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Dear Reader,

 Thank you for
purchasing this collection of short stories from the world of
Panamindorah. If these characters interest you, check out my two
Panamindorah series, The Prophet of Panamindorah (young
adult) and The Guild of the Cowry Catchers (adult). Whether
you are a long-time fan or a new reader, I hope you’ll enjoy this
peek into the lives of some of my characters. I have called this
volume Crossroads, because these are stories about characters
during a pivotal event or decision. These are moments that define
them. Most of these stories happen before the events in the novels,
although one, “Night in the Crystal City,” occurs after the
Prophet books.

I have also provided some background material
after each story to give you a behind-the-scenes look at its
creation. In addition, free audio versions of these stories are
available from Podiobooks.com. Both “Night in the Crystal City” and
“Professionals” are intended for an adult or mature teen audience.
These are not bedtime stories for children. They are character
studies that sometimes contain sex and violence, as well as
redemption and love. I hope you enjoy them.

All the best,

Abigail Hilton

Winter Springs, FL, January 2011


 


A Cat Prince Distinguishes Himself

 The wolfling knew it
was going to die. Lexis saw no trace of hope in its haggard face.
His attendants had shredded most of the wolfling’s clothes in the
process of catching it. Lexis paced closer, sniffing, curious. He’d
never had an opportunity to see a wolfling this closely before. Now
he felt faintly disappointed. Like all shelts, the creature stood
on two legs. From the waist down, it resembled its animal
counterpart, the wolf. The remains of its bright red doublet and
tunic looked, even to Lexis’s feline eyes, like fine material. The
tattered remnants of a gold sash hung from one shoulder. It looked
soft and well-fed and not at all dangerous.

Lexis was a young tiger cub. His head came
only to the creature’s waist, yet he had no doubt he could kill it.
His attendants would have made certain it was unarmed. If his
king-father found that they’d let his son be injured, they would
pay in blood.

Lexis wondered whether he would see his
father today. He could only remember seeing Demitri twice—once at a
great distance during a procession, and once in his nursery den.
His father had watched Lexis learning to hunt rabbits, but he’d
never spoken to his cub.

And he never will, thought Lexis,
unless I win my battle on the Field of Bones.

A spear flew over the garden wall and stood
quivering in the ground three paces away. In the split second as
the spear vibrated between them, Lexis read the tiny flame of hope
that blossomed in his victim’s eyes. The wolfling lunged for the
spear. Before he could lift it, two leopards and a lion were in the
air.

“Stop!” bellowed Lexis. “The creature is
mine.”

The wolfling had the spear and was backing
away. Lexis was impressed. In spite of its court dress and soft
body, it had plainly been trained at some point. Lexis took a step
nearer. He knew he looked fiercer than he felt. His bone-white fur
was stained crimson midway up all four legs, and he was speckled
all over with blood. In truth, he hadn’t done any of the killing.
He’d only been walking through the streets.

“Your Highness, this is unwise,” came the
voice of one of the leopards.

“Your Highness?” spat the wolfling. “The
Creator has been merciful.”

Lexis cocked his head. “How so, wolfling?
Your city is falling. The streets are choked with your dead. Even
now, my father’s cats are overrunning your palace. Soon your king
will lie lifeless among his people, and all his line will perish
with him. Our cats will hunt down and kill every wolf and wolfling
in Sardor-de-lore. Where is the mercy in that?”

The wolfling raised his chin a little. Lexis
wondered whether he was of royal blood. “I die today,” he spat.
“But Demitri the cruel—his son dies with me.”

He leapt at Lexis, darting out with the spear
like a heron at a fish. Lexis sprang to one side, but not fast
enough. The spear caught his flank. The wound startled more than
hurt him. Lexis had never been physically hurt.

One of the lions roared, but Lexis hushed him
with a growl, never taking his eyes off the wolfling. They’d moved
apart again, the adult cats making a ring around them. The wolfling
dodged this way and that, trying to catch Lexis off balance.

“One son, perhaps,” said Lexis. “What of the
other?”

He wondered whether his brother would be glad
if the wolfling killed him. But then he would never be able to
prove himself. Our father would doubt his worth. Lexis and his
brother had never seen each other and never would until they met on
the Field of Bones at two years of age to decide who would rule
Filinia. Everyone knew that Demitri had made the mistake of keeping
his first litter together. When it came to the finish, the winning
cub had refused to give the killing stroke. Demitri had killed both
of them and made certain his next litter knew the story. This time,
the cubs were reared separately in the old tradition. This time, a
strong heir would walk from the field.

“You can’t kill both of us,” Lexis told the
wolfling. “I don’t even know where my brother is.” Although he’s
certainly here somewhere. Father wanted both of us here to see his
triumph.

And, perhaps, said a small voice in
the back of his head, to prove ourselves. What have I done
today, except walk through gutters of blood? What have I
contributed to this victory? With Demitri, everything was a
test. Lexis wasn’t sure he was passing.

The wolfling laughed—a ragged, winded sound.
Lexis wondered how long his guards had played with the creature
before bringing it to him. “You are the white cub. The other is
orange. Everyone knows the white tigers are the worst. There’s
wizard blood in that line—some cursed shape-shifter from the time
of magic, the first white tiger. Perhaps you will be the last.”

This time Lexis darted in under the spear.
His training and instincts brought him curving around to the back
of the wolfling’s leg. The wolfling screamed as the cub’s teeth
severed his hamstring. His blood filled Lexis’s mouth for one giddy
moment, and then the butt of the spear hit the back of the cub’s
head so hard that he staggered. Lexis heard a confused hissing
sound, a roar, and a snarl. He staggered to his feet and saw one of
his guards impaled on the wolfling’s spear. The leopard was
writhing pitifully, screaming. The others would have killed the
wolfling already, but a huge gray wolf was standing over the shelt.
He must have come from the fighting in the streets beyond the
garden wall. He was stippled with blood, one ear missing, and deep
scratches over his shoulders.

Lexis’s first thought was for his guard.
This is my fault. But the leopard was clearly beyond saving.
He’d opened the wolfling’s thigh to the bone, and the shelt was
moving weakly in the protective shadow of the wolf. He put his hand
out to the animal, who licked it without taking his eyes from the
cats. Lexis knew why they weren’t attacking. There was no need. The
wolfling would bleed to death in seconds.

The leopard stopped moving, and a terrible
stillness descended on the garden. Lexis stared at the wolfling who
should have been his first two-legged kill. The wolf narrowed its
yellow eyes, its lips peeling back from white teeth. Lexis knew the
wolf couldn’t talk. Some said it was the fault of the
wolflings—that they’d subjugated and enslaved the wolves—others
said that the wizards had cursed the wolves long ago.

Somewhere in that distant past when wolves
still talked, cats had had their own shelts. Lexis had seen
pictures of the creatures with two legs and tails like cats and
faces and hands of men. But we killed our shelts, he
thought, because cats are no one’s slaves.

He looked at the wolf, still straddling the
body of the wolfling. “Stupid beast. Your master is already
gone.”

That wasn’t quite true. The wolfling stirred.
“Go,” he whispered to the wolf. “Go, Merin. Live. Please.”

None of you will live, thought Lexis,
no inhabitant of this doomed city of my father’s
triumph.

The wolf whined, and Lexis saw that she was a
female. He could see in her eyes that she had chosen this spot to
die. That was all they had left—choosing where to die. He watched
her with all his guards tensing around her for the kill. He watched
her lower her head again to lick the blood from the wolfling’s hand
and nuzzle his cheek at the moment of his last shuddering
breath.

Lexis felt his stomach clench. He knew beyond
a doubt that no one would have done as much for him. They would
have been appalled if he’d been killed, afraid for their own lives,
but not heartbroken. He realized that he was jealous—insanely,
gut-wrenchingly jealous.

The instant the wolfing was still, the wolf
sprang. Lexis never gave the order to kill her. His guards probably
would have done it even if he’d told them not to. He left the
garden feeling miserable and angry. He’d expected to make his first
shelt kill during this battle, but it was all going wrong. He
hadn’t done anything except get one of his guards needlessly
speared. He wanted to feel that he was in control of those
guards—his personal army. Instead, he felt like they were in
control of him. He wondered what report they would return to his
father. He wondered whether his brother was distinguishing himself
while Lexis required babysitting.

One of the leopards broke into his thoughts.
“Is his Highness satisfied with the day’s work?”

Lexis glared up at him. No, I’m not
satisfied. Not with anything. He would have said it, but that
would have been cruel. His guard was not trying to be spiteful, and
the dead leopard had been his friend. Lexis wasn’t friends with any
of them. His guards changed as often as the moons. So that I
will never grow attached to them. So that I won’t grow weak or
stupid…or loved.

They were in the street again. Lexis tried
hard to understand what he was seeing. It didn’t look like a battle
to him—not like the neat descriptions and pictures made with lines
of stones in the sand. It looked like chaos. It looked like cats
going house to house, dragging out wolflings and wolves and tearing
them to pieces. It looked like desperate barricades, easily
overrun. It looked like slaughter.

I must be strong, thought Lexis. I
will be the future king of Filinia, or I will be dead. There is no
middle ground. There is no other way.

Lexis looked down. He was standing on a metal
grill. Underneath, a narrow tunnel connected to the city’s drainage
and sewer system. It was too small a refuge for adult wolves and
wolflings, but directly below him, Lexis saw too small wolfling
children. They were obviously in the act of fleeing down the
tunnel. One of them, a boy, was staring up at Lexis in abject
horror. The boy’s worst fears had been realized; he’d been spotted.
The other, a girl was even smaller, and she hadn’t seen Lexis. She
was leaning against the boy, panting, clutching his hand. Lexis
didn’t know enough about shelts to guess their ages, but he
supposed they were about his own age. Their clothes looked
expensive—now spattered with filth and blood.

The boy hadn’t moved. He was staring into
Lexis’s blue eyes. One word, thought Lexis, and my guards
will be looking for a way in there. We could flush out these little
wolflings like rabbits. I could fit in that tunnel. I wanted to
distinguish myself today, contribute to our victory. That’s what I
wanted, isn’t it?

Lexis looked away from the little wolflings.
He took a deep breath, yawned, and lay down there in the street.
His guards glanced at him, but they didn’t say anything. Lexis
covered the grill with his body for several minutes. When he stood
up, the wolflings were gone. He felt unaccountably light. His
improved mood must have shown on his face, because one of his
guards asked cautiously, “Is his Highness better pleased now?”

“Yes,” said Lexis. I think I just saved
two members of the royal family. He tried to feel sorry and
couldn’t. He thought, I hope they run fast and far. I hope they
get away. And someday, when we’re all grown, I hope we change the
world.


 


Author’s Note

“Cat Prince” is a piece of backstory from my
Prophet of Panamindorah series. Lexis is an adult in those
books, but the events that his father set in motion are still
causing problems for Lexis and for everyone else. Even though
Demitri is dead for most of Prophet, his actions—and his
secrets—remain central to the plot until the very last chapter.

I alternately worked on and abandoned “Cat
Prince” for five or six years before selling the story to the

Dunesteef Audio Fiction Magazine. You can listen to
their audio production of the story on their website.


 On the Edge

Sevn sat near the door to the smithy,
listening to his grandfather’s cough and the sound of the banked
forge creaking and popping. He’d moved Xanlyn closer to the forge
when the old wolfling had complained of cold earlier that evening.
The winter’s chill could not penetrate to the heart of the smithy,
but the wooden door felt cool under Sevn’s hand. Please come
soon. He’s really sick this time.

He’d released the raven two days ago. No
message, just a red feather tied to its leg. They said they
would come if I sent it. In the yard, he’d left the customary
signs: two freshly killed rabbits beneath a hedge—gifts for their
wolves—and burdock root tea, as strong as he could brew it, poured
in a wide swath around the yard. Fauns would not notice the odor,
but to wolflings, it was like a broadcast on the wind. “It’s still
safe,” the signs said. “Please come.”

Xanlyn gave another wrenching, bubbly cough
and Sevn flinched. They’d celebrated the old shelt’s ninety-second
birthday this spring and Sevn’s twentieth. Sevn found it difficult
to take pleasure in the stories and jokes Xanlyn always told with
birthdays. Sevn had become acutely aware of the passage of time, of
the fact that Xanlyn had stopped even pretending to work on the
great swords and merely directed Sevn, of the intense way that his
grandfather emphasized each technique, each step, each trick of his
craft—as though he might not get another chance to pass them
on.

Xanlyn spoke often of Sevn’s parents, of the
courts and schools and palaces of Sardor-de-lore, of art and
history, of the past. He spoke as though Sevn were just visiting
from those places, as though Sevn had anything but the foggiest
memories of his parents, as though Sardor-de-lore were not a ruin,
as though Sevn and Xanlyn were not living on an island in the
Tiber-wan, making beautiful, deadly weapons, while the world
changed around them. Every day, the fauns who came to trade with
them grew a bit more wary, a bit more awkward and remote. Only last
yellow month, a teenage faun had attempted to trade two dead
pigeons and a salt cake for an intricately wrought dagger. When
Sevn had told the teenager to take himself elsewhere, the faun had
called Sevn a “panaun” as though it were a curse and spit in his
face. The next day, someone attempted to set fire to the shed while
Sevn was preparing dinner. Fortunately, their tame jackdaw screamed
and frightened the intruder away before the flames caught. That
evening, Sevn had begun teaching himself to set snares for bigger
game than rabbits.

Xanlyn might be a sword smith out of legend,
his work the prize possession of many a noble and royal faun house,
but he was also a wolfling, and that meant he was a refugee. It was
no longer safe to be a wolfing anywhere in middle Panamindorah. The
cats who had conquered Sardor-de-lore were rumored to be pushing
their way into wood faun territory. The doe Sevn kept for milk had
been killed by a cat just paces from their door one night last
winter. Sevn found huge tracks by the half-eaten carcass. He lived
in fear that he would find a leopard waiting in his yard some
frosty morning. Their island was on the very edge of wood faun
territory, with old Canisaria—and its conquering cats—just to the
east. With the faun villages around them becoming increasingly
hostile, Sevn felt trapped.

Each time he attempted to speak to Xanlyn
about it, he got a gentle, courtly nod and the old shelt’s
murmured, “We must be diplomatic, Sevn. We must live in the world
as it is, not as we wish it to be.”

Sevn wanted to scream at him. “Yes, but
you’re not doing that! I’ll have to live in the world as it is when
you’re gone, and I’m terrified!”

And now this child… Sevn didn’t even
want to think about that. Several days ago, a four-year-old faun
had fallen into the river and drown. At least, that was what Sevn
believed had happened. The villagers were talking. The child had
disappeared near Xanlyn’s island. Sevn had seen the way the fauns
looked surreptitiously around the yard when they came to trade—came
and left without trading anything. What do they think they’ll
find? Bones? Smoked heads?

Sevn was willing to bet that no wolfing had
eaten a faun in a hundred years or more, but that didn’t stop the
tired old stories, the ridiculous rumors about the wood faun queen.
“We’re not monsters!” he wanted to scream. “We’re just an old
artisan and a scared little kid!” But he could hardly call himself
a kid anymore. The powerful arms and legs he’d forged along with
his swords didn’t make him look any less intimidating to the fauns.
They’ll come with scythes and torches some night and kill us in
our beds.

Sevn glanced at the letter on the table a few
feet away. He wasn’t sure why he’d left it out this evening. Maybe
he wanted them to see it. Maybe…

A soft scratch at the door. A Sevn opened it
at once without even waiting to sniff at the keyhole. The two
cloaked and hooded shelts standing on the doorstep were taller than
when he’d seen them last, but, then, he guessed, so was he.

They came in without a greeting and he shut
the door against the cold and whatever might lurk beyond the
firelight. “Thank you for coming,” said Sevn as the taller of the
two crouched beside Xanlyn.

The smaller figure pushed back her hood and
looked at him. She was girl of sixteen with hair as black as a
raven’s wing and night-black eyes that gleamed in the firelight.
She’d been twelve the first time he met her, and Sevn thought she
looked younger now than she had then. She smiled now,
sometimes.

Sevn bowed, stiffly and formally, and he
caught one of those smiles on her lips. He stood and gestured to
the display wall of the smithy, bright with priceless works of art.
There were blades of every type—from tiny dirks to great battle
swords, as well as a small collection of jewelry and riding tackle.
It was equipment fit for a king…or a queen. A queen in exile.

“Take whatever suits you,” said Sevn. “I
cannot thank you enough for coming.”

“We would come even if you did not pay us,”
said the girl. “How are you getting on here?”

Sevn felt himself deflate. Every pleasantry
stuck in his throat, and he could not bring himself to tell the
truth. Instead, he shrugged and said, “We still have tea and smoked
fish. Can I bring you some?”

“Let Sham tell you what he needs first,” said
the girl.

Across the room, Sham had half undressed the
old wolfling and was listening with his ear against Xanlyn’s chest.
“Sham,” murmured Xanlyn, his wandering eyes bright with fever, “is
that you? It is good to see you. You look more like your father
every day.” He dissolved into a fit of coughing, and Sham sat back
on his haunches.

“You must stop getting these illnesses,
grandfather,” he said with real affection, “or I will have to come
live in your shed.” They were, in fact, related, though the
connection was sufficiently complicated that Xanlyn had had to draw
the family tree on the dirt floor once before Sevn had
understood.

Sham helped Xanlyn back into his clothes.
“I’ll brew some tea for you, and I think you’ll sleep better
tonight. I’ll give Sevn medicine for you to drink over the next few
days.”

“Did Fenrah come with you?” whispered
Xanlyn.

“I’m here, grandfather.” She came to kneel
beside him and took his hand. Xanlyn bowed his head over it.

“I am glad you are well, child.”

Sevn hurried to boil water for Sham’s
medicines before Xanlyn could start crying. Something about the
sight of Fenrah seemed to bring the reality of the past few years
into focus for the old shelt. Sevn had never heard Xanlyn speak of
the fall of Sardor-de-lor, except in her presence. And she
doesn’t need to hear it, thought Sevn, not when she’s
finally starting to smile again.

Moments later, Sham, Fenrah, and Sevn were
sitting around the little table, drinking ordinary tea and eating
little strips of smoked fish. Xanlyn was sleeping more quietly, his
breathing less labored after the medicine Sham had given him. “Will
it hurt him this time?” asked Sevn. Sham’s last treatments had
healed Xanlyn’s cough, but his stomach had cramped for days.

Sham frowned. “Probably.”

“It’s worse every time,” whispered Sevn.
The illness and the treatments. Sham’s father had been a
teacher in the academy of healers in old Sardor-de-lor. Sham had
fled the city, not only with his father’s instructions in his head,
but with some of his papers as well. No one had known medicine like
the old wolfling healers. Xanlyn had one book from the academy of
healers in his little library, the pages singed where it had been
snatched from a fire. Unfortunately, the book dealt mainly with
disease born of fleas and ticks. Like all the books in the library,
Sevn had read it many times. Sham had asked to see it once, and
Sevn was relieved that he’d not asked for it in payment.

Fenrah was Sham’s cousin and the last
surviving member of the royal line. Sevn had first heard about
Fenrah and Sham five years ago and made efforts to contact them
when Xanlyn became seriously ill one winter. Two years later, the
illness came again. The next year, it came twice. Each time,
Xanlyn’s fevers burned hotter and the cough rattled louder in his
old chest. Each time, he recovered more slowly.

“Can you work with glass?” asked Sham.

Sevn nodded.

“I’d like you to make me something for
putting medicine into a muscle. We used to have them at the
academy. I’ll draw you a picture, but basically, it’s a hollow
needle with a cylinder to hold medicine and a plunger to push it
in. Xanlyn won’t get so sick if he doesn’t have to drink what I
give him.”

Sevn nodded. “I think I know what you
mean.”

Sham nodded. “The skill is in the needle—as
thin as you can make it.”

“Sevn,” said Fenrah softly. “Have you heard
about the bounty laws?”

“No. Do I want to?”

“You need to,” said Sham. “They’re going to
make it illegal for us to live in wood faun territory.”

Sevn snorted. “Like it’s not already.”

“Yes, but this is worse,” said Fenrah. “Right
now we’re just trespassers. They put us in prison. But the bounty
laws will make us into beasts. Laven-lay will pay coin for sacks of
our tails and ears. They’ll have every faun boy who can throw a
spear out hunting wolflings.”

Sevn shut his eyes. Without really meaning
to, he started telling them about the little faun girl who’d fallen
into the river, about what the villagers were saying, about the boy
who’d called him a panaun like it was a dirty word.

Sham shook his head. “Sevn, you’ve got to get
out of here.”

For answer, Sevn reached for the letter he’d
received last month. He unfolded it on the table and let them read.
Sham’s eyebrows rose. “The centaurs?”

“They’ll hire us,” said Sevn softly, “let us
live in Iron Mountain as a court artisans to the king. We’d be out
of reach of the fauns and cats forever.”

Fenrah and Sham said nothing. Sevn watched
their faces. At last, Fenrah reached into her tunic and withdrew an
elegant little dirk. She passed it to Sevn, who examined it
minutely. “This is one of mine,” he said.

Fenrah nodded. “The wolfling refugee camp on
the Tiber-wan was attacked by a group of armed fauns last red
month. The pack leader’s son was stabbed and killed. We found that
in his body.”

Sevn wanted to sink through the floor. I
knew, didn’t I? I knew fauns were killing wolflings with my
weapons. But I didn’t want to know. I’m just an artisan. I only
want to make fine things and never know what anyone does with them.
Perhaps I’m as out of touch as my grandfather, but I don’t have the
excuse of being old. Why are Fenrah and Sham even speaking to
me?

“Sevn.” Fenrah’s voice was gentle. “I am
forming a pack. We have a patron who…” Fenrah and Sham were looking
at each other as if trying to decide how much to say. “We don’t
know who it is,” Fenrah continued, “but it’s someone powerful, and
we think it’s a cliff faun. Sevn, look at us. Look at our clothes.
We’re not starving. We’ve been helping the other packs get
organized, better outfitted, better hidden.”

She was right. Their cloaks had been
threadbare last time they came, but now they were fine and
soft.

“I’m not quite ready,” continued Fenrah. “I
need the right group of wolflings and the right collection of
hiding places. I need spies, and I need to know who my friends are.
But when I’m ready…if these bounty laws become a reality…we’re
going to fight. We’re going to make them remember us.”

Sevn didn’t like the sound of that. “Do you
think you can win?”

“I don’t know. I’m going to try. We’d like
you to join us.”

Sevn drew a deep breath. He’d half known this
was coming, and he’d been dreading it. He gestured towards the pile
of furs where Xanlyn slept. He can’t possibly—

“—survive another winter,” cut in Sham. “I’ll
do my best, Sevn, but you need to think ahead.”

“I am thinking ahead.” Sevn’s fist
tightened around the letter from Iron Mountain.

Sham’s lip curled. “So you’ll run away to the
centaurs. While we’re bleeding and dying here in the wood on swords
you made?” Sevn flinched, but Sham continued, his voice rising.
“You think you’re scared here, Sevn? With your garden and your
smithy and your tea and dried fish? With a roof over your head and
your shop and the fauns coming to trade with you?” The
disdain in his voice was unmistakable now, and it made Sevn bristle
against his clothes. “In the camps, we live in fear every
day! We’re living in holes in the ground, Sevn! In trees and in
river banks, eating rabbits raw because we don’t dare light a fire!
Half our wolves are walking on three legs because a trap took off
the fourth. Wolfling orphans are living on pigeons in the streets
of faun cities, and fauns are poisoning them, Sevn. They’re
dying in gutters like rats! You think you’re scared?”

“Enough!” barked Fenrah. Her eyes had gone
bright and angry.

Sham’s mouth snapped closed and he sunk down
in his seat. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I worked on a lot of
wounded yesterday. I’m— I’m sorry.”

Sevn’s eyes were stinging. He didn’t dare say
anything. “Sevn,” said Fenrah more quietly. “You’re an artist, and
we’re asking a lot of you. There are no smithies in the forest. As
Sham has said, we’re often afraid to even light fires. The life of
a bandit is not the life of an artisan. The centaurs have smithies.
They would appreciate your craft, and I’m sure you’d get on well
there. I have nothing to offer except the gratitude of myself and
the wolflings who look to me for help.” She hesitated, and the
smile crept back into her eyes. “However…your skills may have
broader applicant than you think. Those snares you set near your
shed are ingenious.”

Sevn reddened. “I meant to disable them this
afternoon. I hope they didn’t hurt you or your wolves.”

Fenrah shook her head. “No, I spotted them,
but only by smell. If I’d been a faun, I think I would have been
hanging upside down from a tree branch.”

Sham grinned. “We could use someone like
you.” His voice turned serious. “Please forgive my lack of
gratitude. You’ve provided us with things over the last few years
that we never could have gotten for ourselves, things you couldn’t
have given us if you’d been living in the woods. I don’t mean to
seem ungrateful. I do think that, one way or the other, you will
have to leave here soon. Best to jump before you are pushed.”

Sevn nodded. “I’ve lived here since I was
six,” he said softly. “It is hard to think of leaving.”

“Think of not dying,” said Sham.

“It may be another year or two before I’m
really ready,” said Fenrah. “The fauns are pre-occupied with the
cats. Demitri may decide not to stop at the Canisarian border. If
the fauns are smart, they’ll recruit us to help them fight the cats
and win back our country. So many things could happen.”

Sevn nodded. After they were gone, he spent
some time planning how he would create the medical instrument Sham
wanted. He decided to create several just in case…in case he didn’t
have access to his smithy for a while. He went through Xanlyn’s
little library and carefully, painfully selected the books he would
take if…for whatever reason…he had to leave with what he could
carry. Then he tied them into a pack. He took down some of the most
valuable weapons from the walls. He thought he might bury them
somewhere on the island just in case…in case he had to leave in a
hurry and come back later. He packed dried fruit and smoked fish
and aged cheese, and bundled it all carefully beside his bed. He
told himself that he might need it next month or next year or
never. He checked on Xanlyn again and found him sleeping
peacefully. Just before dawn, Sevn took the centaurs’ letter,
dropped it into the forge, and watched it curl in the flames.
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Distraction

 Gabalon stumbled out of his bedroom,
clutching his belly. Yellow moon peered
like a predatory eye through the window at the end of the hall. The
guest suit was eerily silent. What has
father done?

Gabalon risked a glance over
his shoulder and saw the assassin—a wolfling, perhaps. He was not
quite running, and that worried Gabalon, too. Who hired him? The Morelings? Uncle Shanesel? Lord Arian
himself?

“Help!” he shouted. He
needed to shift, to heal, but that would be viewed as an act of
aggression, and he still thought that perhaps a guard might come.
“Help! Murder!” Nothing. We are
betrayed.

It was no secret why
sixteen-year-old Gabalon and his brother were “guests” of King
Arian this summer. They were here to ensure their father’s good
behavior in the uneasy truce that had been brokered last
fall. Has father done something to anger
our host? Or is one of Arian’s own lords trying to stir up trouble?
Is it our uncle again? Does it matter?

The assassin slipped like a
ghost out of Gabalon’s bedroom and down the hall. His sword gleamed
briefly in the starlight from a window. He was holding it
wide—wary. He expects me to shift,
thought Gabalon. Young dragons did not have thick
scales. He’ll lop off my head like a
snake. I’d have a better chance fighting him with a
weapon.

But he had no weapon.
No, that’s not true. The
assassin’s dagger was buried in his midriff. It should have been
between his ribs, but he’d woken just in time. Gabalon was wearing
the shape of the little antelope fauns that King Arian ruled. He
wished he’d chosen a bigger form. No help
for it now. He didn’t think he had enough
strength to shift more than once. He could feel the blood surging
between his fingers with every beat of his heart.

Somewhere in the lower
floors of the building, he heard softly running footsteps, but no
shouts, no alarm bells. They are not
coming to help me. Gabalon made a decision. He pulled
the dagger from his own gut and hurled it at the assassin. He did
not wait to see the results, but turned and dashed to the end of
the hall. He hesitated beside the last door. I should shift, fly through the window. It was not a large window, but he was not yet a large
dragon. I should flee without a backwards
glance.

Instead, he tore open the door. Not locked.
It should have been locked.

Am I too late?
He shut the door behind him, bolted it, and ran to
the bed in the corner. He tore back the sheets.
“Archemais?”

His little brother looked up
at him, wide-eyed. Archemais was six. He was Gabalon’s
half-brother. Gabalon had not given him much notice before their
exile, but he’d come to value the child—one familiar, guileless
face in a world of secrets and deceit. He’d told his little brother
more than he should have, perhaps, over the summer.
Could he have been indiscrete? Is that what this
is about?

“Alon?” Archemais sat up, and Gabalon spotted
another form in the bed. It was a little faun, no older than five
or six—a playmate given to his brother to keep him company. The two
children were about the same size. They were both awake now,
staring at him. “Alon, what’s wrong?” asked Archemais again.

“Sir—?” began the faun, and then someone
tried to turn the doorknob. The door rattled—gently at first, then
louder.

Gabalon’s head was starting to spin. He went
to the closet and found Archemais’s dressing gown—red silk with the
royal insignia. He pointed to the faun. “You, come here.”

The child scrambled out of bed and came to
him, puzzled. Gabalon put the dressing gown on him and tied the
sash. The faun gasped. He’d noticed Gabalon’s hands, sticky with
blood.

“Alon, what are you doing?” asked
Archemais.

Gabalon stumbled towards him. “Saving your
life,” he said thickly.

His little brother could not shift yet, not
reliably. He was still learning. Gabalon scooped Archemais up in
his arms and started for the window. Something hit the door, and
the hinges creaked.

It’s time to shift,
thought Gabalon, but his body did not respond. He
reached the window. He heard the door’s bolt breaking. He
jumped.

Archemais went rigid. His arms locked around
his brother’s neck, but he did not cry out. The cool night air
whipped around them. Gabalon reached for his shape, his true form,
reached…and found it. A sixteen-year-old shape shifter did not make
a large dragon. Clasping his terrified brother to his chest,
Gabalon barely managed to clear the ground, three stories below. He
beat his way heavily upward, his body still dizzy from blood loss.
They would have made an easy target for assassin arrows from the
room above, had the assassins not been provided with a
distraction.

The young faun’s scream cut through the
night. Gabalon was prepared for that, but not for his brother, who
screamed, too. Archemais was staring back over the dragon’s
shoulder into the room.

“It was just a faun, just a slave,” Gabalon
panted.

Archemais was sobbing. “Alon, they’re killing
him! They’re killing Palwa! We have to go back! We have to—”

“They’re killing him because they think he’s
you,” snapped Gabalon. “Archemais, stop squirming; I can’t hold
onto you!”

The child was growing
hysterical. Gabalon pushed into his mind. His brother had no mental
defenses at all. It was easy. Hush. Be
still. He could feel his brother’s grief
and anger, surprisingly strong in one so young. You will forgive me for this. You will forget.
He was stronger, had been stronger even when he’d
been a child. We will return to this city
with an army. Lord Arian will pay for this.

His brother’s body began to relax. Behind
them, the assassins had probably figured out the rouse, but Gabalon
was already out of arrow range. The distraction had lasted just
long enough.
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Hualien

 Hualien followed the rats into the
city under the city, where it was always night. He could think down
here in the quiet and dark. The wolflings had freed him from the
mirror two days ago, but he felt as though he were still in a maze.
Their language was difficult, and they found his own speech
puzzling. He wondered if he would go back to them. He did not know
what he wanted, and this made him afraid.

Hualien moved by smell and
feel, the things he saw without eyes. The ways had changed—a new
wall here, cells installed here, but the stone was old, so old, and
he saw… At first, he thought he saw through the eyes of the rats,
their claws whispering over the stone all around. But that did not
make sense. Hualien. Why did I tell them
my name was Hualien?

He was…

Running along the passage.
He was…she was
chased. By fealiday. Yes, in a wizard’s livery. And that was
ironic, since a wizard had been their undoing. The cat shelt
pounced, and the steel, bright and sharp as claws entered Hualien’s
lungs and she screamed, and the scream was blood. And she drowning
and she was…

Watching, from further down the passage.
Taking aim, shooting. The arrow was small and barely penetrated the
fealiday's skin, but it was tipped with poison. She was a sentry.
Her companion had given warning, and she would not die in vain.

Hualien gasped, leaned
against the passage. He did not understand. What is my name? He was deep beneath
the earth now, following the rats deeper into the maze of stone and
memory. He tripped over something and reached to pick it up. His
nose told him it was made of leather, ragged at the
edges.

He was…

A child on the banks of the river. He could
hear them coming, hear the fighting on the opposite bank. He ran to
hide his favorite treasure, a little jeweled dagger his uncle had
brought him, in a tooled leather sheath.

Hualien dropped the ancient leather. He
could smell faint traces of dried blood, soaked into its seams,
preserved down here in the dry darkness.

The city… The real city. It was somewhere
beneath his feet. Hualien could see it in his mind—the underground
river flowing through the center, merchant’s boats lying at anchor,
houses carved from the cavern walls, busy markets, shops, shelts…
Rat shelts. Thousands upon thousands.

He was he and she. He was them and us and we.
He was…

The queen in her garden of
glass flowers when they
found her. And later, much later, in her tattered,
bloody silks, carried like a kitten to the feet of the great
wizard, whom she and her people had defied. She lay there, mortally
wounded, while his officers stood by, indifferent. The cat who had
carried her loomed up and shifted. It was not a cat at all. It was
one of his minions.

Gabalon nudged her with his boot. “Tie her in
the square,” he said. “Maybe then they’ll surrender.”

“They won’t,” she hissed.

“Then they will die.” The wizard twirled
something on a chain. She knew what it was—the magic that had
allowed his army to breach her city through the mirrors. They’d
burst from every reflective surface, even the river. The city’s
ancient defenses had been useless.

“You will be cursed,” she whispered.

Gabalon arched one dark eyebrow. Then he
waved his hand. “Take her.”

“Cursed!” She forced her dying strength into
the words. “You may kill us, but you can never kill all the rats!
They remember, and they will be watching you, wizard. However long
you live, wherever you go, there will always be rats. And in your
darkest hour, in your moment of weakness and fear, Hualien will
have its revenge!”

Her voice snapped off abruptly, and her
vision went dark.

Hualien sank to his knees
and vomited. His head swam with visions—the sack of the city, the
cats and Fealiday and fauns that Gabalon had employed, unleashing
their most brutal instincts. The river.
They dumped the bodies into the river. Until it ran crimson. And
the magic was still strong, the magic that brought them through the
mirrors, and some of us were…preserved…after a fashion.

Hualien was the name of the city. And I am
Hualien.

He raised his head as the whisper of claws
came nearer. One of the rats brushed his leg, and Hualien realized
that it was dragging something on a chain. He reached out to touch
the object. It felt like smooth metal or glass, heavy, a curious
shape. Hualien could smell the magic on it, like an olfactory glow
in the dark.

“However long you live, wherever you go,
there will always be rats. And in your darkest hour, in your moment
of weakness and fear, Hualien will have its revenge!”

Hualien laughed aloud.
Gabalon had been overthrown five hundred years after the sack of
the city. Hualien knew that from his dream-like time in the
mirrors. But nobody knew what had happened to the wizard’s mirror
magic or why Gabalon had failed to save himself with it.
Did they chew it from your neck, oh great wizard?
As you lay wounded and bleeding, did the rats drag it away before
your eyes? Or did you reach for it and find it gone? Did your heart
sink as you watched your own city fall?

Hualien stood. He put the chain about his
neck and tucked Gabalon’s magic bauble into his shirt. He was not
certain what he would do with it, if anything. But he was at peace
with himself and the rats and the city under the city. He was a
living mausoleum of whispering ghostly voices and thoughts and
memories. But he was not sorry. He would stay with the wolflings
for now. Their strangeness no longer troubled him. Hualien was at
peace. He was legion, and he knew his name.
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Night in the Crystal City

 Syrill looked around his little room and sighed. Candlelight
threw deep shadows across weathered stone, marble, and twisted
roots. He’d hung his leather fly sheet over the window to keep out
the wind that threatened his tiny light. He would have swept up the
dirt on the floor if it hadn’t been enmeshed in the roots of a fig
tree, which was growing in the corner of the room and out through
the window. Diven-rah had been a ruin for a long time, and although
cats might guard it, they had strange ideas about
housekeeping.

Syrill had arrived with
Lexis’s party well after dark. He’d gotten only the dimmest
impression of the ancient city walls, said to be made of opaque
stone that resembled ice in sunlight. The
crystal city—that’s what the history books called it.
Stone, however, not crystal, had survived the
ages, and trees had eaten even that. Syrill was not prepared for
the forest of snow figs that greeted them beyond the wall. The
ruined houses with their crumbled doorways and fallen roofs overrun
with roots looked more like cat dens than like any shelt-ish
dwelling. The palace and its grounds were just as strange to
Syrill—more of a labyrinth than a proper palace, with occasional
remains of a feline meal half-buried in the dirt.

Lexis showed Syrill a safe
place to leave his nervous burro, then announced, “I have
business.” He left Syrill with an ocelot, who directed him to a
hall and told him to choose a room. This
is where I will live, thought
Syrill. This is my home now.
For a quarter watch, he tried to put it in order
and finally gave up. Everything looked and smelled foreign. He
wanted to shut the door, but there were no doors. He wanted to take
a bath but wasn’t sure he could find his way to the well. The
ocelot had vanished.

Syrill ate dried fruit and
biscuits from his pack and then curled up on his pallet. He knew he
should conserve his candles, but could not bring himself to put out
the light. In Laven-lay, we would be at
dinner right now. There would be ladies in fine silks. The air
would smell of flowers, and there would be colored lanterns and old
jokes, clean clothes and clean floors… Friends.

Stop, he ordered himself. You have no
friends there anymore.

He’d thought when Meuril refused to see him
and assigned him ambassador to Filinia that a cat would kill him,
but it was a faun who’d tried—there in the city where they’d once
cheered him and thrown flowers in his path, where he knew every
shop owner and artisan, where girls had crawled into his bedroom
window at night and court ladies had flirted shamelessly at every
meal. He’d been their darling, their hero. And now…

“Traitors are never popular with commons
shelts,” Gabalon had told him.

 

Guess he was right.

On their way to Diven-rah through Laven-lay,
Lexis’s party had stopped for the night, and Syrill had made the
mistake of taking a stroll through town. A faun—one of his own
soldiers—had followed him and tried to stab him. Syrill knew then
that he could never go home.

I deserve this,
he thought. I deserve
worse.

But it was hard.

Outside, in the darkness, Syrill heard the
murmur of feline voices. He half hoped they would come inside. They
frightened him, even now, but he half hoped… The voices died
away.

I was never good at being
alone, he admitted to himself. He thought
that when the freed Fealiday slaves arrived, he would have someone
to talk to—someone who looked and thought like him. With luck,
perhaps he could even find someone to love. It seemed unlikely,
though. Syrill had met those slaves. They were angry and brutal or
timid and feral. Some hardly knew how to speak. Many hated fauns
and did not seem to see the difference between swamp fauns and wood
fauns.

Syrill curled more tightly
into his blankets. I will live here and
pay for my mistakes. I will learn to live alone. I will do whatever
Lexis needs done. And maybe one day, as emissary to my own dear
city, someone will slip a knife between my ribs, and then at least
I’ll die in a place that I love.

“Hello.”

Syrill started up. He realized that his face
was wet and looked away in embarrassment. He had a brief impression
of something shelt-shaped standing in the doorway. The voice had
been female.

“H-hello,” he stammered. “F-forgive me, I
wasn’t…expecting visitors.”

She let him bluster for a
moment before interrupting. “You are a long way from home, aren’t
you?”

Syrill wiped his face on his sleeve. A girl
wearing trousers was lounging in his doorway. She had on the
strangest clothes that Syrill had ever seen—a patchwork of brightly
colored fabrics, expensive, but worn, as though she’d made her
garments from a king’s rag bin. She had lace cuffs and red velvet
gloves with the fingers cut out. On her head perched a small, round
black hat with the eye-let of a peacock feather tucked into its
bright green band.

“Who…?” began Syrill, and she made a little
bow and doffed her hat.

“I am Ellery Nibs. You must be Syrill Undrun.
Welcome to the Labyrinth.” She was definitely female. He’d doubted
it for a moment.

By this time, Syrill had managed to drag his
eyes away from her clothes long enough to notice her bare paws and
tail, marked with leopard spots. She had spots, too, around her
bright green eyes.

“Are you one of the Fealiday?” he asked,
struggling to his feet. “I didn’t know you’d arrived.”

She nodded, her smile mischievous.

Syrill was confused. She behaved nothing like
any of the freed slaves he’d met.

“Were you—?” he began, but she interrupted
him.

“Have you eaten? Did they show you where to
get water?”

“I had food from my pack,”
Syrill said cautiously. “and a half full waterskin. I
would like to know the
best place to refill it.”

“Good; follow me.” She vanished into the
hall.

Syrill hesitated, then speared his candle
with a small dagger and followed more slowly. He tripped on a fig
root before he’d gone three paces. “Ellery?”

Her laughter floated to him
from above. Looking up, he saw her silhouette, framed against a
patch of sky through a broken section of roof. She’d climbed the
largest fig tree in the hall and was standing on the second story
of the building. Leopard,
he reminded himself. I
thought the swamp fauns had erased their species
differences.

“You’re going to have to be faster than that,
ambassador.”

Syrill felt suddenly
angry. I may not have much dignity left,
but I have this much. “I find I am unable
to match your grace, my lady. Can we proceed on the
ground?”

Ellery came scrambling back
down the tree. In the faint light, Syrill could hardly see how she
did it, but she was very
quick. “You can’t climb a tree?” She came towards
him, her walk a prowl, her green eyes reflective in the wavering
candlelight.

Syrill stepped back a pace and held up his
candle. “I can climb or I can see. Not both.”

“Ah.” Ellery covered the distance between
them with two swift steps, and the fingers of her left hand closed
over the candle flame. In the sudden darkness, Syrill was too
startled to react when her mouth covered his. She was at least half
a head taller, and her right hand slid round his waist. She broke
away almost immediately, pressed her lips against his ear and said,
“You’re right. The candle had better go. You’ll need both hands.”
Then she was gone, laughing, scampering back up the tree.

Syrill gasped, cursed himself for not hanging
onto her, and scrambled after. Suddenly the labyrinth of the
crystal city did not seem like such a terrible place. He bumped his
head on a branch and nearly fell, groping for handholds. The fig
tree was knobbley and ideal for climbing, but it was still
difficult in the dark. They passed the second floor of the building
and kept going.

Ellery called down to him, her voice a smirk.
“Am I speaking a language you understand, soldier?”

“I think so,” panted Syrill.

“Done crying yet?”

“For the nonce.”

They came out at last onto the roof of the
building. The fig tree rose as tall as a forest oak beyond the last
of the masonry. Ellery was sitting in its branches, kicking her
feet as Syrill scrambled breathlessly onto the roof. He stood there
for a moment, looking up at her and catching his breath. She hadn’t
so much as lost her hat. She removed it now, deliberately, and laid
it on the branch beside her.

“Who are you?”

She jumped down.
Jumped all the way to the
rooftop—a fall that would have killed a wood faun—landed lightly
and stood up, tail twitching. “Does it matter?”

“No,” admitted Syrill as she slid into his
arms. “No, it doesn’t.” She tasted like clean sweat and wood smoke.
Her tongue was rough—not unpleasant, just strange. He could feel
her small breasts through her waistcoat, feel the heat of her body.
His fingers flicked over the buttons. Syrill prided himself in his
abilities to seamlessly undress a girl he was kissing, but Ellery’s
clothes were oddly made, and they baffled his usually deft
attempts. Her giggles had turned into hungrier sounds, but she
laughed again when she realized what he was doing.

“Troubles, my lord?” she asked against his
neck. Her incisors were sharper than a faun’s. Syrill found his
more arousing than he would have expected.

“My lady’s gown is the work of a master
craftshelt,” complained Syrill, “of chastity belts.”

Ellery snickered. “And my lord’s robe is a
city without walls.”

It certainly was. She had his belt off, his
shirt unlaced, and one hand running up his thigh beneath the hem of
his tunic. The other hand wandered over his torso. The palm of her
velvet glove felt strange and wonderful.

“Come on.” She pulled away from him, caught
his hand, and tugged him towards a structure on the roof. As they
neared, Syrill saw that it was a large cistern, designed to catch
rain water and probably funnel it all over the palace in long-ago
days. Back then, none of the trees would have been allowed to grow
tall enough to drop leaves into the water. The roof would not have
been layered in wind-blown dirt, and there would not have been
grass growing on it as there was now. The water, though, was
surprisingly clear in its pale marble basin, perhaps ten paces
across.

“The best drinking water is at the spring,”
admitted Ellery as she stripped off her clothes. “But I thought you
might like a bath first. You certainly need one.”

If a girl had told him this under similar
circumstances at home, Syrill would have been mortified, but here,
nothing seemed shocking anymore. He noticed in passing that her
shirt and sleeves had pockets in unusual places. They were the kind
of clothes that a street performer or thief might wear.

He forgot about them the next moment as they
stood naked in the moonlight. Ellery Nibs was certainly a leopard
shelt. Stripes and spots stippled the skin around her eyes, up her
forehead, and along her neck. Faint spots marked the skin of her
shoulders, dappling over her chest. The skin paled around her belly
and breasts. Her nipples were nut brown without a trace of pink.
Leopard spots ran riot in the cinnamon and gold fur blow her waist.
Her short, thick hair blew about her shoulders, black as the
darkest of her spots and gleaming faintly like a raven’s wing.

“You are so lovely.”

“I’m a cat,” she teased. “Are you going to
shoot me?”

“I’m a faun,” he counted. “Are you going to
eat me?”

“If you’re lucky.”

It was Syrill’s turn to laugh. “Then maybe
I’d better take that bath.” The wind off the mountains was cold,
and he could tell that, even at this gentle time of year, the water
would feel chilly.

Ellery seemed to read his thoughts. “It’s not
bad. Here.” She fished in her clothes and tossed him what turned
out to be a scrap of soap, wrapped in a handkerchief.

“You didn’t come from Kazar with the free
slaves, did you?”

She shook her head. “I was free before it was
fashionable.”

She waded in before he could ask more
questions, and Syrill followed. She was right. The water was cold,
but not bitterly so. He soaped himself down hurriedly with Ellery
making lazy circles around him in the water. “Here, let me help you
with that, my lord.”

Syrill jumped when she put her arms around
him from behind. “It’s just Syrill,” he managed. Her hands had
seemed shy beneath the tree. They were not shy beneath the water.
He let out a long breath as she slid her fingers over his chest and
belly, pressing him tight against her own body, so that he could
feel her nipples against his shoulder blades, her pubic bone
against the base of his tail. She cupped his balls and then began
sliding his sheath up and down over his cock. Syrill moaned and
then squirmed. This was going faster than he would have chosen.
When was the last time a girl had touched him? A red month at
least. He struggled a little and she stopped.

Ellery nibbled his ear, her voice low and
teasing. “What’s wrong, Syrill? Only one shot in your quiver?”

Syrill laughed. He wanted to
say that it was purely bad manners to seek his own pleasure first,
but he couldn’t quite get the words out. She’d maneuvered him into
deeper water. She could comfortably keep her mouth above the
surface, but he could not—something he was sure she’d done on
purpose. Did you bring me out here to
drown me? It was a waste of effort. You could have stabbed me in my
room, and I wouldn’t have fought.

Ellery lifted him just a little off his feet
beneath the water. “Who gave you this?” She ran her fingers over
his face and down his arm. It took Syrill a moment to realize that
she was touching the scars he’d gotten in the battle that had won
him the leadership of Laven-lay’s armies.

“Leopard,” he said truthfully.

“Ah.”

He shrugged, not liking the turn of the
conversation. “It was a battle. It was a long time ago.”

She snorted. “You’re not yet
thirty. Nothing was a long time ago.”

“How old are y—?” began Syrill, but then her
hand was moving again, and she was grinding around the base of his
tail, biting at the side of his neck with her sharp teeth. Syrill
arced in her arms, reached back to hold something, anything,
twisted his fingers in her hair, as the pleasure shot through
him.

Then he slumped against her, limp in the
water. Ellery licked at his ear, her tongue rough as sandpaper. “I
hope you’re not about to go to sleep.”

Syrill laughed without opening his eyes. “No,
but give me a moment.”

“Fair enough.” She let go of him and swam
towards shore. Syrill dipped abruptly beneath the surface and
floundered for a moment before getting his arms and legs
coordinated. Ellery scooped up her handkerchief and soap from where
they were floating. “I try not to make a mess,” she told Syrill
over her shoulder. “They don’t mind me taking a bath up here now
and then, but they’ll complain if I leave a lot of soap in the
water.”

But not about anything else
we leave in the water? “Noted.”

Syrill sloshed after her. With her fur
soaking wet, he could see the lines of her lower body more clearly.
Syrill had loved softly curving court satyrs and lean-muscled faun
farm girls, and Ellery struck him as more like the latter. She
certainly lived an active life. He could have watched her swaying
backside for hours.

“Now that you’ve had my honor, will you tell
me where you come from?”

Ellery laughed aloud. “I suspect you were
deflowered some time ago, Syrill.”

“I’m not yet thirty,” he mocked. “Nothing was
a long time ago.”

Ellery flopped down in the grass and Syrill
joined her. “I was a traveling performer. I grew up with a gypsy
caravan, mostly in the far north. A few years ago, I made my way to
Diven-rah. Lexis let me stay.”

Syrill considered this. He had a suspicion
there was a lot more to the story, but it didn’t seem important
right now with her warm body beside him in the grass. He leaned up
on one elbow and kissed her, his tongue brushing against her
strange, rough one. His hand trailed over one breast, toyed with
the nipple until she arched up against him. Syrill shifted his
thigh between her legs, enjoyed the way she pressed her wet crotch
against it. She startled him with a thrumming sound from her
throat, independent of her kisses. He realized a moment later that
she was purring.

After a few more kisses and
a little more rolling around, he pulled away enough to push his
hand between them. She was slick and ready, the bud of her
excitement pronounced beneath his fingers. He rubbed and she arced
and whined and writhed, her purr loud in his ear. Finally, her purr
stuttered, and she shuddered in his arms. Syrill expected to kiss
her gently as her body unclenched, but instead she pulled him on
top of her and pressed his aching erection into her soft folds. She
wrapped her legs around his waist and they fucked.

Afterward, as they lay panting in the grass,
Ellery’s purr returned—soft and low and sated. Syrill smiled. “I
feel so strange.”

“Good strange?”

“Yes. No one has—”
No shelt has touched me in months.
“I made a terrible mistake, and—”
And I didn’t think anyone would ever love me
again. Syrill tried once more to express
himself. “That scar—when I got it…” His words sped into a tumble.
“The leopard flipped me off my buck and would have killed me if my
buck hadn’t come after me. He saved my life.” Syrill took a deep
breath. “He died this spring because of my mistake.”
Along with so many others.

Ellery was watching him, propped on one
elbow. Syrill leaned back and shut his eyes. “There’s a reason none
of the fauns will have me, but…thank you. I don’t know how much you
know about me, and maybe you won’t speak to me either after you
hear the stories, but thank you.”

“I know,” she said simply. And inched over
against him.

Syrill would have fallen asleep like that if
she hadn’t nudged him awake, splashed them both briefly in the
pool, and then helped him back down the tree to his room. He’d been
riding all day, making love half the night, and he was
stumbling-tired by the time they found his pallet. Ellery seemed to
have every intention of spending the rest of the night with him. As
they settled awkwardly into the small nest of blankets, she
murmured, “Remember what you said, Syrill…in the morning.”

* * * *

Syrill woke disoriented, feeling
uncomfortably warm. Sunlight was streaming in around the edges of
the flysheet that covered the window, but the warmth was radiating
off… His eyes opened wide. There was a paw, wide as his splayed
hand, lying across his chest. Syrill turned his face and found that
he was in distressingly close proximity to a leopard’s muzzle.
Every instinct of the years he’d spent fighting cats screamed at
him to move, but he forced himself to stillness. The beast was
stretched alongside him. He was lying between its paws. It was
breathing gently. It was…familiar. Something about the pattern of
the spots on its face.

“Ellery?” His voice came in
a croak. If I’m wrong, it’ll rip my face
off.

The leopard’s eyes fluttered open. It raised
its head and blinked at him. Syrill must have looked near panic,
because the cat’s expression changed instantly and she bent to lick
his face. “Don’t wet yourself, Syrill. It’s me.”

He let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been
holding. He felt relieved and embarrassed and terribly confused. As
though to twist the knife, Lexis chose that moment to appear
soundlessly in the doorway and announce, “Morning, Syrill. Would
you meet me by the statue at the end of the hall when you’re
dressed?”

Syrill stammered out
something in the affirmative. When he turned back to Ellery, she
was a girl again—her dark hair tousled, her bare breasts as
inviting as ever. “What are
you?” he whispered.

“An iteration. There’s a whole colony of us
living down near the lake. Some have been there for a generation
and more. Shelts drive us out and try to kill us, but the tiger
kings let us stay. They have wizard blood, too. We do favors for
them, and we don’t try to rule them.”

Favors… Syrill could have kicked himself for not seeing it sooner.
Everyone knew that a small, secretive population of iterations
lived in Filinia. Some had spied for the cats during their wars
with the wolflings and fauns. Someone like Ellery, whose
alternative shape was feline, must fit in very well here and
probably nowhere else.

“Did you fight in the war?” asked Syrill.

“A little.” She watched his face. “Do you
want me to go now?”

Something struggled inside
Syrill. Pride? Disgust? Fear? What you do
now is important. What you do right now is everything.
He leaned forward and kissed her. “No, no, I don’t
want you to go.”

Her purr was so abrupt it startled him—just
two quick throbbing breaths. “Good. I like you.”

“Why did you come to see
me?” asked Syrill. “I mean, you must know…” all the bad things. “Why?”

Ellery grinned. “Well, I actually came to see
Lexis, but he thought you might need me more.”

Does she mean what I think
she means? It had been a long time since a
girl made Syrill blush, but he could feel the heat creeping up his
neck. The idea of sharing a lover with Lexis was passing
strange.

If Ellery noticed, she chose not to show it.
“Speaking of which—he’ll want to talk to you soon. Better get
dressed.”

An eighth watch later, Syrill found the
tiger by the statue in the courtyard at the end of the hall. By
daylight, the ruin looked less menacing and more
interesting—enchanting, even—or maybe that was just his change in
mood. The statue that Lexis had specified was unusual—a slightly
larger than life-sized tiger in red marble, veined with white.
Unlike other statues in the ruin, whose details were often eroded
beyond recognition, this one looked sharp and polished.

“I see you met our Lady Nibs,” said Lexis as
Syrill came up beside him.

Syrill found it difficult to tell when the
tiger was laughing at him, but he suspected it was happening now.
“A lady of many virtues,” said Syrill with all the dignity he could
muster.

Lexis’s mouth twitched. “Chastity happily not
among them.”

Syrill rolled his eyes. “You are really
enjoying this too much.”

Lexis gave an unmistakable
laugh. “You should get to know the iterations…although perhaps not as well as
you’ve gotten to know Ellery.”

“Are you finished?”

Lexis butted Syrill with his head. “You
seemed lonely.”

Syrill looked away. “I was. Thank you.” He
cleared his throat. “Where did this statue come from? It looks
new.”

Lexis nodded. “It was a gift from the
wolfling king when he was trying to placate my father—didn’t work,
of course, but it’s a fine thing, a fitting likeness of our
trickster goddess.”

“Goddess?” Syrill was curious. He’d never
heard this story.

“Alainya,” said Lexis, “the first white
tiger, the wizard who lived as a cat and helped us keep our speech
in the time of Gabalon. The faun legends call her a warrior queen,
and perhaps she was. But our stories call her a thief and a
rogue—the weakest of the wizards, but the strongest of the
beasts—who lived more by cunning and tricks than by magic.”

Syrill reached out to touch the red marble.
It reminded him of red velvet gloves with the fingers cut out. He
had to clear his throat twice before he could speak. “Ellery…?”

Lexis didn’t finish the sentence for him. He
just waited.

“Where did she come from?”

“A gypsy caravan before she came here,” said
Lexis, “performing tricks for coins…and stealing and poaching. I
met her near the end of the war. I have no idea how old she is.
Iterations live a long time.”

“Will she stay?”

Lexis shrugged. “She’s a cat. She comes and
goes as she wills. Now let’s go down to the lake. I really do want
you to meet the other iterations today. They are the only
shelt-shaped creatures who have any idea how things work here, and
I want their help when the freed slaves arrive. You can give us all
an idea of what to expect. ”

Syrill trailed after the tiger, looking back
at the statue. “Lexis, do you really think Ellery is an
iteration?”

Unwinking blue eyes looked back at him. “Why
would I think anything else, ambassador?”

Syrill sighed. “Alright. I understand. You
don’t know, or you won’t tell me.”

Lexis’s mouth twitched in a feline smile.
“Welcome to the crystal city, Syrill.”


 


Author’s Note

“Crystal City” occurs several months after
the end of my Prophet of Panamindorah series. Syrill makes
an egregious error in judgment in those books, which prompts his
exile to cat country in Filinia. This turns out to be a less
horrible fate than he expected.


 


Professionals

 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.

He’d found the prince in his study—a tower
room in the face of the cliff overlooking the harbor—away from the
palace guests. Some kind of machine lay in pieces on a table,
perhaps part of an airship. Silveo entered hesitantly. “Excuse me.
Sir?”

Prince Leopaard raised his head. He was
thirty years old with small, bright eyes and dark blond hair,
glossy in the lamplight. He had a politician’s face, schooled to
stillness and almost unreadable. Silveo had been watching him for
days.

“Yes?”

Silveo projected all the innocence he’d never
had and stepped forward. “Would sir like refreshment?”

Leopaard cocked his head. Silveo came a
little closer. He let his gaze drop and his tail fall. “I’m new,
sir. I’m actually lost. Forgive me, but cook will beat me if he
finds I’ve wasted time. Won’t you have a sweet?”

Leopaard came around the table and looked
down at him. He tilted Silveo’s chin up and Silveo stared at him
with wide eyes. He pretended sudden recognition. “Your Highness?
I-I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.” He started to babble. “Forgive my
interruption, sir. I’m new and I’m very grateful for the
employment. If I can serve you in any way…”

Leopaard smiled at last—bemused, critical,
not quite lascivious, but Silveo thought he was warming up.

“What’s your name?”

“Holan.”

“How long have you been lost, Holan?”

This was the right sort of
question. Now you’ll want to know whether
anyone will miss me. “Only a few minutes.
If you could direct me back towards the kitchens— I was just
circulating among the guests.”

“Are you living on the grounds here?”

“No, I—” Silveo dropped his eyes again. “I
live with my mother. We… We’re very grateful.”

Leopaard took Silveo’s tray of sweets
without really looking at it. Then he picked Silveo up and set him
on the table. Silveo felt that strangeness that he associated with
being touched. It washed over him, and he let it come. He was
outside himself, watching as the prince stepped between his legs
and drew their bodies close. Watching as Leopaard’s hand slid down
over the plush fabric of the waistcoat that was a little too big,
then back up Silveo’s right arm to settle lightly on his wrist.
Something pinged in the back of Silveo’s head. Something not quite
right in Leopaard’s eyes. With his other hand, Leopaard retrieved
one of the sweets from the silver tray. He held it in front of
Silveo’s mouth. “Care to share?” he whispered.

Silveo came slamming back into his body, all
his senses twanging. “Cook will be angry if I eat—”

“Oh, cook will never know.” Something
relentless and fierce flashed in Leopaard’s gray eyes.

Silveo struggled. He knew it
was the wrong thing to do, but he was frightened. This job should
have been easy. Leopaard was too young and too sheltered to
be this astute.
Nothing in Leopaard’s reputation or Silveo’s own observations had
prepared Silveo for what was happening.

Abort. Silveo abandoned all attempts at finesse and flicked the knife
out of his left sleeve. Leopaard moved in a blur. It happened so
fast that even later, Silveo could not quite reconstruct the
sequence. Suddenly his knife was in Leopaard’s hand, and Leopaard
had both Silveo’s arms clamped behind his back. His grip was so
tight that Silveo could feel the bones grinding.

Leopaard sliced through his
shirt and trousers in two strokes. The knife nicked skin, and
Silveo felt a trickle of blood over his ribs. Finding nothing
dangerous, Leopaard pulled Silveo’s boots off. Silveo could tell
from Leopaard’s expression that he’d felt the hard edge of the
knife hidden inside one boot. “Well, I’m glad we’re getting to know
each other so well,” breathed Leopaard. “You will be serving
me very well
tonight.”

Silveo twisted like an eel. He almost got
free, even with Leopaard’s crushing grip, but then Leopard stabbed
the knife into Silveo’s thigh, making him cry out in pain. As his
mouth opened, Leopaard snatched one of the sweets off the tray and
shoved it deep inside. Silveo finally panicked. His movements lost
all coordination, and he flailed wildly as Leopaard held his jaw
shut and clamped down on Silveo’s small body, until Silveo could do
nothing except tremble.

“Now,” said the prince in his ear, “I would
like to know who hired you. I suspect my father, but it could have
been my brother or my uncle, or someone else. Did they tell you
that because I love a fauness, I must have a lust for anything that
is not a grishnard? Yes, that is the way they think. Do tell me.
Perhaps I’ll let you stick your finger down your throat in a
moment. Depending on what you put in those sweets, you might still
have enough time.”

He let go of Silveo’s jaw,
and Silveo gagged up what he could of the candy. Half of it had
already dissolved in his mouth and run down the back of his throat.
He could feel the numbness in his lips and an unpleasant tingling.
His thigh throbbed. He wondered if Leopaard had been foolish enough
to leave the blade in his leg, but when he glanced down, it was
gone. I am going to die.
His tongue felt thick when he tried to speak. “I
don’t know.”

“That’s too bad. What did you use in those
sweets? Nightshade? Felbane?”

I am going to die.
“I’m just a kid. He offered me money…”

Leopaard laughed. “You think I survive in
this court of murders and thieves by being stupid? This isn’t your
first time. How old was the boy whose clothes you’re wearing? Did
you kill him, cripple him? You’ve already forfeited my sympathy.
You’re going to die right here, my pretty little assassin, and the
world is going to be safer for it.”

Something Malpin had said
flashed in Silveo’s mind. Never talk while
you’re fighting. Never tell someone why you’re killing them. Never
lose your temper. That’s what amateurs do. You are a professional.
Professionals do their job and go home.

I am a professional.
The words ran round and round Silveo’s spinning
head. I am a professional. Professionals
always have three exits and three plans and three…

His head cleared. He might
die, but he wouldn’t die panicking. In his mind, he saw the room as
it had looked when he entered. The machine. Why did I think it was an airship? He
threw his weight abruptly backwards, catching Leopaard by surprise.
The bulk of the prince’s project slid off the table with a
thunderous clatter. Leopaard’s grip loosened, and he reached for
something behind Silveo with this free hand.

It was all Silveo needed. He wrenched himself
sideways, his shredded clothes flapping around him. Leopaard
whirled and lashed out with his foot. If the prince hadn’t been
wearing boots, he would have eviscerated Silveo. As it was,
Leopaard kicked him across the room. Silveo landed hard against the
wall. His hand snapped down and closed around the dense, fluffy
center of his tail. He found the third knife, slender, and hidden
deep. He’d only recently started wearing it, and he’d never needed
it before. He wrenched it from its sheath and threw as Leopard
rushed towards him.

Leopaard checked, and Silveo managed to
skitter out of his way. He stumbled towards the thing that he’d
knocked loose from the table—a balloon of light gas. It had been
weighted, but now it was floating free, toward the window.

Gasping, feeling his death
everywhere, Silveo leapt at the balloon just as it drifted over the
sill. His arms closed around its thin, leathery surface, and for
one moment, he spun in the air. He got a dizzy view of Leopaard at
the sill, looking at him with what might have been grudging
respect. The prince was holding his shoulder. Silveo felt
disappointed. Not a death blow.
He’d never failed to complete a contract. This
time, he’d be lucky to get away alive.

And then he was falling—a controlled plunge
down the cliff. He had time to wonder whether the balloon would
keep him from breaking anything at the bottom, and then he hit. It
felt like he rolled forever down the dark, rocky slope. He thought
at first he’d broken his ankle but, no, just pain. Next second, he
had his finger down his throat and was retching into the prickly
bushes. The cramps continued long after he’d stopped vomiting. His
whole face felt numb and his hands tingled. It was a hard to
breathe. He could feel his throat trying to close. He felt sleepy,
even as his heart raced.

Silveo woke on Malpin’s sofa, clawing at the
fabric. For a moment, he thought he still couldn’t breathe. His
bandaged thigh throbbed when he moved it, and his arms were an
extravagant array of bruises where Leopaard had grabbed him. He’d
thought at first that he would go back to the palace and try
again—next day or next month or next season. By the time he’d
recovered from the poison, however, he knew better. No one was
paying him enough to have another encounter with Leopaard Maijha.
Silveo curled more tightly into the corner of the couch. He tried
to stay awake and couldn’t.

He dreamed of sneaking
aboard a merchant ship. Turned out, they didn’t keep food in the
hold, at least none that Silveo could get to. There weren’t even
any rats. On the third day, a sailor found him down there, folded
into a corner between boxes. The sailor’s eyes were bright in the
lantern light. “I’ll bring you food, but…” He had a knife. “You
won’t tell, I won’t tell…” Silveo started unlacing the sailor’s
breeches before he even finished speaking. Silveo was
very hungry. When the
sailor gasped and reached to steady himself against the wall,
Silveo straightened up and drove his own dagger through the
grishnard’s stomach and into his heart. He followed it up with a
redirect to the lungs.

When the sailor collapsed, Silveo kissed him,
tasted blood on his lips. Now Silveo had something to eat.

He was sick later, when he thought about it,
when the rest of the body started to stink and he stuffed it into
an empty barrel and closed the lid. In the dream, he could hear
knocking coming from inside the barrel. Watch after watch. Voices
skittered around the hold in the blackness. “You won’t tell, you
won’t tell.”

“No, you won’t!” Silveo shouted. “You’ll
never tell anyone anything ever again!”

“You’re going to die right here, my pretty
little assassin, and the world is going to be safer for
it.”

Silveo woke again. This time he couldn’t
remember where he was and spent a moment fumbling in a blind panic
before his nose caught up with his brain—the scent of Malpin’s
flat. Not the black hold of a ship, just the darkness of early
morning.

His teeth started to
chatter. He thought he could still taste raw meat.
But that didn’t happen! Not this time. I bought
my passage this time—bought it in advance, the way Malpin told me
to. The sailor in the hold—that was two years ago when I left
Sern.

Silveo struggled to
reconstruct the events, to separate dream from memory.
Did the sailor really want to have sex with me?
Or did he just come down to the hold to get something? Did I seduce
him or ambush him? He’d had nightmares
about it so many times. Now he couldn’t remember.
Did it really happen at all?

Silveo started to shake all
over. An old fear rose like poison, shutting off his air.
I’m going mad. His palms
felt moist, and his heart raced. He thought he might
vomit.

Carefully, he got up. He
left his cloak with the book in the sitting room and felt his way
down the hall to the bed chamber. He’s
probably the only one here. The other-person smell is probably from
earlier today or yesterday.

Silveo opened the door,
mentally thanking and berating Malpin for well-oiled hinges. Silveo
would have left them squeaky for the sake of paranoia, but Malpin
scoffed at such inelegance. Please always
be right about that. Please always be here when I come
home.

With the door open, Silveo
clearly heard two sets of breathing in the room, but he ignored
that. Silveo remembered the layout well enough to walk around the
bed without bumping anything. He knew which side Malpin slept on.
He sat on the edge for a long moment, trying to quiet his
nerves. I should go back to the
sofa. But he knew what waited for him
there—choking and trembling and the taste of dead flesh.

Silveo flipped up the edge
of the blanket and crawled into bed. Malpin’s warm scent enveloped
him. Safe. Everything was safe here. Malpin was facing away from
him, and Silveo got as close as he dared without actually touching
him. Thank you. Thank you. I’m sorry.
Thank you.

“Aldan!”

The note of shrill horror woke Silveo from a
sound sleep. He opened his eyes. A naked grishnard woman was
looking down at him with an expression of pure loathing. Silveo
tried in vain to remember who she was or what he’d done to offend
her.

“Aldan!” She said again, and Silveo realized
that she wasn’t really looking at him, but a little over his head.
Malpin had turned over in his sleep, and Silveo had curled up in
the crook of his arm. It was a familiar position.

Malpin came awake with a start and sat up. He
looked pinched and disgruntled, his thin hair sticking up in
cowlicks. “What?”

The woman pointed to Silveo.
She seemed almost speechless with fury. “What is
that doing in our
bed?”

Malpin glanced at Silveo, who stared back
with wide eyes. He was suddenly acutely aware of what he looked
like, with his lace and some other man’s shirt and too many
bruises.

“He was sleeping,” said Malpin
crossly.

The woman fairly howled. “No prostitutes,
you said? Oh, this is rich. All this time… I knew there was
something strange, but I hoped—” She started to cry. He reached for
her, but she tore herself away. “So this is your secret? Not other
girls, no. But boys! Or is it just foxlings? How old is he, Aldan?
Twelve? You disgusting… And Aldan’s not your real name. Halery told
me. Do I even know you, whatever-your-name-is? Did you tell me
anything that wasn’t a lie? Will you tell me that?”

Silveo watched Malpin. His
face was as unreadable as Leopaard Maijha, but Silveo had been
watching it a long time. He wants to tell
you, he thought. But the answer wouldn’t help any of us.

“This isn’t what you think,” said Malpin
quietly.

She sniffled. “No? But I’ll
never know what it is, will I?”

She snatched up her clothes from the floor,
still crying, and slammed out of the room. Silveo heard the front
door close a moment later. Malpin had scooted to the edge of the
bed, but he didn’t rise. He just sat there with his head in his
hands.

Silveo curled into the
corner of the bed. This is the part where
you hit me. Or tell me to leave and never come back. Or both.
Probably both. I poison everything.

When he spoke, Malpin’s scratchy morning
voice sounded surprisingly even. “So you survived Maijha.”

“Yes,” Silveo spoke barely
above a whisper. Ask me how it went. Make
me say you were right.

“That’s good.”

Silveo’s stomach growled loudly.

Malpin took a deep breath. “Want some
breakfast, Silveo? I bought fish and rice last night.”

For the girl I just chased
off. Silveo crawled to the edge of the bed.
He didn’t meet Malpin’s eyes. Malpin took one of Silveo’s arms and
examined it. “That bruise could use a compress. What happened to
your leg?”

“Stab wound,” muttered Silveo.

“Did you boil the dressings and use salt
water?”

“Yes.”

“Good boy. I’ve got a little tincture of
silver and nettle paste that might help, too.”

Thank you.
“I brought you a book.”

“Did you?”

I love you.
“That herbal you’re always going on
about.”

“Really?”

I’d do anything for
you. “Yes, it’s in your sitting
room.”

Malpin stood, yawning. “Well, let’s go see
it.”


 


Author’s Note

“Professionals” is a piece of backstory from
The Guild of the Cowry Catchers—a darker, grittier series
than Prophet. Malpin is an assassin who deals with his guilt
by performing an unexpected act of kindness after every job. Silveo
was raised in a brothel, and he was an occasional recipient of
these acts. Malpin would purchase Silveo’s time for the evening,
and then read while Silveo slept. Malpin was Silveo’s closest
equivalent to a parent. To Malpin’s shock, Silveo later escaped
from the brothel and showed up on Malpin’s doorstep, already well
on his way to adopting Malpin’s profession.

Silveo is 29 by the time Cowry
Catchers begins, and Malpin is long dead. Silveo has grown into
a highly charismatic, morally ambiguous character—a bitter,
brilliant Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch. His time as a prostitute
and assassin is well astern, and his personal walls are much
higher. However, his capacity to recognize friendship remains
intact, shaped by one of the few relationships in his childhood
that was neither sexual, nor abusive.


 


The End

 The
Prophet of Panamindorah trilogy is
available in most ebook stores. You can try the first book,
Fauns and Filinians, for
free.

The Guild of the Cowry
Catchers is available as 5,
beautifully-illustrated eBooks. Start with the first book,
Embers. The first book is
free.

You can listen to a

free audio version of the Crossroads collection
on Podiobooks.com.
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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.
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