled against him
the same as always. He didn’t try to kiss or put hands in
inappropriate places, nor did he tease or joke about what had
happened in the dunes. The next yellow month was warm and mostly
clear, with occasional rainstorms in the afternoon. Silveo remained
perfectly behaved and increasingly like himself, giving lectures on
random subjects as they walked and practicing his hand signs.
Sometimes, especially in the woods, he’d go along, throwing his
knife at whatever targets presented themselves. He always named the
target before he threw. Twice he picked flying birds out of the
air, which were then added to the evening’s meal.

He also cheerfully identified a variety of
poisonous plants to both Gerard and Dakar and described how they
could be prepared and what they could be expected to do to a
victim. Dakar absorbed this with great attention. She knew the
medical uses of quite a few plants, and would occasionally have
mild arguments with Silveo about the quality or efficaciousness of
particular medical herbs.

Felbane had become tame enough to sleep next
to Dakar at night. Gerard objected to this at first on the grounds
that Felbane could still be dangerous if startled. Dakar gave him a
puzzled look. “You sleep with Silveo. He’s dangerous if
startled.”

Silveo thought that was the funniest thing
he’d heard all day. “Who knows what I might do if startled?”
He kept laughing at random moments until Gerard glared him into
silence.

One day they came to a little inlet of the
sea—calm and turquoise blue, with small, rolling waves. The day was
warm and the water pleasantly cool. Gerard could tell that it was
shallow for a long ways out, and he decided to fish. Dakar thought
it was a grand idea. Silveo started to wander off along the
beach.

Gerard hesitated. “Do you want to learn to
swim?”

Silveo turned with a smile. “Can’t I
keep any of my illogical fears?”

“You’re afraid of the water?”

He shrugged. “The trouble is my tail. It’s
heavy when it’s soaked, and it feels like it’s dragging me down.
I’ve been told that if I wave it like a paddle, it could probably
push me through the water, but instead I panic and start thrashing
and then it just jerks me in all directions. I sunburn without a
shirt, and the wet cloth drags me down, too.”

“It’s usually easy to float in the sea,” said
Gerard. “If Dakar and I are both watching, I don’t see how you can
drown.”

Silveo shrugged. “I’ll try. The water’s
pretty.”

It was beautiful. Gerard waded well out from
the shore with Silveo on his shoulders and Dakar circling them. She
was becoming less shy about shifting in their presence, and Gerard
thought that was a good thing. Far off towards the ocean, he could
see the really big waves breaking over a distant sandbar, but
around them the water only undulated gently. The sky was an intense
blue, and cloudless except for a few high white flecks. Felbane
gave an eagle’s scream somewhere far above. Gerard was reminded of
summers on Holovarus, and right now he hardly cared whether they
ever found the Defiance.

Silveo got down into the water. It was above
Gerard’s waist and over Silveo’s head at the peak of the swells.
Gerard made him float on his back, and he managed that well enough
as long as Gerard’s hand was right under him. He did tend to
move his tail when he got nervous, and this had the unfortunate
tendency to flip him around in the water. After a while, Dakar came
up beside him, water beading and glistening on her onyx hide. She
nudged Silveo upright, got under him, and then took off at high
speed just below the surface.
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Silveo gave a squeak and then a whoop. Gerard
watched them for a moment with a grin. Then he baited his line and
started fishing. He let his mind wander, enjoyed the feel of the
sun on his back and the cool sand under his paws. He caught two
fish and attached them to a belt, which he’d worn for the purpose.
About a quarter watch later, Silveo and Dakar came zooming back.
Dakar left Silveo in the water beside Gerard and shot off without a
word.

Silveo was laughing and breathless. “Oh,
gods, that was fun. She took me all the way to the breakers and
back. She can really move!”

“And teach? You’re treading water.”

“Yes, she showed me. It wasn’t really so
hard. I just sort of wave my tail in a circle.” He hesitated.
“I’m kind of tired. Can I get on your shoulders? Or can you take
me back to shore? I’m not sure I can swim that far.”

Gerard picked him up and swung him onto his
shoulders—dripping shirt and fur and tail. Silveo rested his arms
and face on top of Gerard’s head, and Gerard was pretty sure he
went to sleep for a bit. Gerard caught another fish. He wondered
whether Gwain would find Leopaard in the distant Pendalon
mountains. He wondered whether Gwain would be, as he put it, a
prince or a clerk when he got there. Gerard didn’t really care as
long as there were ships and beaches and open water.

Warm fingers—tracing little patterns from his
collarbone to his jaw and back again. Gerard’s tail lashed,
churning the water around him. Silveo stopped. “Making you
uncomfortable?” His voice turned playful. “Or just making
you something?”

“Mostly, you’re making me frustrated from
about the waist down.” He was surprised to hear himself admit it
out loud. Cold water is my friend.

“I could fix that.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

Silveo sighed. “Gerard, sometimes you
really don’t make any sense to me. You wouldn’t respond to me the
way you do if you didn’t like me. Your type just don’t. And if you
like me, I don’t understand why you won’t let me make you
happy.”

“I don’t know why you push for something you
don’t even enjoy.”

“I don’t not enjoy it. I’m neutral.
I don’t need it, but I think you do.”

And you’re the only other adult around,
and maybe that’s clouding my judgment. “Silveo, can you give me
some time to think about this? Right now I’m not sure what I want
or what I should do. I know that to you this seems really silly,
but can you humor me for a bit?”

Silveo ran a hand through Gerard’s hair.
“Consider yourself humored.” He hesitated. “Bothering
you?” He was brushing over Gerard’s ear tufts, rubbing his
temples, and combing through his hair.

Gerard sighed. “That’s more of a
put-me-to-sleep sort of thing.”

“You like it? Does it make you
guilty?”

“Yes.”

Silveo laughed. “To both?”

“You can keep doing it. As long as I don’t
fall asleep in the water.”

By the time Gerard waded to shore, he was
feeling very relaxed. A small voice in the back of his mind
complained that his behavior was not advancing the goal of
forgetting about what had happened in the sand dunes. Gerard
ignored it. He’d had a pleasant head and neck massage and enough
time in the open to make him faintly sun-drunk. He’d caught four
tasty fish, which they ate around the fire that night. Dakar told
them she’d managed to ride Felbane briefly as a shelt (before he
threw her off into the air). A light rain began shortly after
sunset, so they went to sleep under their fly sheets.

Gerard woke in the middle of the night to a
feeling of intense arousal. He didn’t know who had started it, but
he was already halfway finished by the time he was fully
awake—kissing and licking and biting and thrusting against Silveo’s
belly. Silveo dipped his head, caught Gerard in his mouth and it
was over in seconds.

Gerard sat up gasping, shuddering, feeling
confused and angry with himself. He flipped over on his side, away
from Silveo. Am I choosing or just reacting? What had just
happened felt a lot like reacting. It certainly didn’t feel like
love. Was I dreaming about Thess? Did he start that or did I?
We’ve got to stop sleeping like this.

Gerard realized after a moment that Silveo
hadn’t spoken, hadn’t tried to get his attention or even touched
him. Gerard risked a glance over his shoulder. Silveo was facing
away from him, curled into a little ball with his tail over his
head. In that position, he actually did resemble a sleeping
squirrel.

Was he even awake? Was he dreaming the
whole time? Gerard rather hoped so. He almost turned over and
went back to sleep, but… Something was wrong. Silveo always slept
touching him. Even when he was facing away, he’d inch over in his
sleep.

“Silveo?” whispered Gerard.

No response, but Gerard thought he heard a
tiny sound. He turned all the way over and levered himself up on
one elbow. “Hey.” He put a hand on Silveo’s shoulder and now he was
certain. Silveo was crying very softly, his face buried in his
fluffy tail. Gerard turned him over and pushed his tail out of his
face. Silveo was swallowing sniffles and didn’t want to look at
him.

Gerard felt wretched. “Did I hurt you?”

Silveo’s wet eyes flicked up.
“After…afterward, you…don’t want anything to do with
me.”

“Oh.” Gerard felt really bad. “Silveo,
I didn’t even realize—”

“C-c-customers, especially the ones who
liked to pretend I was a girl, they never wanted…t-touch me
afterwards. They just…finished and…left…or they wanted me to
leave.”

Gerard scooped him up. “No, no, no. Silveo,
I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I was half dreaming, and I wasn’t even
sure you were awake, and I was…annoyed with myself. I didn’t… I
didn’t mean to just take something and leave.” Especially since
cuddle is all you really get out of this. In a burst of
insight, Gerard realized that this was probably the only way Silveo
had gotten held as a child.

Silveo was still sniffling and he buried his
face against Gerard’s shirt.

Gerard stroked his hair. “Silveo, I didn’t
know what to do, and I did the worst possible thing. I’m really
sorry.”

“S’alright,” came Silveo’s whisper.
“I’m being silly. You can go back to sleep. I’m— This is
silly.”

“It’s not.” Gerard rubbed his back. “I am not
a customer.” And you are not Thess. She actually liked sex. You
mostly like what comes before and after. “Silveo, please tell
me when I do stupid things. You’re precious to me; I hate to hurt
you, but sometimes you read my mind a lot better than I read
yours.”

Silveo gave a weak laugh. “‘Worst
possible’ is a bit of an overstatement. You’re not trying to beat
me senseless. That’s always been high on my list of least favorite
ways shelts respond to sex.”

Gerard laughed and then groaned. “Silveo, I’m
really not sure this is good for you.”

A trace of irritation crept into Silveo’s
voice. “I wish you’d stop worrying about what’s good for
me.”

“I thought that’s what I did just now.”

“What you did just now was fine until you
tried to pretend it didn’t happen.”

“It wasn’t fine. It was…not my choice.” He
took a deep breath. “Silveo, could you try sleeping by yourself
again? Until I get this sorted out in my own mind? If you have
nightmares, you’re welcome to come back, but would you try? For me?
For now?”


 Chapter 32. Tired and
Angry

The next few days were gray and soaking wet.
The air was warm, but it rained heavily from dawn to dusk. Their
clothes chafed, and their paws became gritty with mud. It was
impossible to get anything dry by morning, even with a good fire.
No one talked much. Silveo hadn’t argued about sleeping alone, but
he seemed increasingly withdrawn. Gerard didn’t think he was having
nightmares, although the rain beating on the flysheet drowned out
noises at night. Gerard was having disturbing dreams of his own,
although he tried to forget them in the morning.

They walked and they walked and they walked.
Six days later, the weather finally cleared. Dakar told them that
she’d seen Zorn from the air. They were getting close.

On the first clear night, Gerard found that
he could not sleep. He actually missed the sound of the rain. He
sat up at last and saw that Silveo was gone, and Dakar was sitting
near the fire as a little girl grishnard. Gerard got up and came
over. “Have you been fishing?”

Dakar nodded. She looked pleased with
herself. “I incorporated my shirt,” she informed him with a grin.
“And then I excorporated it.”

Gerard looked appropriately impressed. Dakar
had been trying mightily to incorporate clothing for some time.
Once she managed to take her boots with her when she shifted and
then couldn’t excorporate them for two days. “I ate them!” she
wailed. When she did manage to bring them back, they looked like
they’d been lying in an attic full of hungry rodents for a
season.

Gerard examined her shirt with interest. It
didn’t look battered—no holes or threadbare places. “Looks like you
did a good job. Maybe you won’t have to turn up naked so often.” He
said it jokingly, and she smacked his back with her tail—a trick
she’d learned from Silveo.

“Where is Silveo?” he asked.

Dakar shrugged. “I think he went to the
beach. He doesn’t sleep much lately.”

Gerard frowned. He should have guessed that.
Silveo always grew more morose and ill-tempered when he wasn’t
sleeping. I just didn’t want to know.

He turned and went towards the beach. Gerard
stopped on the edge of the trees and blinked hard. Felbane was
standing there in the moonlight and Silveo within arm’s length of
his beak. Silveo was signing with his hands, and to Gerard’s
amazement Felbane was watching with perfect attention. The griffin
had been talking in more complete sentences lately, and Gerard had
put it down to time spent with Dakar.

“I’m afraid you’ll fall off,” said
Felbane.

Silveo signed some more, and this time,
Gerard heard him. He couldn’t see Silveo’s hands clearly,
but he caught the faint sound of Silveo talking in his own head as
he signed. “I want to try anyway.”

“Silly foxling,” said the griffin.

Gerard put his palm to his forehead. “Silveo,
no.” He started walking towards them. “Not a good idea. You’ve
never ridden a griffin, and he’s never willingly carried a rider.
Bad, bad idea without a saddle harness.”

Felbane looked startled, Silveo annoyed.
Gerard reached them, still shaking his head. “Why didn’t you tell
me you were trying to do this? We could rig a saddle harness, but
without one—”

“Yap, yap, yap,” snapped Silveo. He
signed good-bye to Felbane and started away. “I don’t need your
help to do everything, Holovar. Why don’t you go sleep? You’re good
at sleeping.”

“Have you been talking to him every night?”
Gerard remembered Silveo’s frenzied activity when he couldn’t sleep
on the Fang.

“Well, it’s more interesting than
listening to you whimper my name.”

Gerard was mortified and then angry. Don’t
you dare throw this in my face; you’re the one who started it!
He wondered if Silveo had made that up to embarrass him. “I didn’t
realize you weren’t sleeping. You can come back to my pallet if you
need to—”

“What, so you can fuck me and pretend it
didn’t happen? I can see inside your head, Gerard. I know what you
dream about.”

Gerard was speechless with fury. He knew what
he wanted, and suddenly he saw how to do it. He severed the link
Dakar had created. It was easy, really. He just broke it. For the
first time in months, he was completely alone in his own head.

Silveo gasped. His face crumpled and he
dropped to his knees like a puppet with all the strings cut. Gerard
expected him to say something, but of course he didn’t. He
couldn’t.

Regret came in a wave. Gerard tried to
re-open the link. It was much more difficult than he’d expected. He
realized in that moment that the character of the link had changed.
It was no longer made entirely of Thessalyn’s memory. It had—or
had had—a nature and life of its own. For the first time, he
saw Dakar’s bridge as something fragile and precious that could be
lost or destroyed. After what seemed an eternity of struggle, he
heard Silveo’s voice as though at a distance, coming closer.
“I’msorryI’msorryI’msorry.”

Gerard bent down and scooped him up. His own
hands were shaking. Silveo’s voice came in a panicked stammer.
“Gerard? Can…you…hear…? I-I-I’ll do whatever you want…be
whatever you want…Just don’t…don’t…I’d rather you hit me. Please,
I’d rather you hit…I’m sorry, sorry…”

“No,” Gerard said in his ear, “I’m
sorry. I did something cruel, something wrong. Can you forgive me?
Please? Don’t tell me I have nothing to apologize for; I do.”

He set Silveo on his feet and knelt beside
him. Silveo was still breathing in ragged gulps. He kept his head
down. Gerard tilted his chin up. “Silveo, I’d do anything to take
back what I just did, but I can’t. I promise I won’t do it
again.”

Silveo’s eyes still looked frantic. “Until
I say something stupid.”

Gerard dropped his own face in his hands.
“Silveo, sometimes I remind myself of my father, and I hate that.
If you can’t forgive me, I suppose I deserve it.”

After a moment, he felt Silveo’s hand—light,
hesitant. “Gerard?” Silveo wrapped both arms around Gerard’s
neck and one shoulder. He sounded a little calmer.
“Sometimes,” he whispered, “I remind myself of my mother.
And I hate that. Gerard, don’t cry.”

“Why not? I just hurt someone who trusted
me.”

“He’ll forgive you. He’ll always forgive
you.”

“I hope he doesn’t need to very often.”

Gerard took a deep breath. He was already
kneeling. He sat down on the ground and pulled Silveo into his lap.
Silveo curled up against his chest. “I don’t think I’ve ever
seen you cry. Except when Thess died.”

“I did the night I thought you drowned
yourself,” muttered Gerard.

“The first time?” asked Silveo with a
little smile.

Gerard gave a choking laugh. “The first
time.”

“Gerard, I say really stupid things when
I’m tired.”

“I say really stupid things when I’m
angry.”

They didn’t say anything else as red moon set
into the sea. Gerard looked down at last and saw that Silveo had
his eyes closed. Are you really asleep? Or are you only trying
to make me feel like you still trust me?

Silveo certainly felt relaxed, and when
Gerard picked him up, he murmured something unintelligible—trying
to talk with his mouth, usually a sure sign of sleep. Gerard
carried him back to their camp, listening to the distant susurrus
of the ocean and the soft calls of night birds.


 Chapter 33.
Faults

Gerard woke late the next morning. He felt
like he’d been chasing his troubles through his sleep all night,
arguing with the ghost of Alsair and the memory of his father and
Jaleel, but most of all with himself. The sun was already well up
the sky when he opened his eyes. Silveo was curled up tight in the
crook of his arm. Gerard could tell from the way he was breathing
that he was awake. “Silveo?”

“Hmm?”

“What are you thinking?”

Silveo was quiet a moment. At last he gave a
little broken laugh. “I’m thinking that I don’t know what’s
wrong with me—what makes me think I have the right to be so picky.
I said I’d be your squirrel. If you want to pretend you’re
dreaming, well…”

Gerard made a face. So you’ll let me be
just like all the other abusers you’ve tried to please.
“Silveo—”

“I’ll take whatever you give me, Gerard.
I’ll stop asking for more; I know I’m already asking for too
much.”

Gerard drew a hand across his face. “Silveo,
we need to talk.”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

“No, I mean… I’ve been an ass for the last
few days. I’ve behaved badly, and you’re right that apologies are
cheap. I need to do more than apologize. I need to tell you what
I’m thinking. I’m not always very good at that, Silveo.”

Gerard felt him smile. “Not
always?”

“Hardly ever.”

“You don’t have to, Gerard. I’m being too
demanding. I’m ruining this like I ruin everything. Soon you won’t
pick me up or hold me anymore, and I—” He buried his head
against Gerard’s chest. “I don’t know if I could bear
that…knowing I lost it by stupidly reaching for more.”

Gerard stroked his hair. It was soft and
smooth as silk, warm from the heat of his body. Silveo lifted his
head and turned his face into Gerard’s palm. It was an oddly
elegant gesture—trusting and vulnerable. Gerard felt as though his
heart had flopped into his stomach. Silveo opened his eyes and
looked at him—those same sad eyes Gerard had seen in Silveo’s
dream.

Gerard pushed him gently back down against
his shoulder and wrapped his arm around him. “Silveo, I think
non-erotic touch is important to you, and you are making
that more difficult with some of your behavior.”

Silveo’s ears drooped.

Gerard sighed. “Difficult, but not
impossible. And it’s partially my fault, because I won’t let
you…finish what you start. So then I can’t think about anything
else. That’s my problem, but you need to understand it.”

Dakar came running over at that moment and
peered under the flysheet. “Are we walking today? Because it’s
almost noon.”

Gerard sat up. “No, I think we’ll take today
off.”

“Alright.” Dakar looked pleased. “There are
pretty blue shells on the beach this morning. Do you want to make
something out of them, Silveo?”

Silveo started to sign an answer, but Gerard
spoke first. “I want to talk to Silveo this morning alone. I think
we might walk up the ridge. Is that alright?”

Dakar shrugged. “I’ll save you some shells.
They’re washing away.”

Silveo nodded and she dashed off. Gerard got
up and started assembling breakfast. “I would have told you most of
my life that I could never get tired of fish, but I am tired of
fish.”

Silveo smiled. “Thank you for being so
patient with me.”

Gerard sighed. “I think you’re the patient
one. I’m a little conflicted, but you’re not difficult to love,
Silveo.”

“You’re the first person who’s ever
thought so.”

“I doubt that. I think I’m just the first
person who’s made you believe it.”

They started into the forest a little while
later, carrying water in the battered skins from the hunti slavers.
The ridge to which Gerard referred had been building on their left
for days. Gerard remembered from maps that it rose in a spine along
the narrowing tip of the peninsula. They hiked through the
flowering, leafing spring trees, through dappled sunlight, up and
up. Finally, Gerard said, “Silveo, your male-ness is not the only
thing that bothers me.”

Silveo gave him a look of mock astonishment.
“I have other faults?”

“Being male is not a fault; it’s just
something that makes it difficult for me to relate to you as a
mate.”

“I know that, Gerard. And I know I am
not easy to love.”

“You are, actually. You are ridiculously easy
to become fond of, and in the right frame of mind, you’re easy to
be attracted to, but, Silveo, sometimes it seems like you have more
personalities than Dakar has shapes.”

Silveo looked confused.

“Sometimes,” continued Gerard, “you behave
like a child, and I’m not into kids, Silveo.”

Silveo winced.

“I don’t mean you’re childish. You’re
hardly ever that. But sometimes you seem to react to things and
cope with them like a kid, and I find that disturbing, not sexy. It
makes me feel sorry for you, but it certainly doesn’t make me want
to go to bed with you.”

Silveo frowned. “I suppose it doesn’t help
that I’m about the right size.”

Gerard glanced down at him. “That’s why some
shelts like you. You know that, don’t you?”

Silveo nodded. “I know.”

“I’m not one of those.”

“I know that, too.”

Gerard took a deep breath. This was getting
easier. He’d been struggling through it all night in his head.
“You’ve got at least three clear personalities that I’ve seen—the
belligerent adult, the confident, joking rascal, and the submissive
child. The first is about all I saw for the first year I was in the
Sea Watch. I’m sure you were other things to other shelts, but to
me, you were relentlessly vicious, unfriendly, and dangerous. Thess
brought out the second one, and that was the first time I got a
clear look at what I consider to be you. That’s who I made
friends with, and that’s the person I…respond to.”

Silveo smiled faintly. “You managed to say
that without gritting your teeth.”

Gerard plunged on. “In the Watch, I only saw
you act like a child a few times—after Dakar messed with your head,
after you thought the spiders killed me, when you got drunk on
Maijha Minor. When you’re overwhelmed, you start to cope like that.
When you lost your tongue, it took you a long time to come back
from it. I can understand that, especially since I’ve gotten a
better look at what happened to you when you were a kid. What I
can’t understand is why you seem to consider this your true self.
You’ve said as much several times, and I don’t think of you that
way at all.”

Silveo had slowed his walking. He put his
hands in his pockets. Gerard could tell he was thinking.

“Are you aware of doing it? Of flipping back
and forth?”

“Sort of.” Silveo’s voice was
hesitant. “I understand what you’re saying. I just never thought
of it that way.”

“Can you explain to me why you feel like
‘scared little kid’ is the most accurate version of yourself?”

Silveo laughed nervously. “Because the
rest of the time I’m holding myself together with both hands. I go
out and do what needs doing, and then I crawl into a dark hole and
fall apart. I can’t even tell you how many times aboard the
Fang I worked all night because I was too afraid to sleep. I’d
work myself to exhaustion and then crawl into the arms of anyone
who made me feel a little safer. I’d pay whatever I had to pay.
That doesn’t seem confident or dignified or even belligerent to me.
That just seems like scared little kid.”

Gerard shook his head. “I think you’re taking
your darkest moments and making them the center. I’ve seen you do
things that required enormous courage, confidence, and skill
without blinking. You can improvise clever solutions under intense
pressure. You speak and act in ways that are calculated to produce
the results you want, even when you’re ‘falling apart.’ You
certainly let me see some of your less dignified moments, knowing
very well it would make me feel closer to you.”

“Oh!” Silveo’s voice sounded wounded.
“I didn’t—!”

“You didn’t make it up,” said Gerard a
little sternly. “But you did let me see those things when
you didn’t have to. What was it you said—‘I know you need
something to protect’?”

Silveo stopped walking. He looked up at
Gerard with a pleading expression. “I wasn’t trying to
manipulate you. I wasn’t—”

Gerard crouched down and took Silveo’s hands.
“Silveo, you are legitimately pitiful when you’re hurt or upset,
and I’m not saying you can help it. I’m just saying, I think you
know it and show me because you trust me and because you want me
to…well, protect you. I think underneath everything, you’re still
mostly calculating rascal.”

Silveo bit his lip and looked down.

Gerard tilted his chin up. “I hope so,
Silveo, because I’d hate to think I’m falling in love with an
eight-year-old.”

Silveo’s eyes flicked to his face. He smiled
suddenly and threw his arms around Gerard’s neck. Gerard made
frantic noises of protest. “What I just said does not negate—!”

“I know. I know. Just be quiet for a
moment before you tell me all the other things that are wrong with
me.”

Gerard sighed and rubbed his back. “Can I
pick you up?”

“You don’t need to ask.”

“I probably will continue to do so
anyway.”

“I probably will continue behaving like an
eight-year-old periodically in spite of my best efforts.”

“I know. I just wanted you to understand what
I’m thinking. And if it helps you understand yourself a little
better, good.” Gerard carried him for a bit, then put him down and
they hiked the steepest part in silence until they arrived, panting
at the top of the ridge. Gerard was surprised to see that the
peninsula really wasn’t very wide at this point. Far off in the
distance, lower down beside the sea, he could make out the cluster
of irregular structures that must be Zorn. Silveo hadn’t a
grishnard’s eyes, so he just took Gerard’s word for it. He did say
he could smell something interesting in that direction.

They sat down and drank some water and caught
their breaths. Silveo flipped his tail over against Gerard and
managed to get it under the edge of his shirt. The fur tickled and
prickled along his bare skin. Silveo looked up at him through his
lashes. “You want—?”

“I want to finish talking to you,”
said Gerard patiently and disentangled himself from Silveo’s
tail.

Silveo sighed. “So what else is wrong with
me?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Silveo, I’m
pretty sure that one of the reasons you were able to be friends
with me in the beginning is that I didn’t want to go to bed with
you. I like being your friend. I don’t want to be just another of
your lovelies.”

Silveo looked surprised. “One of…” He
thought for a moment. Finally, he said, “Gerard, I want to show
you something. I’m not sure I can do it, but I’ll try.”

He scooted around in front of Gerard, took
both his hands, and looked intently into his face. At first, Gerard
didn’t notice anything different. Then, very slowly, he felt
something growing in the back of his mind—a warm, bright thing like
a candle flame in a window on a very dark night. There was
something green about it, too, like a sun-lit meadow in a dark,
dark wood. It reminded him of the little numeraries around
Holovarus, of Thessalyn, of the Meerkat, of sea grass, of
Alsair, of fishing. Those were not the images that came into his
head, but it reminded him of those things in his own life.

“What is it?” whispered Gerard. “What are you
showing me?”

Silveo swallowed. “It's home,
Gerard. That’s what you smell like to me. That’s your signature
scent...to me.” He bowed his head. “The very first time you
picked me up, I was home. You could never be one of
anything.”

Gerard found that he really wasn’t interested
in telling Silveo anything else that was wrong with him that
afternoon. They sat on the ridge and watched the hawks soar
overhead. By the time they started back yellow moon was visible in
the late afternoon sky, a nearly transparent disc of beaten gold
that grew brighter with sunset—a light in a very dark place.


 Chapter 34. More
Faults

Gerard expected to sleep well that night.
He’d had a long hike, even if it hadn’t been down the beach.
However, he couldn’t seem to get comfortable. He kept thinking
about his conversation with Silveo and other things he wanted to
add to it. He fidgeted until midnight. He knew he was keeping
Silveo awake, and finally he whispered. “I’m not helping you sleep
much this evening.”

“Mmm.” Gerard was lying on his side and
Silveo was curled up facing him with his head against Gerard’s
chest. They hadn’t actually spoken since they’d gone to bed.

Silveo uncurled, yawned, and stretched. He
ran a hand under Gerard’s shirt and grinned at the way he jumped.
“You want me to make you sleep?”

Gerard was annoyed and embarrassed at the way
all his senses twanged at once. Silveo lightly traced the muscles
of his belly. “All that rowing didn’t do any harm to your
physique, Gerard. You were always nice to look at, but now—”
Gerard shifted uncomfortably, suddenly too warm. Silveo was tracing
little patterns right above the fur line. He stopped and scooted up
to Gerard’s ear. He kissed the sensitive inner rim. “Yes or no,
Gerard? I’m not going to do anything you don’t want.”

Gerard was breathing as though he’d just
climbed that ridge again. He shut his eyes. “Alright,” he
whispered.

Silveo snickered. He nibbled the corner of
Gerard’s ear. “Alright? Just alright?”

Gerard growled, pulled him down and kissed
him—on the mouth and down the side of his jaw and throat. “Please.”
He pushed a hand under Silveo’s shirt, ran it over his warm skin.
“Please, please, please.”

Silveo gave a happy sigh. He pulled away from
Gerard’s arms, pushed his shirt up and started down his body,
kissing as he went. Gerard had rather liked the feel of his skin
and wanted him to come back, but he quickly forgot about it when
Silveo got below his waist. Warm and wet and so sweet he could
hardly stand it. Gerard buried his head in a blanket and bit down
on the cloth. “Silveo, don’t make me wake up Dakar!”

Silveo gave a muffled giggle. “It’s kind
of nice to be able to talk and do this at the same time.” When
he finally crawled back into Gerard’s arms, Gerard was damp with
sweat and still shuddering. Silveo nestled his head under Gerard’s
chin. “Now,” he said in a businesslike voice, “being a
grishnard, you could probably do that all over again in an eighth
watch, but I want to go to sleep. This is something I’ve always
found bothersome about your species. I’ll do it again tomorrow, but
not six times a night—not unless you want to start earlier in the
evening.”

In spite of what they’d just done, Gerard
managed to feel embarrassed. “I think I’ll sleep fine, Silveo.”

He slept so well that they didn’t get going
the next day until near noon. Silveo was awake long before Gerard.
Apparently he’d gone out to the beach, caught several sea birds,
and then roasted them over the fire with herbs Dakar had found the
day before. “You said you were tired of fish,” he commented,
when Gerard emerged, yawning, from under the flysheet. Silveo had
also made tea. He’d found a bush in the woods which, he said, had
the some of the stimulant properties of the tea favored by
grishnards. He’d added mint. Gerard hadn’t had tea since he spoke
with Gwain on the Mantis, and it tasted wonderful.

“I would like to try riding Felbane,”
Silveo said as they ate breakfast. “I think he’d let me. He’s
actually very gentle. I spent most of several nights with
him.”

Gerard nodded. “I think it’s a great idea,
but I do think you need something to hang onto. I rode Alsair
without a harness because we’d been doing it our whole lives. He
was good at keeping me on, and I was good at staying there. Felbane
is not going to be good at keeping anyone on at first, and you’re
so light… Can I ride with you the first time?”

Silveo laughed. “I’m not sure I can get up
the nerve to climb on without you.”

“You seemed willing enough the other
evening.”

Silveo looked into his tea. “I was angry
at you the other evening. That helps with fear, at least
temporarily.”

“Belligerent adult?”

He smiled. “I suppose.”

Dakar wanted her ears pierced. She remembered
Silveo’s earrings and she thought the shells would look pretty that
way. Most of Silveo’s piercings had disappeared before Gerard and
Dakar got him from the hunti. Silveo pointed out that Dakar ought
to be able to shift and make her own piercings, but she said she
didn’t know what it ought to feel like. If she’d had them once,
maybe she could do it. “In Zorn,” Silveo promised her.
“I’m sure we can find something or someone to do it.” He
thought a moment. “Dakar, can you look like an adult
zed?”

She considered this. “Let me practice a
little. I’ve seen them, but I’ve never done it before.” She did not
like to practice in front of Gerard and Silveo, and they didn’t see
her for most of the day. Dakar was more than capable of catching up
if she fell behind.

They started down the beach with their packs,
the sun warm on their shoulders. After a while, Silveo said, with a
trace of humor, “I didn’t think you were finished enumerating my
deficiencies yesterday.”

Gerard sighed. “How about you enumerate some
of mine? I feel like I’ve complained at you a lot lately.”

Silveo shrugged. “Alright. You try so hard
to be nice to everyone that you save up your anger, and every now
and then it tumbles out with a boom.”

“I have a temper.”

“Yes. It sort of scares me…when you get
angry.”

Gerard nodded. “I know that. I’m sorry. I’m
not sure it’s because I try to be nice to everyone, though. I brood
and don’t say anything until I’m really upset. That’s a fault.
Thess was good at reading me and making me talk. So was Alsair.
Words aren’t my strong point.”

“But you’re good with them,” said
Silveo. “You say things well when you decide to talk.”

Gerard shrugged. “Sometimes. So, temper. What
else?”

Silveo thought for a moment. “You can be
reckless. I have to have good reasons for doing things.”

Gerard looked a little skeptical. “And what
was your good reason for doing what you did last night?”

Silveo snickered. “You couldn’t
sleep.”

“Was that all?”

“It was fun. I’m not against fun as long
as it’s not unreasonable or reckless.”

“I have a hard time understanding how it was
fun for you.” The more he thought about it, the more the
one-sidedness of the whole thing bothered Gerard. Basil had a
legitimate complaint.

Silveo smacked him with his tail. “What
could be more fun than making you beg?”

Gerard was really glad that Dakar
couldn’t hear this conversation.

Silveo watched him. “I do wish you
wouldn’t get so embarrassed, Gerard. I wish you wouldn’t put
blankets over your head. I like to see your face; it tells me
whether I’m doing a good job. I know this is not your first
time, so why are you so cagey?”

Gerard was momentarily speechless. Then he
thought about it. “Well…for one thing…I’m not used to being
looked at.”

Silveo’s eyebrows rose. “Oh…” He
reached out and patted Gerard’s arm. “That didn’t even occur to
me.” He thought a little more. “So Thess was your
only—?”

“Well, aside from Morchella, and there were
so many things bothering me about that situation… Her looking at me
was pretty low on the list.”

“Gerard, the word for what happened with
Morchella is at best coercion and more likely rape.”

Gerard looked miserable. An old guilt
surfaced in his mind. “You can’t rape a—”

“You can!” shot Silveo. “Trust me,
you can. A male will respond to stimulation in the absence of
choice. You did say you believe choice counts?”

Gerard nodded.

“Well, then, you were raped. It’s happened
to me. A lot. It’s probably one of the reasons I’m not so keen on
climaxes.”

Gerard reached down for his hand, brushed his
shoulder, and Silveo actually flinched. He hadn’t done that in
ages. He tried to recover, took Gerard’s hand. “I’m sorry,
Gerard.” He took a deep breath. “I’m trying not to act like
an eight-year-old.”

Silveo’s whole hand was just about large
enough to cover Gerard’s palm. Gerard ran his thumb over Silveo’s
knuckles and back up the top of his wrist. After a few moments, the
tension left him. “Thank you,” whispered Silveo.

“I didn’t do anything except be a
friend.”

Silveo dropped his hand. “Basil hated it
when I’d do things like that. We’d be having a normal conversation,
and then something would remind me of something else, and I’d just
go to pieces for no reason.”

“I think you had a reason.” Gerard hesitated.
“I do think it’s a little difficult to enjoy a physical
relationship with someone who doesn’t seem to enjoy it
themselves.”

“I told you I do. And you didn’t seem to
have any trouble enjoying it last night.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Yes,
but…sometimes it seems like this is just mechanics to you—a useful
skill, like throwing knives.”

Silveo shrugged. “It kind of is. So
what?”

Gerard stared at him. “Sex is not about
mechanics to me. It’s about bonding.”

Silveo gave him a look that was almost a
sneer. “‘It’s about bonding.’ I’ll say this for you, Gerard, you
have the most iron self-control of anyone I’ve ever met, but you
are a bit delusional. For the last yellow month, you’ve wanted
desperately to just fuck me, but you wouldn’t because you weren’t
sure it was the right thing to do. Your body needed it; last night
I fixed it. Troubleshooting over.”

Gerard opened his mouth, shut it, took a deep
breath. He found Silveo’s words repulsive on so many levels that he
wasn’t sure what to attack first. “Must you talk that
way?”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “What, fuck? Well,
I admit I use the term loosely. Would you rather I call it ‘making
love’? Or just a lot of mutual licking?”

Gerard growled. “Do you remember when you
said your mother treated you as though you’d just made dinner for
her or taken out the trash?”

Silveo’s bravado disintegrated. He stopped
walking and looked down at the sand. Finally, he said,
“Sorry.”

Gerard was still a little angry. “Please
don’t treat me as though you’re meeting some basic function like
eating or urinating. That’s not what it’s about. Not to me. And I
don’t think it really is to you, either. If it was, you wouldn’t
have been so bothered by what happened years ago.”

Silveo nodded. The comparison to his mother
seemed to have mortified him. He still hadn’t looked up.

Gerard sighed. He crouched down and brushed
Silveo’s hair out of his face. “Did I mess up? Did I hurt you?”

Silveo wasn’t crying. He just looked
miserable. “No. Yes. You’re right.”

Gerard hugged him. “Silveo, you’re really
good at everything you do, but there’s more to this than being
skillful.”

Silveo nodded. “You’re right. Gerard, can
we talk about something besides my deficiencies for a
while?”

“Of course. We can talk about how I’m too
blunt if you like.”

Silveo smiled. “Why don’t you tell me
about riding griffins instead.”


 Chapter 35. Zorn from the
Air

“Saddle harnesses,” said Gerard, “come in
more styles than summer hats, but I personally prefer the simple
ones. They give the griffin more freedom of movement. The fancier
ones tend to be more comfortable for the rider and less comfortable
for the griffin, and I feel that since he’s doing all the work, his
comfort ought to come first.”

“Seems fair,” said Silveo. They were
standing beside Felbane on the beach the next day. Gerard had spent
all evening and most of that morning taking apart one of their fly
sheets and making a very simple harness. He’d used two of the
buckles from his pack.

“Also,” continued Gerard, “the simpler
harnesses can be left on indefinitely and only removed for cleaning
or if you observe chafing. That’s convenient at sea when you don’t
always have time or room to take off an elaborate harness every
evening.”

Silveo nodded. The harness Gerard had made
consisted of a loop around Felbane’s neck and a loop around his
ribs with two straps connecting them between his wings and between
his front legs. The loop around his body had two sets of stirrups.
Gerard had made one high up where Silveo’s feet would land and one
lower for his own feet. “You can put stirrups in any number of
other places. You can hang several off the top strap to give
yourself some options for standing or leaning. That’s always a good
idea, especially if you’re going to be shooting from griffin-back
in a fight. I haven’t got enough leather, though, to make
extras.”

Gerard showed Silveo how to tighten the
harness without putting pressure on Felbane’s throat or across the
tops of his wings. Felbane accepted all this with considerable
forbearance. Gerard was impressed that he laid down on his belly
and let them tug and tighten and poke. Silveo would stop sometimes
and sign to him.

“That may be a problem,” commented Gerard.
“He won’t be able to see your signing in the air. I’m not sure how
you’ll communicate with him.”

“You’re assuming I’m planning on doing
lots of flying alone,” muttered Silveo. “Just because I said
I’d go up doesn’t mean I’m going to become a ship’s scout.”

Gerard laughed. “But he’s your griffin.”

Silveo looked uncomfortable. “He may have
to be my griffin on the ground most of the time.”

Gerard shrugged. “You could easily work out
some simple codes for ‘land,’ ‘higher,’ and ‘lower.” If you talk
about what you want to do before you go up, that may be enough.
Felbane isn’t exactly a chatterbox. Now, a word about how griffins
fly: they are very maneuverable. They can flip and roll.
They can dive straight down, and they can leap into the air without
a running start. Most pegasus can’t do those things. Griffins are
predators, and they’re made for chasing. They do it with great
agility. They cannot fly backward, though, and they cannot hover.
I’m told that some of the really tiny breeds of jungle pegasus can
do that. Griffins aren’t as rock-solid in the air as the big
pegasus you’ve probably ridden before, either. They tend to drop
and weave and feel as though they’re about to fall out of the sky,
but they’re not.”

Silveo nodded. He was looking more and more
nervous, and Gerard wondered whether he shouldn’t have left some of
that for later. “Ready?”

“No.”

“Willing to try anyway?”

Silveo took a deep breath. He stroked
Felbane’s ears a couple of times and then walked around behind his
wings. Felbane was still lying on his belly, and Silveo used
Gerard’s stirrup as a step to get up to his own. Gerard climbed on
behind him. He would have felt more comfortable with Silveo hanging
on behind him, but he was pretty sure Silveo would feel safer this
way.

Felbane stood up and shook himself. Silveo
hunkered down and scrabbled instinctively for a grip on the top
strap. He was as tense as a frightened cat. Gerard bent over him
and got a grip on one of the loops he’d put on the strap. “Here we
go,” he said and kissed the back of Silveo’s neck. Silveo wasn’t
expecting that. It made him laugh and relax a little, and then
Felbane gave a bound and leapt into the air.

It was a splendid day for flying—still a
little cold with the wind in their faces, but blue and clear. The
air smelled of brine, and the sun laughed down on green woods and
white sand and turquoise sea. They could see the shadows of clouds
on the water. Felbane had had more practice at flying since the
last time Gerard rode him, and he exhibited a touching concern for
his riders—not moving too quickly or turning too sharply. He soared
on the stiff ocean wind—circling higher and higher until they could
clearly see Zorn at the tip of the peninsula. Gerard thought he
caught a glimpse of Merdent far off the way they’d come.

“Felbane, can you fly over Zorn’s harbor?”
shouted Gerard over the wind. “I want to see if the Defiance
is there.”

Silveo had been almost relaxed, but he tensed
at the mention of the Defiance. Gerard bent and spoke in his
ear. “I’m not going aboard today. I just want to see whether
they’re there.”

They were. Felbane circled the harbor twice,
but Gerard and Silveo both recognized the ship easily on the first
pass. It was a swift-looking vessel—not as large as the
Fang, but not as small as the Watersprite. Gerard’s
heart leapt at the distant, familiar sounds of sea life—hammers and
saws, sailors shouting to one another, vendors on the key crying
their wares. Zorn might be a town with a distinct personality, but
harbors tended to be the same everywhere. Silveo pricked up his
ears, too. He sniffed the wind.

You always were more comfortable aboard
the Fang than on land, thought Gerard. Land was never
especially good to you.

“Looks like they’re making repairs,”
commented Gerard, and Silveo nodded.

The Defiance had some damaged rigging,
and it looked like they were doing painting and carpentry on the
deck. “They won’t be leaving today or tomorrow,” said
Silveo.

Gerard was tempted to land near the town and
stay there, but they needed their supplies and hadn’t money to buy
more. Dakar had been gone all day and wouldn’t know where to find
them. Gerard hadn’t seen Gwain on the deck of the Defiance,
and he didn’t know whether they’d be welcome on the ship if Gwain
had not yet arrived. If Gerard had been alone, he might still have
landed and spoken to someone aboard ship, but Silveo was clearly
frightened by the idea. He’d been an enemy of the Resistance much
longer than Gerard, and unfriendly eyes were more likely to
recognize him. “Alright, Felbane, let’s go back to camp.”

Felbane banked and rose. He seemed to be
growing more confident in his ability to fly with shelts and
decided to show off a bit. He sped up and covered the distance to
camp in about a quarter the time he’d spent going. Silveo liked it.
He leaned into the wind and shut his eyes.

“Think you could get used to this?”

“There are so many smells at once,”
murmured Silveo. “Makes me dizzy. Good dizzy.”

When they landed, Silveo spent some time
signing to Felbane with considerable energy, telling him how well
he had done. Gerard was amused, and Felbane was clearly pleased.
“Come again?” he asked.

“I will definitely come again,” signed
Silveo. “Gerard says we can leave the harness on, but does it
bother you? We can take it off.”

Felbane considered. “It’s not bad.”

Silveo patted his beak. Gerard thought they
made an interesting juxtaposition—the enormous griffin and the tiny
foxling.

Dakar did not appear that evening. Gerard and
Silveo tried to pretend they weren’t worried about her. “She can
take care of herself,” said Gerard.

“She could be anywhere,” said
Silveo.

“Or anything.”

“Finding us can’t be hard.”

“All she has to do is fly over the
beach.”

“She’s a wyvern.”

But, thought Gerard, she’s also a
little girl. He couldn’t help remembering how exhausted she’d
been after her fight with the leopard seal.

That night when they were lying with Silveo’s
head on his shoulder, Silveo asked, “What are you going to tell
Gwain about Dakar?”

Gerard shifted uncomfortably. This was
something he’d thought about on and off since they learned what and
who Dakar was. “I don’t think he’ll mind. I think he’ll be
interested.”

Silveo snorted. “His book called wyverns
the greatest evil in Wefrivain. But let’s assume you’re right and
he’s just fascinated and thrilled to have her aboard. Do you think
his crew will ‘mind’? A captain can only force so much down the
throat of a resisting crew. Assuming they’re willing to accept her
as a wyvern—she is useful, after all—how do you think they’ll feel
if she starts shifting? Sailors are superstitious, and they’re not
the most accepting of new ideas. Shape shifters are monsters out of
legend, Gerard. Are you going to make her hide it? Not shift in
public? Always be a shelt or always be a dragon? Stifle her true
nature just so you and I can go sailing?”

Gerard drew a hand across his face. “I don’t
know, Silveo. I can’t see that far ahead. Yes, I’m worried about
it, but I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

Silveo was quiet a moment. “Gerard, why
can’t we just stay here in the Lawless Lands? Some cities along the
coast are accepting of panauns. I know we could find work. Why do
we have to go seek out someone who has good reasons to want to hurt
Dakar and me?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Silveo,
Morchella is probably still looking for Dakar, and she may still be
looking for me. If she finds you, she’ll certainly kill you. I’d
rather take my chances with Gwain.”

“We could go inland,” persisted
Silveo. “Or we could find another ship headed for the Pendalons
or the Sunkissed Isles. There are merchants who make that run or
parts of it—not many, but this is a good time of year to look for
them and a good place.”

“Silveo, I think Dakar would have the same
problem on any ship, and she won’t be happy away from the sea. I
think she’s actually got a better chance of being accepted aboard
the Defiance.”

Silveo levered himself up on one elbow. He
sounded a little exasperated. “What makes you think that,
Gerard?”

Gerard made a face. “I don’t know! It’s just
a…feeling. I’m sorry. I can’t explain it. An impression I got from
talking to Gwain, maybe.” Gerard remembered something Basil had
once said: “Silvy always has at least five plans. I don’t even
need one.”

“If you’re just contingency planning, then go
ahead,” said Gerard. “Plan away, but I want to try this first. You
really don’t have to stay with me if you don’t want to.”

Silveo looked sad. “Don’t you want
me?”

Gerard pulled him down and tucked Silveo’s
head under his chin. “Yes, I do.” Desperately. “But I don’t
want you to feel trapped.”

“Too late.” Silveo shifted his head
and kissed Gerard’s collarbone.

Gerard laughed. “Can you argue with me and do
that at the same time?”

“I’m good at multitasking.”

“I don’t want to right now.”

“Why not? Dakar’s not here to wake
up.”

That’s probably why I don’t feel like
it. “I just don’t.”

The next morning, Dakar still wasn’t back,
and Silveo had a bruise on his neck. Gerard noticed it while they
were eating breakfast. “How did you get that?”

Silveo raised an eyebrow. “Well, I didn’t
give it to myself.”

Gerard grimaced. He had absolutely no memory
of doing anything other than sleeping last night. Silveo watched
him. “You were dreaming,” he said quietly. “You kept
calling me Thess. I started to wake you up, but… It seemed like a
good dream.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Oh, Silveo.”

“It’s alright.”

“It’s not alright! You don’t deserve this.”
Gerard ran a hand through his hair. “Silveo, I am clearly not done
mourning my dead wife.”

Silveo looked at his paws. “Are you going
to ask me to go away again?”

Gerard stared miserably into his tea. The
last thing Silveo needs is to be constantly compared to
Thessalyn. A few months ago, it had seemed like reaching Zorn
would solve nearly all their problems. Now it only seemed to make
things more complicated.

Silveo broke into his thoughts.
“Gerard…whatever ship or town we end up in…you don’t have to…I
mean…” He swallowed. “I know I’ll embarrass you. You don’t
have to claim me.”

If possible, Gerard felt even worse. “Silveo,
whether or not I am embarrassed is my problem, not yours. Please,
let’s figure things out as we go along. I know you want a plan and
so do I, but lately I seem to be a poor predictor of what’s going
to happen next.”


 Chapter 36. The
Defiance

Dakar did not appear the next morning. Gerard
had intended to simply don their packs, get on Felbane, and fly to
Zorn that day, but he didn’t want to get too far away from where
Dakar would expect to find them, so they kept walking down the
beach. Some of the things Silveo had said were niggling in the back
of his mind. He realized he’d been trying not to think about them,
and now that he'd heard them in clear language, he could no longer
pretend. Gerard suspected that a determined day’s walk tomorrow
would get them to Zorn. He wondered whether Silveo was right,
whether he was stubbornly jeopardizing those who’d become precious
to him just for the sake of following an old plan made when his
life had been simpler.

Silveo wasn’t talking much, and Gerard had an
idea he was trying not to argue. He asked Felbane to fly around and
look for Dakar, but the griffin reported no sign of her. Gerard
wondered if his own increasing agitation as they neared Zorn had
anything to do with the dreams about Thessalyn. He almost asked
Silveo not to sleep with him, but he thought that might make things
worse. He went to bed feeling conflicted, worried, and sad.

Gerard woke sometime later to the feeling of
someone watching him. He opened his eyes and saw Silveo propped on
one elbow, running his fingers through Gerard’s hair. “You’re
still making a noise.”

“A noise? Still?”

“I’ve woken you up twice now.”

Gerard didn’t remember being woken, but he
knew he’d been dreaming about wind chimes. Silveo brushed through
his hair until Gerard fell asleep again, but he woke with a start
and that awful sound in his head. Next thing he knew, Silveo had
crawled inside his shirt. It was a shapeless homemade shirt,
and Silveo didn’t have much trouble fitting. He’d apparently
stripped off his own shirt first, because they were skin to skin.
“Wanted…closer,” whispered Silveo in his head.

Gerard turned over on his side and wrapped
himself around the foxling. “Are you dreaming about Thess?”
whispered Silveo.

Gerard nodded. “I—” He wanted to talk about
it. Why was it so difficult? “For some reason, I focused on those
stupid wind chimes. I hear them in my dreams. On the floor…that was
her harp, right? Because sometimes I dream it was her body.”

“It was her harp,” agreed Silveo.
“Her body was in the next room. I’m glad you didn’t go in
there.”

“Then they didn’t—” Gerard couldn’t say
it.

“They didn’t eat her, no. And I don’t
think she suffered much.”

Much. Gerard choked on a sob. Silveo
wrapped his arms around Gerard’s neck, his face against his cheek,
got as close as he possibly could. It felt good. It felt so much
better than crying alone.

After a while, Silveo said, “I could make
you forget the dreams, make you think of nothing but me until
morning.” His voice was half playful.

Gerard drew a deep breath. “I just don’t want
to right now.”

Silveo was quiet for a while. Finally, he
said, “Will you let me try something else, then?”

“What?” Gerard was a little wary.

He could feel Silveo grin against his
shoulder. “Not sex.”

“Alright.”

So Silveo crawled back out of his shirt and
made Gerard turn over on his stomach. He crawled up on top of
Gerard and started to work on his back. He used the whole weight of
his body, sometimes his feet—walked around, used his claws, his
pads, his hands, his elbows. It hurt sometimes, and it also felt
wonderful. Gerard was only dimly aware of Silveo finally lying back
down beside him. Then he was asleep.

He woke to the sound of a girl’s voice.
“—found me and chased me and chased me, and I just couldn’t—”

“Dakar?” Gerard sat up, praying to the
Firebird that he wasn’t dreaming.

She was sitting beside the fire in her little
girl grishnard shape, talking to Silveo. Gerard noted distractedly
as he scrambled to his feet that it was late morning. “Dakar, what
happened to you? We were worried.”

She looked tired and somehow less solid than
usual. “She was chased by wyverns,” said Silveo flatly.

Dakar nodded. “They found me. I’m sorry; I
didn’t mean to. I just…I was practicing being a zed, and I thought
I’d take a break and go for a swim, and I ran into some other
wyverns. They wanted me to talk to them, and I wouldn’t, and then
one of them thought he recognized me, and I ran from them, and they
caught me once and hurt me, but I got away again, and then they
chased me all day, and then I hid for a while.”

“Did they recognize you?” asked Gerard.

“I don’t know,” said Dakar miserably. “Maybe.
I think Mother will when they tell her what happened.”

“We’ll be well away from here by then,” said
Gerard. “Dakar, please stay out of the water for a while.”

She nodded.

“We should probably not walk on the beach,
either,” said Silveo.

Gerard agreed. Felbane told them that Zorn
was more-or-less just over the ridge. It was steep at this point,
but they could certainly hike it. They all started into the woods,
away from the water. Gerard was thinking as they walked. Silveo cut
into his thoughts. “You slept pretty well the rest of last
night.”

Gerard smiled faintly. “I don’t deserve
you.”

“You don’t deserve me the way you don’t
deserve a toothache.”

Gerard shook his head. “More like the way
that nobody deserves love.” He took a deep breath. “Silveo, I’d
like to fly over to the Defiance, see if Gwain’s there, and
talk to him if he is. You don’t have to come. You can stay in the
woods with Dakar. I’ll tell him exactly who’s with me—including
everything about Dakar. If he reacts badly, then I’ll come back and
we’ll do something else. None of you will be in danger, and I
promise that I will come back.”

Silveo was quiet. They’d reached the steep
part of the ridge and continued to climb in silence. The trees
thinned, and finally they topped the crest. The view was even
better than Gerard had expected—the whole tip of the peninsula laid
out before them and Zorn squarely below. They could see the harbor.
They could see the Defiance and half a dozen other ships
lying at anchor. They could hear the wind in the trees and the
distant cry of sea birds and the nearer cry of hawks in the open
air.

Dakar glanced at Silveo. “Do you want me to
look like a zed this afternoon? I kind of have it…sort of… I’ll
try.”

Silveo sighed and looked at the ground. Dakar
glanced between him and Gerard. “What’s wrong?”

“We’re trying to make a decision,” said
Gerard.

Silveo kicked at a rock. “Of course he
likes you. Everyone likes you, and besides you saved his life. You
never tried to kill him at a peace conference.”

“And he tried to kill you,”
said Gerard. “We all tried very hard to kill each other, and we all
lost on Maijha Minor, Silveo—you, me, Gwain, Leopaard. Even
Morchella ultimately lost the best admiral she ever had, and in her
own twisted way, I think she was pretty fond of me. We fought, and
nobody won, and now it’s over. He knows that.”

Silveo reached up and took his hand. “I’ll
go with you,” he whispered.

“You don’t have to,” said Gerard.

“I want to. No sense in waiting. Let’s all
go and get it over.”

So they strapped their packs to Felbane,
dividing the weight evenly on either side of the harness. Dakar was
instructed to look like a little girl grishnard until asked to do
otherwise. They put Silveo’s spare clothes on her. Then they all
climbed onto Felbane. Gerard knew he was better at hanging on, and
he didn’t want to take any chances with three of them, so he sat in
front with Silveo hanging onto his waist and Dakar behind.

Then they leapt into the air and glided
gently down the tree-lined ridge, out of the wilds that had
sheltered and fed them, over the rooftops of Zorn, past the curious
upturned faces, their black and white stripes flashing in the
sunshine. They glided over the docks, lower and lower, and landed
at last on the deck of the Defiance.
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 THE END

The illustrated version of
the story is continued in The Guild of the Cowry
Catchers, Book 4: Out of the Ashes. You can
also buy the un-illustrated The Guild of the Cowry
Catchers, a story of pirates and Panamindorah - Complete 5-Book
Series as a single download. No illustrated
version of the complete series exists, because image files are
large. An illustrated version of the enter series would be too
large to sell in most ebook stores.

If you would like an email
alert when Abbie releases a new book or story, you can
sign up here or at her website
at http://abigailhilton.com.
Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at
any time.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider
leaving a review. Word-of-mouth is critical to an author’s success.
Even one or two lines will help other readers find these books and
would be greatly appreciated.


 EXCERPT

Professionals

a short story from the Cowry Catchers
universe

By: Abigail Hilton

In the darkest hour of a
fall night, a little white foxling stood at the top of a landing
and tried to get up his nerve to knock on a door. It was either too
late or too early for any reputable person to be about, but no one
would have mistaken him for reputable. He was wearing too much
lace, a shirt that could not possibly have been his own, and a
cloak that didn’t quite hide it. He hadn’t been here in more than a
yellow month, and he’d left on poor terms. Well, Malpin, you were right. If I tell you what happened,
will you feel justified or angry? Silveo
wasn’t sure, but he was bone-tired and achingly hungry.

“Professionals always have three plans,”
Malpin had told him.

I guess I’m not very
professional right now. I wonder if he
still keeps the key in the same place.

He did. Silveo unlocked the
door, grateful to be off the street. Seashine was not as rough a
port town as Slag or even Port Royal, but he still didn’t want to
be mistaken for a dock rat by the kind of shelts out at this hour.
He pressed his hand to the lining of his coat. Still there. He’d brought a book
with him—not a storybook, although Malpin would have liked that,
too. This was an herbal—the one Malpin always quoted and complained
about having lost years ago. He can’t be
too angry when I come with a book.

Silveo felt his way down
the hall in total darkness. He nearly ran into a table that hadn’t
been there before. He stiffened. Another scent. Grishnard.
Female. Wyvern piss.

He turned and made his way
carefully through the door to the sitting room. He found the sofa
and sat down. The flat was completely quiet. They must be asleep. His stomach
growled, even as his eyes fluttered closed and his body relaxed for
the first time in days. Silveo didn’t really lie down, but he
pulled his legs up and curled into the corner of the sofa. Before
he fell asleep, he had the presence of mind to shrug off his
cloak—surely his dirtiest layer of clothing—to protect Malpin’s
furniture. He curled around the book he’d brought as though it were
a talisman, and dreamed.

In the dream, he was walking the halls of the
palace on Maijha, dressed in blue and gold like the prettiest of
serving boys. He was fifteen, but he could have been ten or
twelve—dainty, rail thin, with eyes like blue glass and skin as
pale as his fur. The real serving boy, the one whose clothes he
wore, was lying beneath a bush in the palace garden. He’d been an
ocelon.

Silveo adjusted the lace
cuffs to make his dagger more accessible, and he rearranged the
sweets on their little silver tray. His employer had told him that
the prince had a “perversion.” That means
he’ll like me. There were so many ways he
could play this.

 


“Professionals” is a 3,000-word short
story, related to Cowry Catchers. It is
available individually and as part of the Crossroads collection.
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Glossary

blue month: one cycle of blue moon,
usually 30 to 90 days.

canid: any creature in the canine
family, either two-legged or four-legged, including canine-type
shelts, such as foxlings.

cowry catchers: manatee shelts.

fauns: shelts with hooves.

felid: any creature in the cat family,
either two-legged or four-legged, including cat-type shelts, such
as grishnards.

nauns: shelts with neither hooves nor
paws, e.g. manatee shelts and seal shelts.

panauns: shelts with paws.

red month: one cycle of red moon,
about 60 days.

shelt: a two-legged creature having a
humanoid body from the waist up and resembling some kind of animal
from the waist down. Shelts have pointed, tufted ears.

watch: a period of time approximately
four hours long. Shelts count four watches for the day and two
watches for the night.

yellow month: one cycle of yellow
moon, about 15 days.


 Shelt species of
Wefrivain

(A graphic version is also
included.)

Panauns

grishnards – griffin shelts

ocelons – ocelot shelts

leopons – leopard shelts

leons – lion shelts

foxlings – fox shelts

hunti – hyena shelts

Fauns

shavier – pegasus shelts

zeds – zebra shelts

gazumelle – gazelle shelts

Nauns

cowry catchers – manatee shelts

selkies – seal shelts

tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m3efc4177.png





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m30dd923.png





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m22270bfa.png





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m48d00af7.jpg





islands_map.jpg
THE ISLADS OF E

HOLOVAWS\ r e ePLY e TO THE SUN-KISSED

N AR

ISLES AND THE
PENDALONS

* age B = ?@mglé,hmple
Great Lodge| i e

Port prual

o 100 200 300 400 500
el Miles






tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_7cf3408.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m5b671367.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_4a1d9c61.png





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m1ba90d01.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_md19546c.jpg
.3. panauns

hunti

wolfling

ocelon

foxling

«






tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_4ecb4e86.jpg





cover.jpeg
B |

2 BOOK3- ASHES






wise_wolf.png





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m659d9e5a.png





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_mfb52c0f.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m13a5c28c.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m7db64c84.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m5d4d81e7.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m645370fa.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_1995bd21.jpg
e

(]
)
?






tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m6361d2c.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_3892405e.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_m1178b5dd.jpg





tmp_dd6515b06e463e1e94823669096a1cf1_tBkute_html_6f1cec89.jpg





