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Sky
Dance

I

Thessalyn Clambottom had known the griffin
Chesher for an entire season before she realized that Chesher had
no wings. At five years of age, Thessalyn did not stand quite to
Chesher’s elbow, and when she reached her arms around the downy
neck, her fingers fell short of the shoulder blades. Chesher had
been reading for Thessalyn throughout the summer and fall, but it
was not until a chilly day in early winter that the normally formal
and business-like griffin allowed her small charge to fall asleep
in the crook of her warm body. Then Thessalyn reached up drowsily,
and touched the stumps of Chesher’s wings.

Thessalyn felt Chesher stiffen. Thessalyn was
astute enough, even at five, to understand that she must not act
surprised by the things that others had seen and she could not.
After that, Chesher lay down in her presence more often and seemed
more at ease. Thessalyn was six years old before she summoned the
nerve to ask about Chesher’s wings.

“An accident,” was all Chesher would say. It
was about that time that Thessalyn also became aware that Chesher’s
great, gentle paws were always velvet. No matter how she stroked
the downy fur, Thessalyn could not feel even the hint of a
claw.

With Chesher’s assistance, Thessalyn was
consuming books far beyond her classmates. She had plenty of time
for it, as her peers avoided her. A blind child from a peasant
family was an anomaly at Mance’s prestigious School of Minstrels,
and her first year had not been easy. The other children were
either younger sons and daughters of ruling families or the
well-placed children of wealthy merchants and artisans. All had
exceptional talent, else they’d never have been admitted, but
Thessalyn was a prodigy.

Everyone knew it before even hearing her
sing. How else would a yokel from the backwaters of the Small
Kingdoms have been admitted to the archipelago’s premier school of
music? She must have a wealthy patron, probably her island’s ruling
family. Patronage, however, did not appear to extend to clothes and
meals, as she dressed in the simplest of garb and ate in the lowest
ranking of the dining halls. Her accent was coarse and her manners
untrained. Her name said it all. Some of the students had taken to
calling her “Clammybottom.”

But not while she sang. When Thessalyn sang,
no one talked. No one laughed. They hardly breathed.

And so, after the first year, they mostly
ignored her. The school council wasn’t sure how to deal with her
handicap at first, but within a season, they’d provided her with
Chesher for reading and navigating and the occasional correction of
her manners, and the problem seemed solved. From what Thessalyn
gathered, Chesher was an old brood griffin. She’d raised a cub
every two or three years for many seasons, but that had ceased some
time ago, and now she mostly ran errands for the school to
surrounding villages. Chesher did not speak much of her life before
the school, and Thessalyn was too shy to ask.

With Chesher’s help, Thessalyn had become
proficient at navigating the school grounds. Indeed, she moved so
quickly and with such assurance that she’d been asked for
directions on several occasions by newcomers. She noticed that they
did not ask Chesher, even though the griffin was standing right
beside her and could obviously see.

In the fall of Thessalyn’s seventh year, the
two of them were prowling the library after classes, looking for
new texts. Thessalyn had begun to stray into the advanced section.
It was the largest music library in Wefrivain, including both music
and scholarly texts, but it did not seem large to a seven-year-old
girl who made it the focus of her every waking moment. Ballads were
a minstrel’s main fare—stories of heroes and gods and love and war.
Thessalyn knew most of the books by the feel of their spines and
the smell of their ink and vellum—their various shapes and sizes.
She could locate her favorites at their accustomed places on the
shelves. Chesher was a dexterous creature, but her great beak was
meant for eviscerating prey, not turning the delicate pages of old
books. So Thessalyn opened each one and turned each page as Chesher
read. She knew which pages were rough or torn, and she could turn
quickly to her favorite sections. The books were like the faces of
old friends beneath her fingers, but all of their voices were
Chesher’s.

She’d climbed upon a table and was going
along the top shelf, examining advanced books and scrolls, many of
which contained ballads that Chesher declared “within your skill,
but beyond your years,” a phrase that Thessalyn had come to
associate with the lurid love ballads favored by many courts in the
last half century. She came upon a slim volume at the end of one
shelf. The spine crackled under her fingers—old leather, not
well-maintained. Odd. “What’s this?”

It smelled like something she could not
identify. Sheep skin vellum was the most common medium in the
library, followed by zebra skin. But this book smelled like
something else.

Thessalyn felt Chesher’s warm breath on her
arm. The griffin could crane her neck up to the top shelf without
standing on anything. The warm breath ceased. “Chesher?”

“I’m here, lady.”

“What’s this one called?”

“It—” Chesher seemed baffled—a rare thing.
“It is in another language, lady.”

Many of the texts in the library were in
languages or dialects other than common Grishnard. It was a
minstrel’s role to learn as many of these as possible, and
Thessalyn’s Maijhan was coming along nicely, as was her knowledge
of the uncouth Hunti speech. Chesher had never seemed perturbed by
a foreign language before. “Which language?”

The griffin seemed to compose herself. “It is
sometimes called High Grishnard, lady.”

“Sometimes?” Thessalyn reached out to stroke
the griffin’s beak in an effort to offer reassurance.

“Always, lady,” said Chesher quickly. “It is
always called High Grishnard. It was the language spoken here
hundreds of years ago. It is considered a barbaric tongue in these
days and not often sung. The book is small. I am sure that it is a
scholarly text—dry and uninteresting.”

Thessalyn smirked. “Whenever you tell me that
something is ‘uninteresting,’ it always turns out to be full of
beautiful, fainting women and dashing, sweaty men.”

Chesher gave a snort. “In this case, lady, I
doubt very much that the book contains fainting or sweating.”

“I want to read some of it.” Thessalyn pulled
the fragile volume from the shelf. She started to toss it onto the
table, changed her mind, and crouched to set it down gently. The
book felt as though it might disintegrate in her hands. “Do you
think it’s hundreds of years old, Chesher? Thousands? It feels like
thousands. And it smells like—”

Chesher’s voice sounded anxious. “Thessalyn,
I suspect that this book was misfiled. The president’s private
library is next door. I suspect that this volume belongs there. We
should take it to the curator.”

Thessalyn reached for Chesher’s ruff. She ran
her hand through the downy feathers, feeling the taut muscles
beneath. You are afraid. Why?

She opened the book. “Just a few pages,” she
begged. “Read me a few pages, and if it has something terrible in
it, we’ll take it to the curator. I promise.”

Thessalyn could read voices as others read
faces, but Chesher’s voice had taken on a tone that even she could
not identify. “I do not know High Grishnard, lady. I suspect you
will study it in three or four years when you reach the advanced
classes. It is scattered throughout the older ballads—words here
and there, but not entire songs.”

Thessalyn hesitated. She did not like to
upset Chesher. “Can you at least hum a little of the music?”
Chesher had a passable singing voice. She could convey a tune well
enough, and Thessalyn had an ear like a sponge.

Chesher hesitated for so long that Thessalyn
thought she would not answer. Then she realized that the griffin
was concentrating on the page. With a sound so low that it seemed
hardly more than a resonance in her chest, Chesher began to hum.
Thessalyn leaned back against Chesher’s breast bone, straining to
memorize the cadences of the music.

The griffin broke off a moment later. “The
notation is archaic,” she said quickly. “I am not certain I have it
right.”

“It’s beautiful,” breathed Thessalyn.

“And very complicated,” said Chesher. “I am
not doing it justice, lady, and, although I rarely say this, the
song is beyond your skill. Let us put it away. Whoever mis-filed it
will come looking.”

Chesher seemed unhappy. So, without further
questions, Thessalyn did as she was bid. She never found the book
in that room again, although she searched for it. She did not
mention her search to Chesher. Sometimes, though, in the years that
followed, when Thessalyn felt joyful or content, she would hum that
bit of music from the mysterious book. If there was anyone else
around, Chesher would shush her. If not, the griffin would grow
very still and listen.

II

During her third year at the school,
Thessalyn made more friends. She’d become so adept at finding her
way that new students often took an entire season to realize that
she was blind. She went home to Holovarus once and so impressed
Lord Holovar with her singing that he chose to make an investment
in her. Now she ate in the mid-level dining hall and dressed in
flowing gowns more suited to her future occupation.

One day, one of her classmates confided in
Thessalyn that her father’s mistress had died, and the lady had
been more of a mother to the girl than ever her real mother had.
She could not go into official mourning, but was in great distress.
The distress eventually passed, but the friendship between
Thessalyn and Lady Margot Haplag did not.

Thessalyn had a gift for listening, as well
as a sense of humor that startled those who did not know her. Her
lack of a distinct social class or a home court in the Great
Islands made her an ideal confidant. The prejudices of her
classmates, and even their jealousy at her skill, disintegrated in
the face of her guileless goodwill.

As a result, she soon had more than enough
classmates who would happily read for her. By the time she was
eight, Thessalyn did not need Chesher’s services in the classroom
and rarely out of it. Her speech and manners had become
indistinguishable from the royalty and nobility that surrounded
her, and she could slip easily into the high-flown language of the
ballads that would be her livelihood.

However, she was loath to part with the old
griffin. She invented the pretext of daily walks on the wooded
cliffs above the beach, during which she simply must have a guide
for safety’s sake. She told her instructors that the walks helped
her compose music, which was true. Composition was a large part of
the advanced classwork. She told the instructors that she needed
time alone and walking. No one ever seemed to think that she was
not truly alone with Chesher.

One day in late summer when she was nine
years old, Thessalyn took such a walk in a state of great high
spirits. She’d been told that she would have an apprentice tour in
the spring when she turned ten. Very few students received enough
invitations for an apprentice tour. Their debut tour would be
sponsored by the school, but apprentice tours were made only at the
request and sponsorship of the courts that the child would visit.
It augured well for Thessalyn’s future that she had so impressed
visitors to the school. The court in Mance had welcomed her for
unofficial visits on several occasions and now wanted a formal
performance. The Maijhan court was asking to see her, as were
several of its large holdings. The court in Haplag had not yet
extended an invitation, but several of its prominent families had.
Thessalyn’s instructors were extremely pleased, and Thessalyn was
excited by the prospect of travel.

She told Chesher all this as they walked,
with the sea breeze playing across her face, and the first of the
autumn leaves crunching beneath her bare paws. The smell of the
woods mingled pleasantly with the smell of the ocean. Chesher was
quiet. She’d never been a demonstrative griffin, but she’d always
been encouraging. Thessalyn stopped at last, in a spot she liked,
where she could feel the sun on her face and hear the far-off
caesura of the waves on the rocks below.

“Chesher, is something wrong?”

The griffin shook herself. “No, nothing,
lady. I am very happy for you.”

“You don’t sound happy.” Thessalyn moved her
hand towards Chesher’s head, but the griffin deftly lifted it out
of her reach.

“It is only that I will miss you, lady,” she
said softly.

Thessalyn laughed. “I won’t be gone forever!
Only for the spring. Then I shall come back and not go away again
until my debut tour at fourteen.”

Chesher sighed. “I’m sure that seems a very
long time to you, lady. It does not seem so long to me.”

Thessalyn frowned. “I wish you’d call me
Thess.”

The griffin gave a little snort. Thessalyn
was sure that it was meant to sound like a laugh, but it didn’t.
“Chesher… Sit down with me a moment.”

Thessalyn made herself comfortable on the
grass, and, after a moment, Chesher stretched out beside her. It
was only then that Thessalyn became certain of what she’d suspected
earlier. Chesher was trembling. When Thessalyn stroked her head and
beak, she felt a dampness in the feathers there. Beasts did not
weep in grief. It was not their instinctive response. However, they
did sometimes shed tears of pain. Chesher’s behavior implied that,
whatever the problem was, it had reached the pitch of physical
pain.

“Chesher,” whispered Thessalyn in horror,
“what’s wrong? Oh, my friend, what is the matter?”

The griffin turned her head away again as
though ashamed. After a moment, she said, “Do you remember that
book we found in the library once? The one I couldn’t read to
you?”

“In High Grishnard?” asked Thessalyn. “With
the beautiful tune? The one that always makes you nervous when I
hum it?”

“I know someone who could have read the words
for us,” whispered Chesher. “I wish now that I’d asked him. I wish
he could have heard you sing that song…just once.”

Thessalyn stroked Chesher’s shoulders,
ignoring the misshapen stumps of her wings. She realized suddenly
that she’d never heard Chesher talk about other friends before.
“You must have loved him very much. Is he dead?”

“Dying,” said Chesher quietly. “He’s old like
me. And now he’s dying.”

Thessalyn stood up. “Well, then, we have no
time to lose!”

Chesher did not rise. “You don’t understand,
lady. You can’t go to him. He’s—”

Thessalyn tossed her head. “I can and I will!
I don’t care who he is. I’m sure I can get the president to loan me
that book for an afternoon.”

Chesher struggled to her feet. Her voice
sounded panicky. “No, Thessalyn! No! You must never ask about that
book! Not of any grishnard. Do you understand? Never.”

Thessalyn was taken aback. “Alright, then,”
she said humbly. “But I remember the tune well enough. If it would
please him… If it would ease your grief…”

Chesher sighed. “Yes. I think it would please
him.” She hesitated. “He’s a faun, Thessalyn—a pegasus shelt. He
works in the school’s garden and fields.”

Thessalyn was surprised, but her instincts
told her to keep quiet. After a long moment, Chesher continued.
“High Grishnard is...not Grishnard at all. It’s the language of the
Shavier fauns—the language they spoke when they ruled their own
islands hundreds of years ago before the conquest. No one wants to
admit that our ancient language is a faun language…or that the old
ballads are really faun ballads. We’ve eaten every bit of them…even
their native tongue.”

Thessalyn considered. “That old book…it
wasn’t made of sheep skin or zebra skin, was it? Was it grishnard
skin? Or griffin?”

Chesher sounded uncomfortable. “Grishnards
aren’t supposed to have such keen noses, lady. Keep that up, and
they’ll accuse you of being a half-breed with ocelon blood.”

Thessalyn laughed. “I’m blind, Chesher. I use
my nose more than most.”

“I don’t,” said Chesher. “But I know that
some of those old scrolls are made of such things, though more
likely it was some strange beast that lived here before the
conquest.”

“Before we killed them all,” said Thessalyn
softly. Before Chesher could continue, she said, “But I guess we
can’t be too angry about an old book made of grishnard skin. After
all, we eat fauns and pegasus. Lady Margot showed me her new gloves
yesterday, made of leather so fine and soft that I dared not ask
where it came from.”

“The school of music does not serve shelt
meat in its kitchens,” said Chesher severely.

“No, but they serve pegasus,” said Thessalyn.
“And don’t pegasus talk just as you do?”

Chesher said nothing.

Thessalyn picked at her gown. “They’ll serve
faun meat in some of the courts where I’ll go on my tours. I don’t
know what I think about that. What should I think,
Chesher?”

“I think you are unusual to even consider
such things at your age,” said the griffin softly. “I think you
will grow into a good and compassionate minstrel.”

Thessalyn felt something warm on her own
cheek and quickly wiped it away. “Chesher, do you know where I came
from?”

“From Holovarus, lady?”

She gave a shaky laugh and then composed
herself. She thought for a moment. I can tell this story. Isn’t
that what they’ve taught me to do? To tell good stories? “A
little holding called Holovarus-2. Not that Holovarus has any
holdings that aren’t little. I was no kind of lady, either.
My family are farmers in a muddy estuary called Clambottom. They
harvest fish and seaweed and clams. In a good year, they dry and
smoke and pickle the extra, and they have some leftover to trade at
the local market. Most years, they barely manage to make the king’s
tax. If they don’t make the tax, they won’t keep their land.

“Sometimes, they dive for oysters in the bay.
Most years, they find a few deformed pearls that they can sell at
the big market in Malabar. Every four or five years, they find a
really valuable pearl. Those pearls are my family’s special
insurance against bad luck. They keep those pearls for the years
when everything goes wrong, and then sometimes a pearl is the only
way they are able to eat and pay the king’s tax.

“On the day I was born, my father found an
oyster with a pearl. He says it was the most perfect pearl he ever
saw—big as his thumb and the color of new cream. He says it was the
same color as my eyes. So, even though I was born blind, he called
me lucky.” Thessalyn stopped. It was difficult to speak of her
father.

“He liked to sing. He was…is…always singing
as he goes about his work. I sang with him, from as early as I can
remember. They say I sang before I talked. I wasn’t very useful
about the farm, although I tried—turning the drying seaweed,
cleaning the clams, the fish, the nets… I know now that some of my
father’s brothers thought that I…” Thessalyn stumbled over her
words. Even her schooling had not given her a way to express this.
“They thought I would be pretty,” she finished lamely.

“Hush,” said Chesher. Her voice was as gentle
as Thessalyn had ever heard it. “There’s no need—”

Thessalyn shook her head. “No, I want to tell
you. I realized just now that you’re more of a friend to me than
anyone, and I’ve never told you anything, really.”

“That’s not true—” began Chesher, but
Thessalyn continued.

“I didn’t know it then, but when I came home,
I found out. Most everyone in the family told my father to sell me
to a passing ship…like a pearl found in an oyster. They wouldn’t
have called it ‘selling,’ of course. It’s illegal to sell grishnard
slaves in Wefrivain. They would have called it an apprenticeship.
The ship would have sold my ‘apprenticeship’ to a brothel on Sern
or Haplag, or perhaps they would have sold me as an outright slave
in the Lawless Lands. Maybe, if I was lucky, I would have been sold
to a lord or a rich merchant, and I would have been treated well as
a mistress, but either way…”

Chesher rested her great heavy head across
Thessalyn’s lap and curled her body around the girl. Thessalyn
wiped her eyes again. “Not my mother, of course. She didn’t want
that to happen to me, but she was ill with her next pregnancy, and
she’d lost so many children to accidents and disease… She’d already
let go of me inside her head.

“But my father wouldn’t do it. When I was
five years old, he sold that pearl to send me to school here. My
family was always living on the edge of ruin, but he sold the
finest pearl he ever found to send me—” Thessalyn was losing the
battle with her dignity. With her face buried in Chesher’s warm
feathers, she let herself be the lonely nine-year-old that she
never let anyone see. “And I miss him,” she sobbed. “He’s sick
sometimes now—old before his time from over-work. He could have an
accident any day in a boat or on the reef, and I might never see
him again. No one in my family can write, so I’ve never had a
letter. But when I went home two years ago, he told me he was proud
of me. You should have heard his voice, Chesher. And I want
to make him proud, so I didn’t cry. But I miss him.”

“You’ll see him again,” murmured Chesher.
“You will, Thessalyn. I heard that Lord Holovar himself is anxious
to see you. Didn’t he invite you for this coming tour?”

Thessalyn sat up and sniffled. “Yes. But we
may not make it before the winter weather sets in. My instructors
say we must wait and see.”

“You’ll make it,” said Chesher with
confidence. “If you make your wishes clear, they will honor them.”
She hesitated. “I had no idea that your family sent you here. I
thought it was Lord Holovar from the beginning.”

Thessalyn shook her head. “My father
petitioned, and the king did send a recommendation, but no
money. It wasn’t until I came home and sang for him after my second
year that he began to support me. I would never have been able to
impress him without the training my father bought me with his
pearl.”

“Your uncles had this much right,” murmured
Chesher. “You are the pearl, my dear. Your father kept what
mattered.”

Thessalyn composed herself. “Now you know all
my dark secrets.”

Chesher snorted. “If that’s as dark as your
secrets get, the court gossips will be at a loss as to what to do
with you.”

Thessalyn did not smile. “You didn’t lose
your wings in an accident, did you, Chesher? Or your claws,
either.”

Chesher grew perfectly still. Thessalyn
stroked her head. “One of my friends tried to tell me something bad
about you last year, but I shushed her. I told her I would never
speak to her again if she said ill of you, and so she didn’t. I
can’t believe you would ever do anything really bad. But I
feel like you don’t quite trust me…because you won’t tell me. This
friend of yours who’s a faun…he has something to do with it,
doesn’t he?”

Chesher swallowed. “If you came from the
Great Islands, lady, you’d already know.”

“But I don’t!” said Thessalyn, frustrated. “I
came from little nowhere Holovarus. I’d never even tasted a pegasus
before I got here. I know you think I’ll come back from my tour all
refined and cruel, but I won’t.”

Chesher sighed. “I should have told you long
ago. I assumed you had heard it from someone else.” She took a deep
breath. “I was a house griffin to one of the great families on
Haplag—cousins to the king. I was not bonded to a shelt at birth,
because it is thought that unbonded female griffins breed more
readily...and it is probably true. I came from excellent stock—old
blood-lines, carefully selected for griffins that would bond with
shelts. My cubs were taken from me at a yellow month or so of
age—before they opened their eyes. The first thing they saw would
be a grishnard—their new master or mistress. And they were to bond
with that person, not with me. The only exceptions were female cubs
of such quality that they were chosen for breeding. Those cubs I
was allowed to raise…and love.”

Thessalyn stroked Chesher’s ears and
beak.

Chesher shook herself. “It was not a bad
life. My cubs would have grown up and moved on, even if I’d been
allowed to raise all of them. They went to excellent homes. But it
is hard to lose one’s children so often.

“I was friends with several of their fathers,
but they were often away, hunting with the lords of the estate,
sailing with them, guarding their many possessions. They were
bonded to shelts, and they were never as close to me as to their
two-legged companions. As a brood griffin, I was pampered and
sheltered and mostly kept at home. As I grew older and my output of
cubs declined, I was given the task of helping to care for one of
the lord’s young sons. The child had his own bond griffin, of
course, but the griffin was just a cub, and they both needed
looking after.

“The boy had a tutor—Pavel—who was forever
chasing after him. Pavel was a faun—a Shavier slave. That was
unusual, of course, but such things are sometimes done in Haplag,
where free fauns own land and businesses. This faun had been
kidnapped as a young adult from the Pendalon Mountains, half a
world away. He was educated and literate. His slavery must have
been devastating to him at the beginning, but, by the time I met
him, he was in late middle-age and had settled into his yoke. Pavel
was a good teacher. He taught the boy to read and me along with
him. Together, we kept the boy and his cub out of trouble.”

Chesher paused. “The next part is difficult
for me to explain. Perhaps it was because I was a mother who missed
her children…or perhaps it is something in a griffin’s nature.
Perhaps, if I had been allowed to bond with my mates… But I
wasn’t—not truly—and the griffins of Wefrivain are bred to
bond with a shelt. At any rate, I bonded with Pavel as truly as any
misty-eyed cub bonds with a grishnard child.”

Thessalyn traced patterns in Chesher’s downy
feathers. “I don’t see why that should be a crime.”

“It wasn’t…exactly,” said Chesher. “It’s not
a crime on Haplag for a griffin to bond with a faun. It’s just
shameful…and certainly inappropriate for me. I don’t think I ever
admitted it aloud to anyone back then…although I did say that we
were friends.”

“What happened?”

“When the child turned twelve, he was sent
away to school,” said Chesher, “and his tutor was sold to another
family in need of his services. There was no warning. I came to
visit Pavel one day in his quarters, and he was gone. The great
houses often sold slaves like that—so as not to make a scene among
the other staff. I tried to live with it. I tried…”

“Didn’t you tell anyone?” asked Thessalyn.
“Didn’t you ask whether you might go with him?”

Chesher snorted. “What was I to say? I have
bonded with a faun slave, and now I cannot bear my life without
him? This would not have been well-received, I assure you.”

“But couldn’t you just leave? You
weren’t a slave, after all. I didn’t think griffins could be bought
or sold in Wefrivain…”

Chesher twitched her tail. “Adult griffins in
Wefrivain cannot be purchased, it’s true. Cubs can, but only before
they open their eyes. Our legal status on most islands is much like
that of a grishnard child. We are not slaves, but we cannot own
property, either. I could not have purchased Pavel’s freedom. I
owned no money, no matter how much the sale of my cubs had brought
the estate.

“A master who kills his griffin can be
prosecuted for murder, although this rarely happens. A strange
griffin hunting on a grishnard’s property is poaching, and may be
killed for it, just as any shelt. So I could not simply relocate to
the estate that had purchased Pavel.

“After a red month, I invented a pretext to
visit the estate. I had grown lean and ragged. No food tasted good
to me, and I could not seem to remember to groom. My keepers had
expressed concern, but no one guessed the truth—that I was
mourning. When I visited the estate, I discovered that Pavel had
been deemed too old to keep up with small children. He’d been sold
within a yellow month of his arrival to a local mine.

“I was horrified. I lost all sense of
propriety and paid a visit to the mine that very night. When I
found him, he looked no better than I—ragged and starving. The mine
bought cheap slaves and worked them to death. They were not meant
to survive for long. When Pavel saw me, he broke down sobbing. He
regretted the years he’d spent in comfortable slavery instead of
trying to run away. He said that he’d wasted the strength of his
youth because he’d been treated gently. Now, when he was too old to
run, when he should have been writing books and teaching, he would
be discarded like a used handkerchief. He spoke of how badly he
missed his homeland and the loved ones he would never see
again.

“I went half-mad with grief. I wanted to fly
away with him that very night—try to reach the Lawless Lands,
anything. He convinced me not to—and a good thing, because we would
have probably been shot within a day. Instead, he begged me to take
a message. He’d developed some Resistance contacts when he was
living at our estate. He’d even helped to hide a runaway slave
once. He had no idea whether the contacts would respond, but he
wanted to try.

“I took his message. There was a reply.
Within a yellow month, I—a respectable, aging brood griffin of a
great house—was elbows deep in the doings of Resistance pirates. Is
it any wonder that we were caught? I was hardly well-suited to my
purpose. I’m amazed that we got as far as we did.”

Thessalyn wrapped her arms around Chesher’s
neck. The muscles there were corded and trembling. “Chesher, I’m so
sorry.”

The griffin shook herself. “We were lucky.
Very lucky. The boy whom we’d cared for had returned home
for a visit when Pavel and I were caught making our way to the
coast to rendezvous with a pirate ship. We could have been
executed. We would have been executed if the Temple Police
had gotten wind of it. But the boy was horrified to learn of
Pavel’s fate. This had, of course, been kept from him. In his fury,
he managed to convince his father not to turn us over to the
Temple, and he would not hear of Pavel being maimed for his attempt
to escape death in the mines. It was a shameful way to treat a
former tutor, and the lord was inclined to agree.

“I was another matter. I was a house griffin.
My behavior was inexcusable.” Chesher swallowed. “So they hacked
off my wings and tore out my claws—the mark of a griffin who has
committed a grievous crime and has become a slave. I’m fortunate
that they did not sell me to pull a cart. In one final act of
mercy, the boy arranged for Pavel and I to be sold to the same
place—the school of Minstrels here on Mance, where our manners and
education would be valued, and where we might live out the rest of
our days without too much harassment for our crimes.”

There was a long, heavy silence after Chesher
finished. Thessalyn traced the ragged stumps of her wings. “Do you
miss flying?” she whispered.

“Every day. To be denied the sky is…it is as
though they had forbidden you to sing.” She shook her ruff. “For a
time, I could not even stand to see Pavel. I blamed him for my lost
freedom—for the loss of the clouds and sea wind and diving and
skimming low over the ocean. Of course, I was still valuable as a
brood griffin. I managed to produce one more cub for the school.
Mercifully, it was a female of breeding quality. She gave me
something to do, someone to love for a couple of years. Then she
went to live at the Bestiary. I had no more cubs. The shelts here
are not unkind, but…”

“But they treat you differently,” said
Thessaly. “I noticed. I just didn’t understand.”

“I am disgraced,” said Chesher softly. “I am
a charity case…passing time until I die. I’m useful enough to fetch
supplies, to pull a cart—”

“Help a blind girl,” murmured Thessalyn.

Chesher smiled. “I’m useful enough to be
worth my feed, but not much more. After a few years, I started
visiting Pavel again. I knew I’d been unfair. He works in the
school’s garden and sometimes the kitchens. With his education, one
would think they’d use him in the library or classroom, but many of
the students here come from conservative families, and they would
be shocked to see a faun instructing grishnards.

“We’re both too old now for anyone to worry
about. Pavel isn’t even worth selling to a mine anymore. We’ve been
friends again these last few years, and I felt truly useful helping
you. Life was almost bearable…and then he became sick this last
winter. He almost died, and his lungs never completely recovered.
Now, with another winter coming, and his body weakened…I do not
think he will see the spring.”

Thessalyn dusted herself off and stood up.
“And you think he would be cheered by that song in the old
book?”

“It is a song from his homeland,” said
Chesher, “a sky dance song that the Shavier fauns perform with wild
pegasus. Such dances are a piece of the distant past in Wefrivain,
but they’re alive and well in the Pendalons. I’ve heard him speak
of them often.”

Thessalyn was deep in thought as they walked
back to the school. She bade Chesher good-bye with an absent hug
and went up to her room. Lady Margot was talking, but Thessalyn
hardly heard her. The tune from the old book sang softly in her
head. Softly and sadly, but also with hope.

Three days later, Thessalyn surprised Chesher
in her nest box. “Lady,” said the griffin, disapproving, as
Thessalyn came right in among the hay and old bones. “I would have
come if summoned!”

“Hush,” said Thessalyn with a giggle. She
crouched down below the wall of the box and pulled something out of
her satchel. “Look what I have.”

There was a moment of silent stillness. Then
Chesher sputtered. “Thessalyn! Didn’t I tell you—”

“It’s all quite legal!” interjected
Thessalyn. “I asked the president if I might visit his private
library, as I’m about to go on my first official tour. I would like
to impress the courts with unique material. I asked if I might
borrow two or three small books. He seemed impressed!”

Chesher was making a grumbling noise.

“I was left alone with his secretary,”
continued Thessalyn. “I felt my way around, and you were right. The
book was in there. I borrowed it and a couple of other things that
sounded interesting when he read me the titles. The secretary made
a note and handed them to me. It was all very simple.”

“They’ll ask you what you were thinking when
you bring them back,” muttered Chesher.

“Why? What would they care?”

“Because the Temple doesn’t like pegasus
songs,” said Chesher. “Pegasus do not worship wyverns.”

Thessalyn was surprised. “What do they
worship?”

“Just the Firebird, I think. It doesn’t
matter. If you get too interested, they’ll suspect you of
Resistance sympathies.”

Thessalyn snorted. “Because I’m such a
threat.”

“More than you know,” muttered Chesher. “But
you have the book now, and you’re determined, so we might as well
do this. If you excuse yourself for a walk this afternoon, I’ll
make sure Pavel is available.”

III

“Lady Thessalyn, it is good to meet you.”
Pavel had a soft voice, and Thessalyn thought that he must be about
her own height. Although she could not see him, Thessalyn had the
impression that he was directing his comments at the ground.

As they stood beneath the sighing fir trees
on the wooded cliffs, she realized that she’d never spoken with a
faun before, and she’d unconsciously expected them to
sound…different. Smaller? Younger? Less intelligent? She wasn’t
certain, but this retiring elderly person sounded much like any of
her professors. She made a little bow, sweeping her gown as she’d
been taught, and Pavel gave a nervous laugh.

Chesher sputtered beside her. “Lady, if you
bow to the fauns at court, your instructors will have
palpitations.”

Thessalyn giggled. “I know. But I’m not at
court. And this is your friend.”

“You are exceptionally kind, lady,” said
Pavel.

“If you talk to my face,” she said with an
air of mischief, “I’ll hear you better.”

Pavel sounded startled. “I— It is considered
rude for a slave to look a grishnard in the face, lady.”

“But I can’t see you,” said Thessalyn, “and
if I could, I would want to see your face.”

There was a moment of silence, and she heard
Pavel mutter to Chesher. “I’m not sure we’re doing your young
charge any favors.”

“She’s more persistent than she looks,”
answered Chesher.

“I’m blind, not deaf,” said Thessalyn, and
they all laughed. Pavel’s laughter dissolved into coughing—a deep,
wet cough that left his voice softer than ever.

“I understand you have a book that you would
like translated,” he managed.

“Yes.” Thessalyn produced the book from her
satchel and held it out.

Pavel took it gently, not touching her hands.
“Oh…” he breathed. She realized, then, that Chesher had not told
him the nature of the text. She wondered whether it would hurt
Pavel’s pride to know that they were doing this for him and not as
a school exercise.

“This…you do not want this translated, lady.
It— It might offend—”

“I know,” she said softly. “And I do
want it translated. Chesher and I found it in the library many
years ago, and she hummed me a little of the tune. I have never
forgotten it.”

“She hasn’t,” agreed Chesher dryly. “And she
wants to know the words…even if she may never sing them at
court.”

There was a silence, and Thessalyn felt
frustrated that she could not see the looks Chesher and Pavel were
exchanging over her head. She tried a new tack. “Why would it
offend anyone, Pavel? Chesher says it’s a Firebird song. Wyverns
are servants of the Firebird…or perhaps he is a servant of theirs.
Either way, the Temple is not against his messages.”

Pavel gave a cough. His words came out
clipped and fast. “The Temple here has appropriated elements of the
Firebird only because they could not eradicate him entirely. In the
Pendalons—” He stopped, as though suddenly conscious of what he was
saying and who he was saying it to. “Forgive me, lady. I forget
myself.”

Before Thessalyn could think what to say, he
continued. “Without context, the song might not draw much
attention. Perhaps you might even be able to use it on occasion.
It’s a sky dance song. Pegasus in the Pendalons are not bred to
bond with shelts as griffins are in Wefrivain. Most pegasus live
wild. Some flocks migrate vast distances to breed and lay their
eggs. Some even fly through these islands. No one knows all the
places they go. It is said that some flocks sail to a star…or to an
island on the cusp between the worlds…or past the edge to the
shores beyond the world.

“Some have annual migrations, some biennial
or even triennial. But when they come through the Pendalons in the
fall, when all three moons are full, they fly through the city of
Clyperion.” He stopped and swallowed, and Thessalyn knew that he
was speaking of his homeland. “Many flocks who’ve traveled untold
distances, together with the jungle pegasus, and the local pegasus
bonded to shelts—they all come together in the Great Portico and
fly the sky dance. They sing, and every year the song is a little
different. It starts as it ended the year before, but they add
verses and ideas, and so it changes over time. The tune remains
roughly the same. They fly a complex pattern during the
dance—pegasus of all colors and sizes under the vast dome of the
Great Portico—and the shelts walk upon their backs.”

“Walk?” breathed Thessalyn.

“Yes,” said Pavel, caught up in his own
narrative. “The shelts who are brave enough step out from the
walkway high above, and walk the pattern of the dance, each step
caught by a different pegasus passing underneath. And if they dance
well and fearlessly, a wild pegasus may take notice of them and
speak with them afterward, and sometimes that pegasus chooses to
leave the flock and live among shelts. It is not the only way to
gain a mount, for foals are born to bonded pegasus, but it is
considered the best way. Because, we go to them, you
see. We shelts leave our element—the ground—and we enter their
element—the sky—and we put our lives in their keeping, and that is
how we meet one another.”

Thessalyn let out a long breath. “It sounds
so beautiful,” she whispered. “What does it have to do with the
Firebird?”

Pavel seemed to struggle for a moment. “The
wild pegasus have a word for him. There is no good Grishnard
translation. It means the opposite of chaos. The spirit of
creation. Of patterns. And every pattern, every creation, is an act
against chaos, against the darkness. The sky dance is always
dedicated to him. There are no wyverns in the Pendalons and no
slaves, either. Every creature capable of creating is
considered of equal value.”

Thessalyn thought about this. She was not
sure that she understood, but she liked the way it sounded. “I want
to hear the words.”

There was a moment of silence. Thessalyn
heard the rustle of vellum pages turning. “This is very old,”
murmured Pavel.

“We know,” said Chesher. Thessalyn could
imagine the griffin looking around, just to make sure that they
were completely alone on the isolated cliff.

Pavel was humming under his breath. Thessalyn
recognized the tune.

“It seemed impossibly complicated,” ventured
Chesher, “but perhaps I misunderstood the music.”

“No,” said Pavel, “the author has attempted
to capture the many harmonies sung by different flocks of pegasus.
No single voice could produce all of that music. It is a song for
many voices, but the main melody is here at the top. This is, of
course, a version of the song sung hundreds of years ago. It will
not be the song sung in Clyperion this fall…or even decades ago
when I was there. The title, literally translated, is ‘Walk Upon
High.’ It means the sky dance.”

“Is it only sung in Clyperion?” asked
Thessalyn with a frown. “I’m sure that pegasus sometimes pass
through here in the fall…”

“The lady is perceptive,” said Pavel. “The
sky dance is performed in villages all over the Pendalons. That is
how it morphs. Many of the new verses are created before the flocks
arrive in Clyperion, where we have the largest convergence of
flocks. Those flocks whose migrations take two or three years, pass
through other places during certain fall seasons, such as your
islands.”

He was silent for a few moments more, then
began to sing—a restrained, measured sound. Thessalyn thought that
he was trying to keep from coughing. She had heard High Grishnard
before—a word here and there as Chesher had said—but never full
phrases. The liquid syllables seemed made for music.

After a few verses, Pavel broke off,
coughing. “I am sorry, lady. My chest—”

“Oh, don’t be sorry!” exclaimed Thessalyn.
“It’s lovely! I don’t understand why we don’t write ballads in High
Grishnard…or Shavier…whatever language it is.”

She thought she detected a smile in Pavel’s
voice when he answered. “The wild pegasus sing to each other more
than they talk. They share news and gossip that way. Our
language—the Shavier language—derives from theirs. So it is, in a
sense, made from song.”

“Please begin again,” said Thessalyn. “One
verse at a time, and tell me what it means if you can.”

“It is poetry,” said Pavel, “old poetry, at
that. Some of these words seem archaic to me. It may not translate
well.”

“Try,” said Thessalyn, and so he did.

She hummed with him during the first verse,
and by the second, she was creating harmonies with the melody line.
Pavel seemed delighted. “That’s right,” he said when they stopped.
“You understand exactly, lady.”

The verses were awkward in common Grishnard,
but Thessalyn liked the feel of them. She reshaped her favorites
into lines that sounded more like the songs she knew.

 


Meet me on the bridge of feathers

Meet me where our worlds collide

Meet me where the wind blows

In the chambers of the sky

 


We are the memory of old tomorrows

We are the bridge to yesteryears

We are the song that rhymes with forever

We are the pattern that knows no fear

 


By midafternoon, they’d completed the dozen
verses in the ancient book. “Much of this text is devoted to the
various harmony lines,” explained Pavel. “It’s an attempt to
transcribe something that is truly un-transcribable. If you ever
did manage to capture it, the song would only morph again within
days.”

“We should be getting back,” said Chesher.
She’d been pacing the tree line while they sang and talked.

“Of course.” Pavel stepped away, and
Thessalyn sensed a new distance in his voice.

“But you will come again,” she said.

“Thessalyn—” began Chesher.

“I have not mastered all the Shavier words
yet,” she said firmly. “We will work on this until I do. I
insist.”

“Don’t call it Shavier,” said Chesher with a
real warning in her voice.

“High Grishard,” said Thessalyn humbly. “But
you will come again, won’t you, Pavel? Chesher and I will walk here
almost every day until the snows fall.”

Pavel hesitated.

Thessalyn wondered whether she was being
selfish. “Will you get in trouble?” she whispered. “I don’t mean to
get you in trouble.”

Pavel gave a laugh that was probably meant to
reassure her. “Not unless they find out what I’m teaching you.
Otherwise, anyone who discovers us will think I was only sneaking
away to visit Chesher. They’ve been letting me do that for
years.”

Chesher laughed, too, then. “Our history has
its uses.”

“I would have an easier time coming in the
late afternoon or evening,” continued Pavel, “and I couldn’t come
every day. But if it would please you, I’ll try.”

“Late afternoon, then,” said Thessalyn, “I
mustn’t be out after dark, but the days are still long enough to
give us some time. Meet us here if you can. It would please me very
much.”

IV

She could tell that it pleased Pavel and
Chesher, too, although they did not say so. As the late summer
blustered into fall, and the smells of fresh earth turned to scents
of wet leaves and moss, Thessalyn contrived to find herself evening
after evening, in the company of an aging, wing-less griffin, and a
faun slave.

She learned all the verses of the song in the
old book, and a few more besides—verses that Pavel remembered from
the sky dance songs of his youth. He taught her a few other Shavier
songs as well, including a strange ballad about a faun named Flag,
who had hunted wyverns in the long-ago. It was, of course, an
unholy song and learning it made Thessalyn a little uncomfortable.
However, the wyverns in the song were clearly cruel and
vindictive—not at all like the benevolent gods of the islands—and
so she reasoned that the wyverns of the ballad were not the same
creatures at all.

Pavel was a natural instructor. Thessalyn had
to stop herself from calling him “sir.” He maintained his
professional demeanor so well that it took Thessalyn some time to
fully grasp what Chesher had told her earlier in the year. Pavel
was sick. His cough never got any better, and, on the rare
occasions when Thessalyn contrived to touch his hand or take his
arm, she found him boney and frail. Sometimes, as they were walking
back, Pavel walked on the other side of Chesher, and Thessalyn
suspected that he kept a hand on the griffin’s shoulder to keep
from falling.

“Am I making it worse by asking him to teach
me?” Thessalyn asked Chesher one afternoon as they started for the
cliffs.

Chesher’s voice held a smile when she
answered. “I haven’t seen him so happy in years.”

“Really?”

“He’s giving you his legacy, Thessalyn.”

“Legacy?” she echoed. It seemed too much for
a nine-year-old girl.

“Who else could he give it to? Who else would
want it? He was trained to be a scholar, Thessalyn. I wasn’t sure
at first. I lost so much last time I took a risk for Pavel. But
this is good.”

They stayed longer than usual that day. Pavel
wanted to teach her the Shavier music scale, which included quarter
steps that were absent in the grishnard scale. Not until Chesher
cleared her throat did Thessalyn notice how the air had become
chilly, and the sun’s rays no longer warmed her face. “We should be
getting back,” said Chesher. “The head mistress will have all kinds
of questions if you’re out after dark.”

“One song,” said Thessalyn, who was tired of
scales and frustrated that she hadn’t actually sung anything that
day. “Let me see if I can sing the sky dance song better now that I
have the right scale in my head.”

Chesher grumbled, and Thessalyn reached out
to pat Pavel’s hand. “What do you think, Pavel? One song?”

“I would always welcome a song from
you, Thessalyn.” His voice held real affection, and Thessalyn
remembered what Chesher had said earlier. His legacy. She
shivered. The snows will come soon. Our last walk could happen
any day.

She stood straight, as though she were at
court, held her head high, and began to sing. The sublime, breathy
syllables of the Shavier language rose quavering in her
not-quite-adult voice, and the haunting melody of the sky dance
floated out over the cliffs. Thessalyn tested the edges this
time—tested her range and the ways in which she could play with the
music. She added all the verses that Pavel had taught her.

She was nearing the end, when, to her
surprise, another voice joined her. It was not Pavel’s voice, and
it certainly was not Chesher’s. Thessalyn faltered. Then, at her
side, Chesher whispered, “Keep singing.”

She felt Pavel’s frail hand on her other arm.
“Please,” he whispered.

She did. More voices joined in—they were high
in the air overhead, then sweeping low in front of her, then behind
and all around. With a trembling delight, Thessalyn knew what they
were. She stepped forward, away from Chesher and Pavel. Feathers
brushed her face, and Thessalyn’s voice soared.

The pegasus were not just singing with her
now. They were mimicking her own voice, sending it out over the
cliffs in dozens of harmonies. They tested her notes and gave them
back to her again—new and changed and even more beautiful. They
sang new verses of the song that Thessalyn didn’t even understand,
but somehow they never clashed with her own words.

Thessalyn stopped at last, overcome, but the
singing continued—a choir all around them. She sensed Chesher at
her side again. The griffin spoke, her voice choked. “Go.”

Thessalyn was confused for a moment. Then
Pavel reached out to squeeze her hand…and walked past her towards
the cliff. Thessalyn’s fingers closed in Chesher’s ruff. “What’s
happening?” she whispered.

Chesher spoke softly. “They’re dancing.
Flying a pattern around us. Blue and gold and green feathers.
They’ve made a path out beyond the edge of the cliff, and Pavel…”
She broke off.

“What?!” Thessalyn had never felt so
frustrated with her blindness. “What happened? Is he—?”

“He’s walking,” breathed Chesher. “Walking on
their backs…just like he said…a new pegasus catching him with every
step.”

Thessalyn could tell that the singing was
moving away. “What now?” she demanded. “Have they let him
fall?”

“No…” murmured Chesher. Her voice came from
high up, and Thessalyn could tell that she was craning her neck as
far as it would go. “The flock is moving away with him…going
higher…into the sunset… They…I think he may be on one of their
backs now… I’m certain he never fell.” The singing had died away
into the distance.

Thessalyn wanted to dance and laugh and cry
all at the same time. Instead, she stood frozen, gripping Chesher’s
ruff. “Where will they take him?”

Chesher’s tail twitched, unconsciously
slapping Thessalyn’s shoulders. “Clyperion? A star? An island? The
Shores Beyond the World? There, certainly, in the end. I don’t
think he has the strength to make it home.”

“But he’ll be free,” said Thessalyn, “and he
wanted that very much.” She hesitated. “I know he would have taken
you with him if he could have.”

Chesher snorted. “Beasts cannot walk the sky
dance. I will never fly again. Well, only once.”

“I wish I could go,” murmured Thessalyn.

Chesher shook herself. “You have a brilliant
career ahead of you, lady, and an apprentice tour that will be
legendary. Let’s get you back to the dormitory before this walk
becomes a scandal.”

“Chesher—” The griffin was walking fast now,
away from the cliff, and Thessalyn struggled to keep pace.

“You understand that you must never speak of
this, don’t you Thessalyn? Wild pegasus do not normally fly away
with shelts, not even Shavier. If it is thought that you somehow
helped a slave escape—” Chesher shuddered. “Your career would be
ruined, and your life would be in danger. Pavel was old, and they
will probably think that he simply went away to die. Promise me
that you will never speak of it.”

Her voice had grown so serious that Thessalyn
merely bowed her head. “I promise. But, Chesher…what did you mean
just now? When you said that you’ll never fly again, except
once?”

“It was nothing, lady. Come, we must
hurry.”

Thessalyn stopped walking. “Chesher, look at
me.”

Chesher gave an impatient snort. “An odd
request from you, lady.”

“I know, but I want your attention.”
Thessalyn reached up and took the griffin’s beak in one hand. “You
told me once that all your cubs have gone away, but that’s not
true. You had one more cub, Chesher. You had me.”

“Oh, lady…” Chesher dropped her great head on
Thessalyn’s shoulder.

“Don’t call me lady,” whimpered Thessalyn.
“If you…if you came up here and jumped off that cliff, I…”

“I should not have said that,” murmured
Chesher. “I was only thinking of how I will miss Pavel. Thessalyn,
don’t cry.”

Thessalyn buried her face against the
griffin’s feathered neck—inhaling the warm, familiar scent. “I
asked Professor Rickard yesterday whether I might bring you with me
on the tour…to help me find my way in all the strange places that
I’ll visit.”

Chesher grew perfectly still. “They’ll never
permit— The weight allowance on an airship—”

“He said ‘maybe,’” whispered Thessalyn
without letting go of Chesher’s neck. “He said it would come out of
my weight allowance for the trip, but I don’t have boxes of jeweled
necklaces and bangles and cloth-of-silver gowns like all the other
ladies. I just have you. I need you. Will you come and be my
friend and ally in all these strange places?”

Chesher swallowed, her face close against
Thessalyn’s. “Yes, lady. Thessalyn. Yes, I will.”

Thessalyn’s grip tightened. “And will you
never walk here on the cliffs alone? Promise me?”

Chesher laughed and relaxed. She rubbed her
feathered ears against Thessalyn’s face, tickling her nose and
making her giggle through her tears. “I promise.” She hesitated.
“But I hope we will still walk here sometimes together and think of
Pavel. I will miss him a great deal.”

“I know,” said Thessalyn. “But you won’t miss
him alone. I think, in a way, he was my best teacher. I know I’ll
think of him every time I sing the sky dance song up here on the
cliffs in summer. I think he’d like that.”

“Yes,” smiled Chesher. “I think he
would.”

END


Author’s Note

You can read more about Thessalyn in The
Guild of the Cowry Catchers, Book 1: Embers.

Thess is 21 years old when that story begins.
Her apprentice tour is, indeed, a success, as is her debut tour
four years later. She has many offerings of patronage, but chooses
to return to her home island of Holovarus in the Small Kingdoms.
Her father survives to see her installed as court minstrel there.
Thessalyn purchases Chesher’s freedom with gifts given to her
during her tours and takes the griffin with her to Holovarus.
Chesher has several happy years there and then dies of age-related
illness when Thessalyn is 17.

Unfortunately, Thessalyn makes enemies during
her tour as well. Temple authorities do not appreciate her
occasional performance of Shavier songs. When she falls in love
with the prince of her island kingdom, their affair sparks a chain
of disastrous events, which kick off the Cowry Catchers 5-book
series.


 


 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.”

END







Author’s Note

Silveo is 29 by the time Cowry
Catchers begins, and Malpin is long dead. Silveo has grown into
a 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.







Chemistry

 “In
Wefrivain, the apothecaries call it ‘temple-white,’ but books from
the Lawless Lands call it ‘lily.’ Either way, it’s deadly to
felids.” Lu watched from the tree line as Silveo picked his way
across the meadow towards one of the large, silky white
flowers.

“Does it matter which one?” he called.

“Nope. And it doesn’t even matter which part
of the plant, but I figured you’d enjoy the flowers.”

“Now why would you figure that?” He was a
skinny sixteen-year-old foxling, wearing more kohl than would have
been appropriate for a sailor…and Silveo was no sailor. He was
dressed in plain rough-spun today, but it looked new—an improvement
on the last time she’d seen him. His ear-piercings sported a
collection of tiny pearls in various colors, and when he bent to
examine a plant, Lu glimpsed the flash of an intricately wrought,
jeweled medallion on a chain around his neck. Silveo had just
returned from a trip to the Lawless Lands, and he’d done well by
the look of it.

He selected a flower, broke off the long stem
close to the base, and came padding back, stepping lightly around
patches of wet ground. They’d both left their boots with the
zebras. Silveo’s paws were dark with mud, and his tail—normally as
white as the lilies—was speckled black and brown. His long, silvery
white hair, braided today down his back, had several twigs in it.
He should have looked bedraggled, but, in the misty meadow among
the flowers, he looked more like some androgynous earth spirit out
of a minstrel’s ballad.

The illusion broke as Silveo squelched into a
deep patch of wet ground near the tree line, and Lu took a quick
step back. “Ocelons are even more sensitive to temple-white than
grishnards. Get rid of the stamen, please. I don’t want the pollen
anywhere near me.”

Silveo stood still, examining the flower
critically. He broke off the long stamen, velvet with orange
pollen, and stuck it in his mouth. His pale blue eyes flicked up to
Lu’s green ones. He grinned around the piece of flower and suckled
it suggestively.

Lu burst out laughing. “Now I’ve seen you do
everything.” She felt oddly touched, though. “You do trust
me, don’t you?”

Silveo sucked the stamen into his mouth,
chewed, and swallowed. “’Course I do. You said it wasn’t poisonous
to canids.”

“It’s not,” said Lu, “although I can’t image
that it tastes good.”

“I’ve eaten worse.” Silveo tramped the rest
of the distance to where she stood under the trees. He licked
pollen off his lips, then gave an exaggerated pucker. Lu ducked
away, laughing. “Not a chance.” Not even if you didn’t have
deadly pollen in your mouth. We were nothing but trouble for each
other that way, Silvy.

“If I’m going to have some rare reaction, I’d
rather have it with you than on the job,” said Silveo more
seriously.

“Good point. It’s a slow poison, though. You
said that’s what you wanted.”

“Yes. He has a house full of armed guards. He
needs to feel fit as a grishnard on catmint until I’m long
gone.”

Lu handed Silveo a piece of cloth, soaked in
water from her canteen. Silveo wrapped the flower, making sure that
any pollen-stained petals were moist and unlikely to send clouds of
orange dust into the air. He put the whole thing into a small, dry
sack, and they started off through the forest. No trail led up to
this meadow, but Lu knew the way.

“Anything else you can tell me?” she asked.
“How do you want to administer it?”

“In wine, probably,” said Silveo. “He’s very
suspicious, and I don’t trust myself to be able to poison only
his food. I need something we can both drink, but it’ll kill
him and not me.”

“Well, this should do the trick,” said Lu.
“Like I said, it’s deadly to felids, but canids could make a meal
of it and not die. He’ll start to feel unwell a few days after you
leave, probably vomiting. He’ll urinate a lot, then not at all. A
few days later, he’ll get confused and sleepy. Then he’ll go to bed
and never get up again.”

Silveo nodded. “Sounds about right.”

Lu didn’t press for further details. She
never wanted to know too much about how Silveo used the substances
she provided him, and he didn’t usually volunteer information.

“It’s his business partner,” said Silveo
after a moment. Lu made no comment, but he continued, “Funny thing
is, my target thinks we’re meeting to discuss the assassination of
said partner. He doesn’t know that his partner has already paid me
a lot more than he’s offering to make his final business deal.”

Lu laughed in spite of herself. “They sound
like terrible people.”

“Everyone’s terrible people.”

You’re not. You just don’t know it.

Silveo had flicked out a knife and proceeded
to pick a squirrel off a branch up ahead. The animal fell,
thrashing, into the weeds, and he scrambled after it to retrieve
his knife. “Hey, bring the meat back if you’re going to do that!”
called Lu.

“It’s just a rat with a fluffy tail,”
retorted Silveo as he searched through the underbrush.

“Good eating on those rats.”

“I hate squirrels,” muttered Silveo as he
returned to her with the small body.

You hate the word, not the animal,
thought Lu, but she took it anyway and put it in her pack.

She tried to change the subject. “You’re
getting better with the knives. Malpin must be a good teacher.”

“He is.” Silveo laughed. “A deadly flower
called temple-white… He’d like that!”

“Is he still trying to get you to leave the
temple service?”

“I’m not in ‘service.’”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, he doesn’t like it. He says shelts who
work for the Priestess come to bad ends. Like shelts who do what he
does don’t come to bad ends? I haven’t met a lot of old
assassins.”

“He wants something better for you.”

Silveo snorted. “I wonder if he’s forgotten
what I was doing when we met. Being an assassin is something
better.”

Lu had to agree with him there, although she
almost pointed out that Silveo mixed his old and new professions so
freely that he could hardly be said to have left one behind.
Let’s not quarrel today, though. “While we’re out here, I
need to gather some other things.”

“Anything else that I can fellate?”

“Oh, I’m sure we can find
something.”

* * * *

By evening, they were back at Lu’s
apartment—two rooms at the top of a tenement building not far from
the docks. It wasn’t much, but it was hers. For the last year,
she’d managed to pay the rent with actual money, not favors. Like
Silveo, Lu felt that she’d come a long way.

“Someday,” muttered Silveo, “I’m going to buy
you one of those little shops under the street, where real
shady apothecaries do business.”

Lu giggled. Dreamer. “You got me off
Sern, and that’s already more than I can repay.”

Lu was an eighteen-year-old ocelon immigrant.
She’d arrived three years ago with nothing but the clothes on her
back and the knowledge in her head. Most of that knowledge had been
garnered from two former employers—a drunken apothecary and an
elderly healer working in the slums of the shanty town where she’d
grown up. Lu knew how to make medicines that she could sell, but
she could not afford market prices for the materials. She was
forced to either gather them in the woods a day’s journey from town
or buy them at reduced prices from smugglers who had not paid legal
tariffs.

Drying plants hung everywhere in the
apartment. Lu’s metal and glass equipment sat in the corner behind
a screen. She had intentionally chosen the top level of the
building, because the rooms had a small window, and ventilation was
vital for many of her endeavors. She’d even snuck onto the roof a
few times, although she risked eviction if she was caught.

Lu knew that the climb to her rooms
eliminated some potential customers, but she also suspected that it
eliminated visits from local law enforcement who couldn’t be
bothered. Most days, she visited the market, where she sold
soothing teas, salves for arthritis, medicines for coughs and
fevers and aches. Later, shelts would visit her in her rooms at the
top of the tenement building to buy other things—most of them more
embarrassing than illegal.

Silveo was her oldest friend and she
owed him. He’d made himself unofficial apprentice to a
skilled assassin. Lu might not like what Malpin did, but he was the
only reliable adult in Silveo’s life. She helped them whenever she
could. Word had slowly got around that Lu was a meticulous chemist
with discretion, cheap prices, and a knowledge of dangerous
substances. Other shelts began to turn up at her door. They were
polite, always paid on time, and never talked about their work.

“Can you have it by tomorrow morning?” asked
Silveo.

“Yes, if I can put it in an alcoholic
tincture.”

“That’ll work.”

Silveo thought for a moment. “Can you bring
it down to the ship? I have other errands to run.”

Lu made a face. She’d been on a ship only
once before during their passage from Sern. The journey had been
wracked by storms, and she’d spent it alternately vomiting and
hiding from harassing sailors. From what Silveo said, the trip had
been a lot better than his first voyage away from Sern as a
stowaway in the hold of a merchant ship. Still, Lu had stepped onto
the dock in Seashine vowing never to touch ship planking again.

Only for you, lovely. “Where is
it?”

“Slip twenty-three on the eastern side.”

“Anything I should know about the crew?”

“They won’t be a problem. The captain will be
around. I’ll tell him you’re coming, and he’ll show you where to
leave the package.”

“Alright.” She wanted to give him a hug, but,
in spite of all his flirting, Lu had learned long ago not to touch
Silveo without plenty of warning. She reached for his hand. “I’m
glad you’re home. Tell Malpin I said hello. Do you think you could
get him to play cards with us some evening?”

Silveo gave a flash of teeth and squeezed her
fingers. “Not likely, but I’ll ask.”

Lu spent the rest of the afternoon pounding,
mixing, and drying materials over a low fire. She had three other
packages to deliver tomorrow, so the journey to Silveo’s ship would
not be wasted. She wondered idly what arrangement he had with the
ship’s captain and crew. He seemed to have spent about half of the
last year with this ship and was in no hurry to leave. The ship
itself appeared accommodating to his needs. But, then, Silveo lived
amid a complex network of trades and favors. Maybe he killed the
captain’s business partner…

* * * *

Lu rose early the next day, determined to get
her trip to the docks over at once. If I hurry, I might even be
able to catch Silveo before he leaves. Then I won’t have to speak
to the captain or crew. Her memories of the grasping hands and
leering stares of the crew on the journey from Sern made her
shiver.

Lu moved through the streets of Seashine in
the pre-dawn light, admiring the cheerful red-painted doors and
white-washed buildings of the business district. Somewhere below
these streets, she knew that other business was taking place. The
underground—it was the natural byproduct of an old city, where
fire, flood, or earthquakes occasionally devastated even the most
well-planned buildings. New buildings were erected, and the old
basements and lower levels were walled off and forgotten…until they
were unearthed by less reputable business-shelts.

Some of the tunnels in the underground were
practically as well-known and respectable as the street on which
she now stood. But, whenever an area became too accessible to local
law enforcement, Seashine’s darker element could always find new
layers hidden behind false walls and secret doors.

Any territory worth having was quickly
claimed by one of Seashine’s street lords. However, compared to
Sern’s criminal element, Haplag’s was both tame and stable. Lu knew
of shops that had been in business for years down there, quietly
paying their rent and selling their wares. Could I ever have
something like that? It seemed impossibly complex and
grown-up.

 

Lu reached the docks and searched for
Silveo’s new favorite ship. She spotted it half a row away. It
wasn’t painted to Silveo’s taste, but it was impressive.
Black sails, black hull, a figurehead of some kind of toothy beast,
polished to a glossy sheen. The hull conspicuously lacked a name,
but it might as well have said, “Pirate.”

Lu stopped before she reached the ship and
straightened her clothes. She’d taken care to look as uninteresting
as possible—plain, rough-spun pants, old boots to hide her cream
and nutmeg spotted paws, long striped tail tucked into her pants, a
head scarf to hide her thick, dark hair and part of her face with
its striking ocelot markings. Her bright green eyes, heavily lined
with natural stripes, were impossible to hide and had an arresting
effect on those who hadn’t met many ocelons. However, if Lu walked
quickly with her head down, she looked much like any courier in the
city and might even be mistaken for a grishnard boy from
behind.

Get in, leave the package, get out.

Dawn mist was still rolling between the ships
as Lu trotted up the gangplank. It took her a moment to realize
that the shelt who hailed her from the deck was not a grishnard. As
he came closer, she was surprised to see mottled tan and black
skin. His hair was speckled brown and black and gray, and he had a
short, brushy tail, completely unlike the long, tufted tail of a
grishnard.

Hunti... And that would explain the
figurehead. A hyena. You could have warned me, Silvy.

Still, she decided that this was a good
development. Dealing with hunti could be awkward, but they were
generally respectful towards females and incurious about “exotic”
species, like ocelons. “I’m here to see Silveo,” she told the
sailor on watch. “If he’s not here, I’ll speak to the captain.”

The sailor looked unsurprised. “Captain’s in
his cabin. May not be awake, though.”

So Silvy’s not here. Lu resigned
herself to dealing with a stranger. “It’s important, but it won’t
take long. I need to see one of them.”

The hunti shrugged. He whistled, and a young
hunti ship’s boy came scampering out of the misty rigging,
reminding Lu of the squirrel Silveo had killed the day before. The
adult said something to the child in their native language, which
sounded like growls and clicks to Lu. The boy disappeared towards
the stern of the ship, and the sailor on watch motioned to Lu to
stand by the railing and wait.

She sighed, stepped onto the deck, and made
herself comfortable with her elbows on the railing, facing the
ship. She didn’t want anyone sneaking up behind her. To their
credit, this did not seem likely. The handful of crew that she
could see were all hunti, and they paid no attention to her.
Somewhere overhead, someone working in the lines whistled a
pleasant tune. Lu could smell food cooking. Two more children
seemed to be playing a game in the rigging, and Lu remembered that
hunti ships were usually crewed by families. She smiled.

She’d begun to feel almost relaxed, when a
shelt emerged from a hatch near the stern and came sauntering
towards her. Lu blinked. A moment ago, she would have bet her life
savings that the captain would be another hunti, but this person
could be nothing of the kind. Even at a distance, his golden curls
stood out against the darker colors of the ship, and his skin was a
uniform cinnamon. She caught the elegant curve of his tufted tail,
twitching as he made his way among the piles of rope. A
grishnard? Captaining a hunti ship? She’d never heard of such a
thing.

He came up to her, stretching and yawning in
a very un-captain-like way. He rubbed his eyes. “Can I help
you?”

“I brought a package for Silvy…Silveo.” The
captain was wearing a loose, frilly white shirt, tucked into black
pants, and unbuttoned to the navel. Lu’s height put her at
eye-level with his bare chest. Face, she ordered herself.
Look at his face. What is the matter with you?

His honey-gold eyes matched his curls, and
his hoop earrings flashed in the morning light. Lowland
grishnard, she thought. And again, Captaining a hunti ship?
How did that happen?

He was peering down into her face with an odd
expression. “Oh… You’re the apothecary. Silvy didn’t tell me that
you were a…”

Lu raised one eyebrow at him. A
what?

He straightened up suddenly. Lu thought she
saw the beginnings of a blush creeping up his neck, but he turned
around before she could get a good look. “I do apologize. I should
have had someone waiting for you. I forgot. Just leave your package
with the sailor on watch.”

I do believe you are babbling, Captain.
Have I so unnerved you? Lu came trotting after him. She put a
note of polite determination into her voice. “I’m afraid not, sir.
I can’t hand it over to anyone else, but I will put it wherever
Silveo directed. We’ve done this before. We have an arrangement. He
should have told you where.”

The captain stopped, long tufted tail
twitching. “Yes. Yes, he did. I just didn’t realize…”

Lu was beginning to feel annoyed. “You didn’t
realize that I was an ocelon, but I can assure you that I’m just as
much a professional as—”

The captain turned with an expression of
alarm. “No, no! I didn’t realize…” He lowered his voice so that it
wouldn’t carry to the rest of the deck. “I didn’t realize that you
were a lady. My cabin is unsightly. I apologize.”

Lu blinked in surprise. Then she smiled. She
thought, Well, I’m hardly a lady. But she found that she did
not wish to break his charming delusion. Instead, she said, “My
name is Lu. I am a healer and an apothecary. I work all over the
city, and I assure you that no manner of domicile will startle
me.”

He made a little bow. “Basil, ship’s Captain.
Welcome to the Nightingale.”

Lu returned the bow. “A beautiful name for a
beautiful ship. I’m surprised you don’t have it painted in gold on
the hull.” It would match your eyes.

Basil smiled. She could tell that the praise
of his ship pleased him. He made an airy gesture as he turned away.
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll get around to it someday.”

Pirate or smuggler, thought Lu, but
without malice. If you were the truly vicious type, you wouldn’t
be in Seashine.

As he turned away, she took the opportunity
to whip off her head scarf and stuff it in a pocket. Why did
I wear such hideous clothes? She combed her fingers
frantically through her hair, hoping that none of the hunti on deck
were paying attention. As they descended into a hatch to the lower
decks, Lu struggled to work her tail out of her pants. She tucked
her shirt in, and, by the time Basil turned in front of his cabin
door, she felt marginally presentable.

It must have worked, because he stopped,
blinking at her in the soft light pouring in through a porthole
window. Lu grinned at him. She wished she’d worn flashier earrings.
At the same time, a voice in the back of her head whispered,
What are you doing? He’s got to be at least ten years your
senior.

It wouldn’t stop Silvy, she told
herself.

Correction, she thought a moment
later, it hasn’t stopped Silvy. Oh, when will I learn not
to get excited about anyone I meet through Silveo?

It was obvious why Basil had been embarrassed
about inviting her into his cabin and why he hadn’t attempted to
straighten it quickly. The room was strewn with Silveo’s things. Lu
caught sight of a cloth-of-silver coat, trimmed in purple feathers
that she remembered. There were also a lot of clothes she’d never
seen before, but which bore the unmistakable mark of Silveo’s
taste—boots trimmed with fur of questionable origin, silk shirts in
green and red and teal, undershirts with lacy collars and cuffs,
and a panoply of hats—all of a size much too small for Basil. Lu
also spotted a little sea chest that had been in Malpin’s flat last
she knew. Silvy must trust you, she thought wistfully.

Most of the clothes were piled on the floor,
but one conspicuous trail lead to the bed, probably in the order in
which they had been removed. Basil glanced at this as though seeing
it for the first time and made a desperate attempt to shove the
clothes under the bed—a truly grand, canopied affair in red
velvet.

He turned to look at Lu, color rising again
in his handsome face. There was a moment of awkward silence. Lu
stood in the midst of the chaos and pursed her lips. “Maybe,” she
said at last, “you could give him a closet?”

Basil barked a relieved laugh, and Lu laughed
with him. She couldn’t even feel disappointed. He had a delightful
laugh. “I have!” he managed through near-tears. “He filled up mine,
and now he’s expanding onto any available surface.”

Lu nodded. “For such a little thing, he takes
up a lot of room.” In every conceivable way.

Basil nodded enthusiastically.

Lu took a few hesitant steps around the room.
It had a magnificent stern window. She took another covert glance
at the bed and burst out laughing. There were mirrors around the
inner canopy. “I bet he loves that!” Sex was always a
performance art to Silvy. But gods help you if you want anything
more than a performance.

Basil laughed a little more easily this time.
Lu guessed that he’d never had this kind of conversation with a
girl before. Well, there’s a first time for everything, isn’t
there, lovely?

Stop it, she ordered herself. His
tastes are clear. Let him be.

But, as she crossed the room to examine the
window, she could feel his eyes on her. I do believe you’re
admiring my bum, sir. She bent over to examine the chest, just
to give him a good look.

“He actually said to leave it in there.”
Basil had come up behind her, and he crouched to open the chest. He
did this by putting his arms on either side of her. He smelled like
brine and soap and just faintly of Silveo.

Well I’ll play if you will. Lu fished
in her pocket for the lily tincture. At the same time, she shifted
back, so that her hair brushed his face. Her long tail flicked
against his inner thigh, and the side of one breast brushed his
arm. “Did he tell you where to put it?” she murmured in his ear.
Because Silvy would know where to put it.

Upon reflection, Lu decided that she might
have overdone things. Basil almost lost his balance. He had to
catch himself with his hands to avoid sitting down on her tail. He
struggled up. “I do apologize,” he babbled. “So clumsy of me. Yes,
he said to put it under the books.”

Lu was sure he was blushing again, but she
didn’t want to embarrass him by looking up. She shifted the small
pile of books in the bottom right of the chest. Unlike the rest of
the room, the chest was meticulously organized. Underneath the
books, she found a wooden box. Inside, was a red feather. Good
enough. Lu placed a vial in the wooden box next to the feather,
closed everything, and stood up.

She suppressed a sigh. Now to awkwardly
extricate myself from this situation.

Basil was standing by the window with his
hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry to turn up in your cabin with so
little warning,” she said. “I’ve known Silvy for a long time, and
sometimes these things happen.”

Basil turned back to her with a smile. “Oh, I
know. Or…I’m learning. Like you said, he takes up a lot of
space.”

I know that look, thought Lu. But
don’t get too attached to him. He’ll just break your heart.

To her surprise, Basil crossed the room and
took her hand with an almost courtly bow. “If you come again, this
place will be cleaner. I promise.”

If I…? To Lu’s horror, she heard
herself start to purr. To purr intentionally was one thing. To purr
accidentally in an unintended display of emotion was quite another.
She stopped herself at once and hoped fervently that Basil hadn’t
noticed.

If he did, he was kind enough to pretend
otherwise. “Would you like breakfast?” he asked. “Or just tea if
you’ve already eaten.” He thought for a moment and added hurriedly.
“In the officer’s cabin, of course.”

Lu smiled. “I need to make several more
deliveries,” she admitted, “but thank you for the invitation.” Her
thoughts churned as she left the ship and went through the motions
of dropping off her remaining parcels. He’s obviously in love
with Silveo. You have no business interfering.

But Silvy’s relationships never last long.
And they’re never exclusive. Silvy is probably seducing a target
right now. Does Basil know that?

None of your business, Lu.

At least this explains Silvy’s attachment to
this particular ship. He can probably get Basil to take him
anywhere he needs to go to fulfill a contract. They’re sleeping
together, and Silveo sees this as…paying the rent? Does Basil
realize that?

Again, none of your business, Lu.

But Silvy doesn’t usually leave his most
cherished possessions with casual partners. What does that mean? Is
he in love with Basil? He hasn’t talked about him. And since when
did Silvy get so many clothes? He must have done well with those
last few contracts.

Was Basil flirting with me, or was he just
being polite? Clueless? He doesn’t seem the clueless type. Maybe
it’s not boys he likes. Maybe it’s just non-grishnards. Small
species? A happy thought. Lu hummed to herself as she opened
the door to her flat.

When he talked about me coming to his cabin
again… Does he expect me to drop off more potions for Silveo? Come
for a social visit? Something else?

Lu stared, unseeing, at her meager dinner.
I don’t know why I’m even thinking about this. Basil is
obviously in love with his ship, as well as Silveo. I hate ships.
What use has a pirate for an apothecary? They don’t poison people;
they stab them.

Lu made a face. She did not like to think of
herself as a poisoner. I sell more healing potions than
poisons.

Something was niggling at the back of her
mind—some distant part of her brain that kept trying to get her
attention. I should go to bed. Go to bed, and maybe it will all
make sense in the morning. She gave herself over to happy
reflections on Basil’s golden eyes and blond curls as she got ready
for sleep. Scents of brine and soap and skin. Curly blond
chest-hair that lead down and down…

 


Lu dreamed of Basil—shirtless, the lean,
supple muscles of his arms and chest dappled with morning sunlight.
They were having tea in the officer’s cabin. Silveo was there, too,
wearing a frilly white shirt with lacy sleeves and collar, and a
pale blue waistcoat that matched his eyes. His silver-white hair
fell in a gleaming cascade over his shoulders, and his fluffy white
tail chimed with tiny bells. “I told him everything you like,” he
said to Lu, “for dinner, I mean.”

Lu giggled. She stopped giggling when she
spotted something among the tea cups. A familiar vial sat nestled
between the cream and sugar. Lu put her hand over her mouth.
“That’s…”

Basil picked it up and tipped a few drops
into Silveo’s cup.

Lu squeaked in horror.

Silveo sipped at the tea. “Don’t worry. It
won’t hurt me. I trust you.”

Across the table, Basil winked at her.

Lu sprang to her feet, knocking cups and
plates in every direction. “No!” she screamed. “No, no, no!”

Silveo’s cup hit the floor and shattered. He
made a choking sound. His eyes shot to her face—desperate and
confused. He tried to stand, toppled over, and began to convulse on
the floor, his slender legs kicking like a rabbit in a snare.

Lu shrieked through her tears.

 


She was still shrieking when her eyes snapped
open in the dark. Oh, gods! The distant alarm bell had grown
to a roaring clang. Oh, gods, I gave him the wrong vial!

Lu staggered up from her pallet on the floor,
flung open the window, and stuck her head out. Red moon was still
low on the horizon, and yellow moon hadn’t risen at all. She caught
distant sounds of activity from the streets. Still early. I
haven’t been asleep for more than half a watch. When was Silveo
going to meet his target?

Lu felt as though she couldn’t breathe, but
she forced herself to stillness. Think.

He wanted the poison by today. He couldn’t
have been going any earlier than tonight and probably not until
tomorrow.

Lu threw on her clothes at frantic speed. She
paused to snatch up the satchel that she kept by the door in case
of medical emergencies. Although it’s not likely to do a lot of
good if he’s already tasted what was in that vial.

She locked the door and took the stairs two
at a time, nearly bowling over one of her neighbors. In the street,
she started running—through the tenement houses, past a little
branch of the business district, and on towards the docks.
Please, please, please…

Lu bounded up the gangplank of the
Nightingale and came to a panting halt as a
surprised-looking sailor blocked her way. “I need…”she gasped. “I
need…to talk to Silveo…or Basil.”

“Wait here,” said the sailor with agonizing
languor.

Lu couldn’t stand still. She paced the
deck.

Basil appeared more quickly this time. He was
wearing a red waistcoat and cream-colored pants that were tight in
all the right places. He had a drink in one hand and looked like he
might have been in the middle of dinner. “Lu!” he called with no
apparent irritation at her sudden appearance. “Did you change your
mind about—”

Lu darted up to him. “Sir, I am so sorry to
interrupt your meal, but I have to speak to Silveo. It’s very
important. Is he here?” Please say he is. Then we can all have a
laugh about this.

Basil’s brow furrowed. “Unfortunately, you
just missed him. He left not a quarter watch ago.”

Lu screwed her eyes shut. No, no, no…
She forced herself to look at him again. “I know you just met me,
and this is asking a lot, but could I see his sea chest again. I
need to know whether he took the vial I gave him. Please.”

Basil looked at her for a moment, his face
dappled in light and shadow from the flickering torches on deck. He
had just a trace of kohl, and it made his bright eyes look even
brighter. He inclined his head and motioned for her to follow. Lu
scampered after him. He seemed to sense her urgency, because he
took the stairs as swiftly as any sailor in the midst of a
boarding—graceful and cat-quick. They were down the hall and into
his cabin a moment later. Lu went straight to the chest, opened it,
found the wooden box, and…

She rocked back on her heels. Tears stung her
eyes. The vial was gone. What have I done…?

She felt Basil’s hand on her shoulder. “Can I
help?”

No, not really. I’ve just killed my best
friend because I was too busy flirting with his boyfriend to pay
attention to what I was doing. Lu gulped in air and raised her
head. “Do you know where he went?”

“No…”

Of course you don’t. And he didn’t tell me,
either. I’m sure he didn’t tell anyone. Except maybe Malpin, but
there’s no time to find him.

Lu forced herself to stand up. He’s not
dead yet. Probably. Think, Lu. “What was he wearing?”

Basil didn’t hesitate. “Dark blue waistcoat,
gray linen shirt, silver earrings, lapis studs.” He thought a
moment longer. “Not much kohl.”

Lu shut her eyes, considering. Subdued by
Silveo’s standards. Dressier than what he’d wear for dirty work,
but classier than what he’d wear to a tavern or gambling den.
They’re probably meeting at the target’s home, and it’s a nice
house within walking distance. Probably one of the big mansions on
the west end of the bay. But that could still be so many
places!

Lu opened her eyes again. “Did he do or say
anything else that might give you an idea of where he went? It’s
really important.”

Basil swirled wine in his glass, thinking.
“He put on an odd scent.” Basil set down his drink on a dresser and
rummaged in a lower drawer. He held up a dark brown glass bottle.
“I thought it was unusual for him. I think he even put it in his
boots…or maybe on them.”

Lu snatched the bottle. She thought she
recognized it. She pulled the cork off and gave it a deep sniff.
Scents of burdock and cardamom flooded her sinuses. She sneezed and
her eyes watered.

Basil looked concerned. “It’s not a strong
scent…to a grishnard, I mean. But it’s not pleasant, either. I
commented upon it, and Silvy just laughed and said it wasn’t meant
to be pleasant.”

Lu threw her arms around his chest, leaned up
on tiptoe, and kissed his cheek. “Thank you,” she said
breathlessly. She left him standing there with a stunned expression
as she raced from the room and pounded up the stairs to the
deck.

He only left a quarter watch ago. Maybe this
will work. If I’m not too late.

Lu paused on the gang-plank, shut her eyes,
and drew in a slow, deep breath. And there. There it
was.

Lu had made the potion for Silveo last year.
A client had required him to come to a location blindfolded, and
he’d wanted a way to retrace his steps—a way that grishnards
wouldn’t detect. The scent Lu had given him was faint to
grishnards, undetectable in a crowded room, but it was powerful to
the sensitive noses of foxlings and ocelons. For the right shelt,
it was the equivalent of olfactory bread-crumbs.

Why was he wearing it this evening?
Silveo was a better tracker than Lu, because his profession
required it. If he thought he needed breadcrumbs, then he must be
going somewhere confusing or unfamiliar.

Lu knew Silveo’s signature scent, but she
could not have followed it through a busy street. However, Lu had
trained herself to parse fine differences in chemical substances,
and this substance had a distinct signature. Now that she knew what
she was looking for, she was able to follow the scent—away from the
Nightingale, through the harbor, and into the streets of
Seashine.

Silveo had taken a circuitous route. Lu
cursed him quietly for his caution. She was on the edge of the
business district, and the streets were well-lit with a reasonable
amount of activity. She still had no idea where he was going, when
the trail lead down into a stairwell, and Lu caught sight of an
iron-grated door.

Oh… Suddenly, things clicked into
place. The underground. Of course. His target is probably a
smuggler. That’s why he and his business partner didn’t handle
their differences in a more legal way.

The door stood open this evening, and a
bored-looking leopon lounged against the wall nearby. He said
nothing as Lu entered, but she could feel his eyes on her back. She
bristled against her clothes and knew that her tail must be fluffed
up to twice its normal size. Priestess’s blood, Lu. Could you
look any greener if you tried?

Lu had ventured into the underground during
daylight to buy contraband supplies, but she much preferred dealing
with the distributors in the market. Of course, that made the
materials a little more expensive. The closer one came to the
source, the cheaper things got. However, a teenage ocelon,
particularly a lone girl, caused patrons of the underground to draw
the wrong conclusions and to give her the wrong kind of attention.
How does Silvy do it? He’s even smaller than me and younger, but
somehow, he manages to seem three times as large. Maybe I really
should wear flashier clothes.

The part of the tunnel in front of her looked
like an extension of the streets above. Light fell through grates
in the ceiling at intervals, and Lu could see shoppers and
merrymakers coming and going on the sidewalk over her head. Many of
the heavy metal doors in the walls to either side of the passage
stood open, emitting cheerful pools of lamplight. In some cases, a
sample of the venders’ wares had been set out near the doorways to
tempt shoppers. Lu saw grishnards and leopons and ocelons and even
the occasional faun inspecting baskets of herbs and dried mushrooms
and cheese and fish, leather goods and jewelry, clothing and toys.
It didn’t look like the kind of place one was likely to be robbed
or raped. With the exception of the unobtrusive guard by the door,
it looked like any other commercial street in the city.

Nothing to be afraid of, nothing to be
afraid of, Lu repeated to herself as she followed the scent of
burdock and cardamom down the passage. It was harder to trace here
with so many sharp, competing smells, but it was also fresher.
Silvy wasn’t afraid of getting lost in this area, surely. Where
are we going?

As she’d feared, the trail soon veered away
down a side passage, then into a pipe in the wall. The pipe was
roomy enough, but completely dark. It branched several times, and
now Lu was glad of the scent trail to guide her. She emerged into a
wet, dripping space amid a forest of brass pipes, which, from the
smell, still handled some of the city’s sewage. It didn’t even feel
like she was walking in a proper passage any longer. She didn’t
hear or smell any other shelts, for which she was grateful.
However, a moment later, Lu pushed aside a leather curtain and
looked out and down onto a large room full of activity.

It appeared to be an underground bazaar with
lines of tent booths, lit with smoky tallow candles. Silveo’s trail
had brought Lu out near the ceiling, and she spotted a steep path
leading down over jagged piles of masonry. Obviously, this is
not the only way in.

She wondered whether Silveo had gotten this
far on his own, or whether he’d been led by someone else. She
cursed her own inability to make sense of the mingled smells on the
cold, dirty stone underfoot.

Silveo’s trail brought her right in among the
tents. Lu caught the scents of drugs that could get a sailor banned
from port. She saw skins of zebras, gazelle, and pegasus,
side-by-side with griffin and ocelot and leopard. She even thought
she saw a “fox” tail so large that it could not possibly have come
from the four-legged animal. Oh, Silvy, what are we doing
here?

One shop appeared to specialize in
blood-stained valuables—the booty that pirates could not easily
sell to more reputable shops. Another pavilion was selling slaves
of questionable origin, possibly including a few unlucky
grishnards. Another sold beasts—terrified-looking zebra foals;
wretched, molting pegasus; ocelots in wire cages; and even a couple
of griffin cubs too old to be legally purchased. Yet another stall
offered slave and beast “alterations”—branding, declawing, tongue
removal, castration. Prostitutes wearing nothing but collars and
bangles wove their way among the shoppers, and the thump of a drum
drifted over everything.

Lu was getting a headache. The tallow candles
had a rank odor that reminded her of death. She wanted to run. But
then she saw again, in her mind’s eye, the expression of hurt and
betrayal on Silveo’s face in her dream. No, no, that can’t
happen.

As quickly as possible, Lu followed the trail
across the room to a pavilion against one wall. A grishnard in neat
cream and rush-colored livery was standing in front. He had a sword
at his side and looked like he knew how to use it. Lu took a deep
breath as she approached. Calm, calm. I’m a consultant. I’m a
professional. I am not a terrified kid. Professional,
professional.

She went right up to the armed guard and
said, “Hello. My colleague, a white foxling, was to meet with your
master this evening. I have information that they requested.” Lu
tried not to hold her breath. She knew she was gambling, but she
was running out of time.

The guard’s expression did not change. His
eyes ran over her. “No one mentioned a colleague.”

Ah! So he was here. “I’m early,”
agreed Lu, “but I think they will want to hear my news. It is
critical.”

She could see him weighing her words against
any possibility of trouble. Here’s where it pays to look small
and harmless, thought Lu.

The guard motioned with his hand, and she
stepped into the tent. It was just a foyer, really, hiding a door
in the wall. The guard searched her. He took her bag. “You’ll get
this back if the master says so.”

Lu’s heart sank. Some of the things in her
medical kit had taken months to acquire or create. But I’d trade
it all for Silvy alive.

The guard unlocked the door, and Lu stepped
into the hallway beyond. A boy of perhaps twelve was standing on
the opposite side of the door, also in fine livery. He had a leon
slave brand—small and neat over his left eye. Lu tried not to
grimace. Even in Wefrivain, facial slave tattoos were considered
distasteful. The boy must have come from the Lawless Lands. Is
this the home of the slave dealer? Any pity Lu had felt for
Silveo’s target evaporated. She realized, also, that she’d been
going roughly west the entire time she’d been underground. We’re
probably underneath one of the mansions on the upper west
side.

The scent of burdock lingered unmistakably in
the hall. She wondered whether the leon child had noticed it. “This
person needs to speak to the master’s guest,” the guard told the
boy. “Please escort her to the library.”

Hope rose in Lu like the fragile scent off a
flower. They wouldn’t behave this way if anything horrible had
happened…would they? Or is ‘take her to the library’ code for ‘take
her to the basement, cut out her tongue, and put her in the slave
pen’?

No turning back now. Heart hammering,
Lu followed the child down the hall, through several turns, and up
a flight of steps. They passed through a heavy, iron door,
currently unlocked. They stepped into a dimly lit stairwell,
reeking of more tallow candles, and went up three more flights of
steps. The boy opened another door—this one locked and so low that
they had to stoop. Lu looked around, blinking. Now they were
clearly in the basement of someone’s home. The tallow candles had
been replaced by a single oil lamp upon a table. The flagstones
underfoot were rough, but clean, and the door looked less like
something out of a castle dungeon and more like a forgotten
closet.

The basement was full of supplies, including
strong herbs and spices. For the first time, Lu was not certain
that she could detect the potion she’d given Silveo. What if
he’s not even here? What if we’re going to the wrong place? But
there was nothing to do except follow the boy around sacks of flour
and dried beans to a steep set of steps in the wall.

They came up at last into a pleasant, tiled
corridor. Red moon looked in through spacious, screened windows
with curtains blowing softly in the breeze. As Lu had suspected,
the house sat on the cliffs just west of town. The ocean glittered
serenely in the distance—an absurd contrast to the bazaar going on
far below.

Lu sucked in a deep breath of air that
smelled of brine and lavender and jasmine…and, just faintly, of
burdock. The boy trotted on ahead of her. Light spilled from a
doorway further on. They walked through a tastefully appointed
sitting room, awash in lush carpets, and stopped at last before a
polished wooden door. The boy knocked. Lu realized, then, that he
hadn’t spoken. Not once. She wondered whether he had a tongue.

Someone opened the door—a grishnard
bodyguard, Lu guessed. He was big and dark-haired with olive
skin—mountain grishnard. He filled the doorway. “The master is not
to be disturbed.”

The leon boy glanced at Lu, and now she was
certain that he could not speak. “I need to see your master’s
guest,” she said as levelly as possible. “I’m a colleague, and I
have information that will affect the night’s negotiations.”

The bodyguard looked at her suspiciously. “A
moment.”

He shut the door. Several agonizing
heartbeats later, he opened it again and stepped aside. Lu entered
the room. Her eyes skittered over the scene. Silveo. Alive. Another
shelt opposite him—a slender, bright-eyed grishnard, graying at the
temples, impeccably dressed in subdued tones. They were sitting
around a table strewn with papers. There was a wine decanter,
drinking glasses, and the remains of a small meal. Distantly, she
took in the rest of the room—curving wooden bookcases, gleaming in
lamplight, the odor of sweet leaf smoke and incense, comfortably
stuffed chairs, carpets on the floor.

Silveo looked up from the table, saw her, and
went still. His face betrayed nothing. She forced herself to look
at the grishnard across from him. Bright, cunning eyes met hers—a
note of distant amusement. “Can we help you?”

Lu was suddenly conscious of her plain
clothes, scuffed and dirty from her crawl through the underground.
She wondered how Silveo had managed to stay so clean. Lu made a
deep bow. “Sir, I am a consultant. Your guest asked my opinion of
your…venture.” She wondered how much she could say in front of the
bodyguard.

The grishnard laughed easily. “My, my…
Consultant. Really? And what does she consult about,
Fluffy?”

Fluffy. It was what Silveo told
clients to call him when he couldn’t be bothered to produce a
better pseudonym. Lu smiled and tried not to bare her teeth.

Silveo came to life. “She’s a street
performer and pickpocket,” he said with a flip of his tail. “You’d
be surprised at the things they hear. But I’m afraid there’s been a
mix-up. Alia thought I wanted her to slip a poisoned handkerchief
into his pocket, but it turns out that’s not necessary.”

“Poisoned handkerchief?” drawled the
grishnard. “I would have thought a performer could find more
certain ways to do the deed.”

Lu’s eyes flicked at the bodyguard, and his
master waved a hand. “My valet is entirely trustworthy. You may be
frank.”

Valet. Right. She’d caught sight of a
sword as tall as Silveo dangling from the valet’s hip.

Silveo was watching her closely. Lu stared at
him, willing the information to pass between them.

Silveo’s would-be employer sipped at his
wine. “Do you think I could use a poisoned handkerchief? It
sounds easier.”

“No, sir,” said Silveo smoothly. “The
handling of such things can cause impotence. Ocelons are, of
course, less delicate.”

The grishnard paused with his glass halfway
to his lips. “Well,” he said, peering at Lu with renewed interest,
“how…fascinating.”

Lu resisted the urge to roll her eyes.
Silvy, if we get out of this alive, I may have to smack
you.

“I’m glad you’re here, though, Alia,”
continued Silveo. “My esteemed client feels that this task is best
accomplished by himself. I am merely a consultant, here to show him
how it’s done. Perhaps you’d like to offer your opinion as
well.”

Lu almost giggled. How did you bring him
around to that idea? The nerve.

Silveo reached inside his waistcoat and
produced a corked vial similar to the one Lu had given him.
However, this vial contained a violently green liquid. “This, my
lord,” said Silveo, “is deadly. Handle with care.” He placed the
vial on the table, where the grishnard regarded it as one might
regard a rabid rat.

Lu had to agree that it looked deadly.
She wondered what kind of food coloring Silveo had used. The green
was nearly florescent. “We’ll practice with regular wine,”
continued Silveo.

As he spoke, he produced another vial from
his waistcoat. At a glance, it looked empty, but Lu knew better. It
was full of clear liquid. He proceeded to fill the vial with wine
from the decanter—tipping out the contents into the wine so neatly
that even Lu, who’d been expecting it, hardly caught the movement.
The target, on the other hand, had gingerly retrieved the vial of
livid green fluid and was examining it in fascination. Lu suspected
that the bodyguard was equally distracted.

Silveo poured himself and his employer each
another tumbler of wine. Lu thought, for one horrified moment, that
he was about to take a sip, but then the target asked, “How quickly
will he die? He can’t keel over right there at the table. But he’s
got to be dead before the new yellow moon.”

Picky, aren’t we?

“Of course, sir,” said Silveo. “He won’t get
sick for about a day, and then it will look like gut-gripe. You
will be wholly unsuspected.”

“You won’t get your pay until he’s dead,”
warned the grishnard, “and only if he dies within the parameters
I’ve described.”

“I understand, my lord,” said Silveo. “To
that end, let us practice.”

He raised his glass in a toast. Lu stepped
forward and took it from him. She could feel the blood beating in
her ears, but she opened her mouth and words came out. To her
surprise, they sounded calm. “Allow me to demonstrate a
time-honored technique of street performers.”

The grishnard looked at her with undisguised
disdain, but also a hint of lust. Lu felt certain that he cared not
a whit for her poisoning techniques, but he would happily look at
her all day. “Go on.”

“After dinner, as you are drinking and having
a censor of sweet leaf, you poison your own drink.”

The grisharnd’s eyebrows rose. “Tricky…”

Lu winked at him. “Indeed. It’s much easier
than poisoning anyone else’s. Of course, you don’t drink from it
after that—”

“And then I switch it with his…” said the
grishnard slowly.

“Well, that is one way, my lord, though I
must say it lacks creativity. Another option is to walk around the
room, gesturing, like so.” Lu paced about the library, making
sweeping gestures with her drink. Silveo was watching her with that
expressionless stare which meant he was trying to figure out what
was going on.

“You say something amusing, perhaps involving
the likely paternity of his children,” continued Lu.

The grishnard gave an amused snort.

“Then,” continued Lu, “as he opens his mouth
to laugh, make a sweeping gesture, and…” She pirouetted and tossed
her drink directly in the face of the surprised bodyguard. He stood
there, blinking, wine running down his face.

His master burst into startled laughter, then
set down the green vial to clap as though he were at a play. “I had
no idea that training as an assassin could be so amusing,” he
chortled. “I may have to do this more often. Alia, right? Are you
available to hire for other types of…occasions?”

Across from him, Silveo’s pale face had gone
a shade paler. Lu was certain that he’d gotten the gist of what was
going on. One hand inched inside his waistcoat. In the same
instant, there was a gasp behind her. Lu turned to see the
bodyguard stagger against the doorframe. He put out a hand to
steady himself, eyes screwed shut, shaking his head. Then he
dropped to his knees, gagging, a thin line of frothy drool dangling
from his mouth.

Lu whipped back around to see the grishnard
client in the act of springing to his feet. She saw that he, too,
was armed, and now he was drawing his sword. Silveo’s hand flashed
out of his inner pocket, and the knife left his fingers before the
grishnard had gotten his sword entirely free of its scabbard. The
knife buried itself with a sickening thunk in the center of the
grishnard’s throat. Behind her, the guard made a desperate attempt
to draw his own weapon, but the muscle spasms were already
beginning, and she doubted he could grip anything.

The master of the house stumbled back, mouth
opening and closing like a landed fish—soundless. Silveo darted
forward, delivering a vicious kick that knocked his victim to the
floor. He jerked the knife free from behind, releasing a spray of
blood, which Silveo entirely avoided. He pulled the grishnard’s
head back by the hair and finished cutting his throat, muttering as
he did so, “You should have offered more money. And you should have
been less of an ass.”

The guard was in full-body convulsions now,
and Lu felt sorry for him. His face contorted, the muscles of his
neck stood out like cords, and his legs hammered madly against the
door. Silveo crossed the room, cursing, to put him out of his
misery. He threw the bolt on the door just as a voice from the far
side boomed. “What’s going on in there?”

Lu was in tears now—whether from seeing her
own handiwork, relief that Silveo was still alive, or fear that
they would yet be killed, she could not say. Silveo rounded on her.
“What—was—that?”

“Rat poison,” she said miserably. “I gave you
the wrong vial, Silvy. I’m so sorry.”

He stared at her, pale eyes wide. Lu
wondered, belatedly, whether he would kill her. Silveo was not the
most forgiving creature.

There was more furious hammering from the far
side of the door.

Silveo shut his eyes and took a deep breath,
fists clenched, jaw working. “Alright. Job’s done. Not as neatly as
I’d like, but…job’s done.”

There was a boom as something heavy hit the
door, and it leapt on its hinges. “They’re going to kill us,” Lu
whispered.

Silveo crossed the room in half a dozen
strides. “Always have three plans,” he muttered, “and three ways
out.”

He dragged aside one of the thick, feathery
pegasus skin rugs, and Lu saw a round port in the floor, looking
much like the hatch of a ship. “Lots of back doors in this warren,”
continued Silveo. “That’s what happens when you might have to run
from the law at any moment. Come on.”

Lu jumped as another thud hit the far door
and something cracked. She scampered across the room to follow
Silveo onto a dark staircase. “Don’t bother putting the hatch
back,” he called over his shoulder. “They’ll know where it is and
how we left. Just hurry.”

Then they were descending—round and round in
a tight spiral. Any light from above was soon left behind. Lu could
hear Silveo’s patter just ahead of her and the heavier footfalls of
their pursuers behind and above. She took comfort in the idea that
the grishnards must have either wasted precious time grabbing
lanterns or they were in the dark, too.

After what seemed an eternity, they reached
level ground. Silveo seemed to know where he was going and struck
off to their right. Lu tripped on something and nearly fell.
“Silvy?” For one heart-stopping moment, she thought he’d left her,
but then she felt his small hand close around hers.

He all-but-dragged her along, around piles
of…something. Lu’s nose finally caught up with her frightened
brain. Odors of saffron and mint and sweet leaf, cheese and
seasoned meat and leather. We’re in the storeroom where I first
came in.

Something bumped behind them, and someone
cursed. That’ll be the guards.

Someone had removed the lantern on the table
by the low wooden door. Lu’s sharp, cat eyes were beginning to pick
out dim silhouettes. Silveo’s pale shape crouched by the door.
Picking the lock. Let’s hope it’s not complicated.

She caught sight of hulking grishnard shapes
coming around a pile of barrels, going carefully to avoid running
into anything. The unfortunate creak as Silveo got the door open
carried clearly across the room. “There!” one shouted, and they
burst forward.

Silveo and Lu darted through the door and
began a new descent. The unpleasant odor of tallow candles hit Lu’s
nostrils, and she soon spied the flickering light of the disgusting
things in wall sconces. So much for hiding in the dark.

Down and down. Lu was winded by the time they
reached the final hall, but she thought that their pursuers might
have taken a wrong turn in the corridors behind them. For her and
Silveo, on the other hand, the trail of burdock and cardamom lead
unerringly to the outside door, where the surprised-looking leon
slave boy stood staring at them.

Silveo whipped out another knife, but Lu
pushed his hand down. “He’s mute; leave him alone.”

The boy didn’t try to stop them as they raced
through the door. They emerged into the pavilion amid the noise and
stink of the bazaar. Two guards were standing there this time.
Wyvern piss.

They looked at Lu and Silveo in surprise.
Silveo waved the knife that he’d used to threaten the leon boy, and
both guards took a quick step back, drawing their swords. However,
instead of throwing it at them, Silveo lashed at the side of the
tent. He grinned, made a little bow, and darted through the gaping
hole, Lu close on his heels.

The rest was a blur when Lu thought about it
later—racing through the bazaar with the guards hard after them,
scattering merchandise and knocking over tents, pounding into the
maze of tunnels that lead to the upper reaches of the underground.
Each time Lu thought they’d lost their pursuers, she heard renewed
cries from behind. The more respectable shops had closed by the
time they reached the upper tunnels, which meant fewer places to
hide and fewer shoppers to confuse the pursuit.

Silveo stopped just beneath the street.
“You!” he snapped at a shop-keeper who was closing up. The shelt—a
female leopon—eyed him warily and reached beneath her coat. Silveo
trotted forward. “No trouble, no trouble!” he said, waving his
hands. “But I want to buy your shop.”

She blinked at him. “Well…that’s—”

Silveo tugged on the chain around his neck
and fished out the medallion that Lu had seen earlier. It was
intricately wrought, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and set with
gemstones. The shopkeeper tried to keep a neutral expression, but
Lu saw her pupils dilate.

“I can’t possibly make such a decision right
now,” she began.

“Oh, yes, you can,” snapped Silveo. “That’s
worth more than your shop and whatever you’ve got in it. And the
first month’s rent. You know it. Now take it.”

The leopon sputtered.

Lu shifted from one foot to the other,
glancing behind them. Any minute, she expected to see enraged
grishnards charging out of the shadows.

The leopon took the medallion and examined
it. She sniffed, took a thoughtful nibble. “Well…”

“Well, give me the key,” snarled Silveo and
all-but snatched it from her. “There’ll be another like that one
tomorrow if you come back, give us a tour, and sign the papers,” he
continued, “but only if you never saw us tonight. Now go.” He
grabbed Lu’s hand, and they plunged into the darkness of the shop.
Silveo threw the bolt on the door behind them, and Lu heard him
fastening a chain and what sounded like several additional
bolts.

They stood still for a moment, panting. Then
Lu heard the thud of footsteps in the hallway, angry shouting, and,
after what seemed an eternity, silence. Lu leaned against the wall
and shut her eyes. “Silvy, I’m sorry,” she whispered. You just
spent all the money you earned for risking your life, because I
made a stupid mistake.

Silveo snorted in the darkness. She heard his
voice moving around the room. “Some kind of rat poison. Did you
really get it in his mouth that way? I thought you were just being
silly.”

She gave a shaky laugh. “It’s meant to be
diluted with a lot more than half a decanter of wine. And, no, I
wasn’t trying to get it in his mouth. It can be absorbed through
the eyes. Faster than through the stomach, actually.”

“I see.” He paused. His breathing was
becoming more even. “Good job taking out the big one first. How did
you find me?”

“Basil told me you wore the burdock root
concoction.”

“Ah! Yeah, it worked pretty well.”

There was an awkward pause. Lu felt her way
across the room to the place where she’d last heard his voice.
“Silvy, I am really terribly sorry.” She found his shoulder in the
darkness. He was shivering—the after-affects, Lu supposed, of their
brush with death. “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to kill
me.”

Silveo laughed. He reached up and patted her
hand. “Lu…there are a lot of shelts in Wefrivain who’d like to
poison me. But I can’t think of anyone else who would have come
after me.”

She tried to hug him, and he let her. For
such a little thing, you do take up so much space.

“I think Basil would come after you,” she
said, after a moment.

“Maybe. Come on. Your shop must have
somewhere comfortable to sleep.”

“My shop?” echoed Lu as she felt her way
along behind him.

“Well, of course,” said Silveo over his
shoulder. “What use have I got for a shop? Murder for hire? Forty
percent off, just this afternoon? Which reminds me: if you’re going
to kill your business partner, never do it on the cheap. That’s the
lesson in all this.”

Lu giggled. “The only one?” After a moment,
she said, “You’re serious about the shop?”

“Of course I’m serious. You just saved my
life. Malpin says that one should reward loyalty.”

Lu shook her head. I did that because I’m
your friend. Not your loyal employee. But she didn’t say it,
because she didn’t think Silveo would understand.

They found a cot in the backroom. It was
probably a one-person affair for a grishnard or leopon, but Silveo
and Lu managed to cuddle up on it together. They lay on their
sides. Lu put her face against the back of his neck, her arms
around his chest, and shut her eyes. She felt the warmth of his
body through their clothes. This was the part she’d missed.

“So…Basil,” she began. “Is he a pirate?”

Silveo yawned. “Sort of. Privateer in Sern’s
last war with Merdent. Occasionally an armed escort for a merchant
ship. I won’t say he’s never done any smuggling, but he’d rather be
fighting, I think. Likes adventure.”

Lu smiled. “He likes you.”

Silveo gave a nervous laugh. “Yeah, I guess.
That, too.”

“Is it true love? I saw you moved your sea
chest in there.”

“I don’t know. He’s nice enough, mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“He’s kind of an obnoxious drunk.”

“Obnoxious…like hitting you?”

“No, not like that. He drinks too much under
stress.”

“Are you stressing him?”

Silveo snickered. “Don’t I stress everyone?”
He hesitated. “Did he behave himself when you dropped the poison
off? He said you’d come early. He’s not a morning person.”

“Oh, he was fine,” said Lu quickly. “I think
I sort of embarrassed him.”

“Embarrassed?” echoed Silveo. “I don’t think
Basil has been embarrassed a day in his life.”

“He seemed startled that I was a girl.”

“Oh…” Silveo snickered. “Yeah, he can be
funny about that. He was raised by hunti. They picked him up in a
burned-out village when he was four.”

“Really?” Lu was even more intrigued. “So
he’s never been around other grishnards much at all?”

“Nope. And I think I’m his first boy.”

Lu perked up considerably. “You mean—” Then
she thought about it. “Oh! Oh…”

Silveo was laughing silently. “Pretty
strange, right? Hunti all look male to me, even with their clothes
off…although I guess they can tell some small differences. Does he
think of me as a girl? I have no idea. I do think I’m the prettiest
person he’s ever had in his cabin.”

“But that could be said of so many people,”
said Lu innocently, and Silveo gave her shoulder a pinch where he
could reach it.

“He invited me to breakfast this morning,”
said Lu, “but I couldn’t stay. Would you mind if I came some other
time?”

Silveo sounded sleepy. “’Course I wouldn’t
mind. Come for dinner. Stay all night; you know me.”

Lu felt a little sad. Basil likes you
better than you like him. But she couldn’t help feeling
excited, too. “I’d love to come…for dinner, at least. Let’s start
with dinner.”

END


 


Author’s Note

The Cowry Catches series begins
thirteen years after the events described in “Chemistry.” You can
read more about Lu, Silveo and Basil in those books.


 


The Secret

Spring, 1682

It has been five days since I arrived on
Maijha Minor, and I feel that I should begin to keep a journal,
lest I forget the many things I am learning about the island of my
birth from which I have long been absent. I cannot begin to express
my excitement regarding this endeavor. For years, I have read all I
can find about Maijha Minor. These writings are often fragmentary,
incomplete, and censored—even in the private libraries of the
elite. They hint at secrets hidden on the island—secrets that would
unsettle our cruel grishnard masters and their immortal wyvern
gods.

Wyvern hostility towards Maijha Minor is
well-documented. It seems that the gods would like nothing so much
as to have the island’s inhabitants eradicated. It is a great irony
that the blood-lust of their chosen lackeys works against them.
Grishnards will hunt, and Maijha Minor’s status as a game
park protects it, even as its inhabitants suffer yearly
depredations. As a result, Maijha Minor has been preserved like a
doorway into the past—a picture of what Wefrivain might have looked
like a thousand years ago, when secret things were not so
secret.

I am aware that writing about such things
could result in my death, should this journal fall into the hands
of the gods or their agents. I realize that my words could endanger
those who have been my friends and allies, and I will attempt to
disguise their identities.

However, my purpose in this journal must
ultimately be truth and clarity. I am continually frustrated by
mysteries from the past that have been wholly or partially obscured
by those who were too frightened or too lazy to record what they
knew. This only puts more power into the jaws of the gods and the
hands of the grishnards as they seek to dominate every living
creature in Wefrivain. If fauns are to ever be more than trophies
for grishnards and meals for wyverns, we must consolidate our
victories. We must tell each other what we know.

It seems likely that I will die young and
violently. I intend to hide this journal in hopes that some
likeminded person, searching for clues as I have done, may find it.
I hope that you, dear reader, will improve upon my studies.

Knowledge is power. I want to know
everything.

Day 6

I realize that I began this journal with an
essay on Maijha Minor, which told the reader exactly nothing about
my person or situation. I am the rarest of all half-breeds. My
mother was a shavier faun from Maijha Minor, and my father was a
grishnard. Of their identities, I will say no more, except that my
mother was shot by hunters when I was six, and my father is both
alive and willing to give me some assistance.

I am now eighteen years old. I left Maijha
Minor when my mother died and have only recently returned. I have
arrived in the spring, when very little hunting is allowed, in
order to appear as non-threatening as possible. I would also like
to avoid run-ins with grishnard hunters until I have become
accustomed to the island.

In spite of this, I have had some difficulty
getting the island’s inhabitants to trust me. I cannot blame them.
I have been living with grishnards, and the fauns and other game
animals living on Maijha Minor have been much abused.

I have been under court tutors, and my
manners must seem somewhat affected to them. I am certain that my
attempts to imitate their coarseness would appear absurd, so I must
attempt to win them over with sincerity. I mean them well. Surely
they will begin to see that.

Day 7

I left the hunting lodge this morning. My
presence there was accomplishing nothing, and simply set me apart
as an outsider under special protection. My father’s attempts to
aid me only made me seem less like a faun.

I spent the day trekking deep into the
jungle. I have no doubt that the natives were watching, although I
saw only the occasional pegasus passing overhead. I remember some
of this place from my childhood as though from a dream. I found
ruins that I recalled, and I have set up my little camp here.

I have combed my father’s extensive
libraries, searching for information about the people who made
these ruins. There is precious little, although many agree that
they were fauns, and that they lived before the grishnard
conquest—a free and powerful kingdom, not slaves and game animals.
I intend to

Here, my composition was interrupted by a
pair of zeds, who attempted to kill me with swords. I am a trained
firedancer and have survived several assassination attempts. I am
sorry to report that their swords were poorly constructed, and one
actually broke when I landed a kick to the attacker’s forearm and
then stamped on the flat of the blade. Very poor materials, but
then I know how hard the game keepers try to keep good weapons off
the island.

I did not wish to injure my attackers and
managed to avoid applying my hoof-blades to their flesh. I had
hoped that they would stay to talk after I disarmed them, but they
immediately fled back into the jungle. I am left alone with my
candle and my journal. Perhaps I should stop scribbling for now in
case more skilled attackers arrive.

Day 11

I am very fortunate to be now in the home of
my mother’s cousin, she having rescued me from a pit trap, to which
none of my expertise proved adequate. I hesitate to record the
details, as they are humiliating. I must remind myself of my goals.
Truth and clarity…

This is what happened. On the evening after
my previous entry, I attempted to write in this journal by
candlelight, only to lose my candle to a well-placed arrow. I took
this as a warning. I lit no more fires, and became generally more
vigilant. The archer surely could have shot me instead of the
candle. I wish this person had had the fortitude to speak to me in
addition to shooting at me.

Just after sunset on the following evening, I
heard sounds of thrashing in the underbrush. I debated lighting a
candle or even a torch, but decided I was safer without the
conspicuous light. I thought I heard sounds of distress and so
decided to risk an investigation. Red moon was half full and gave
reasonable light.

I edged my way cautiously along a narrow
trail towards the sounds and finally spotted a pegasus foal in a
tree some little way ahead. The foal seemed to have become tangled
in a fishing net, which was caught on the tree limb. It made
pitiful noises as it struggled.

I congratulated myself upon finally
discovering a means to ingratiate myself to the locals. Then I
approached the tree to assist the animal. If I had had a torch, or
even a candle, I might have noticed something amiss in the earth
beneath the tree. Alas, I did not.

Just as I passed beneath the limb, the ground
opened beneath me, and I fell into a deep pit. My fall triggered
some mechanism of the trap, which set the pegasus free, and it shot
off into the night without a second glance at my predicament.

You will think, dear reader, that it is a
poor firedancer who cannot free himself from a hole in the ground.
I assure you that I share your disgust. However, the pit had been
lined with giant sundew leaves. I had, previously, only a textbook
knowledge of these plants. I knew enough to avoid them in the
jungle, but had not appreciated the scope of the threat.

The leaves are lined on one side with stalks,
which are crowned with knobs of sticky, pink fluid. These knobs can
reach the size of a plum in the largest specimens. They break open
and smear across the skin on contact. This also triggers the leaf
to curl, wrapping around its victim and touching more stalks to
skin. The fluid is both sticky and corrosive, creating serious
burns within moments of contact. The fluid will digest and absorb a
victim over time.

This I knew. What I did not know is that
sundew also has a soporific effect. Indeed, it is called “sundew
intoxication” by the locals. This makes sense. Giant sundew
sometimes catch prey as large as young pegasus. A struggling victim
could quickly destroy the plant. However, a placid, intoxicated
victim will lie still and allow itself to be digested.

When I fell into the pit, I landed in sundew
leaves that quickly curled round me. The initial pain was
excruciating and wholly unexpected. I screamed and thrashed and
only succeeded in covering myself with more sticky juice, followed
by a film of dirt. The initial burning ebbed rapidly, and I tried
to clamber out of the pit. My first two attempts almost succeeded.
I could—just barely—get my fingers over the edge. Unfortunately,
the combination of sundew slime and dirt made it difficult to get a
good grip.

I was developing an alarming degree of
double-vision. I felt as though I had drunk half a keg of strong
ale. My efforts became uncoordinated, and my thoughts confused. My
face began to swell and blister, my eyes nearly swollen shut. I
forgot why I should care about climbing out of the pit. I think I
may have sung a few of my favorite ballads, perhaps at great
volume.

My next memory is of a shavier fauness
stripping off my clothes and violently rubbing me down with a
solution that, I later learned, counteracts the stickiness of
sundew. I was still under the effects of the toxin. I believe I
tried to kiss her. When she rebuffed my advances, I cheerfully
introduced myself. That is how I met my mother’s family—naked,
filthy, slurring my words, and looking as though I had been in a
tavern brawl.

All things considered, my family has been
remarkably gracious. My cousin told me that they had been watching
me for days and debating what to do. When I fell into the trap, it
was decided that no son of my mother’s would be allowed to die in a
zed pit.

I was not in the trap for more than half a
watch, but my skin looks as though I have lain in the open sun for
a day. The swelling has subsided, but I am badly blistered
everywhere that was not covered by my clothing. I have been
slathered in soothing ointments and am now able to hold a
quill.

It is difficult to admit that I have come
into the good graces of the locals, not by impressing them with my
skills, but by impressing them with my helplessness. I am ashamed,
but thankful for a second chance. I am alive, and I have made
friends, and I must consider all these things a net gain.

Day 20

I am remiss. There is no excuse; I must keep
up. I confess, I have been disheartened over the last few days.
This, in spite of the many interesting things I am learning. I will
try to explain.

The tribe of shavier, which includes my
mother’s family, lives in a tree-dwelling. I believe that shavier
are the rarest of the faun species on the island, owing to the
value placed upon their often-brilliantly colored tail and
lower-body feathers, as well as their unusual hair colors. Hunters
favor them for trophies. I suppose I should count myself lucky that
my own hair and feathers are a uniform pale blue and easily
dyed.

I have made friends with some of the
gazumelle and gazelle in addition to some of the shavier and
pegasus. They are curious about me. My accent, particularly, is an
amusement to them. They have never heard a faun talking with a
courtly grishnard accent. I have tried to emulate their own accent,
but they tell me that I do it poorly. I’m sure I will improve with
time.

I was surprised to learn that money offered
by my father was of interest to these fauns. I had thought that the
island’s inhabitants employed only a primitive barter system that
would have no use for coinage, cut off as they are from
civilization. However, this does not seem to be the case. They tell
me that the most secret places on the island are amongst the
extensive ruins claimed by zeds as their territory. In order to use
these hiding places during hunting season, the other fauns must pay
protection money. The zeds use this money to trade with the few
hearty pirates who manage to navigate the treacherous waters around
Maijha Minor, as well as game keepers and even hunters.

I suppose it should not shock me that
inter-species conflict exists, even among the desperately abused
underclasses of my home island. Nevertheless, it did shock me. I
have more to say, but I find I am too dispirited this evening.

Day 21

I have had a startling visit from a young
shavier fauness of about my age. I find myself conflicted. I must
not become distracted from my mission. It has also come to my
attention that I have been living in a world largely devoid of
young ladies. At least the kind of young ladies who would take an
interest in me.

Day 22

I have decided that the reproductive habits
of non-grishnard species are an under-studied topic, worthy of more
attention. I have begun a separate journal on the subject. I have
made drawings.

Day 47

I have removed a number of pages from this
journal, owing to their lack of focus and embarrassing foray into
poorly constructed verse. I hesitate to dwell on personal matters,
which will doubtless be of no interest to you, dear reader, a
hundred years from now. If only I could stand outside of the world
I wish to study. Alas, I cannot.

I will attempt to retain the disinterested
passion that brought me here. I believe that I am stagnating and in
danger of creating personal entrapments for myself that will
prevent me from learning all that I wish to learn. I need a new
direction.

Day 49

I realize that my last entry bordered on the
maudlin. This will cease. I have been on Maijha Minor for nearly a
red month, and I have certainly learned things, though not the sort
of things that would aid fauns in their overthrow of wyvern and
grishnard dominance. I have begun two additional journals—one on
the behavior and anatomy of non-grishnard species, and the other on
the plants and non-talking animals of Maijha Minor. I have made
many sketches and notes on the three species of poisonous jellyfish
that make the waters around the island particularly dangerous for
swimmers.

I have even managed to examine the body of a
diving spider—a creature that can grow to the size of a small
pegasus. Their bite causes partial or complete paralysis. Their
victims are usually pulled into the water and drowned. They are
exceedingly dangerous to small vessels that unknowingly pass above
their nests, and they will even overrun large ships during their
swarming season.

I have cataloged four species of poison
sundew and two other species of carnivorous plant, which are not
dangerous to fauns, but do capture smaller animals, such as
squirrels and birds.

The birds! I have begun to collect eggs and
feathers. Some I have never seen before, even in my father’s
extensive collections.

I am on good terms with my mother’s family of
shavier, as well as several troops of gazumelle. I have met one
foxling hermit, living high in the hills, and spoken with a pair of
wild ocelots. I have, once, gotten close enough to call to a wild
leopard, but he did not answer me. My friends among the shavier
tell me that I am lucky he did not kill me. However, if I want the
inhabitants of this island to work together, I must set an example
and consider them all my family and allies.

Day 55

Yesterday presented something of a crisis. A
representative of the local tribe of zeds visited my shavier family
and accused me of spying for the grishnard game-keepers. She said
that I am here to take game counts, map their trails and trade
routes, and learn how their traps work in order to aid hunters in
the coming season. They are aware of the identity of my father, and
they seem to regard this as further evidence of my likely
treachery.

I was honored when my friends among both the
shavier and gazumelle stood up to defend me. They would not permit
the zed envoy to kidnap or attack me. However, I fear that I will
bring trouble on my friends if I remain here.

I have also begun to suspect that the answers
to my most ardent questions likely lie among the zeds, or at least
among the ruins they inhabit. I have chosen to view this new threat
as an opportunity to avoid stagnation and further my quest.
Tomorrow, I will pack my things and make my way towards
Kwarla-conch. These isolated ruins are home to the most powerful
and aggressive of the zed tribes. I intend to offer them an ongoing
bribe, which I know my father will provide, in exchange for their
friendship or at least their cooperation. I may face combat, and I
may be killed, but I feel the odds are in my favor, and I am in
good spirits. My goals are, once again, clearly before me.

Day 60

Arrived Kwarla-conch. Must be brief. Am
closely watched. Zeds clearly tempted by my offer, but distrustful.
The leader is a formidable female, whom I shall call S. I do not
think they are dazzled by my bloodline or even my plans, but they
are certainly dazzled by gold. One zed has spoken up for me—an
archer of great prowess, whom I shall call M. I think M may have
been the one who destroyed my candle during those first days in the
forest. She told me, privately, that she owed my mother a debt. I
wish, not for the first time, that I could have known my mother
better.

Day 61

S seems more favorably disposed towards me
this morning. I believe that M has been talking to her. It has been
decided that I will be allowed to join S’s tribe if I complete
their initiation rites. I believe the bribe I offered is still
expected as well. It seems a large sum of money to pay for the
privilege of risking one’s life. If I die, they will get nothing. I
have pointed this out, but S still seems suspicious of me and will
not be swayed.

If I join S’s tribe, it will make me
virtually immune to hostility from others on the island, including
other tribes of zeds, as hers is the most powerful. The idea
appeals to me, although I am still troubled by this practice of
exacting protection money. They have not yet disclosed the nature
of the initiation rites, save that they involve tests for loyalty,
bravery, and skill.

If I do not agree to their terms, S is
threatening to hold me hostage and make extravagant demands upon my
father. Again, I pointed out that I will make a more valuable ally
than a hostage, but S is unmoved. The initiation begins
tomorrow.

Day 63

After some consideration, I burned
yesterday’s entry. The test of skill involved escaping from a trap
within underground ruins. I was so distracted by the pictographs on
the walls that I nearly failed the test, which is to say I nearly
died. I have much to tell about the ruins, but have decided to say
little about the test, as this information could be damaging in the
hands of hunters.

The test of loyalty, which I performed today,
was much more straightforward. I killed a grishnard. I believe I
maintained my composure well, and the zeds were satisfied. However,
it was the first time I have slain a shelt.

I am still not certain how I feel about this.
I knew, when I came to Maijha Minor, that such things would be
required. If I achieve my goals, many grishnards will die.

I did not think the killing had affected me.
However, I find myself fixating upon my victim’s likely origins and
personal ties. It bothers me greatly that I did not know his
name.

I remind myself that grishnard hunters killed
my mother for sport, that they are the lackeys of the wyvern gods,
that they eat us. Yet I am half grishnard. I look more like a faun,
but that heritage of cruelty is mine as well. I am hunter and
hunted.

I am confusing myself.

As I said, I have much to say about the
ruins, but I will say it tomorrow.

Day 64

I make this entry on the night before my
probable death. I will hide this journal and my other writings
beneath a stone among the ruins of Kwarla-conch in case I do not
survive. I am not certain that it contains anything of real value
to future generations, but I have learned to take nothing for
granted. What I consider common knowledge may be a mystery to you,
dear reader.

Kwarla-conch, as it turns out, is an ancient
stone temple, built around a firebird monument. In retrospect, I
believe that many of the stone ruins are similar structures, though
most of those previously available to my inspection were too broken
to make this distinction.

The nature of these old buildings may be
significant. Indeed, it may be the most significant thing I have
recorded. I found no evidence that wyverns were venerated in these
temples. The inhabitants from ages past appear to have worshiped a
version of the firebird, of which we know very little.

The zeds have hung the firebird monument with
grishnard skulls. Indeed, they added the head of my victim to their
collection. However, this seems to be a relatively recent practice.
The zeds themselves believe that their ancestors were brought to
the island by grishnards as game animals for sport hunting. They
believe that the ruins were built by shavier fauns—my people—before
the grishnard conquest. They seem to hold shavier in some contempt
for losing their territory to grishnards. I myself am not at all
certain that the shavier living on the island now are directly
descended from those who built these ruins.

I found no evidence of bones in the older
sections of the temple. It seems unlikely that these ancient
peoples offered talking creatures as meals to their god, as is
standard practice in the wyvern cults today. Indeed, it seems
unlikely to me that a material deity was present in the temple at
all.

Unfortunately, I have had little time to
consider the importance of all this, as I am facing a difficult
task tomorrow. The zeds’ idea of a test of bravery is to send me
out onto the cliffs above the sea into a colony of blood bats.
These creatures are often called winged wolves, but I think the
less common term “blood bat” is more accurate.

Under any other circumstances I would be
delighted by this prospect, as very little is known about these
creatures. They are not talking animals, though they are social.
They have no shelts. They stand about waist-high to the average
faun, but are said to weigh little more than an ocelot. They are
four-legged, but capable of true flight according to the zeds.

As per their name, blood bats are said to
feed exclusively on blood. I am told that their favored prey are
sleeping pegasus, though they will also feed on zebra and gazelle.
They generally avoid shelts, but will occasionally attack those who
come too near their nests. If they catch a sleeping shelt, they are
said to be able to drain the body to the point of death. They are
not usually deadly to their larger hoofed prey, although their
attentions can hasten the demise of young foals, elderly adults, or
those who are sick or injured. Their bites occasionally spread
disease. Consequently, blood bats are hated and feared by nearly
all the inhabitants of Maijha Minor—four-legged and two-legged
alike.

My task of bravery is to descend the cliff to
their nest and bring back an egg. Yes, an egg. The zeds insist that
they lay eggs. I am both fascinated and daunted. I will hide this
journal beneath a paving stone before I leave.

Day 68

I live. I am weak and sick, and I find I am
smudging my paper with blood. Will continue tomorrow.

Day 69

I am not sure whether I should be honored or
chagrined to announce that I am an official zed. At least, I will
be after the ceremony this evening.

I am now partially recovered from my ordeal
and able to write about the experience. The climb down the cliff to
the colony of blood bats was strenuous. I was told that I must
undertake it during the hottest part of the day in order to give
myself the best chance of success, as the bats are most active at
night. My brave hosts did not deign to go even halfway with me, but
gave me directions to the cliff face.

I did learn that many of them were familiar
with the place, having performed the same task themselves upon
reaching adulthood. This gave me hope. The zeds were not merely
inventing difficult tests for me. These are their true initiation
rites, usually performed by youth of twelve to fourteen.

They sent me with ritual supplies—a skin of
water, a single meal of dried fish and fruit, a pack to carry the
egg, and a knife. No rope. After a great deal of debate, they
allowed me to bring my hoof-blades in place of a knife, for which I
was grateful. Climbing was not part of my traditional firedancer
training, but at least I had my familiar weapons.

I believe it is not vain to say that I have
the strength and balance for climbing, but a sheer cliff face is
not the best environment in which to learn. Summer is fully upon
us, and sweat was streaming into my eyes by the time I managed to
reach the series of little caves where the blood bats nest.

I had watched a few bats sluggishly moving
around the lip of the caves as I approached. They had not
challenged me in my climb, but they roused themselves once I
reached the nests. I managed to seize an egg immediately upon
arrival, but five of the adults assailed me, and I wished that I
had not been so quick to trade the knife for my hoof blades. They
flew at my face and upper body. Their cutting teeth are incredibly
sharp. Blood was soon running down my arms, and the combination of
sweat and blood exceeded the limits of my grip-strength.

I fell.

I woke some time later with a blood bat upon
my chest, feeding from a wound it had inflicted near my temple. In
my weak and dizzy state, I flailed at it and nearly tumbled from
the narrow ledge where I had been fortunate enough to land.

The bat abandoned me without further
encouragement. The wound continued to trickle blood for the rest of
my ordeal, although it was completely painless. I am fascinated by
this and wish to study the properties of blood bat saliva.

At the time, though, I was not sure I would
live to document this oddity. I had fallen upon the egg which I had
retrieved, and I lay in the sad mess of bloody yolk. I tried to
clean it off with sand. Upon further consideration, I also rubbed
the salty sand from the cliff face in my palms and wounds, trying
to soak up the blood and sweat that had precipitated my fall. This
served the purpose, though the pain was excruciating. I was to
learn, much later, that initiates are commonly given chalk dust to
assist in this matter. The zeds had made my test more difficult in
several respects.

I sat for some time upon the ledge, drinking
from my water skin, eating my meal of dried fish, and contemplating
my predicament. I thought that I might—barely—be able to climb back
up to the nesting caves. However, once there, I did not see why I
should be any more successful than before. Navigating my way back
to the cliff top would be slow, tedious work, and I would never
make it if I were hounded by angry adult bats.

I considered abandoning the whole enterprise,
climbing down to the beach, and going into hiding on the
island—perhaps even returning to my father’s people back at the
hunting lodge. I could secure one or two griffins for protection
and begin my studies once more, in defiance of the zeds.

But that seemed to fly in the face of all I
was trying to achieve. I did not want to lean upon my privilege as
a half-grishnard in order to force fauns to my will. I wanted to
gain their cooperation as a faun.

So I thought. And as I thought, I watched the
nest. It was late afternoon by then, and I noticed that the bats
seemed to be growing more active. A few of them dropped from the
cliff and flapped away into the jungle.

The solution came to me so suddenly that I
fairly staggered. The zeds had told me that the bats were least
active at noon. They had insinuated that this would be the safest
time to approach the nest. However, the zeds had given me
misleading information before, and I should have expected nothing
less during the final test.

They had not actually lied to me. The bats
are, indeed, least active at noon. Consequently, they are all in
their cave sleeping. During the night, when the bats are active, they go in search of prey…which means they
must leave their nest!

My hopes rose as the sun set. One by one, the
adults dropped from the cliff and flapped away. At twilight, the
trickle grew to a rush, and the sky was briefly dark with
fluttering bodies.

I was elated. Still, I knew I would have only
a brief window in which to work. The zeds had, naturally, chosen a
night nearly devoid of moonlight. The treacherous final climb to
the cliff top would be deadly in complete darkness. This, then, was
the true test—speed.

The moment the rush of bats vanished, I began
to climb. The sun had just dipped beneath the sea. In the last of
the twilight, I reached the nest caves and found only eggs and a
few juvenile bats. The bats obviously depend upon the isolation of
their nests to protect their eggs and young. There was not a single
adult guard.

The eggs themselves are located some little
distance back into narrow caves. They would be difficult for a
griffin to reach, but not too much trouble for a determined shelt.
The egg of a blood bat fills one’s palm, and they have a
surprisingly solid weight. They are leathery, like a snake or
turtle egg, but sharply tapered on one end.

I seized the first egg I could reach and
shoved it into my pack. I was bitten once by a juvenile bat, but
ignored the pain, and started climbing. The juvenile did not pursue
me.

Upon reaching the cliff top, I had the absurd
inclination to whoop and dance. I am glad that I did not, as the
adult bats were still very much active in the area. I started into
the jungle as full darkness descended. I had not gone more than a
few paces when I nearly tripped on an arrow sticking out of the
ground in the middle of the path.

It was so dark beneath the trees that I could
not even examine it, but had to feel my way along the shaft. There
was a candle impaled upon the tip. In this way, I surmised that it
had been left by M and that she was trying to warn me of
something.

I thought carefully of the events of the last
few days and decided that I should not return to Kwarla-conch via
the main trail. It was a good decision. I learned later that a pit
trap had been left for me. If I had proceeded, I would, at the very
least, have broken the precious egg, and would probably have
died.

Nevertheless, the following two days were
harrowing in the extreme. There is no fresh water within half a
day’s journey of the bat nest, and I had drunk my entire skin upon
the cliff. I could not trust any of the directions given me by the
zeds, so I had to strike out blindly with only the stars for
guidance. I had lost more blood to the bats than I had realized,
and I was in real danger of dying of dehydration. In addition, I
learned that large, carnivorous ants are in abundance in that
region.

Suffice it to say that I was reduced to
imitating my victims and drinking the blood of a small animal
before I finally reached Kwarla-conch. The temptation, of course,
was to eat the egg, which is certainly what my would-be tribe
intended. However, I presented it whole and unblemished to S
beneath the bloody firebird monument in the heart of the ruins.

Day 70

Well, I am a zed. I had a curious evening,
and I hope I have not jeopardized my new status with my
stubbornness.

Shortly after I finished my entry yesterday,
a pair of zeds arrived at my room to take the egg. I learned that
the embryo is usually cooked in spiced wine and served to the
successful initiate. For some reason, this seemed to me the
crowning jab in a string of barbaric insults I had suffered since
attempting to join this tribe. I had carried and protected that egg
through danger and delirium in the jungle. It was my
fellow-survivor, my companion. The egg seemed, to me, just as lost
and misplaced as I. And now they were demanding its blood.

I refused. I told them the egg belonged to me
and they could get their own, by all the gods. I shut my door and
let them argue.

I realize that this must seem absurd to you,
dear reader. It seems absurd to me this morning. I have already
sacrificed the life of another shelt to attain my goals here. To
jeopardize them for the life of an unborn blood bat seems
irrational, and indeed it was. However, in the heat of the moment I
could not bring myself to do otherwise.

At last an envoy was dispatched to inform me,
almost timidly, that there was no rule saying that I must eat the
egg. I had passed the test by retrieving it, and the zeds were
merely honoring me with the traditional meal. Blood bat embryos are
considered a rare delicacy. I could keep the egg if I wished,
although no one had ever done so before.

I was satisfied with this and went out to
enjoy my victory feast. They had prepared quite a variety of food,
and S seemed satisfied with my demonstrations of goodwill. I even
got the impression that rival tribes of zeds were expressing
jealousy at S’s acquisition of me and my resources. She was fairly
preening by the time she presented me with my victory necklace.
This turned out to be made from the toes and claws of my grishnard
victim. I wondered, as I inspected this grisly trophy, whether S
realizes that I have dew claws hidden in my feathers.

Day 71

Rising late. Too much celebratory wine. Am
wondering now what to do with the egg. M tells me that it is
certainly infertile after all the jostling of my journey. I am
half-inclined to dissect it. Make notes and drawings. This is
probably a matter for my journal on non-grishnard species. I will
proceed with the topic in those pages.

Day 81

I have clearly identified “high grishnard”
characters on some of the walls in the lower levels of the temple.
This confirms rumors that I have heard over the years, claiming
that the oldest books in our libraries are not written in an
ancient grishnard language at all. “High grishnard” was the
language of the fauns who once inhabited, and likely ruled, Maijha
Minor and perhaps other islands.

I am struck, not for the first time, by the
power of language to shape thoughts and ideas. I am also concerned
with the ephemeral nature of such writings. Paper-making has been a
hobby of mine since childhood. The paper on which I write these
words is of my own construction and more durable than what is
commonly sold in the islands. Nevertheless, I know that my words
would have a better chance of survival if I copied them onto
vellum, which lasts longer and can survive harsher conditions.

As you can probably guess, dear reader, I
have mixed feelings about vellum, owing to the fact that it is
usually made from the skins of talking beasts. I took up
paper-making because I did not wish to be party to such
cruelty.

However, as I struggle to read the eroded
stone letters in these ancient temples, I feel a wave of despair.
Even words in stone crumble. How can I hope for mine to survive in
plant pulp?

Day 83

I am having some ideas about how to preserve
written words. The key, I believe, may be quantity over quality.
What if I could easily make hundreds of copies of this journal?
Thousands? I am excited. I will make drawings.

Day 87

My research into the preservation of written
words continues apace. I have convinced M to help me build a
prototype for a device that I believe could rock Wefrivain to its
foundations—a device for reproducing written words much faster than
a scribe could copy them. I am not sure that any of my current
paper is adequate for the purpose. I will have to work on new
recipes and new inks.

I should, perhaps, mention what has become of
the blood bat egg. I had not yet decided what to do with it when,
three days ago, it hatched. I must confess, I was startled.
Everyone had assured me that it was infertile.

I have made numerous notes and sketches of
the pup in my journal on non-talking beasts. I believe it is
female. It seems unlikely to me that she will survive, as I have no
idea how to care for her. The zeds are unhelpful and merely shake
their heads when I ask them questions about blood bat pups. I have
sent a messenger by pegasus to my shavier family to ask their
opinion.

In the meantime, I have offered zebra milk to
the little creature. She suckles it from the edge of a handkerchief
and seems content. She is sleeping on my shoulder as I write
this.

Day 96

Once again, I question how much personal
material to include in this journal. I have been made to understand
that my place among the zeds would be more firmly established if I
took a zed to wife. It was, perhaps, a mistake to accept the
amorous advances of a young lady during my first nights in
Kwarla-conch, but I was curious
lonely foolish. I
do not know how to describe my state of mind.

There were no ill consequences from my
behavior, except that the young lady seems to have overestimated
the degree of my affection. I suppose I did the same to one of the
young shavier this spring, so it seems only fair that I am now
placed on the awkward, retreating end of this exchange.

I pointed out that I am unlikely to be able
to give her children, owing to my half-breed status, and the fact
that my only faun blood is shavier. However, the zed females are in
the habit of taking multiple mates, so this did not concern her. I
believe she would regard me as a status symbol. Zeds are more
aggressive than the shavier, and I feel somewhat uncomfortable as I
go about my days. I am beginning to think it is time to look for my
own lodging—some neutral spot where I can interact with several
tribes of different species but not be too much in any of their
territories.

Day 97

I have named the little blood bat Tzu, after
a wolf in an old story. Wolves are now extinct in Wefrivain, and
the descriptions of them bear little resemblance to the blood bats
in my opinion. However, grishnards commonly call these bats “winged
wolves,” so I thought the name appropriate.

The bat makes more noises than I would have
guessed from my brief encounter with the adults—chirpings and
chatterings and grunts and coos. Many of these sounds are so high
pitched that I must strain to hear them.

The zebras do not like Tzu at all, and I
cannot blame them. The herd will not speak to me if I go out with
her upon my shoulder. Very soon, I think, she will be trotting at
my heels or even flapping above my head. The bats seem to have a
unique, double-jointed shoulder. They can run along the ground on
all fours or lock their forearm in place and use it as a wing. I
have seen Tzu trying, clumsily, to perform the maneuver.

Day 100

A hundred days in the jungle! It seems like
far longer. Not much of interest to report. Money arrived at the
lodge from my father. I felt very odd going to retrieve it—as
though I should duck and run from the grishnard game keepers. At
the same time, I felt a surprising urge to rush into the lodge and
never leave polite company again. It is strange—to be torn between
such different worlds. Needless to say, S was delighted with the
coins.

M has managed to convince me that I should
stay with S’s tribe for at least a year in order to solidify our
alliance, and also to help me through my first fall hunting season.
I have made friends with some of M’s mates, and I have had a visit
from a shavier fauness whom, I confess, I had missed. I assumed she
had forgotten about me.

Day 120

Tzu can talk!!!

I was sitting at my desk, drawing the body of
a bird, when she looked at me, calm as a priestess at festival, and
said my name. I nearly smudged my page!

I am simply dumbfounded. My other friends
seemed equally astonished. Nobody knew that blood bats could talk.
I suppose they must have their own language, but, being constantly
in my company and listening to my mutterings, she has learned to
speak ours.

I do not know how to feel about this. I have
kidnapped an innocent, sentient being. Should I try to return her?
Since her hatching, she has spent nearly every waking moment in my
company. When I leave her, she finds a dark place to hide, usually
sleeping, until my return. I have become accustomed to her
presence. It would grieve me to let her go, though I know this is
selfish.

Her demands for milk have grown overwhelming,
and I have begun to allow her to drink blood from the
freshly-killed bodies of birds that I sketch. If she goes more than
about a day without a meal, she becomes weak and sluggish. I
believe that she will need to drink roughly her own weight daily in
order to stay fit. She also… There is no delicate way to say this.
She urinates a great deal. This is not surprising, given her liquid
diet. At least most of it is eliminated predictably after she
feeds.

I say all this to explain that she is not a
convenient pet. Still, I find her presence comforting, and I have
set up my routines around her needs. Like me, she is a stranger
here. Like me, she will never quite fit in. And now, she is
rewarding my care with an unexpected gift: conversation.

Day 131

Tzu’s baby talk has grown to include the
names of a few other friends, as well as requests for food.
Yesterday, I misplaced my lenses for the hundredth time. She
understood my muttered complaints, found them, and brought them to
me. She has a remarkable sense of smell, and she seems to see heat
more than color. Cool objects sometimes escape her visual
attention, although she can sniff them out. She can now hop into
the air and flap her way to my shoulder, although she sits half
atop my head. She will soon be too big for that.

Day 132

I have hit some snags in my project to
reproduce written words, but I will persevere. I am beginning to
consider how I might rework my journals into a book or pamphlet
that might be disseminated about the islands. Unfortunately, I do
not think I have anything sufficiently volatile or useful to say
yet. I have certainly learned things that are not common knowledge
about the beasts and shelts of Maijha Minor and about their pasts,
but nothing that would alter the status quo. I wonder sometimes
whether I am deluding myself about the significance of my
endeavors. What am I, but a member of a despised prey species,
trying to feel important?

Day 152

The first of the grishnard hunting parties
have begun to appear on the island. My entries may grow brief, as I
will be preoccupied with survival, and I do not wish to write
anything that would aid hunters, should my journal fall into their
hands. Our traps, trails, and communication systems must remain
undocumented.

Day 178

Tzu has been hunting on her own this past
yellow month. I feel a little guilty, but I do not think she is
killing anything, and I cannot keep up with her needs. The pegasus
and zebra can spare a little blood, and I can testify that her
bites are painless. Nevertheless, I have kept this detail from the
zeds.

This remained true until today, when the
bloodless body of a hunter was discovered not far from the ruins.
In the blink of an eye, Tzu went from my barely-tolerated
eccentricity to the reigning mascot of Kwarla-conch tribe. They
have petted and praised her so much that I fear she will go in
search of more hunters just for the novelty of their affection. She
is, after all, a social beast and essentially a child.

She told me, in her small, breathless voice,
that she considered tackling a sleeping griffin that had attended
one hunting party. She is now about the size of a fox, but much
more fragile. I calculated the amount of blood she would need to
drain to kill a griffin and showed it to her. I think I made an
impression. I hope so. She is dear to me.

Day 208

I have neglected this journal. In truth, I
have considered destroying it, as I fear the repercussions, should
hunters discover my lodgings. The most aggressive portion of the
fall hunting season is over, though there is still need for
vigilance. I have spent many an afternoon hiding from hunters and
mulling over all I have seen in the past red month. Normally, when
these moods strike me, I write.

However, for the first time in my life, that
seems foolish. I read back over my early entries and am ashamed. I
feel as though I knew nothing when I came to Maijha Minor. I still
know nothing. The idea that any future person would have a use for
my silly ramblings seems vain. If someone with the experience and
knowledge of M or the skill and history of R does not feel a need
to send their words and feelings to future generations, why should
I?

Tzu is sleeping at my feet as I write this.
She and I have both survived our first hunting season, and I think
we are both a little wiser and a little sadder. I will miss L, E,
X, and N. Especially N. But, as I said, I no longer feel that words
on paper are adequate to catalog such things.

Nevertheless, I remain pleased with my
studies of the various non-grishnard species. These facts, at
least, are worthy of preservation, if I can avoid cluttering them
with my personal nonsense.

While my writings may never precipitate the
overthrow of the wyvern gods or grishnard dominance, my studies
can, at least, aid healers and apothecaries, and even merchants,
who wish to help or do business with non-grishnards. I can light a
candle, if not a forest fire.

I intend to concentrate on those academic
writings and on my book-making devices for the foreseeable future.
I believe this will be the last entry in this particular
journal.

Day 228

I am incandescent with excitement! Dear
reader, dear reader… You will probably never read this journal at
all. You will probably read a better book, which I will build from
the foundations that I have begun here. Nevertheless, I need to
document recent developments at once, and this seems like the best
place.

I know that my last entry was desolate. I had
lost friends during the hunting season, and I did not know how to
proceed with this journal. I know now. I have the thread. I have
the secret at the heart of the maze. I did not have anything to say
before. I do now.

Yesterday, I went with a group of zeds to
capture cowry catcher pups to sell to pirate ships. I realize that
this sounds like a strange activity for one of my opinions.
However, the sale of cowry catchers is a traditional source of
income for fauns on the island, and I was curious. I have gone
beyond the point of lecturing them about how they should behave. I
simply watch.

We went out early in the morning in small
boats with nets and spears. The spears, I was told, were for diving
spiders. I thought this odd. I would not have expected cowry
catchers to live near spiders, but the zeds assured me that they
often find the two species together and are sometimes forced to
defend themselves from spider attacks when hunting cowry
catchers.

We were searching for pups born that spring,
as they are the most trainable and easiest to handle, and they are
old enough to be weaned. Adult cowry catchers are quite large and
difficult to maneuver on land. Cowry catchers are easiest to
capture in the fall and winter, because they come up into the
warmer water of the island’s rivers. Spiders do not favor fresh
water, although they are still occasionally found in the vicinity
of cowry catchers. The pups are most desirable early in the season
when they are smallest and easiest to transport in the hold of a
ship.

The zeds assured me that cowry catchers are
no more sentient than diving spiders. They cannot speak, and they
are as slow and witless as their animal counterpart, the
manatee.

After my experience with Tzu, I take nothing
the zeds tell me about other species for a certainty, but I have
seen cowry catchers scraping the boats in harbors across Wefrivain
and have always been told the same thing—that they are dumb,
speechless creatures like squirrels or birds. They have hands and
can be trained to do a number of useful tasks and even to
understand simple commands, but they are not intelligent. I still
did not like the idea of selling the pups to pirates, who will sell
them to harbor masters across the crescent. However, the zeds
assure me that the cowry catchers will live longer, more
comfortable lives in captivity.

I brought Tzu with me on this foray. She is
about the size of an ocelot now and speaks clearly most of the
time, though her mouth is not well-suited to some of our words. Her
voice is always soft, and she occasionally drifts into registers
that I find difficult to hear. When I took her to see R, the
foxling hermit, he told me that she makes many noises in a pitch
that is higher than faun ears can perceive, but the sounds are
within the range of canids. He thinks that she may have the
capacity to speak in tones beyond even his ears and that this may
be why no one had heard blood bats speaking to each other in the
past.

On the river, we set up nets downstream from
a spot where cowry catchers and manatees were known to congregate.
Then the beaters, who were stationed upriver, dropped drags and
began slapping the water as they attempted to frighten the animals
and nauns in our direction.

Soon, manatees began appearing and became
tangled in our nets. I did not like it. I was afraid they would
drown, but the zeds assured me that they would cut everything loose
once they got a few pups. Manatees do not drown easily. The cowry
catchers appeared more slowly. They were more savvy than the
manatees and attempted to avoid the beaters. Some succeeded in
escaping back upriver, but the mothers and pups were slower.

One of the boats caught a pup and then
another. Finally, our boat succeeded in snaring one of the little
beasts as it flailed desperately in the nets. Cowry catcher pups of
that age are perhaps the size of a five-year-old zed child, but
more compact and solid. As we were hauling it over the side, Tzu,
who’d been watching intently, said, “She is offering you
something.”

I looked up in surprise. The zeds were
binding the hands of the pup, but its tail hammered the boat and
our legs as it flipped this way and that. Tzu was looking out into
the water. An adult cowry catcher—almost certainly the
mother—paddled towards us. She was easily as long as our dingy, and
one of the zeds leapt up into the prow with a spear to warn her
away, lest she capsize the vessel.

Tzu continued, “She begs you.”

I realized, with a sense of wonder and
horror, that Tzu was talking about the mother cowry catcher. “She’s
talking to you?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Tzu. She and the cowry catcher
were staring at each other with desperate intensity, and now I saw
the cowry catcher’s mouth move. I heard not a word, but I saw
it.

“She will give you something of value if you
will let her child go,” said Tzu. “She will give you…I cannot
understand the word.”

I was sickened. Once again, I found myself
party to a cruelty beyond calculating. I shouted at the zeds to
stop. It took some effort to make them understand what was
happening, and, once they understood, they were skeptical. Tzu is
hardly more than a pup herself. They tried to pass off her
statements as the imagination of a child.

However, nobody looking into the face of that
mother cowry catcher could doubt the truth. Cowry catchers speak in
a register beyond the hearing of fauns and grishnards. But they do
speak. More than that, they speak a language very much like our
own.

There was an argument. I do not wish to dwell
on this, but I may have shaken a spear at someone. In the end, I
was able to convince the zeds to at least consider what the cowry
catcher was offering. I am ashamed to say that I was not able to
save the other pups captured that day, although I intend to address
this in the future.

The occupants of my boat paddled grudgingly
down the river to the sea, following the mother cowry catcher. She
stopped now and then to talk to Tzu. “She says her spider has
a…a…gift?” Tzu struggled with many of the cowry catcher’s words,
but what she understood only made me more excited.

“Her spider?” I had assumed that diving
spiders followed cowry catchers as a source of prey. However, from
what Tzu was telling me, it sounded as though they had a
companionable relationship. I was dizzy with questions. The zeds
remained sullen.

When we reached the open reef, the zeds
became hostile again. They insisted that the cowry catcher was
luring us over a spider nest to kill us. The pup stared up from the
bottom of the boat, making soundless noises with its mouth.

When we had nearly exhausted the limits of
the zeds’ patience, the mother cowry catcher dove among the prongs
of coral and disappeared. The zeds pointed out certain properties
of the coral and insisted that we were over a spider nest. The
monster could emerge at any moment to attack. They stood with
spears ready, waiting.

The cowry catcher reappeared, swimming up
towards us. She had something long and dark in her arms. I thought,
for a moment, that it was a spider. But, when she broke the
surface, we saw the truth.

There was a moment of stunned silence and
then a babbling from among the zeds. The cowry catcher was holding
what looked like an immense snake, glinting a dark, iridescent
green. Then one of its wings sagged open in the water.

Dear reader, can you understand my
excitement? Do you know what this means?

She came towards us, cradling the limp form,
and Tzu said, “She wants you to let her baby go. She says you can
have the dead thing. She says it is valuable.”

In the silence, I bent and cut the rope from
the pup’s hands. I untangled the net from around it, and heaved the
creature over the side of the boat. No one moved, either to help me
or to stop me.

The moment her pup hit the water, the cowry
catcher flung her burden at us and dove with her infant back into
the sea. There was a mad scramble to retrieve her gift. I was
afraid it would sink before we could reach it, but we managed to
fish it up with a net.

And it was everything I had hoped.

This is the kind of secret I dreamed of
learning when I came to Maijha Minor—the kind of secret that could
drive a poisoned dart into the heart of the temple. I know the
shape and direction of the book I need to write. It will be called
The Truth About Wyverns, and it will discuss our cruel
masters, not as deities, but as animals, with all the needs, wants,
and weaknesses of animals.

Because here is the secret, dear reader: the
gods can die.

END







Author’s Note

Cowry Catchers
picks up 11 years after the events in The Secret.
Gwain has grown up by then and become more dangerous to the rulers
of Wefrivain. The story begins when the honorable, but clueless
captain of the Temple Police is ordered to hunt down Gwain and his
band of pirates.

 








 The End


Secret Things is a collection of backstories from
The Guild of the Cowry Catchers series—a
dark, nautical fantasy set in the world of Panamindorah. If these
characters interest you, check out the first book, Embers.
You can find all of Abigail Hilton’s books at abigailhilton.com.
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