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Artwork

This is an illustrated book. Some of these
illustrations are rich watercolors. They look good on a black and
white screen, but they look stunning in color. To enjoy this book
fully, open the document at least once in one of the numerous free
eReaders or apps that have been created for computers, phones, and
tablets.
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Chapter 1. On the Deck of the Fang

 Wefrivain’s various port
authorities are in agreement about one thing: mutiny is a hanging
offense.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Gerard felt a thrill like the shock of cold
water. Farell—quiet, dutiful, un-aggressive Farell—had staged a
coup. The old members of the Sea Watch had gone along with him. And
they’d done it for Silveo.

Nern clearly realized it in the same instant,
because he turned with a snarl and stabbed his lieutenant. It
happened so fast that not even the sailors standing nearest had
time to react. Farell made a startled noise somewhere between a
hiss and a whimper and slumped to his knees. Nern jerked his sword
free and whirled back towards the deck. Already the old Sea Watch
had flung themselves at the new.

“Gerard, move!”

Gerard glanced towards Silveo and saw that
he’d taken advantage of the instant of shock and confusion to dart
away from his captors. It was, of course, the right thing to do,
since Nern was bellowing, “Get the prisoners off the ship!”

A sailor tried to jerk Gerard in the
direction of the gangplank, but Gerard lunged free, dodged a sword
blow, and then one of his old shipmates pulled him aside and sliced
through his bonds. He shoved a sword into Gerard’s hands while
Gerard was still trying to remember the sailor’s name. “There you
go, sir. Now you might make yourself useful.”

The deck was a mass of struggling bodies and
flashing weapons. Gerard heard cries of “Mutiny!” and “Death to
traitors!” Some of the old Sea Watch shouted Silveo’s name, some
Farell’s. Gerard traded furious blows with two of Nern’s sailors.
He nearly tripped over fallen bodies and came perilously close to
catching his coat on fire. He was afraid that someone would knock a
torch onto the deck.

Within moments, Gerard managed to push one of
his attackers over the side, and the second seemed to lose
momentum. He had a dim idea that the old Sea Watch were winning,
but he was worried about Gwain and the rest of their party—injured
and unarmed amid the fighting. Gerard caught sight of Sirwen with a
sword in his hand, but none of the others. He knew he was fighting
sloppily. Little food and less sleep had taken the edge off his
blows, but the fighting between the two groups of Sea Watch was
brutal, and Gerard didn’t think it could last long.

“Get off our ship!” someone bellowed, and a
cheer went up. Gerard’s opponent backed away abruptly, panting.
Gerard saw that at least half of Nern’s shelts had been killed or
pushed off the ship. The rest had backed into a defensive knot at
the top of the gangplank. Looking around, Gerard saw Silveo on the
quarterdeck with three members of the old Sea Watch. He was
bristling with excitement and still looked a little dazed.

“Get off our ship.” Gerard saw that the
speaker was one of Farell’s captains. “And we’ll let you live. Just
go.”

“Enough.” It was the admiral’s voice. He must
have backed off the ship onto the pier, because he had to push his
way through his own panting shelts. He stepped into the torch-lit
space between the combatants. Gerard was horrified to see that he
was holding a child by the scruff.

Mouse. Two other sailors herded the
remainder of the children from Ocelon Town onto the deck. “We
noticed these two days ago,” spat Nern, “wandering around the
docks. They seem to be concerned about what’s going on up here.
Perhaps you should take better care of your rescuers, Silveo.”

Gerard felt ill.

“Surrender,” continued the admiral, “and I’ll
return these brats to their worthless existence. But if you sail
from this harbor, you’ll do so with their blood on your deck. They
saved Silveo’s life two days ago, but of course, they’re just
street urchins. When has Silveo Lamire ever been loyal to anyone
other than himself?”

Gerard glanced sidelong at the nearest
sailor, trying to gauge his response. He shot another look at
Silveo and saw a puzzled expression on his face. It cleared
suddenly, and he laughed. It was his old laugh—a soft, vicious
little chuckle. Gerard thought the loss of sleep must finally be
affecting his mind. “Silveo, pull yourself together!”

“Oh, I am together. We’re all together.
How many kids were there in Ocelon Town, Gerard?”

Gerard thought for a moment.
“Six.”

“And how many do you see now?”

Gerard counted. There were seven. They were
all ocelons, except Mouse—curled into a fetal position in the
admiral’s grip. “I still don’t—” he began.

“Look closer,” said Silveo, and then
Gerard saw her—an ocelon of perhaps ten, standing at the admiral’s
elbow, looking solemnly up at him. She had a little rosebud mouth
and eyes like black obsidian.


 Chapter 2.
Farell

The wyverns’ greatest weakness as a species
is that they get along so poorly with one another.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The seventh child reached out a small hand
and laid it on the admiral’s arm. Lyali Nern shrieked. He dropped
Mouse and staggered sideways into his surprised companions.
Children scattered in all directions, nimbly evading the sailors
who tried to grab them. Gerard had been expecting that. He
hadn’t expected to hear Dakar yelp. She reeled back almost
as violently as Nern and sat down with a thump on the deck. She and
the admiral stared at each other. “Oh,” said Dakar softly, “you’re
like me.”

Gerard wasn’t sure the admiral heard her or
that he understood what had happened. As she scrambled to her feet,
he drew his sword and lunged. He stabbed her as neatly as he’d
stabbed Farell, but she didn’t fall. She stood there looking up at
him with his sword in her chest. Then her form shimmered, leapt up,
and she was the young grishnard woman Gerard had first met on the
Mantis. The tip of the sword dropped from her back onto the
deck, and Nern was left holding the hilt and part of the base. The
rest had vanished.

“I’m getting better at incorporating,” Dakar
said, and grabbed Nern by the shoulders. They stood rigid, staring
at each other, and Gerard had the impression that they were
fighting. Then Nern gave a howl, jerked backwards, and his form
dissolved. His gold coat and jeweled clothes ran together like
quicksilver. His shape sprang out and in his place stood an
iridescent golden wyvern as large as a griffin.
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Gerard knew him. Hoepali! The god of
the temple on Holovarus. The wyvern who’d killed his daughter and
driven him into exile, who’d resented his disobedience enough to
hunt him even in the Temple Sea Watch, who’d bitten him and left
him helpless for Morchella.

Hoepali lunged at Dakar, and this time she
seemed to think she was in danger. Her form flickered into the
small, black wyvern that Gerard had first seen in the cabin on the
lonely beach of the Lawless Lands. She barely managed to dodge
Hoepali’s snapping teeth.

Dimly, Gerard heard the astonished, terrified
shouts of the sailors. He could hear Silveo shouting his name, but
he ignored it. In two bounds, he was between the snarling wyverns.
He brought his sword around like a hammer to land against the side
of Hoepali’s head.

It was not quite right. The wyvern staggered,
but did not drop. Hoepali’s eyes focused again, and he smiled.
“Gerard,” he said almost affectionately. “Well, at least I’ll get
what I came for.” At that moment, Silveo’s knife thunked into his
eye.

Hoepali’s shrieks of agony mingled with
Dakar’s attack cry as she launched herself at him. They shot into
the air in a blur of black and gold. Four more wyverns broke from
the water to join them, and all six dropped, thrashing, into the
sea. Dakar resurfaced almost immediately. She bounded onto the deck
of the Fang just as the last of Nern’s sailors fled into the
night. “It’s alright,” she said cheerfully. “Those were
father’s.”

“Cast off!” shouted Sirwen. “We need to get
out of here.”

Gerard felt a hand on his arm and looked down
to see Silveo standing beside him.

Sirwen spoke again. “Silveo, they want you to
tell them.”

Gerard looked around at the bloody deck of
the Fang. The Sea Watch sailors were lined up around the
edge, many of them bleeding, all wearing feathers in their earrings
or necklaces, on hats, or sewn into their clothes—each given to
them by Silveo after some fight during his ten years as admiral.
Silveo rubbed hard at his eyes. He nodded.

The crew sprang into motion at once,
unmooring, unfurling sails, and beginning to clean up the deck. The
vessel shuddered and lurched away from the pier. We’re leaving
Sern, thought Gerard. Finally.

He turned to Sirwen and found Marlo standing
there, too. “Is everyone alright? Where’s Gwain? What about
Lu?”

“The sailors grabbed them and sent them below
early in the fighting,” said Marlo. “It’s Farell you need to worry
about. He was white as chalk by the time we got him to the healer’s
cabin.” Marlo hesitated. “He said to tell Silveo good-bye and
that…that it was worth it.”

Silveo’s head snapped up. “Gerard, get
Dakar.”

She’d turned back into a young woman in black
shirt and trousers and was serenely watching the activity in the
upper rigging. The sailors gave her a very wide berth. “Dakar,”
said Gerard, “we need your help.”

The dimly lit healer’s cabin was crowded. Lu
and Gwain were both assisting the Fang’s elderly healer.
Gwain had a bandage around his upper leg, speckled with blood, but
he looked otherwise well. Farell lay in a hammock at the back of
the room with a blood-soaked bandage wound tightly around his
chest. Gerard thought he might already be dead. His color was
almost gray, and his eyes were half-closed and unblinking.

Lu came padding over to them. “We tried to
stop the bleeding, but…”

Dakar took Farell’s hand. After a moment, she
said, “He’s still there. Barely. Silveo, I think he’d like to talk
to you.”

Silveo was trembling. He put one hand on
Dakar’s. Gerard heard him say, “Can you fix him?”

“I don’t think so,” she whispered.

A tear dripped off Silveo’s nose. “Farell?
It’s Silveo. I know this is strange. Can you hear me?”

No response for a moment and then, as though
at a great distance, Gerard heard another voice. “Silveo? Is
that really you?”

“It’s me.”

A long pause, then, “I’m so glad.”

Silveo’s voice sounded almost as tiny as
Farell’s. “Please don’t die.”

There was no response, and Gerard thought for
a moment that he was already gone. Then Farell spoke again. “I’m
not sorry for what I did. I’m just glad the others went along with
it. I wasn’t sure they would.”

Silveo’s free hand clamped convulsively
around Farell’s. Another tear dripped off Silveo’s nose onto
Farell’s gray skin.

Farell’s voice continued. “I wish I’d
never joined the Sea Watch, Silveo. It’s a bad place, and it’s
getting worse. The Fang’s crew never knew how good they had
it until you were gone. They missed you.” The voice was getting
fainter.

Silveo shut his eyes. “Farell, this other
person is Dakar. She’s a healer. I want you to do what she
says.”

He didn’t wait for a response, but turned to
Dakar and took both her hands. “Fix him.”

“Silveo, I don’t think I…” Gerard could feel
the pain radiating off Silveo. He wondered if Dakar could feel it,
too. “I’ll try,” she said softly.

Silveo turned away and wiped his face on his
sleeve. “I have to go to sleep now, Gerard. Please. I don’t care
where. I just have to sleep. If you’d be there, that’d be
good.”


 Chapter 3. Home

Ship’s cats are common aboard grishnard
vessels, especially merchant ships, where they help to control
rats. If they are lucky enough to be aboard one of the few ships
owned by ocelons, these cats may be awarded crew status. However,
on grishnard ships, they are usually treated as lower class
griffins—essentially property. They are frequently kidnapped and
begin their life aboard ship as unwilling slaves. However, they
rarely run away, as they could easily find themselves in worse
situations ashore.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard woke the next morning in a bed. He had
an idea that he’d slept late, and he felt comfortable and
well-rested for what seemed like the first time in ages. He could
see the slit of a porthole window from where he was lying—the
sliding cover pulled back just enough to let in a sliver of
daylight. Silveo’s cabin aboard the Fang.

The last time he’d woken here, Thessalyn had
been with him, and Alsair had been asleep against the wall—after
the storm on the way to Holovarus. Our cabin leaked, and Silveo
let us stay in here. It seemed like so long ago.

“Gerard?” Silveo lay on his belly, his
arms folded under his chin. He didn’t seem to be doing anything,
but he looked fully awake—an unusual combination. Gerard saw that
the back of his neck was bruised and the side of his face that had
been swelling last night was purple this morning. He had a black
eye on the other side.
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He quirked an eyebrow at Gerard’s expression.
“Am I turning pretty colors?”

“A bit.”

“You don’t look so good yourself.” He
spoke absently, his eyes roaming around the room. It looked much
the same as it had two years ago—still with the bright red and gold
paint. Gerard doubted that Hoepali had really known how to live as
a shelt. He must surely have seemed eccentric. The wyvern hadn’t
even bothered taking down Silveo’s pictures—one of brightly colored
kites flying over a lonely beach and another of three beautiful
female selkies, playing among water lilies.

“I never thought I’d be here again,”
whispered Silveo. “I never— Never—”

“You’re home.”

“Yes, and you’re here, and Dakar’s
alright, and my old crew, and Gwain’s shelts, and I’m… I’m afraid
I’ll wake up.”

“Have you been out of the cabin yet this
morning?” Have you checked on Farell?

Silveo shook his head. Gerard was sure they
were both thinking the same thing. He changed the subject. “The
Fang is the only place you ever felt at home, isn’t it?”

Silveo nodded. “Going back through Sern’s
pleasure district and then to The Swordfish was sort of like going
back to the beginning.” He dropped his face in his arms.
“And now the Fang. It’s like going back through my
life.”

Gerard stretched out on his back with his
arms behind his head. “The beginning?”

Silveo nodded. “The Swordfish was the
first place I went after Morchella got me out of the brothel. Back
then it was in a different building—a lot dingier, and there was
only the cheaper sort of gambling, no fighting pit and certainly no
fancy restaurant. It was just a tavern that moved a lot of sweet
leaf and would buy almost anything valuable without asking
questions. They had plenty of prostitutes, but they were all
freelance—kept what they earned, and no one made them take
customers they didn’t want. That sounded awfully good to me at the
time.”

Gerard was surprised. “So you kept…doing
that, even after you left the brothel?”

Silveo raised his head and frowned. “I
didn’t have any other skills! I didn’t even really know how to use
a weapon. The first kill Morchella asked of me was a visiting
diplomat who had a taste for exotic sex. It was easy to get him
unarmed and alone, easy to cut his throat. After that, the
Priestess disappeared for a yellow month, and I didn’t think I’d
ever see her again.

“I went to The Swordfish to sell some of
my victim’s clothes and jewels, and it seemed like a good place to
stay. They liked me. Those girls who jumped up to say hello when we
went to see Culowen…I worked with some of them, with some of their
mothers.

“I soon got a reputation for being clever.
One evening, a customer got rough, and I stabbed him—didn’t kill
him, but I cut him pretty bad. Culowen’s shelts laughed about it.
They thought anyone who couldn’t defend himself from a
twelve-year-old foxling deserved to get stabbed. My take-away
lesson was that no one at The Swordfish would beat me for defending
myself. You have no idea how good that felt.”

Gerard was beginning to regret initiating
this conversation. We’ve left Sern, but you’re still there.
He reached out and slid a hand under Silveo. Silveo shifted over
against him, but he didn’t relax, and he kept talking.

“Then one day, Morchella showed up with
another job. I told some people about that one, and one of my
customers asked me whether I could make someone disappear. I
started to build a different sort of reputation.

“The Swordfish was a great place to do it.
I made a lot of friends who were helpful later, but I didn’t just
stop being a prostitute one day and start being an assassin the
next. Seducing targets was something Malpin thought would get me
into trouble, but sometimes it worked. Sometimes it just seemed
like a cheap way to pay for things.”

Gerard’s arm tightened around Silveo’s back.
Not cheap at all.

“I kept using those skills whenever they
seemed useful until I joined the Sea Watch. After that, I knew I
needed to be seen as a buyer, not a seller. I always knew what I
was, though…really.”

Gerard hugged him. Silveo remained tense. He
still had his arms folded around his head. His hair was a soft
tickle under Gerard’s chin.

“Sometimes,” said Silveo, in a voice
so soft it was almost inaudible, “in those first couple of
years…I did strange things. Every once in a while, I’d kill a
customer without planning it, for no good reason. That scared me. I
didn’t mind killing, but I hated being out of control and not
making sense.

“It would have been bad for business if
shelts had found out. Having a reputation for protecting yourself
is good, but killing at random is not. I made sure no one ever
found the bodies, and I don’t think anyone ever suspected. I was so
full of jokes and chatter. They had no idea how dangerous I was
those first few years.

“Except Malpin. I think he suspected. I
even told him once about the blank spaces, and he just listened to
me. Didn’t say anything, didn’t call me crazy.”

Gerard was curious in spite of himself.
“Blank spaces?”

Silveo nodded. “For the first two or three
years after I left the brothel, there’d be mornings when I’d wake
up and just not know what I’d done yesterday. Or the day before.
Once, I lost a whole yellow month.

“I don’t think I was doing anything
special—nothing out of the ordinary, but it frightened me. For a
while, I wrote everything important in this little journal. I knew
it was dangerous to write stuff down, but I was afraid I’d take a
contract or make an appointment and not remember. You have to
follow through on that kind of stuff. As far as I know, I always
did. By the time I was fifteen, the blackouts had pretty much
stopped, and I wasn’t killing anyone I hadn’t planned to.”

Silveo lifted his head a fraction. His eyes
glittered through a curtain of hair. “I told you a long time ago
I’d mellowed a lot since I joined the Sea Watch. You thought I was
exaggerating.”

Gerard remembered something Lu had said about
her attempt to tie with Silveo when they were both young teenagers:
“He sort of…went away inside his head. He hardly spoke to me for
a couple of days. It was scary, Gerard.”

“Lu said she met you…around that time.”

Silveo sighed. “Poor Lu. I started running
into her at the apothecary, figured out she was the one making the
drugs, and I tried to ingratiate myself. I didn’t have the money to
pay for what I needed, and I wanted her to steal for me. I hadn’t
found Malpin yet, so I was very alone.

“She was kind and curious and, well, we
were both awfully young. She wasn’t exactly innocent; that
apothecary used her for more than stocking his shelves. But she was
a lot more normal than me.

“When I went to bed with her, it was
like…like a grocer who has some special stock that he shares with
friends, something you’d make other people pay for, but you give
away for free to a few because you like them. That’s not love, but
I wasn’t capable of anything more back then. Lu didn’t understand.
I think when she figured it out, she was kind of hurt. Took me
years to see why, though.” Silveo stopped suddenly. “I’m
making you sad.”

It was true, but Gerard didn’t want to say
it. He rolled Silveo over, sat up, and stretched. He could tell he
was going to be sore today. The backs of his legs hurt where
Ellia’s thugs had hit him. He seemed to have a knot on his head,
and he couldn’t remember why. He tried to account for several other
bruises and couldn’t. His stomach growled.

Silveo had a puzzled, slightly irritated look
on his face. “You woke up all warm and happy, and now you’re
not. Basil got so sick of this sort of thing.”

Gerard grimaced. “I am not Basil,
Silveo.”

Silveo rubbed at his eyes. “I’m happy.
I’m so happy. I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

Gerard scooped him up and leaned back against
the wall. “I’ve noticed that when you’re most relaxed, that’s when
you talk about the sad stuff. I think it’s because you feel
safe.”

Silveo considered. “Maybe…maybe you’re
right.” He brightened. “Gerard, sometimes you’re really very
smart.”

Gerard laughed. He kept laughing helplessly
for several minutes. “Sometimes. Occasionally. When all the moons
are full.”

“Oh, I don’t make you feel that way, do I?
Really? I’m sorry.”

“You’re smart about other people, Silveo.
You’re not always smart about yourself.”

Silveo slid his arms around Gerard’s neck.
His voice was barely a whisper. “I wish you’d let me make you
purr.”

Gerard swallowed. “Do you want me to feel bad
about it later?”

“No.”

“Then I need a little more time.”

“Alright.” Silveo let go of him and
crawled off his lap.

Gerard was surprised. Thank you for
respecting that. “You know I am your mate. No matter…no
matter what we do.”

Silveo gave a crooked smile. “I believe
you mean that, but I also believe…” He trailed off, picked at
his tail. “I was thinking. If you just need a girl in your
bed…Culowen has several mates. It’s more common in the Lawless
Lands—”

Gerard was laughing.

Silveo frowned. “I’m serious.”

“I think one mate is all I can handle,
Silveo.”

Silveo’s expression dissolved into mischief.
“There are things you can do with three that you can’t do with
two.”

Gerard tried not to look as naive as he felt.
“I think I could go my whole life and not hear about those
things.”

“Not that we’ve exhausted the
possibilities for two.”

“Silveo—”

“Alright, alright. Gerard, next time you
go leaping in front of a wyvern, I’ll consider putting a knife in
you after I put one in him.”

Gerard blinked at the rapid change of
subject. “Leaping in front of—?”

“Hoepali! He’s the reason you had that
dream about your daughter. Something about him—probably his
voice—made you remember. That’s why he knew who you were, but
didn’t know Basil. That’s why he burned the Watersprite. He
was there in the water that night when the spiders came out of her
hold. He bit you.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “I know. I just— I
wanted to kill him, and he was—”

“Threatening your adopted daughter, I
know. But Dakar is more indestructible than you are.”

Gerard’s shoulders sagged. “You weren’t the
only person too tired to think yesterday.”

Silveo relented. He climbed out of the bed.
“I bet there’s not a thing I can wear in the closet.”

He was right. Hoepali certainly liked flashy
clothes, but they were much too big for Silveo, and they were a
little too small for Gerard. However, to Silveo’s intense delight,
someone had left his zed skin pants and one of his frilly white
shirts hanging over a chair in his inner office. Gerard suspected
they had been stolen in the chaos after Silveo’s
disappearance—possibly as good luck charms. The sailors had also
managed to find a clean shirt and pants that fit Gerard. Gerard
decided he was not going to think about the rumors his presence in
Silveo’s cabin must be generating.

Silveo was moving more and more slowly as
they dressed. He hardly glanced in the mirror before heading out
the door. Gerard did stop to look in the mirror and saw that he had
a black eye worse than Silveo’s. The pain in his legs was severe
enough to make him limp. We look like we’ve been in a tavern
brawl.

Silveo stepped into the hall and startled a
cabin boy who’d been dozing there beside the door. “Would sirs like
breakfast? Bathwater?”

“Later,” said Silveo.

“In a bit,” said Gerard aloud. “Thank
you.”

By the time they arrived at the infirmary,
Silveo was palpably nervous. “Gerard, I shouldn’t have told
Dakar to fix him. Now she’ll think it’s her fault.” Gerard was
inclined to agree, but he didn’t say so.

The healer’s cabin had a faint, unpleasant
odor of blood and death, although dried herbs had been scattered to
hide it. Several of the hammocks were occupied by shelts wounded in
the fight, and the healer himself was asleep in a corner.

Gerard could tell even before they reached
the hammock against the back wall that there was no life in it.
Farell lay in exactly the same position they’d found him in
yesterday evening. He had the same vacant expression, but his eyes
had grown cloudy. A fly crawled across one. When Gerard touched his
hand, it was cool and rigid. His body looked somewhat sunken—as
though death had taken some of his substance as well as his
being.

Silveo didn’t cry this morning. He did not
touch the corpse, either. He stood looking down at Farell with that
empty expression Gerard had seen a few times before. “He put up
with so much for me. He let the sailors gossip about him. He let me
push him around, caught the sharp side of my tongue way too often.
He had talents, but they weren’t the showy kind. He made sure we
had all the provisions I asked for, that everyone got to see their
families at reasonable intervals. He reminded me when I forgot
their names. He even covered for me in the beginning when my
sailing knowledge was spotty. He made sure I didn’t make a fool of
myself during my first year.”

Gerard spoke so that no one else could hear.
“When you went missing on Mance, he encouraged me to go look for
you. He said…he said he would be a friend if you wanted, but that
you didn’t want friends.”

Silveo wiped his nose on his sleeve. “He
was my friend. I just wasn’t very good at being his.”

Gerard felt something around his legs and
looked down to see an ocelot. The Fang had never had a
ship’s cat in Silveo’s day, but Gerard supposed Nern must have
added one. “Hello,” he said. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

The cat gave a little feline smile. It didn’t
say anything.

Silveo looked around, and Gerard saw that
Dakar had come up behind them. She looked like a grishnard
today—the young woman with which she was most familiar.

Silveo’s ears drooped when he saw her. He
reached for her hand. “Dakar, it isn’t your fault. I asked you
to do something impossible.”

Dakar cocked her head. “You don’t like
it?”

Almost at the same time, the ocelot said,
“Silveo, you’re not going to believe this.”


 Chapter 4. Dakar’s
Intervention

The dead are burned in most of Wefrivain.
However, uncontrolled fires at sea are dangerous, so dead sailors
are generally wrapped in their hammocks and thrown overboard. If
weather permits, a small fire will be lit in a brazier on deck. A
few of the deceased’s personal possessions will be burned, perhaps
with a lock of hair or fur, while friends share stories.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Silveo looked like he might sit down on the
floor. He stared at the cat, who was about waist height to him.

“I couldn’t fix him the way he was,” said
Dakar. “He was too hurt, so I thought maybe I could make him shift
and heal like a wyvern, but that didn’t work very well, either. The
stuff shelts are made of isn’t as…flexible.” She was searching for
words. “The stuff wyverns are made of—it compresses. It’s more like
water or air. Shelts are more solid. Parts of Farell were
already…dead. There wasn’t much left I could work with, but I
thought maybe I could take the healthy bits and change them into
something else. I’d been practicing ocelots, so that’s what I did.”
She petered into silence and looked apprehensive.

Gerard didn’t think Silveo was listening.
“Farell, he wants to know if that’s really you.”

“It’s me.” The voice was not quite Farell’s,
but the tone and cadence sounded familiar. “I’ve been out on the
deck all morning trying to convince the sailors that it’s me.
They’ve had more than they can handle lately.”

Silveo bent suddenly. He gathered up as much
of the ocelot as he could manage, and hugged him. Farell made a
startled sound. Silveo buried his face in the animal’s fur.

“Hey.” Farell tried, clumsily, to put a paw
on Silveo’s shoulder. “I think if I was a real ocelot, I might lick
you, but that still seems awfully strange.”

Silveo gave a choked laugh.

“He says you were never much for licking him
before,” said Gerard.

Farell made a little cat chuckle. It broke up
in a stuttering purr that seemed to surprise Farell more than
anyone else. “Never did that before, either.”

Silveo let go of Farell and reached for
Dakar’s hand. “Thank you.”

Dakar brightened. “You like it?”

“I like it more than I can possibly say.
Can I talk to them alone for a moment?”

“Alright.” Dakar glanced at Gerard.

He grinned at her. “You saved everyone,
Dakar.”

She grinned back, then left the room almost
skipping. Gerard turned back to Farell. “Silveo assures you that
he’d throw away all his ocelot skin hats if he had any left to
throw away.”

Farell cocked an eye at Gerard. He had bright
green eyes and beautiful facial stripes. Dakar did a good
job.

“Gerard… When I saw you, I thought, ‘Silveo’s
alright, then, even if he can’t talk.’ But Dakar says she did
something so that he can talk in your head. After what she did to
me, I don’t find that especially peculiar.”

Gerard nodded. “She told you the truth.” He
took a deep breath. “Silveo wants to know whether you…whether he
shouldn’t have pushed Dakar.”

Farell’s tail twitched. “You mean, whether
I’d rather be a live ocelot than a dead grishnard? Of course, I’d
rather be alive, Silveo. This is very odd, though. I feel like I
have too many feet. I keep falling over on deck. I’ll be the
clumsiest ship’s cat ever.”

“The Defiance has an ocelot officer,”
said Gerard. An instant later, he added, “Silveo says, ‘So do
we.’”

Farell smiled. “I’d be fine with ship’s
cat.”

“Give it a month,” said Gerard.

Silveo gave a shaky laugh.

“He says you’re pretty,” said Gerard, and
wished he could convey the tone.

“Well, prettier than that.” Farell put his
forepaws on the side of the hammock, and sniffed at what remained
of his body. “You should have heard Gwain. I think I’m his new
favorite subject of study.”

Gerard was surprised. “You’ve met him?”

“Oh, yes. He was on hand to watch
Dakar’s…intervention. He’s been bubbling over with theories about
the essence of matter to anyone who will listen. He poked and
prodded and asked me about a million questions. That’s a bit of a
shock from a complete stranger when you’ve just gotten a new
body.”

Silveo was laughing.

“At least he told me what you all have been
doing for the last few months.” Farell paused. “I think I get to
attend my own funeral this afternoon. How often do you get to do
that?”

Gerard’s stomach rumbled again, and Silveo
said, “Time to eat.”

So they went back to the captain’s cabin,
where the ship’s boy hauled in heated bathwater—two separate tubs,
which seemed extravagant to Gerard. The hot water felt so good on
his bruises, he would have happily sat in his tub all day if he
hadn’t been so hungry.

Farell’s recovery had put Silveo in a giddy
mood. He chattered nonstop through breakfast, and Gerard was almost
glad when Silveo went out—clean and dressed—to see the sailors.
Gerard busied himself going through Nern’s desk. The wyvern had
kept surprisingly thorough records, although his handwriting looked
as awkward as a child’s, and he occasionally used archaic
characters that Gerard didn’t recognize.

Silveo returned sometime later in a more
sober mood. “They’re about to dispose of Farell’s body and
several others. Do you want to come on deck?”

“Others?” asked Gerard as he followed Silveo
up into the bright summer afternoon.

Five sailors had died during the mutiny.
Gerard saw that quite a few more were limping or bandaged. He knew
all of the dead, though not well. He felt bad that he hadn’t come
out earlier and went at once to speak to Farell’s three captains.
They seemed genuinely happy to see him and started asking questions
about Silveo’s hand signs. We will have to give everyone lessons
on this.

Gerard also had an idea that they wanted to
ask him about the alpha bond. Might as well get it over.
“You’ve met Dakar?” he said.

“The, uh, girl who turned into a wyvern last
night?” asked Captain Hyber. “The one they’re saying turned the
skipper into a cat?”

“Yes. She made a bridge so that Silveo can
talk in my head. It’s called an alpha bond, and if you really can’t
figure out what he’s trying to tell you, you can always find me and
ask.” He turned without waiting for a reaction and started up
towards the quarterdeck.

Silveo and Gwain were up there, and as he
reached the top step, he saw Farell peering down between the rails.
The sea was calm today, but he was still hunkered down on his belly
as though he thought he might fall over. Too many legs. Poor
Farell.

They watched in silence as the closest
friends of the deceased placed small, wrapped items in a brazier.
The mourners talked among themselves in low voices while the bodies
splashed into the sea.

“Why did they do it?” whispered
Silveo. He made Gerard repeat the question.

“Well, you did rescue about fifty of them,”
said Gwain, “from some crazy faun.”

Farell did not look amused. “Some of these
sailors were in that temple on Maijha Minor. They’ll never forget
that you came after them when a lot of admirals would have cut
their losses.”

Silveo jammed his hands in his pockets.
Gerard could guess what he was thinking.

Farell dipped his head to catch Silveo’s
eyes. It was easier, now that he was so low to the ground. “And
they know you had other reasons, but it doesn’t matter. You came
back for them. Also, after you left… First they had Arundel as
admiral, and he led from the Sea Feather, which wasn’t too
bad, but he didn’t care about the Fang. He never gave me
enough money for proper food and supplies, and he let shelts from
his ship push everyone else around. Then he went back to the
police, and we got Nern.

“At first, they sort of liked him, because he
dressed a little like you, and he wasn’t as cold at Arundel. It
didn’t take him long to cure them of liking him, though. He
expected absolute, groveling submission. Several shelts disappeared
who annoyed him. He was obsessed with discipline. He liked public
whippings. Blood made him very…excited. He didn’t know a thing
about food. Our stores are deplorable. Food is important to
sailors; you know that. I also tried to tell him that he needed to
give them appropriate time ashore to visit their families or spend
their wages, but he didn’t care about that, either.

“Sailors started deserting. He had them
hunted down, brought back to the ship in chains, and publicly
beaten to death. In one case, he brought back the lover of the
sailor in question and killed her, too—said she’d harbored an enemy
of the Priestess. You never did anything like that, Silveo.
You knew the difference between us and them.” Farell
shot a nervous glance at Gwain. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean that as
a—”

Gwain shook his head. “No, you’re right.
Fauns and panauns have been viewing themselves as us and
them for generations. Silveo takes care of his own; that’s
what good leaders do. It’s how you earn loyalty. What I’ve been
trying to say for a long time, though, is that the wyverns see
all shelts, including grishnards, as them. With the
exception of Dakar, I’ve never seen a wyvern display anything but
disdain and hostility towards shelts. That’s the great irony. We’re
all us.”

Farell sighed. “What with desertions and
killings, we started getting under complement, so Nern began
recruiting. He didn’t recruit sailors, though. He recruited
thugs—mercenaries from the roughest sections of Lecklock, Sern, and
Haplag. He also went on a tour of the Small Kingdoms in the Dark
Wind and took the cream of their trained soldiers. When their
kings complained, he threatened them with trouble from the
gods.

“The shelts he recruited were fierce, but
most of them didn’t know how to sail. So, the old Sea Watch got
stuck doing all the work aboard ship, and meanwhile these bullies
got the best of the food and supplies. They pushed the sailors
around, treated them like underlings, and Nern let them do it.

“The new Sea Watch did the bulk of the
fighting whenever we encountered an enemy, but they were useless
the rest of the time. The old Sea Watch were afraid of them, but
they were even more afraid to run away. I tried to protect them,
but Nern got angry. I think he would have killed me if he hadn’t
thought he needed me to sail the ship.”

“What’s our complement now?” asked
Gerard.

“Ninety-two,” said Silveo at once.
“I checked this morning.”

Farell couldn’t hear him. “Maybe a hundred.
Some of them ran away on Sern when they realized what was about to
happen. They didn’t want to defy Nern or break their Temple vows,
but they didn’t want to fight their own shipmates either. I wish
them well.”

Gerard grimaced. “Could be worse, I guess.”
The Fang normally carried about three hundred sailors, but
she only needed about half that to comfortably sail the ship. A
hundred could do the job; they’d just be busy.

“Nice size crew for the Defiance,”
said Gwain. “Not so much for the Fang.”

Farell gave a bitter smile. “We’ll be fine as
long as we don’t run into any rough weather or hostile ships.”

“I think we’ll be alright,” said
Silveo. He was watching something overhead.

Gerard saw it, too—a speck that flitted in
and out of the plumes of low cloud. A moment later, it resolved
into a big griffin that plummeted towards the deck. Gerard had just
enough time to shout at the startled sailors not to shoot him
before Felbane landed with an excited shriek.

Silveo was down from the quarterdeck before
Gerard, his hands fluttering words, ruffling the griffin’s head
feathers, and grinning. The sailors stared.

“It’s alright,” Gerard tried to explain.
“He’s a mountain griffin. He’s been with us since last year. He’s a
little wild, but not dangerous.” He thought to add a moment later.
“He likes Silveo. He knows his hand signs.” The sailors stared some
more.

Felbane was trilling—a sound a little like a
purr. “Ships!” he said. “They say to tell you to meet them in the
cove on Sern-48.”

“Which ships?” asked Gerard.

“The Nightingale and…” Felbane thought
for a moment.

Gwain had come down from the quarterdeck.
“The Defiance?” he asked hopefully.

Felbane bobbed his head. “That one.”


 Chapter 5. Dinner Aboard the
Fang

Females are not forbidden to crew ships in
Wefrivain, but they are discouraged aboard most grishnard vessels.
Sailors are often recruited from rough districts. Many are fleeing
local law enforcement, and rape is believed to be inevitable among
mix-gender crews. Wefrivain’s strong predilection for rule by
physical strength exacerbates this problem.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Felbane and the other griffins from the
Nightingale had waited patiently near the docks for a night
and a day. However, when the Fang appeared in the harbor
that afternoon, they’d felt compelled to hide further away. They’d
gone into the warehouse district, but on the evening of the second
day, a fire had started.

To their consternation, desperate ocelons had
requisitioned them to help carry water buckets and rescue shelts
trapped by the fire. They’d helped until the smoke became too
dangerous. The fire had distracted them from what they might have
otherwise noticed—Gerard and Silveo’s party being taken aboard the
Fang and the subsequent mutiny.

By morning, the fire had spread out of Ocelon
Town, through the warehouses, into Sern’s pleasure district, and
into some of the merchant quarter. The whole town of Slag had
belatedly thrown itself into a battle with the flames. Water
carriers attempted to force the Nightingale’s exhausted
griffins into further service. They were ready to flee the island
when they finally noticed that the Fang was no longer in the
harbor. The story of the mutiny was already spreading, and when
they heard it, they’d gone looking for the Nightingale to
ask what they should do. Basil had suggested the rendezvous.

The Fang would reach Sern-48 by the
next day. Meanwhile, there was more than enough to do. Gerard
showed the children how to sand the deck and a portion of the
gunwale where it had been hacked and gouged in the fighting. Dakar
seemed eager to participate. Gerard noticed that when she was
around the other children, she was more willing to take her child’s
form.

Afterward, the ship’s only remaining cabin
boy (the rest had run away) showed the group how to navigate in the
rigging. He even showed them the dangerous skylarking games the
youngsters traditionally played aboard ship. When they returned to
the deck, Gerard heard Dakar sharing exclamations with the rest
about the height and wind and view of the ocean.

But you’ve seen those things a hundred
times, thought Gerard. You’ve flown over the ocean,
Dakar. One would never have known it to listen to her. It was
as though the world had been reborn in new colors.

That night, Silveo had them all to dinner,
along with Farell, his captains, Gwain, Marlo, and Sirwen. It was a
strange, but convivial gathering in a dining cabin that brought
back memories of other happy evenings. Gerard remembered exactly
where Thessalyn had liked to sit. He missed her, but without the
pall of depression.

Farell looked small and awkward, sitting on a
chair and attempting to eat directly from his plate. He’d not
gotten the hang of it yet, nor had the cook thought to cut
everything into pieces. His captains didn’t seem to know what to
say to him, but one of them finally took the plate away and cut up
his food. Farell said something about requesting his wine in a
saucer, and that made them laugh.

Silveo talked to the children for most of the
evening via a charcoal pencil and a bit of sailcloth. The children
could not read grishnard, but they knew the phonetic.

“We did try to do what you said,” Mouse told
him. “But we were tired, and we wanted some things from our
hidey-holes, so we went back and slept for a bit. When we woke up,
Sea Watch were everywhere.”

“We did go to the docks,” chimed in a little
ocelon. “But we couldn’t find any griffins.”

Silveo nodded. “They hid because of
the Fang. How did you find Dakar?”

Mouse read his note aloud and frowned. “She
was just wandering around! I mean, a kid in Slag—just wandering
around the docks. We couldn’t let her… I mean, things happen to
kids like that.”

Gerard smiled. He remembered the lecherous
sailor aboard the Mantis. “She does look as though
she could use protection.”

Dakar didn’t hear them because she was
talking to an ocelon girl of about her own age. They appeared to be
discussing the appropriate position for the ear piercings Silveo
had promised her. Dakar was, if not animated, at least smiling.

Mouse seemed to be trying to get up his nerve
to say something. “Do you know why I got caught by that griffin two
years ago?”

Silveo shook his head.

Mouse paused to pick a worm from a biscuit
before stuffing it into his mouth. Gerard had to agree with Farell
that the food purchased by Lyali Nern left much to be desired. “I
heard,” Mouse mumbled around the biscuit, “stories…about you. About
how you were a foxling. They said you came from Sern.”

Silveo grew very still.

Mouse’s voice was barely audible over the
babble of table talk. “I thought maybe…” His eyes flicked up as
though he expected Silveo to write something, but he didn’t. “I was
hanging around the ship trying to catch a glimpse of you. I wasn’t
paying attention. And then that griffin…” He reached back, almost
unconsciously, and touched the stump of his tail.

Silveo wrote, “I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” said Mouse. “I knew
it wasn’t your fault. I should have been more careful. It was
stupid—expecting you to rescue me just because you’re a foxling.
After that, I quit daydreaming. I got us organized.” He gestured
around at the others. “I said I was never going to expect anyone to
rescue me again.”

Silveo smiled. “You rescued me
instead.”

Mouse laughed. “I haven’t even thought about
you or your ship for the last two years. Even when we heard about
the Old Ones and went to get you out of the box, I didn’t think—”
He grinned. “And here I am.”

“You and me both, kid.” Silveo thought
for a moment. Finally, he wrote, “Mouse, when I was your age, I
would have given anything to be where you were. I was insanely
jealous of kids like you.”

Mouse stared at him. “You were one of the
ones in the…the shops?”

Shops, thought Gerard. How
quaint.

Silveo nodded.

If anything, Mouse was even more impressed.
“How’d you get out?”

Silveo made a face. “By doing a lot of bad
things,” he wrote.

Gerard shot him a sideways glance, but Silveo
ignored him. He scribbled, “We do normally have better food
aboard the Fang. As soon as we find another harbor, I’ll
look for some that isn’t gray and doesn’t have wriggly
bits.”

Mouse giggled. “Tastes alright to me.” The
children were eating as though they’d never seen food without
wriggly bits.

“That’s because you’ve been eating
rat,” wrote Silveo genially.

Mouse did not seem to regard this as joke.
“Did you ever eat rats?”

“Lots of them. Sometimes even
cooked.”

When the meal had finished and everyone was
leaving, Silveo caught Dakar’s arm. “Dakar, I wanted to ask you
about something you said yesterday during the fighting. Those other
wyverns who helped you—you said, ‘Those are father’s.’”

Gerard had been wanting to ask her about that
and more. “Yes, and we wanted to know what happened to you after
the fight in Zorn. We were worried.”

Dakar looked down. “Sorry.”

“It’s alright. What happened?”

She thought for a moment. “I said I wouldn’t
tell.”

Silveo looked surprised. “Did you talk to
your mother?”

Dakar shook her head. “The wyvern in the
water was…he wanted to take me to…”

“Your father,” finished Gerard. “The Maijhan
deity.”

Dakar nodded.

“And he sent a couple of wyverns to bring you
safely back here,” said Gerard. “That was nice of him.”

Dakar didn’t say anything. She was holding
her tail, picking at the tuft.

“Dakar, do you have any idea how Hoepali
learned to shift?” asked Silveo. “You told us that most of
the wyverns don’t know how. Did you see anything interesting inside
his head?”

Dakar frowned. “His mind is hard and
slippery—not like a shelt’s. The only thing I could do to him was
push him back to his true form. I don’t think he knows much about
shifting. Mother could make him look like a shelt, though. From the
inside, the same way I changed Farell.” Dakar’s eyes drifted away
from them, towards the door.

Silveo touched her arm. “Thank you. You
can go find your friends now. If I know my crew, those kids are
learning dice and a new and expressive vocabulary.”

“I think those kids could teach your sailors
some expressive vocabulary,” commented Gerard when Dakar had
left.

“Mmm.” Silveo paced around the room. “Why
would Mistress put a wyvern over the Sea Watch? He wasn’t good at
it; he didn’t know how to be.”

Gerard didn’t have an answer.


 Chapter 6.
Celebration

While grishnard females are not common
aboard any type of ship in Wefrivain, they are more likely to be
found among the officers, where rank protects them from violence.
Interestingly, hunti and zed females are often allowed to sign onto
grishnard ships as male. They are treated as male even when their
true sex is well-known. Size and ferocity are the true arbitrators
of hierarchy in Wefrivain.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

On the morning of the next day, Silveo asked
Gerard and Farell to assemble everyone on deck. When they were all
present, Silveo climbed onto a crate so that they could see him.
Gerard stood beside the crate and repeated what he said.

“First, I want to thank you for what you
did on Sern. I’m not sure it was the smartest thing to do,
but—”

“Smart’s your job, sir,” piped up someone
near the back, and a ripple of laughter followed. Silveo had
intentionally lowered the degree of formality by not standing on
the quarterdeck and not making them dress for an inspection. He
smiled and didn’t say anything until they stopped talking.

“The Fang isn’t a Temple ship
anymore. Right now, she’s a pirate ship. Maybe someday, she’ll be a
pilgrim ship or a merchant ship, but right now, she’s a pirate.
We’re about to rendezvous with more pirates. We’ve made ourselves a
nuisance to the Priestess, and I think that once Sern picks itself
back up, they’re likely to blame us for the fire. I appreciate that
you saved my life, but I don’t expect you to give yours. If you
want to leave, now would be a good time. You could sign onto
another ship under another name. You could disappear. I’ll give you
all the help I can.”

Everyone had gotten quiet as Gerard relayed
Silveo’s words. He could tell they were uncomfortable. They were
not accustomed to a Silveo who thanked them or gave them choices.
Finally one of the captains stepped forward. “Sir, we
mutinied.”

Several others were nodding their heads. “We
made that decision back on Sern.”

Silveo looked at them narrowly. “I
appreciate that officers do not wish to be embarrassed by their
subordinates, but now is not the time for that sort of
thing.”

“It’s not just the officers, sir.” The
speaker was one of the elected watch masters. “We already told the
ones who didn’t want to stay that they could leave. We let them get
their things, and they walked off free and clear before the mutiny.
No one so much as threw a rock at them, sir. Those of us who chose
to stay are here as long as you want to sail the Fang.”

Silveo looked impressed and a little sad.
“I doubt you knew that you’d be choosing to work with fauns and
nauns and beasts. Do you think you can do that?”

The watch master who’d been speaking kept a
perfectly straight face. “You mean, do we think we can work with
non-grishnards, sir?”

Silveo smiled and rolled his eyes. “Aside
from me.”

They all just looked at him. Silveo sighed.
“Alright. If anyone changes their minds, they can come to my
cabin later.”

Only one did. Silveo was having a
conversation with Farell about supplies and how to re-order the
rank aboard ship when there was a knock at the office door. Farell
was sitting on the desk, and Silveo was scribbling notes. Gerard
opened the door. “Hello, Nolan,” said Farell. “Are you thinking of
leaving us?”

The sailor took a couple of steps inside. He
twisted his hat in his hands. “No, sir. I mean, I don’t want to;
it’s just…” Gerard was still looking into the hall. There was
another person beyond Nolan, wrapped in a cloak. The head turned,
and Gerard saw that it was a young woman—a grishnard by the look of
the tufted tail peeking from under the cloak. She came timidly to
the edge of the door.

Silveo raised an eyebrow. Nolan put an arm
around her and looked a little defiant. “I couldn’t leave her on
Sern, skipper, not when the admiral might want revenge. He killed
some of the deserters’ families. He kept records. So I brought her
aboard and hid her before the mutiny. Please…”

The girl looked frightened. Gerard took her
hand in both of his and made a little bow. “Welcome to the
Fang, lady.”

She smiled shakily. “Well, I’m no lady, but
thank you.”

Silveo ran a hand over his face. “He wants to
know what you were planning to do with her,” said Gerard.

Nolan looked at the planks. “There were
rumors… Some said you were leaving Wefrivain.”

“You thought this was a pilgrim ship,”
said Silveo. “Then you got worried when you realized we weren’t
leaving. After what I said on deck, though, you figure the worst
I’ll do is send you away.” Gerard did not translate.

Silveo drummed his fingers. “He says, ‘Do you
want to stay?’” said Gerard.

Nolan brightened. “Yes, sir. If she can stay,
sir.”

The corner of Silveo’s mouth flicked up.
“Well, we’re under-complement. I’m sure we can use her
somewhere. Gerard, take her name and information.”

The happy couple left a few moments later,
chattering excitedly. Farell flicked his tail. “Silveo, you know
that if you do that for one person—”

Silveo tapped his pencil irritably. “I
know.” He thought for a moment. “Gerard, tell Farell to go
around and start making a list of everyone who’s got a family or a
mate somewhere on the mainland. Find out where these shelts live,
get addresses if you can.”

Farell looked impressed. He glanced at
Gerard, but he didn’t say anything.

“What?” wrote Silveo.

Farell smiled. Finally, he said, “I’m not so
good at making lists these days.”

Silveo laughed. “I can’t talk, and you
can’t write. How are we ever going to get anything done? Pick one
of those little ocelons from Sern to be your secretary.”

“Have you considered the fact that all these
couples might start having children?” asked Farell.

Silveo waved his hand. “Basil’s hunti have
a few pups every year, and no one seems the worse for it.”

When Farell was gone, Gerard said, “That was
a good thing you just did.”

“It’ll be a good thing if I can actually
do it,” muttered Silveo. “There’s one more good deed I’d
like to get started today, but I think you’d better do that
one.”

Moments later, Gerard was descending the
galley steps two at a time. He could have kicked himself. There
were rowers in the hold! How did I even sleep last
night?

“Don’t look so stricken,” Silveo had
said. “We couldn’t have done anything about them
earlier.”

Maybe not, thought Gerard, but we
could have fed them and told them we’re going to release them. We
could have taken them off the benches and put them in a cell.
He remembered how luxurious that small kindness had once
seemed.

Gerard had recruited Gwain and Sirwen to come
along. “Recent slaves are not fun to work with,” Gwain told him.
“Don’t expect them to be friendly.”

Gerard stopped in front of the podium where
the warder would stand to beat time. The Fang had four
regular warders, but three of them had run away on Sern, and the
remaining guard looked exhausted. He showed neither surprise nor
disappointment when Gerard told him that the prisoners would soon
be released.

A glance at the galley told Gerard that the
Fang was not the floating hell that the Mantis had
been. The slaves were lean, but not starving. He recognized several
of the fauns as shelts Silveo had purchased on their way back into
Wefrivain after the storm on Holovarus. That meant they’d survived
for more than a year here and still looked reasonably healthy.
Still, the sight of the slaves’ dull eyes, their sores and
blisters, the mangy fur and feathers, the fetid odor of urine and
feces and old sweat—it brought the bile into the back of Gerard’s
throat.

“Please don’t be angry,” Silveo had
said, “I didn’t think of them either yesterday. Gerard, don’t
just run down there and set them all loose. You’ll get us
killed.”

Gerard stood at the podium, and Gwain and
Sirwen came up silently behind him. Some of the slaves’ eyes had
flicked up briefly when he entered, but none of them were looking
now. Gerard spoke into the silence. “I’m not here to beat anyone or
to make you row.”

No response. He hadn’t expected one. Gerard
left the podium and started down the aisle. There were fifty
slaves. Most of them were shavier fauns, but he saw half a dozen
zeds, a leopon, and a couple of leons. “I suppose you heard the
commotion on deck two days ago,” he said, “and I’m sure you’ve
noticed that most of your guards have vanished. There was a mutiny.
This isn’t a Temple ship anymore. It’s a Resistance pirate.”

He stopped to let that sink in. Several of
the slaves looked up. Gerard could see the surprise and distrust on
their faces. “Resistance pirates aren’t grishnards,” spat one, and
then he tensed and dropped his eyes.

Gwain came down from behind the podium.
“Actually, that isn’t always true. My name is Gwain; you may have
heard of me. I know you’ve been hurt, but we’re not your
enemies.”

The faun glanced from Gwain to Gerard. He
clearly wasn’t convinced.

“The Sea Watch mutinied,” said Gerard,
“because Admiral Nern was trying to kill their old commander,
Silveo Lamire. Silveo has joined the Resistance.” Saying it still
felt bizarre.

The faun’s outburst had made the others
bolder. They started whispering among themselves. Finally, a
shaggy-haired zed said, “So what do you want from us?”

It was a fair question. Grishnards sometimes
promised to release slaves in exchange for performing dangerous
tasks.

Gerard shook his head. “We don’t want
anything from you. We’re coming up on Sern-48. It’s a wild little
place with some small communities of non-grishnards. It would be as
good a place as any to put you ashore, if that’s what you want. If
you prefer to sail with us, you’re welcome. We’re about to
rendezvous with two other pirate ships. One is crewed mostly by
hunti, the other mostly by fauns and lemurs. If you’d rather sail
on one of those ships, you may do so.”

The talk had died down. Gerard could tell
that they didn’t believe him. He rolled up his right sleeve. “Look,
I’ve been where you are. I would never willingly sail on a ship
with galley slaves.”

The nearest faun stared at his leon tattoo.
“But you’re not…” stammered the faun. His eyes flicked from Gerard
to the tattoo. “You can’t be—”

“No, I’m not a leon, but I was sold as one.
I’ve been a rower on a merchant escort.” He hesitated for a moment,
then turned, and pulled up his shirt. The scars on his back could
not be misunderstood.

A murmur ran through the slaves.

Gerard turned around once and then dropped
his shirt. “This person,” he jerked a finger at Gwain, “rescued me.
I’d like to do the same for you. We’re going to put you in the
cells now, with water and bedding and food. Our healer will attend
you. Think about it, and tell me what you want in the morning.”

Many of them did not need until morning.
Dakar and the Fang’s old healer came back from the cells
saying that several were begging to join the crew. Silveo wanted to
see each one individually, but, by noon, a dozen ex-slaves had been
added to the Fang’s roster. They had strong arms and weak
legs. The healer prescribed thirty days of regular walking and a
good diet before they could start any heavy work, but they could
certainly haul on a rope.

By late afternoon, the Fang rounded
the little island to the cove Basil had specified. There was no
real harbor—just a fishing village that could only be approached by
rowboat. The Nightingale and the Defiance were
anchored in the deep water near the mouth of the cove.

Silveo brought the Fang alongside the
Nightingale. Lu was leaning over the rail, waving to Basil,
who whistled between his fingers and waved back. He jumped the gap
as the two ships drew alongside, and Lu sprang into his arms. Basil
spun her around as the sailors from the two ships shouted to each
other, threw ropes, and put out pontoons to protect the ships from
grinding together.

Basil turned to Silveo as he set Lu on her
feet. “Alright, so you are forgiven for being late—”

“I said three days!” protested Silveo,
but Basil continued before Gerard could translate.

“—for not sending me any news, for being
captured, for leaving the town on fire. Do you realize what
a mess you left behind you? The ocelons have started a civil
war!”

“About time,” muttered Lu.

“We didn’t start the fire,” said Gerard.

“I always leave Sern a mess,” said
Silveo. “I respond poorly to rape and beatings.”

Gerard wouldn’t have translated it, but
Silveo was signing, and Lu followed along well enough to repeat
it.

Basil grimaced. “That bad?”

Silveo grinned. “Not really. Your small,
helpless wife saved us.”

Basil looked at Lu. “You saved them?”

Lu curled her lip. “Try to look less
shocked.”

At that moment, the deck shuddered as the
Defiance bumped up against the pontoons on the other side of
the ship. Gerard was amused to see Farell running around shouting
instructions at the sailors. They were actually paying attention to
him—an improvement over the last few days. Gerard knew it wasn’t
just that their captain had changed shape; he’d changed into a
species that some of them had almost certainly tormented for sport
in the past. Dealing with Farell will be good practice,
thought Gerard, as he watched the Fang’s grishnards catching
ropes from the lemurs aboard the Defiance.

“Change your mind about coming back into
Wefrivain?” asked Gwain as Mink climbed over the gunwale.

She grinned. “We took another vote.”

“So quickly?” asked Silveo.

Mink wasn’t really looking at Gwain. She was
looking at Sirwen behind him. Sirwen looked studiously at the
Defiance. “Ship looks good. How’d you get her repaired so
fast?”

“Bought some supplies, did some of it on the
way, got lucky. Why don’t you come and see?”

The deck was surging with shelts now. There
were sailors from the Defiance, come to slap Marlo or Sirwen
or Gwain on the back and congratulate them for ‘taking’ the
Fang. There were hunti from the Nightingale who’d
served in the Sea Watch aboard the Dark Wind and had friends
among the grishnards from the Fang. There were crew from the
Nightingale exited to welcome Lu back aboard. They all
greeted each other in a clamor of excited voices, waving hats and
hands.

Gerard shouted to Basil over the hubbub.
“Silveo wants to know whether you have any decent food.”

Basil got his mouth off of Lu’s for long
enough to nod. “Yeah, we stocked up on Molva two days ago while you
were busy setting fire to Sern.” He grinned. “Lu says you turned
the Reza family into book vendors.”

Silveo’s eyes danced.

Gerard said, “Silveo says that Gwain wanted
them to print it on sweet leaf.”

Basil bellowed with laughter. “When I met
Gwain, I didn’t think he was very funny.”

A short time later, the sailors were sent
back to their respective ships, and Silveo, Mink, and Basil
compared their resources. They decided they could afford to splurge
a bit. It seemed like a time to celebrate.

So, as the sun set, everyone who could play
an instrument brought them out on deck. They had fried fish and
rice with savory sauce, fresh fruit and nuts, a sweet, thick wine
from the Sunkissed Isles, and rum from Haplag. The Defiance
brought out strange root vegetables that none of the grishnards had
ever seen before, but which tasted good with butter or honey and
salt. The hunti roasted a turtle the size of a rowboat. They said
it wasn’t a sentient species. Gerard suspected that some of the
shelts from the Defiance still disapproved, but no one said
anything. They played their instruments and sang and told stories
and laughed and drank and danced on the decks of all three
ships.

Gerard saw Gwain dancing with Merta—a lively
faun dance that he didn’t recognize, but they looked like they were
enjoying themselves. He saw ex-slaves drinking and laughing with
ex-Sea Watch. He saw one of the shavier rowers sobbing on the
shoulder of one of the fauns from the Defiance.

“They’re brothers,” explained Marlo. “They
haven’t seen each other in ten years.”

One of the children from Sern surprised
everyone by whipping out a wooden flute and playing better than any
of the sailors. “She’d play,” explained Mouse, “and attract a
crowd, and then we’d go around and pick their pockets.”

It was a cloudless night. Red moon stood high
in the sky—very bright, winking through the rigging. Yellow moon
made a sickle just over the mizzen. Blue moon rose full over the
sea to starboard—a rare sight, some said lucky. The ship’s griffins
were swooping and diving overhead, chasing the occasional flying
fish. Two pegasus from the Defiance were playing tag with
them.

Finally, the ocelon child from Sern struck up
a flute tune that reminded Gerard a little of some of Thessalyn’s
songs. Lu perked up from where she was sitting in Basil’s lap. She
looked up at Silveo, who was leaning over the rail of the
quarterdeck directly overhead. “You want to?”

Silveo shrugged.

“Want to what?” asked Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. He looked around and
found a couple of griffin feathers and one bright red shavier
feather lying on the deck. Then he pulled out some of his own hair
and twined it around the lower shafts of the feathers. Finally, he
threw the result into the air and it spiraled down in slow motion.
Lu jumped up with a giggle. “Oh, I haven’t danced this in
ages.”

Basil raised an eyebrow. “Silvy’s going to
dance? In public?”

Silveo and Lu ignored him. All the other
instruments had stopped, except for the child’s flute. Gerard
watched in fascination as Silveo and Lu began to dance to the
music. It was not an overtly erotic dance, although it was
certainly sensual. Gerard recognized some of the movements from
what Silveo had taught Dakar on the beach in the Lawless Lands. The
foxling and the ocelon danced around each other, never quite
touching, using the feathers as a focal point. Sometimes, they
caught the feathers and threw them into the air, but mostly they
kept them aloft with flourishes of arms or hands or tails, spinning
and twisting around the bright point of color that never quite
reached the deck.
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At last, a gust of wind caught the feathers
and whirled them up out of reach, away over the sea. Lu and Silveo
stopped to watch them go. There was a hush during which no one so
much as clapped or whistled. Then a stringed instrument started up,
and a moment later, a dozen shelts were dancing again on deck.


 Chapter 7. Something in the
Way

Foxlings and ocelons are the only two
species of panaun to maintain continuous populations in Wefrivain,
both before and after Grishnard ascendancy. Part of the reason must
surely be that they posed no threat and offered useful skills as
healers and scent trackers. However, it also seems likely that they
survived because grishnards found them beautiful. Brothels spring
up and thrive wherever large populations of these shelts settle in
Wefrivain. It is, therefore, surprising that so little is known of
their mating habits. The author has never encountered a text on the
subject. Foxlings, especially, are rumored to have strange mating
behaviors, yet it is unusual to find one willing to share anything
but the vaguest details.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

When Gerard went in to bed a half watch
later, he expected to find the cabin empty. The decks of all three
ships were still full of shelts, who Gerard suspected would be
dancing and drinking until dawn. The noise was beginning to give
him a headache, and everyone seemed to have left their inhibitions
in their sea chests for the evening. Gerard had nearly tripped over
two couples in the hall.

They’re only following the example of
their leaders. Basil seemed to be keeping his hands off the
wine, but that didn’t stop him from making a public spectacle.
Gerard didn’t think Basil and Lu were actually going to have sex
right there on the deck, but he didn’t want to stay and find
out.

As he stepped into the outer office, he saw a
light in the room beyond. He entered to find Silveo, wearing his
iridescent blue wyvern hat, standing on a chair beside his
bookshelves. He had the contents of four boxes of books scattered
around the room, and he was sorting them onto the shelves, humming
under his breath. “Hello, Gerard.”

Gerard looked around the room. Silveo must
have packed off their few possessions from the Nightingale.
Gerard saw some of the clothes he’d acquired there and the carving
Merta had given him, along with Silveo’s little chalkboards and fur
brush. “Got your books back?”

“Some of them. There are a still a couple
of boxes aboard the Defiance.” He stroked one cover fondly.
“I missed them.”

Gerard smiled. “That was an interesting dance
you did with and Lu.”

“It’s an ocelon tribal dance—very old.
Some of the erotic dances I grew up with were based on those old
dances, but the originals were more complicated. Sometimes the
ocelons in the brothel would dance the traditional way. Lu used to,
now and then.”

“Silveo, was Lu your first…girl?” It wasn’t
the sort of question Gerard would have asked if he hadn’t had
several glasses of wine. However, even stone sober, he wouldn’t
have expected the reaction he got.

Silveo froze with one hand on the bookshelf.
After a moment, he whispered, “No.” Gerard expected him to
continue, but he didn’t.

Gerard walked over to him. He felt suddenly
ashamed of himself. “Silveo? I didn’t mean— Hey.” Silveo’s tail and
ears had dropped. He’d lowered his head, and Gerard couldn’t see
his face under the brim of his hat.

Gerard took the hat off and tilted Silveo’s
chin up. With Silveo standing on the chair, their faces were almost
level. “I didn’t mean that I want to get rid of you. I just
wondered. I’m a little tipsy. Please don’t be sad.”

Silveo gave a rubbery smile. “It’s not
what you think. It’s—” But whatever it was, he couldn’t say
it.

Gerard brushed a strand of pale, gleaming
hair behind a white-tufted ear. “Silveo, you have beautiful
eyes.”

“You think so?”

Gerard snorted. “You must know it. You draw
attention to them with kohl.”

Silveo turned his face into Gerard’s palm.
“The kohl… When I was a kid, I used to pretend my kohl was a
mask, and no one could see me behind it. I couldn’t be hurt or
humiliated with my mask on.”

Gerard kissed him. Silveo let out a long
breath. He slid his arms around Gerard’s neck, tilted his head
back. Gerard ran a line of rough kisses from his chin to his
collarbone. He felt one of Silveo’s small, delicate hands twine
through his hair. Gerard’s tongue fluttered in the hollow of his
throat, and Silveo made a little breathless whine. His hips gave a
hitch, and he wrapped one leg around Gerard’s waist. Gerard felt
himself go instantly, achingly hard. He pressed his mouth against
Silveo’s ear. “Is that real, or are you just trying to get me
excited?”

Silveo’s voice came out small and frustrated.
“It’s real. Gerard—”

Gerard scooped him up and walked into the
bedroom. There were no lamps lit here, but light from the inner
office spilled through the open door. Gerard set him down on the
edge of the bed, kissed him again, and began unbuttoning his shirt.
Silveo tried to wriggle closer. “If I was Lu, I’d be
purring.” He sighed as Gerard pushed him back onto the bed.
“And I’d also be a girl, and you wouldn’t feel guilty for loving
me.”

Gerard crouched over him. “That’s not my
present hang-up. Pay attention.”

Silveo laughed.

Gerard nipped his ear. “I realize that
keeping track of all the things I feel guilty for can be
complicated, but try to keep up.” He got off the bed and started to
light the lamp.

Silveo sat up, blinking. “I thought you
liked the dark.”

Gerard went a little too fast, nearly burned
his fingers. The lamp flamed into life—a soft glow, but brighter
than anywhere they’d made love before. Gerard came back and sat
down on the bed. “I want to see you.”

Silveo shrugged. He crawled into Gerard’s lap
and nuzzled under his chin. “I know what you want. Even if you
don’t know, I do.”

Gerard cupped Silveo’s face in his hands.
No, I really don’t think you do.

“Something slippery would help—kitchen oil
works.”

Gerard didn’t pursue that. “Silveo, I’m not
normally a passive lover.” He slid a hand inside Silveo’s open
shirt and ran a thumb around a nipple. Silveo jumped, and Gerard
bent to kiss the side of his neck. “You want me to mostly be acted
upon, to just take and take, and that’s not like me at
all.”

Silveo was leaning up against Gerard on his
knees, but he seemed less certain. Gerard kept one hand on the
small of his back and let the fingertips of his other hand trail
lightly down his chest, over the muscles of his belly, up his
spine. Silveo didn’t make a sound, but Gerard felt his breath
quicken. Gerard bit his throat lightly and growled. Silveo
quivered. You’re not immune to this.

“Not immune, just afraid.”

This close, Silveo had caught the thread of
his thoughts. “What are you afraid of?” Gerard ran a hand
over the back of his pants, curling under him.

Silveo jumped. He dropped his forehead on
Gerard’s shoulder. “Gerard, please, please.”

Please what? Please stop? Please keep going?
Maybe a little of both.

As far as he could tell, Silveo was about
halfway there. But I won’t do it like this. Silveo was
beginning to tremble, and not with desire. Gerard scooted all the
way up onto the bed. He lay down and nestled Silveo in the crook of
his arm. He didn’t try to do anything, and after a moment Silveo
began to relax. “Gerard, I’m sorry.”

Gerard ran a hand through his hair—fine and
smooth and silky. “Nothing to be sorry for.”

Silveo caught his hand, kissed his
fingertips. “I’ll let you do anything. I’ll try.”

“Can you tell me what frightens you? Can you
put it into words?”

Silveo thought about it. While he was
thinking, Gerard got Silveo’s shirt off. His skin was pale and
smooth and always-warm. His nipples were a pleasing pink. Gerard
licked one, got a giggle for his trouble. He licked harder, bit
lightly, kept at it until Silveo was moaning and squirming. He
worked his way down Silveo’s side, then applied enough pressure to
really tickle him in the muscles between his ribs and his hip.

Silveo laughed, whimpered, writhed in his
arms. Gerard paused to catch his breath. Silveo was panting.
“What about you?” he asked weakly.

Gerard shook his head. “Tonight’s about
you.”

Silveo bit his lip. “But I’m—”

Gerard bit hard enough to tickle him again,
and Silveo broke off laughing. Gerard’s tongue brushed against
something irregular—an old scar, mostly below the fur line. “What’s
this?”

“Hmmm?” Silveo was twitching
spasmodically.

Gerard got his pants off. Silveo jumped when
Gerard’s fingers brushed the hard, pink shaft of his penis,
glistening and half-hidden in pale fur. His tail whipped between
his legs and hid everything.

Gerard returned his attention to Silveo’s
hip. “This scar; where did it come from?”

“Knife fight—before I learned to throw
them.” He squinted. “How come I’m not wearing any clothes
and you’ve still got all yours?”

Gerard pursed his lips. “Because I’m
working on you?”

“I spent a lot of time naked around fully
clothed grishnards.”

Gerard’s distress must have shown on his
face, because Silveo shook his head. “No, no.” He leaned up,
put his arms around Gerard’s neck, and pressed his cheek against
Gerard’s. His quick breaths stirred the tufts of Gerard’s ears, and
Gerard could feel him smile. “You’ve got me so wound up, I can’t
think.”

“Good.” Gerard disentangled himself for long
enough to get his own shirt off. Silveo melted against him—skin to
skin. “So I’m doing alright so far?” Gerard ran two fingers lightly
over Silveo’s belly, making teasing dips into his fur.

Silveo nuzzled his jaw with a hint of
desperation. “It’s not really anything you’re doing, although
you’re a charming lover, Gerard.”

“Had better?”

Silveo moaned into his ear, and that was
enough to make Gerard’s hips hitch. Gerard growled. “You are
so much better at this than me.”

Silveo’s voice came in a broken whisper.
“I respond to you because I love you, but—”

Gerard slid his hand into the velvet-soft fur
below Silveo’s waist. It was so thick he had to work to find
skin.

Silveo tensed.

Gerard stopped. He eased Silveo’s head onto
his upper arm so that he could look him in the face, brushed a
strand of damp hair out of his blue eyes. “Do you want me to touch
you or not? You can say no.”

Silveo’s face crumpled. “I get so
frightened. I know it doesn’t make sense.”

“Can you share it? The way you shared the
hurt about what your mother did to you?”

Silveo considered. “I don’t want to,”
he said at last. “It’s embarrassing and humiliating—those
memories. Gerard, please don’t make me.”

Gerard wrapped him up, hugged him so tight he
probably couldn’t breathe. “I won’t make you do anything.” He
kissed Silveo’s shoulder. “Will you let me at least look? Without
your tail in the way?”

Silveo uncurled in his arms. He swallowed.
“I’m your foxling, Gerard.”

He was shaped differently. Gerard had
felt that difference pressed against his belly or groin or hip, but
he’d only had incomplete glimpses in shadow. Aside from having
somewhat proportionally larger genitalia, foxlings had the bulbous
portion of the organ about a third of the way up the shaft, rather
than at the tip like a grishnard. Gerard ran a finger lightly from
stem to stern and felt Silveo shudder. He’d thrown one arm over his
face.

“Was that really necessary?”

“Mmm. Tell me, are you more sensitive here?”
He laid a finger lightly on the tip. “Or here?” And touched the
swelling further down the shaft.

Silveo let out a hiss between his teeth.
“Congratulations, Captain Obvious.”

“You’re getting a bit sarcastic.”

“I don’t have many other defenses left, do
I? They call that bit the knot.”

Gerard ran a finger down Silveo’s sheath. The
fur there felt like velvet or mole skin. Silveo drew his legs up
convulsively. Gerard thought for a moment he might kick, but then
his toes splayed and clenched in the bed sheets. He was squeezing
the blood out of two of Gerard’s fingers.

“I saw a pair of child’s gloves once,”
he mumbled, “made out of that bit…of several foxlings.”

Gerard frowned. “And now you’re telling me
sad things to break the mood.”

Silveo jerked his arm away from his face, his
elbow catching Gerard in the chest. His eyes were dilated, and he
was suddenly bristling all over. “Do you like hurting me?
Do you want to see me scared? See me panic? Do you think that’s
sexy? Does that excite you?”

Gerard stared at him.

Silveo made a choking noise. He covered his
face with both hands. After a moment, Gerard moved the arm that was
still under Silveo around his shoulders. He put the other hand
against the side of Silveo’s face. “Shhh.”

Silveo’s body clenched. “Gerard, why are
you even still here?”

“Because I love you.”

“I didn’t mean it.”

“I know.”

Silveo uncurled again. “I do want… I don’t
know what I want.”

Gerard combed through his hair. He bent and
spoke with his lips on Silveo’s ear. “I think you want what most
people want. But there’s something in the way. I’m trying to
understand what.”

Gerard remembered that first time in the sand
dunes. He’d been so embarrassed and confused and off-balance.
Silveo had taken all the initiative, and he’d been completely
confident and comfortable. However…

I did kiss him. Gerard remembered how
Silveo had arched his back, pressed their bodies together. He
told me to be still afterward, and I thought then that I could have
reached down and finished it.

Foxlings tie, thought Gerard. There
would be rubbing at first, but after that there’d just be pressure.
Friction could make you panic if you were tied together.

Silveo had his tail tucked tightly between
his legs again. Gerard reached down, felt his way gently through
the fur, and wrapped his hand around Silveo’s penis. He squeezed
lightly, and Silveo gasped. He squirmed, but didn’t pull away,
didn’t ask Gerard to stop. Gerard could actually feel the knot
swelling under his fingers. Foxlings tie.

Gerard started kissing him again, but he kept
one hand firmly around his knot. Silveo whimpered, moaned, panted,
but he did not thrust against Gerard’s hand as a grishnard might
have. He pressed their bodies together, tried to get as much
contact as he possibly could.

Finally he made a little choking sound and
bit Gerard’s shoulder so hard he drew blood. Gerard could feel that
his hand was wet—not the sudden, full wetness that would have
accompanied a grishnard’s climax, but a slow trickle. Gerard could
feel the organ throbbing faintly against his fingers. Silveo’s knot
had swollen to the size of a plum. Gerard could well understand how
two foxlings would be unable to separate.

Silveo was glassy-eyed and trembling. Gerard
could not tell whether he was in ecstasy or pain. He slid down to
rest his forehead against Gerard’s chest. Gerard rubbed his back
with his free hand. Finally, Silveo looked up into his eyes. It
took him a moment to put words together. “Don’t…leave.”

Gerard didn’t understand. He brushed the hair
out of Silveo’s eyes, kissed him on the forehead. “Where did you
think I would go?”

Silveo swallowed.
“Grishnards…get…bored.”

Gerard would have laughed if Silveo hadn’t
seemed so serious.

Silveo dropped his head again. Gerard could
feel his ragged breathing against his chest “Patient.”
Silveo’s voice sounded tiny. “Takes a while.”

“I’m patient. I’m certainly not bored.”

He scooted up against the wall behind them
and drew his knees up, so that Silveo was cradled between his
thighs and his chest. Silveo didn’t seem able to support himself
very well. He was damp with sweat and trembling. Gerard was pretty
sure the trembling was neither fear, nor cold, but a physiological
byproduct of his climax. Gerard kissed him—slow, lazy kisses that
gave Silveo time to breathe in between. He was vaguely aware that
the character of the fluid on his hand was changing—from watery to
milky to sticky.

At last, Silveo gave an intense shudder.
Then, very slowly, like a leaf drifting down from a high branch, he
relaxed. He went so limp that Gerard became alarmed. “Silveo?”

A pause, then a drunken giggle. “I’m
here.”

“Are you alright?”

Silveo lifted his head and gave a dozy smile.
“Tell you after I’ve slept?”

Gerard attempted to clean them up with his
discarded shirt, then eased Silveo back down into the blankets. He
felt perfectly boneless, but after Gerard had gotten them both
arranged, Silveo inched up and nestled his head under Gerard’s
chin. Then he was asleep.


 Chapter 8.
Analysis

Everything in Wefrivain is made for
grishnards. They always seem startled to learn that everyone is not
like them.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

When Gerard woke, Silveo was still asleep. He
didn’t wake when Gerard got up, tiptoed into his pants, and went
out. No one seemed to be stirring except for a few shelts on watch.
The sea was calm, the sky a pale blue. Gerard procured a large
basin of water from the rain catchers. He found some leftover food
from last night and brought that up, too. He bathed and dressed in
the outer office, then peeked into the bedroom again.

Silveo had changed positions since he left,
and Gerard could tell by his breathing that he was starting to
wake. He twitched when Gerard sat down on the bed, and when Gerard
stretched out and put an arm around him, he turned over and cuddled
up. Gerard combed his fingers through the pale hair. It was getting
longer than Silveo liked—nearly to his waist, impractical, but
lovely.

Silveo smiled without opening his eyes.
“Proud of yourself?”

“A bit.” Gerard reached down beside the bed
for some of the food he’d brought. “Hungry?”

Silveo shook his head. “Not yet.”

Gerard bit into an apple—partially dried,
wrinkled and very sweet. He chewed, watching Silveo’s languid
stretch and reposition. “This makes you sleep longer.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Nightmares?”

Silveo laughed, his face buried in Gerard’s
shirt. “No, Gerard.”

“Does it always make you so dozy?”

Silveo raised his head enough to lace his
fingers under his chin. “Good question. Maybe we’ll find
out.”

Gerard stopped chewing. “I thought you— I
mean, I know you—”

Silveo yawned and stretched again. Gerard
tried not to notice the sensual curve of his back and tail.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten through the whole thing
without a…blank space.”

“Oh.” Gerard couldn’t think of anything to
say.

Silveo’s eyes scanned his face. “You don’t
know,” he whispered. “You just don’t know.”

“Don’t know what?”

Silveo gave a nervous laugh. “The degree
to which you own me.”

Gerard frowned, but Silveo kept talking.
“If you’re going to— If this sort of thing is going to happen,
then I probably need to tell you about the girls.”

Gerard sat up straighter. “I think I already
know.”

Silveo’s eyes flicked to his face and away.
“What do you think you know?”

“The customers wanted shows, didn’t they? I
remember you said something a long time ago about shows. They made
you tie with those ocelons.”

Silveo nodded. “It was worse than with the
customers.” He crumpled a fold of the sheets between his hands.
“You can’t tie as well with an ocelon as with a foxling, but it
can be done. Some of the ocelons hated me. They were jealous of
gifts the customers would give me, and…I’d say things. I suppose I
didn’t help.” His voice was fading. Gerard reached out and
gathered him up.

Silveo squirmed. “You’re all clean; I’ll
get you sticky. I should have told you foxlings make a mess. I
didn’t really think you’d—”

Gerard tucked Silveo’s head under his chin.
“You’re not that sticky.”

Silveo laughed. “You’re delusional.”
He sighed. “It’s not that complicated, really. The girl in a tie
has all the power. She can basically drag you around by your cock
if she wants to. If a male foxling gets hurt or frightened during a
tie, his body will try to abbreviate it, but he can’t just stop.
You have to let it finish before you can get away. If your partner
wants to humiliate you…well, it’s pretty easy. I’m not very quick
or witty…like that. I think that’s when the blank spaces
started.”

“And Lu is an ocelon.”

Silveo nodded. “She… She cared about me,
but— She couldn’t understand, and I couldn’t talk about it. Back
then, I didn’t understand myself. The customers were another
problem. Most of them didn’t know how foxlings mate, but you had to
watch out for the ones who did. A full climax leaves a
foxling—”

“Helpless,” finished Gerard.

Silveo nodded. “That’s a good way to get
robbed or raped or worse. As I got older, I trained myself not to
respond beyond a certain point. I had to, or I wouldn’t have
survived.”

Gerard sighed. It was what he’d suspected and
worse. “I know why Morchella never tried to get inside your head,
Silveo. It hurts too much in there.”

Silveo smiled. “But you fix
things.”

“I try.”

They were quiet for a while. Finally, Gerard
said, “Silveo, was Basil one of the ones who…got bored?” Because
if he was, I might have to beat him.

Silveo shook his head. “Oh, no. He can be
thoughtless, but not like that. I really wanted to enjoy being with
him. I knew myself better by then, and we had fun. But he pushed
for too much too fast, and I started having blank spaces again.
That hadn’t happened for years, and I just…I couldn’t go back to
that.”

“I don’t suppose you told him?”

Silveo made a face. “Let’s think about
that conversation: Hey, lover, do you remember what happened last
night? I suspect neither of us do, because you were too drunk, and
I was too crazy, but on the off-chance that you do…”

Gerard was laughing. “Silveo, does it
hurt?”

Silveo laughed out loud.

“Well, you acted almost like—”

Silveo was still snickering. “I wouldn’t
call it hurt.” He looked up coyly through his lashes. “Not
the way you did it.”

Gerard could feel himself blushing.

“It doesn’t feel the same all the way
through. Better at the beginning and the end, sort of crampy in the
middle. It’s a process. Not one I’m very familiar with.”

Gerard’s mouth twitched up. “You need another
sample for analysis?”

Silveo laughed. “I doubt I even could
right now—” Gerard ran a finger under his arm and down his
ribs, making him curl away with a squeak. Silveo tried to catch
Gerard’s hands. “No.” “Eeep!” “Please, really, I’m not
sure I could. I want to be awake today.”

“You could sleep in.”

“I think I already have.”

Gerard leaned over him. He still had his
fingers in the muscles of Silveo’s hip. Silveo squirmed and managed
to get his knee between Gerard’s legs. “You, on the other hand,
are going to embarrass yourself if you don’t let me have a
turn.”

Probably true.

Silveo scooted down a little. His eyes
glittered. “I promise it will do wonderful things for my mental
state.”

“How is that?”

“Well, for one thing, you’ll stop looking
at me like I’m an injured kitten. No, stay in that position; it’s
kind of interesting.”


 Chapter 9.
Rearranging

The Lawless Lands have a reputation in
Wefrivain for brutality, which is deeply ironic. In Wefrivain, to
appear openly brutal is unfashionable.

—Gwain, The Truth about Wyverns

They spent that morning cleaning up from the
party, shifting supplies between the three ships, and re-ordering
the crew to fill the gaps left by Nern’s shelts and those who’d
fled or been killed. A number of the shavier from the
Defiance went down and talked to the remaining rowers in the
hold of the Fang. In the end, none of the rowers went
ashore, but most of them went aboard the Defiance. Gerard
agreed that they would probably be more comfortable among the
Defiance’s crew than the Fang’s.

Silveo didn’t have enough cowries aboard ship
to pay the rowers much, but he gave them what he could, and he gave
it in person. “And now we are truly destitute,” he
commented, as the last of them nodded at him awkwardly and climbed
over the side of the ship.

“If we couldn’t afford to pay them, why
did you?” asked Gerard.

Silveo didn’t answer. He’d been having an
argument all morning with Farell over what the latter ought to be
called. “Gerard is obviously your lieutenant,” said the cat. “If
you must keep me as an officer, make me quartermaster.”

“Gerard will be captain,” scribbled
Silveo on his chalkboard. “I make a better master than I do a
captain, especially now that I can’t talk. Let Gerard be captain,
and you can keep being lieutenant.” Gerard was surprised. What
Silveo was saying was true as far as it went. A ship’s master did
most of the navigating. Silveo had never hired one for the
Fang, because he enjoyed doing the job himself.

Farell shook his head. “The sailors like
Gerard, but they did not mutiny for him, Silveo. Maybe in time you
could get them used to the idea, but for now I think you’d better
be the captain. A few days ago, I’d say make me boatswain, but now
there are just too many things I can’t do without hands. Let me be
your quartermaster. I can do that with a little help from a
secretary. I’ve been more-or-less doing the job for years. Call me
that, or call me ship’s cat, but it’s silly to call me
lieutenant.”

“I think he’s right,” put in Gerard. One of
the traditional roles of a quartermaster was to act as liaison
between crew and officers—something Farell had been doing since
Silveo began working with him. It was not, of course, a glamorous
job.

Silveo sighed. “Quartermaster?”

Farell grinned. “Yes! Let me make sure you’ve
got something decent to eat. Let me keep track of what’s in the
hold and get whatever we need one way or the other like a good
smuggler.”

“You were not a good smuggler,”
said Silveo, but he didn’t write it. Instead, he scribbled,
“Alright, quartermaster, the first provisions I require are good
clothes.”

Farell smiled. “I already thought of that.
Turns out, the Defiance’s sail-makers are a couple of
professional tailors. They’re anxious to meet you.”

Two elderly shavier came over soon after,
took Silveo and Gerard’s measurements, and carried off Nern’s
summer clothes with promises to produce an interesting wardrobe.
Silveo attempted to contain his excitement, while insisting they
remove the jewels and some of the more valuable fabric to sell.

Gerard said he could just make himself
clothes out of sailcloth, but the tailors looked so disappointed
that he finally relented and merely asked not to be dressed in
cloth-of-gold or purple velvet.

After they left, Silveo went into the very
back of his closet to have a look at Nern’s winter wardrobe. He
emerged grinning with a lot of dark fabric in his arms. “He kept
it!”

Gerard looked up from Silveo’s map table.
Silveo was holding the black coat with silver trim that he’d given
Gerard on Mance. “I hope he didn’t have it retailored.
Here.”

Gerard shrugged on the coat. It still fit.
Silveo clapped his hands. Gerard examined the silver pattern on the
sleeves. “Silveo, this really is probably the nicest article of
clothing anyone ever gave me.”

Silveo darted back into the closet. “I
wonder if he kept the hat.”

He had.

It didn’t take Gerard long to find what else
of his Arundel and Hoepali had kept. He hadn’t paid much attention
to the small boats stowed on deck, but as he was looking everything
over later that day, he noticed that one was unusually long for a
ship’s boat. He found its mainmast and sail stowed inside it.
The Meerkat. The sight of it reminded him how long it had
been since he’d had his hand on a boom, and how very much he liked
small boats. He had to resist the urge to assemble the little craft
and lower her into the water immediately.

In the afternoon, Silveo sent someone to get
Gerard for tea. It was a frivolity that even Silveo had not
regularly indulged in, but being able to do so now made Gerard feel
ridiculously civilized and extravagant. The tea was some
horrible-tasting concoction that Nern had brought aboard, but it
didn’t matter. He and Silveo sat sipping it from delicate enamel
cups, eating ship’s biscuits, squares of cheese, and candied nuts,
wiping their mouths with tiny lace handkerchiefs. They discussed
the state of the vessel, the wind, and what lay between them and
Maijha Minor.

The boatswain stuck his head in halfway
through to tell them that a storm was blowing up, but didn’t appear
too serious. He gave Gerard a friendly nod as he left. Since his
arrival, Gerard had been expecting and dreading questions about his
presence in Silveo’s cabin. However, he was mildly annoyed when he
realized that, not only was no one asking, but they didn’t seem
surprised.

“They know me too well,” said Silveo
with a snicker.

“Yes, but don’t they know me?” muttered
Gerard.

Silveo thought about it. “Well, they liked
working with you back when you were one of them, but you’re awfully
private, Gerard. As far as they were concerned, you were from
another world. And don’t forget that I have a reputation as an
insatiable reprobate, capable of corrupting anyone.”

Gerard nearly choked on his tea.

Silveo looked annoyed. “It’s not that
ridiculous.”

Gerard started to disagree.

Silveo brightened. “They’re probably
calling you some kind of a virtuoso for keeping me
interested.”

Gerard winced.

Silveo shook a finger at him. “They were
gossiping about you two summers ago, and then they watched me lose
it when you disappeared. You really expect them to be shocked that
you’re in my bed?”

Gerard sighed. I suppose I should just be
glad no one’s asked me to explain.

“I know for sure they’re saying you made
me a lot nicer. I’d better do something shockingly offensive soon,
or they’ll think they’ve rescued the wrong foxling.”

Gerard smiled. “Arton told me once that you
were…less snappy when I was around.”

“Arton…” Silveo toyed with his teacup. “He
was a sweet kid, painfully shy. I wonder how he’s doing on Mance.
He was terribly interested in beasts and their illnesses. He liked
my library. That was the original trade—he slept in my bed, and I
let him read my books.”

“And then you decided to spend a few hundred
cowries on him instead?”

Silveo flicked his tail. “It never hurts
to have a smart person in your debt. I don’t know any beast
healers. I thought one might come in useful. And, no, I didn’t mind
giving the kid something. A shelt on Mance offered him a bunch of
cowries to kill me when I was recovering after that incident in the
bookstore. I suspect Gwain and Marlo had something to do with that.
Arton might have succeeded, too; I wasn’t my usual alert self. He
told me about it instead. He had no idea I’d even thought of
sending him to school at the time.”

Gerard’s eyebrows rose. “You never told me
they tried to kill you twice on Mance.”

Silveo shrugged. “I never told you a lot
of things. I didn’t exactly trust you.”

Gerard thought about finding Silveo in that
dark alley between bookstores—covered in soot, doubled over in
pain, and bristling with defensive aggression.

“Even when I started to trust you, I
didn’t trust your judgment.”

Gerard quirked a smile. “Thought I was too
stupid?”

“I thought you were gullible and
impractical and idealistic.” He grinned. “And very nice to
look at and nice to smell and I liked your hands. Still
do.”

Gerard sunk a little in his chair. “You
thought that…back then?”

“Gods, yes! When you carried me back to
the ship, I kept telling myself, ‘Don’t get used to it; he’ll never
do it again.’”

Gerard cocked his head. “But I thought you
liked Thess.”

“What does Thess have to do with
it?”

“I was her husband!”

“Well, I wasn’t thinking of leaving her
out.”

Gerard felt terribly naïve.

Silveo scratched his head. “Gerard,
exclusivity is not a concept I understand very well. I loved her. I
loved you. Does that make you unhappy?”

Gerard could almost hear Thessalyn laughing
at the idea of Silveo sleeping with them. He was a little glad that
they were not all three having this conversation. “Doesn’t matter
now,” he muttered.

“I miss her, too,” said Silveo with a
hint of defensiveness. “You think you’re the only one who misses
her? You’re not.”

“I know,” said Gerard quickly.
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Silveo got up and went to fish in a drawer.
He returned with one of their copies of Gwain’s book—one of the
ones they’d made in that chilly basement in The Swordfish. There
were no blank pages in the book—paper was too precious—but there
was a little blank space above the first chapter. Silveo’s
signature character was already dry in the upper corner, and Gerard
saw the names Maven and Gwain, written in the phonetic beneath it.
Silveo handed Gerard a quill and ink. “Sign.”

“You’re really going to send this to
Morchella?”

“Of course.”

Gerard licked his lips. He remembered what
Culowen had said when they’d walked into his office: Let me
guess; you want me to kill the Priestess.

“Are you sure you’re not just doing this to
make her angry?”

“Of course I’m doing it to make her angry!
I’m trying to keep us all alive. To do that, I think we need to
create some chaos. Her anger will do that. Sign.”


 Chapter 10. Forward in the
Dark

Of all the Great Islands, Lecklock is the
only one without any significant population of free non-grishnards.
Nearly all of the non-grishnards living on the island are slaves.
It is no coincidence that the High Priestess makes her home in
Lecklock’s temple.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Dark fell early in a gray drizzle of rain
that stung Gerard’s face as he climbed into the rigging to have
another look at the surrounding sea. The wind was not ideal. It was
taking them a little too far east, and they would have to tack
soon. Gerard shivered. Somewhere out there to the northeast was
Lecklock—Morchella’s temple with its sacrificial cages, the
headquarters of the Police, the dungeon where Dakar had grown up.
Gerard didn’t think Gwain would want to stop there, but he knew
many of the sailors had families on the island. Let’s try to get
them off before we wave a battle flag under Morchella’s nose,
Silveo.

That morning, as they were sailing away, two
ships had been spotted by scouts on the far side of Sern-48. The
scouts believed they were local sea watch. Gerard had kept an eye
on the horizon all day, but as darkness fell, and they dropped
anchor, he began to relax. Even from the rigging, his sharp eyes
caught not so much as a glimmer of another ship across the rainy
sea. If I can’t see them, they can’t see us. No lights had
been lit on deck. They were trying to keep a low profile. We
caused a mutiny and a massive fire in Sern’s largest port…and I
think we got away with it.

His clothes were drenched by the time he went
in to bed. Silveo had re-ordered everything in the outer office and
most of the inner. His books were all put away, and he’d had the
ship’s carpenter start converting one end of his map table into a
desk for Gerard. Gerard had told him it wasn’t necessary, but
Silveo had only snorted. “Do you want to be taken for an
officer? Or just my pet?”

He had a lamp trimmed down to the barest
glimmer, by which he was scribbling figures on a piece of paper.
Gerard knew Silveo had been taking measurements with his
instruments that morning on deck. He had another piece of paper at
his elbow, which Gerard recognized as the list that Farell’s ocelon
secretary had been making of the crew’s families and their
locations.

Silveo laid down his pencil when Gerard came
in, and rubbed his temples. “I don’t see how we can do all this
and get to Maijha Minor outside a red month. Probably more like
two.”

Gerard thought about it. “If we’ve got until
Moon Festival, that’s still enough time.”

“Not by much,” muttered Silveo. “I
don’t know what Gwain thinks he’s going to do once he gets
there.”

“Convince them to fight?” suggested Gerard as
he stripped off his wet clothes.

Silveo grunted. “You think they haven’t
thought of that? Maijha Minor is a scary place to grishnard hunters
with simple weapons and no maps, but to the organized army of
Maijha Major, it will be just an interesting training exercise.
They faced scarier things when they went to war against Lecklock a
generation ago. The fauns might hold that place for a yellow month.
Maybe. If all else fails, the army will just burn the island and
shoot whatever staggers out of the ashes.”

Gerard thought about arguing, but he really
didn’t know what to say. Silveo might be right, but the future
seemed too hazy and the present too comfortable to worry much.
That’s one good thing the galley did for me.

“Time for bed,” said Gerard.

“Good-night,” muttered Silveo. He gave
a startled squawk when Gerard picked him up, flipped him onto his
back, and started into the bedroom.

“I feel the need to exercise my virtuosity. I
must have you at once.”

That elicited a bark of laughter. “You’re
self-confident all of a sudden.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be more
insatiable?”

“Hey, now, you laughed when I said that.
If it’s you who wants it, then I think you’re the one who ought to
get it.”

Gerard didn’t argue with that. He tried to
pay attention to what Silveo actually did with his mouth and hands.
In the past, in the dark, with his head spinning with embarrassment
and desire, he’d never thought beyond sensation. All he knew was
that Silveo could make him feel as though his guts had turned to
warm honey and his head was full of silk and fireflies. Silveo
seemed capable of drawing it out for quite a while, or of ending it
almost before it began. He did the latter this evening. Then he did
it again. Twice.

When he calmed down, Gerard was annoyed to
realize that he still hadn’t paid a bit of attention. Then again,
the room was dark.

Silveo hadn’t said much this evening, and
when he seemed to think Gerard was satisfied, he crawled up beside
him and curled up in his arms, but facing away. Gerard could tell
that Silveo’s thoughts were not on what they were doing. The
idea of drawing Morchella’s attention is bothering you more than
you want to admit. He remembered how difficult it had been for
Silveo to admit that she’d lied to him, that she’d killed
Malpin.

Gerard slid a hand down over Silveo’s belly
into his fur. Silveo growled and jerked his knees up. “Gerard, I
don’t want that right now. I’m not a grishnard, which
means—”

“Shhh, I know what it means. I just want you
to get used to me touching you. I don’t want you to flinch every
time. May I?”

Silveo thought about it. “You know how I
said I almost stabbed Basil once? That was from him putting his
hands places without asking.”

“I’m sorry. I’m asking.”

Silveo turned grudgingly onto his back.
“Alright.”

Gerard’s hand drifted further down. Silveo
was all loose velvet this evening—his sheath empty along its top
third. Gerard was more familiar with this anatomy. He’d taken care
of Silveo when he was sick and nearly hairless. Like most shelts,
his penis was partially inside his body when at rest. Gerard’s
fingers paused to trace the shape of his lower sheath. “Silveo, why
are you so… I mean, what is this?”

Silveo snorted. His voice was almost a sneer.
“Gods, Gerard; don’t you know anything?”

Gerard felt momentarily embarrassed and then
a little angry. There was an awkward silence. He wished he could
see Silveo’s face. Silveo let out a long breath that Gerard didn’t
realize he’d been holding. “Gerard…” His voice was flat now,
tired. “What you did last night was so far beyond where I
usually get. Don’t push me. Please.”

Gerard relaxed a little. He drew his hand up
and made small circles on Silveo’s belly. “I don’t mean to
push.”

“I didn’t mean to snap.”

“Silveo, when you went away with Culowen and
Ellia, I thought— Well, I didn’t know whether you’d come back, and
I was worried, and there was nothing I could do but wait, and
that’s not easy for me. Gwain talked to me for a long time. He—”
Gerard laughed. “He told me you put one of his tail feathers in
your hat.”

Silveo gave a nervous chuckle. “Was that
the wrong thing to do?”

Gerard waved a hand. “It’s not important.
I’m—” He was trying to put something into words that he’d been
thinking about for a while. “I had some time to think, and I
thought, ‘In a perfect world, Thess would still be alive. In a
perfect world, you’d never have been in that brothel. But we don’t
live in a perfect world, so maybe I’d better enjoy what I’ve got.’”
Gerard grimaced. It still hadn’t come out right. I don’t mean
you’re second best; please don’t think that’s what I mean.

Silveo didn’t seem insulted, though. He was
quiet. Finally, he said, “You’re saying that you didn’t really
let yourself enjoy this before.”

“Not as much as I might have.”

“And now you’re getting used to the idea,
so you’re…making yourself more at home.”

Gerard thought about it. “Yes.”

Silveo sighed. “When you said it takes you
a while to get used to things, you weren’t joking.” He took
Gerard’s hand and guided it back to where it had been before.
“You’re asking why this bit feels more rigid than it would on a
grishnard?”

“Yes. If that’s not an erection, then what is
it?”

“A bone.”

Gerard’s eyes widened in the dark. “You have
a…a bone in your—?”

Silveo finally laughed—not unkindly this
time. “It’s called a baculum. Most panauns have them. Most fauns
and grishnards don’t. Comes from the avian in you, maybe. I don’t
know about nauns.”

“Can it—?”

“Break? That’s every grishnard’s favorite
question. The answer is yes. Under normal circumstances, it’s
unlikely, but I’ve been threatened before. It’s one of those
special tortures that seem to amuse grishnards so much because
nobody can do it to them. A broken penis is also one of the many
things that can go wrong if a tie is improperly
terminated—something the girl doesn’t have to worry about.”
Silveo sounded like he’d given this speech many times and was weary
of it.

Gerard put an arm around him. “I’m sorry I’m
so stupid.”

Silveo relented. “Oh, Gerard, you’re
perfect. I’m just jaded. Do you remember that necklace of little
bones Ellia was wearing?”

Gerard vaguely remembered something of the
kind. At the time, he’d thought they were finger bones or perhaps
tail bones. It was the kind of jewelry meant to intimidate, and
they could just as easily have been rabbit bones.

“You don’t really mean…?”

Silveo nodded. “It’s a fashion in the
Lawless Lands—the bones of their enemies. With Ellia, they were
probably from his brothers.”

Gerard made a face. “That’s disgusting.”

“I agree.” Silveo turned over and laid
his head against Gerard’s chest. “So, no, that’s not an
erection, although if you keep petting me like that, things could
change.”

“Do you want me to?”

“No. I don’t want to ruin this. I don’t
want to start having blank spaces or nightmares.”

Gerard took his hand away, kissed Silveo on
the forehead, and they went to sleep, listening to the rain
overhead.


 Chapter 11. Catching
Cowries

One can only speculate about the life cycles
of wyverns, since they are not likely to tell us. They cannot, of
course, be immortal. They allow themselves to be seen so rarely
that one could easily pass for another in their temples, although
it seems likely, based on the consistency of their policies, that
they are long-lived.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

They woke just after dawn to the sound of
pounding feet and a whistle. Someone was beating on the door.
Gerard answered it before he realized that he wasn’t wearing
anything. Farell was standing there with one of the ocelon ship’s
girls. He was bristling and round-eyed. “Ship came out of the fog,”
he panted. “Nightingale was in front. Basil decided to
fight.”

Gerard turned, cursing, to find his pants,
shirt, and sword. Silveo bounded past him into the hall, untucked,
but dressed, shrugging into his coat, where Gerard knew he’d sewn
pouches for knives.

When Gerard emerged on deck, he saw that the
Nightingale had already boarded the other vessel. The light
drizzle had turned into dense fog overnight. The dim halo of the
morning sun only made the pearly gray curtains more reflective and
smoky. Even griffin scouts would have difficulty navigating. It was
just the sort of weather in which ships ran into reefs or each
other.

The Defiance clearly wasn’t sure what
she should do and was hanging back. Gerard wondered whether Mink
and Sirwen were awake. He thought he saw Gwain on the deck. But
he’s not really a sailor.

“Basil, you idiot,” snarled Silveo.
“Ask Farell whether Basil sent any messages. Flags? Griffins?
Anything?”

“Farell, Silveo wants to know whether Basil
communicated with anyone,” said Gerard.

Farell shook his head. “I was curled up in a
nest box with one of the griffins.”

He frowned at Gerard’s odd look. “It’s
comfortable. There aren’t any doors I can’t open. Someone ran and
got me, and I ran and got you.”

Silveo was squinting. It was difficult to see
in the fog, and the Nightingale was partially between them
and the other ship. The stranger didn’t look familiar. Gerard could
tell she was bigger than the Nightingale, and shelts were
milling on her deck. The occasional yip of a hunti carried across
the water.

Silveo grinned suddenly. “Tell Farell to
get us over there; we’re going to help. Oh, wait, you’re my
lieutenant. You get us over there, Gerard.” Silveo was
rubbing his hands.

Gerard hesitated. He glanced at Farell. “I
think we’re going to board. He wants me to—”

Farell lashed his tail. “Well, then, do
it.”

A lot of sailors were up on deck now, drawn
by the whistling and commotion. They knew the new order of command,
but they weren’t accustomed to it, and the change would make them
even more nervous in an unexpected fight. There’s no reason we
can’t take that ship, thought Gerard, unless we
falter.

He drew himself to his full height, and
started bellowing. “Weigh anchor! Boarding stations!” He looked for
the boatswain and found him standing just behind. “Roust out the
sailors—all hands who can use a sword, no fire arrows, but
sharpshooters in the rigging. You,” he stabbed a finger at a ship’s
girl, “get below to one of the griffins; have him take a message to
the Defiance that we’re boarding with the
Nightingale.”

When he looked back around, Silveo was
grinning, flipping a knife between his fingers. The Fang
jumped forward with a shudder as her anchor came up, and her
luffing sails filled with wind. Gerard saw the nervous expression
of the night pilot and moved to take the wheel himself. “What is
it?” he asked. “Do you know that ship, Silveo?”

Silveo shook his head. “I don’t know
who she is, but I know what. She’s a Temple treasure
ship. Probably separated from her escort in the fog. If we move
fast, we will no longer be under-funded.”

The fight was short and nearly bloodless. The
Temple ship had obviously been depending on her escort for defense.
She was one of those that came to Lecklock once or twice a year
from the Small Kingdoms with a portion of the offerings from
temples scattered across the outer crescent. She was a hired
merchant vessel and not anxious to die for her cargo. Basil’s hunti
wounded three sailors in the initial rush, but the rest threw down
their arms before the Fang came alongside.

The Defiance sent a dozen of her best
fighters over on pegasus, but they didn’t have to draw their
swords. Instead, they tied sacks of cowry coins to their saddle
straps, preparatory to robbing Morchella of a year’s worth of
Temple offerings. “These ships are nearly always heavily guarded,”
said Gwain excitedly. He was still limping from the arrow wound in
his thigh, but he’d come over anyway. “We should probably take what
we can and get out of here.”

Basil nodded. “I talked to the captain. There
are four armed escort ships around here somewhere, but last night
they lost each other in the fog and rain. A fight with those ships
will cost us.”

Moments later, one of the griffins dropped
down on deck to inform them that two of the escort ships were
approaching from the north. They’d loaded nearly all the sacks of
cowries. Gerard would have liked to take provisions from the hold,
but Silveo pointed out that they could buy anything else they
needed. “I don’t want to spend half of it repairing a badly
damaged ship and replenishing a decimated crew. Sometimes wyverns
accompany these convoys. We need to get out of here.”

In less than an eighth watch, they were
sailing away under as much canvas as their ships could bear. One of
the escort ships appeared out of the fog, but she didn’t seem to
know she ought to give chase and sailed on towards the Temple
ship.

By noon, the Fang were tacking again,
and when night came, still foggy, and with no sign of pursuit,
Silveo was jubilant. “This is exactly the sort of weather in
which it pays to know how to use instruments. I bet that ship and
her escort are still wallowing about, waiting for the fog to
lift.” The Fang was leading. She was quick for her size,
but Gerard knew she wasn’t as quick as the Defiance or the
Nightingale. Silveo is navigating for everyone.

By the next morning, the fog had burned off.
The captured cowries were counted and divided among the three
ships, with portions to the crew and officers. Everyone was in good
spirits.

The shavier tailors from the Defiance
flew over on pegasus with a dozen outfits for Silveo and several
for Gerard. Gerard had to admit they’d done a good job. The clothes
they’d made for him were tasteful reconstructions from Nern’s less
gaudy attire and had obviously been supplemented with fabric from
their own stores. They’d clearly had fun making Silveo’s clothes,
although Gerard suspected he would have even more fun wearing them.
Silveo came on deck in red velvet and white linen with gold
embroidery, a cape and boots trimmed with feathers, and a hat that
appeared to have a cloth-of-gold band. Gerard noticed the sailors
grinning and chattering among themselves. Well, now you know you
rescued the right foxling.

He flipped Gerard a ten-cowry piece. “Buy
yourself some boots, lieutenant. We are now officially Resistance
Pirates, and since we’re sailing with Gwain Maijha, I suppose we’re
Cowry Catchers.”

Gerard smiled. “I like going without boots in
the summer, but I’ll find some for special occasions. I don’t need
any of your cowries, though; I have my own.”

Silveo nodded. “I just noticed the stamp
on that one and thought you’d like it.”

Gerard turned it over in his hand. One side
was the cowry shell commonly applied to money minted in Wefrivain.
The other was the grishnard character for Holovarus. Gerard was
surprised. The Small Kingdoms minted very little of their own
money. He rubbed his finger thoughtfully across the tarnished gold.
“I seem to be robbing myself.”

“Robbing your Temple deity,” corrected
Silveo. “I wonder if Hoepali left another wyvern there or
whether he just put up an ‘away’ sign. I wonder how many wyverns
there are in Wefrivain.”

“Gwain doesn’t think there are many,” said
Gerard. “He talked about it in his book.”

Silveo nodded. “I asked Dakar, but she
doesn’t really know. I think Gwain is right, though. Maybe they
kill each other, or maybe they breed slowly, or maybe Morchella
just doesn’t tolerate too many because they might threaten her
authority. I think—” He crossed his arms and frowned.

“Think what?”

Silveo shook his head.

Basil and Lu came over for dinner and
commended the tailors’ work. Farell spoke from where he was lying
on the end of the table. “I kind of like not having to worry about
clothes.”

Silveo made a face. “Better you than
me.”

Basil gave Farell a pat on the head—a gesture
that appeared both affectionate and condescending. “Did you
ever worry about clothes?”

Farell swatted at him. “At least I didn’t
learn to dress from Silveo.”

“Don’t mind me,” signed Silveo.
“Since I can’t speak, I surely can’t hear.”

Lu looked at Basil curiously. “Did you
learn to dress from Silveo?”

Silveo looked increasingly annoyed. “Is
that such an awful idea?”

Basil squirmed. “Hunti are color-blind,
Lu.”

She laughed out loud.

Basil’s tail lashed behind his chair. “It may
astonish you to learn that I was somewhat sheltered.”

“That would astonish me,” agreed
Gerard.

Basil cupped his chin in one hand. Gerard was
sure he was about to say something embarrassing. “Oh, not like you,
Gerard. I was only sheltered from things like fashion, politics,
other grishnards, honest occupations—”

“Girls,” wrote Silveo with a
flourish.

Basil shook his head. “Persons without
penises. That is not the same thing.”

“Only in your world.”

Gerard turned desperately to Farell. “So,
how’s life as a cat?”


 Chapter 12. Summer
Sailing

The gods don’t care about law and order.
They aren’t really interested in protecting or even ruling the
islands. They don’t care about piracy or smuggling or war or
murder. They let shelts work all that out for themselves. Wyverns
care about hierarchy—species hierarchy in particular. Why? Because
they’re at the top.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The tailors from the Defiance had also
made clothes for the children. They even included Dakar, who had
been running around as a little grishnard girl for the last couple
of days. She and Mouse seemed to have struck up a friendship, and
Gerard saw them climbing in the rigging that evening. Mouse was
showing her how to tie ship’s knots, having been instructed by one
of the sailors.
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Dakar had become popular with the sailors in
spite of their initial nervousness. The reason was obvious: she
knew Silveo’s sign language and could teach it. The sailors took
pride in catching Silveo’s more acerbic remarks, which he would
sometimes sign and Gerard almost never translated.

The sailors began learning to read for the
same reason. Most of them knew Grishnard, but since Silveo wrote in
a mixture of grishnard and phonetic characters, they needed to
learn the phonetic, too. Gerard heard Gwain complaining good
naturedly one evening at dinner: “I’ve been trying to make my
entire crew literate for years, Silveo. Some of them still
can’t read.”

Silveo grinned and scribbled on his
chalkboard. “You just need to lose your tongue.”

Gwain shook his head. “I doubt they’d care so
much to hear what I say.”

In spite of the uncertainty awaiting them on
the far side of the crescent, Gerard could not help enjoying the
days that followed. Every evening when the weather permitted, the
officers dined aboard one of the three ships, where they shared
plans, news, and good food. Gerard got to know a few more of the
officers aboard the Defiance and the Nightingale.
Farell grew friendly with Basil’s ship’s cat, Feira, and Mink’s
ocelot officer, Oloway.

After their spoils from the Temple ship had
been counted and divided, Mink seemed optimistic again about their
ability to leave Wefrivain. They talked of wintering in the
Sunkissed Isles or some port in the Lawless Lands before heading to
the Pendalons in the early spring. Even the sailors talked about
those far off places and traded stories about the creatures that
lived there.

They did not bring the ships into port often
for fear their descriptions might have circulated. However, Silveo
did stop once in one of Lecklock’s outer holdings to buy food and
other necessities for the Fang. The sailors were able to go
ashore and spend some of their cowries. If the port authorities
knew they were pirates, no one said so. Gerard suspected they were
prompted by greed as well as self-preservation.

Marlo came back grinning from an afternoon
ashore. “You’ll never guess what was being passed around the tavern
where I ate.”

Silveo shook his head.

“Some drawings of a collection of humorous
woodcuts. Rather crude, but we’d all recognize them.” From Marlo’s
description, it sounded like these were reproductions of the
woodcuts from Gwain’s book, drawn by some local person who’d seen
the pictures and brought them home in his head. They were
unaccompanied by text, which clearly irritated Gwain.

Silveo, though, was jubilant. “If those
pictures are so compelling that shelts are reproducing them by
hand, the book they came from will soon follow.”

Marlo brought more sober news as well. There
was gossip in the town about events on Sern. Everyone knew that the
Sea Watch had started the fire, although there was debate as to
why. Apparently, the ocelons and other inhabitants of the shanty
town had rioted, partially in outrage over the grishnard populace’s
sluggish response to the fire. They’d stormed the temple and the
magister’s estate, and, for a brief period, had seemed on the verge
of taking Slag Harbor. There were even reports that the rebellion
had spread into the countryside, where ocelon workers had burned
vineyards and murdered grishnard landlords. The King had
intervened, and Slag was currently under the supervision of
grishnard troops, who’d restored order with brutal efficiency. The
smoking remains of Ocelon Town were said to be thick with
gallows.

Silveo shook his head. “The smart ones
won’t be in the ashes. They’ll be underground, where they always
go, into the old city. And they’ll flock to shelts like Culowen,
who’ll give them shelter and maybe revenge. If Lyali was going to
burn Ocelon Town, he should have stayed around to make sure no one
survived. Otherwise, they just bounce back harder and
angrier.”

Gerard felt sorry for the ones who weren’t
“smart,” the ones who didn’t get harder or angrier, who just got
dead.

“Are the gods involved?” asked Mink.

“I didn’t hear anything about them,” said
Marlo.

Gwain pursed his lips. “The gods will only
get involved if non-grishnards start winning.”

One evening, Dakar taught the off-duty
sailors to play her game. At first, they were enthusiastic. They
loved games and rarely encountered one they didn’t know. Of course,
they wanted to gamble on it. They even agreed to gamble with Dakar,
allowing her to bet pieces of cheap jewelry and shiny stones she’d
collected. They grew annoyed, however, when she kept winning. In
frustration, they switched to a different game—one they were more
familiar with. Dakar soon began winning at that game, too.
Eventually, the sailors wouldn’t play with her anymore, and Dakar
went back to playing with the children. Gerard felt sorry for her,
but Silveo thought it was hilarious.

If all went well, Dakar and the children from
Sern would soon no longer be the only children aboard ship. The
very first day after the incident with the Temple ship, Silveo sent
Felbane and three other griffins to two of Lecklock’s holdings with
specific instructions to find and retrieve families of the
Fang’s crew located there. A day later, they were back with
their charges. Silveo was pleased.

As Gerard examined the list of sailors’
families, he realized that their retrieval would not be as
complicated as he’d first expected. Shelts who joined the Sea Watch
were often running from something. They were not the sort to
support large families. Many of those who did have families had run
away last year during Nern’s tyranny, and several more had left
before the mutiny.

Of the nearly one hundred sailors left on the
Fang, only a dozen had families or lovers whom they believed
would run away with them. Of these, only four had children. With
the exception of the two who had just been retrieved from
Lecklock’s holdings, every one of the families lived in Dragon’s
Eye on Lecklock itself. This made sense. Dragon’s Eye was where the
Sea Watch wintered and spent most of their off-duty time. Any
person who wanted to be near a Temple sailor would be living
there.

Silveo charted a course through the islands
that would take the ship within half a day’s flight of Dragon’s
Eye, while keeping the ships out of sight behind a small numerary.
He planned to send all the ships’ griffins, which ought to be just
enough mounts to bring back all the sailors’ mates and children. Of
the five griffins, three would have to carry two riders, and two
would have to carry three. In the case of families who could read,
Silveo sent short letters from the sailors. For those who couldn’t,
he had the sailors give the griffins personal messages that would
ensure they would be believed.

“It’s important that your families
understand that they must leave at once,” Silveo told the
sailors. “I know that’s difficult, but they can’t take much, and
they can’t take long. If we call attention to them and they don’t
come, they might be arrested and interrogated. If you don’t think
they’ll come, don’t ask.”

Gerard stood on the quarterdeck in the late
afternoon as the griffins were leaving. They would not reach
Lecklock until around midnight. If all went well, they would
collect their riders in the deadest hour of the night and be gone
well before dawn. Gerard watched Felbane’s dark silhouette sail
over the ocean. Be safe, he thought. Be quick. Be
careful.

Silveo came up the steps to the quarterdeck.
Gerard knew he’d been in the nest box saying good-bye. “Did you
send the book?” he asked. The one we all signed.

Silveo nodded. “Felbane will drop it on
the temple steps as they’re leaving.” He came over and rested
his chin on his crossed arms beside Gerard. “It will be
fine,” he said.

Gerard nodded. “Yes. Fine.”

They ate dinner that evening in their own
cabin. Silveo hardly touched his food. It had begun to rain, and
there was an occasional crack of thunder. “That’s good,” said
Gerard. “It will make the griffins harder to spot. I hope you
wrapped that book in oilskin.”

Silveo nodded. After dinner, he sat down at
his desk to read. Gerard thought he was reading a logbook until he
saw the cover and realized it was the storybook Silveo had once
given to Thessalyn.

Gerard paced. He didn’t feel like getting
wet, so he walked through all the lower decks. Everything seemed
quiet and in order. He sat for a while in the straw of Felbane’s
nest box, watching silent heat lightning out the porthole window.
He didn’t feel sleepy, but at some point he shut his eyes and
drifted off.


 Chapter 13.
Griffins

Mountain Griffin: The larger of the two
griffin species still distinct in Wefrivain. Evidence exists that
at least a dozen subspecies of griffins once inhabited the islands.
At some point in the last five hundred years, easy travel and
grishnard expansion brought the various subspecies into close
proximity, resulting in fighting and interbreeding. Two subspecies
remain, known as mountain and lowland griffins. Mountain griffins
are shaggier than their lowland cousins and up to twice as large.
However, they have resisted full domestication by grishnards. Most
live wild in the high reaches of Maijha Major. When kept by shelts,
they are used more often for security than as mounts.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard jerked awake to the sound of running
feet. He groped around for a disoriented moment in the straw, one
leg numb and tingling from sleeping in an awkward position.
Outside, it was still raining, but the sky had lightened just
enough for him to discern the silhouette of the numerary. He
blinked hard. A much closer silhouette dropped towards the ship.
Griffins!

Gerard scrambled to his feet, out the door,
along the hall, and up the stairs. The deck was slick with rain.
Gerard saw to his dismay that hail was bouncing on the planks. He
knew how it hurt to fly in hail.

He saw only two griffins—both from the
Nightingale—panting on the deck. They were the smallest of
the griffins, and each had two riders. The atmosphere on deck had
changed from one of tense unease to joyful reunion. The sailors
whose mates had just arrived were kissing and embracing them. Those
who were still waiting paced the deck openly, not even pretending
to be busy.

Gerard frowned. He hurried to catch one of
the griffins before she flew off to her nest box aboard the
Nightingale. “How did it go? Where are the others?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. We split
up to find the addresses. I didn’t see the others.”

Gerard nodded. He was disappointed, although
he knew he shouldn’t be. Of course, those with the lightest burdens
had arrived first. Of course, they had not all tried to fly
together.

Silveo came on deck just as the griffins were
leaving, wearing the same clothes he’d been in the night before.
Gerard told him what the griffin had said. He just nodded.

Moments later, the third griffin appeared—the
other one who’d only carried two. He hadn’t seen any of the other
griffins on his way back, but he had seen a ship that sounded
suspiciously like the Sea Feather on the far side of the
numerary.

Silveo bit his lip. If Felbane and the other
remaining griffin were exhausted and overloaded, fighting hail and
poor winds, they might not have the energy to go looking for the
Fang if it moved. On the other hand, the Fang
couldn’t just sit here if a Temple ship was approaching. They could
easily be overwhelmed this close to Lecklock.

Silveo sent a message to Basil, using flags:
could the Nightingale peek around the far side of the
numerary and see whether the ship in question wanted to give chase?
Could Basil lead the enemy away while the Fang waited for
the griffins? Basil signaled back immediately that he would. If
they became separated, they could meet near Maijha Minor.

They waited.

Dawn brightened in the east. The hail
stopped, and the rain slackened. Finally, Gerard saw a fourth
griffin, flying low and fast towards the ship. He was dismayed to
see that the griffin was carrying only two riders. The animal
started talking even before he landed, confirming Gerard’s fears.
He’d been pursued after his first pickup of two shelts and was
unable to rendezvous with his third rider. However, Felbane had
known and had planned to pick up the remaining shelt.

This did not ease Gerard’s mind. If Felbane
had managed the pickup, he could be attempting to fly back to the
ship with four riders, perhaps while pursued. He was a huge
griffin, and two of the riders were small children. However, even
Felbane had limits, and he was not accustomed to heavy loads.
Silveo went up to the quarterdeck and stayed there. Gerard could
tell he was trying not to appear anxious in front of the crew.

Dakar came on deck and asked quietly whether
Gerard wanted her to go out and look for Felbane. He and Silveo had
already considered and discarded the idea. Dakar was sure to be
recognized by any of the wyverns on or around Lecklock, and they
were equally certain to take this news straight to her mother.
Gerard had no doubt that such a sighting would bring Morchella’s
full and immediate attention. It was a risk they weren’t willing to
take without dire need.

Finally, just as the rain stopped completely
and the sun peeked over the little numerary, Gerard saw Felbane
coming around the jetty. He was clearly weighted down with too many
passengers, and he was flying in a strangely erratic pattern.

The reason became clear a moment later when
another griffin shot over the trees and dove at him. Felbane was
trying to outmaneuver his attacker. Gerard could tell they were
both tired from a long chase. Felbane was bigger, but he was also
handicapped. He must have been exercising enormous self-control to
avoid flipping—a reflexive evasive maneuver for griffins—and
thereby dislodging his passengers.

Gerard was watching Felbane so intently that,
for a moment, he didn’t see the other griffin as anything other
than a hostile projectile. The Fang’s sharpshooters had
positioned themselves in the rigging without even being asked.
Come on, Gerard thought. Just a little closer, Felbane.
You’re almost home.

Then, just as they came within arrow range,
Gerard saw the other griffin. It was Alsair.


 Chapter 14.
Weakness

The griffins of Wefrivain are frequently
taken from their mothers while still in the egg and hatched in the
arms of the grishnard who will command them. This creates a
powerful bond, broken only by death.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

“No!” Gerard bellowed. “No, don’t shoot!”

The archers hesitated. Felbane probably
didn’t know enough to expect their help. The sight of the
Fang so close had encouraged him. He put on a tremendous
burst of speed and gained a little leeway on Alsair just before he
flashed over the side and fairly crashed into the deck. Gerard had
an instant to register that Felbane had left a trail of smeared
blood behind him before Alsair plummeted snarling into the tangle
of griffin and riders.

There were screams and shouts from both
shelts and beasts. Without giving himself time to think about what
he was doing, Gerard charged into the melee of claws and feathers.
He knew he was going to die, but he had to do something.
He’d interrupted the sharpshooters, and there were children with
Felbane.
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Everything stopped. Gerard realized that
Felbane was crouching behind him, his belly tight to the deck in
the final defensive posture of an exhausted, cornered animal.
Gerard was standing in front of him, and he had Alsair by the
throat. The griffin had one paw on the deck, and the other on
Gerard’s chest, claws splayed in a deadly crescent. Gerard hadn’t
drawn his sword. There hadn’t been time.

Alsair was breathing like a bellows, his eyes
wild, beak open. Gerard had his fingers around the griffin’s
windpipe, but Alsair could solve that problem with one swipe of his
claws. He’ll have my heart out of my chest, thought Gerard,
but he didn’t let go. Somewhere nearby, he could sense Silveo,
sense his fear and uncertainty. Gerard wanted to tell him
something, but he couldn’t think what. “Alsair.”

The griffin stopped breathing. The sudden
cessation of his rasping breaths made a weird silence. Then,
suddenly, he shoved free of Gerard’s hand. He pushed against
Gerard’s chest so violently that Gerard toppled backward over
Felbane, but Alsair hadn’t used his claws.

Gerard landed, winded, but unharmed on his
elbows, his legs over Felbane’s shoulders. He could feel the huge
griffin trembling—hurt and utterly spent. Alsair might be smaller,
but he was court-trained in the art of ripping an opponent limb
from limb. Even Felbane’s time in the fighting pit could not have
prepared him for a battle in the air with such an opponent,
certainly not while trying to carry and protect four riders. Gerard
wanted to look at Felbane, see how badly he was injured, but he
dared not take his eyes off Alsair.

“Gerard?” Alsair’s voice shook with his
panting. There was something bright and brittle in his black eyes.
He started to laugh—a thin, high titter punctuated by ragged
breaths. “So the rumors are true. Oh, gods. I can’t believe
it.”

Gerard gave an uncertain smile. “I’m glad to
see you, too.”

Alsair choked on his laugh, coughed. “Glad to
see—? Oh, it’s a little late for that.”

Gerard scrambled to his feet and stepped over
Felbane. “You’re safe. You don’t have to go back. Alsair, are you
alright?”

The griffin’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I am
very well, yes. I mourned you and missed you and avenged you. Then
I got on with my life.” His voice dropped to a venomous hiss. “You
should have stayed dead, Gerard.”

Gerard opened his mouth, but Alsair cut him
off. “Did you really rescue that insufferable dock whore that I
sold to avenge you?”

“No, you did that to avenge you,”
snarled Gerard. The words came out tight and angry.

Alsair’s eyes widened as though he’d been
slapped. Gerard kept talking. “Your pride got hurt, not
mine. You were ready to kill Silveo before he ever laid a finger on
me. He saved my life by getting me off Maijha Major when the
Priestess ordered him to kill me. You’d have seen that if you’d
thought for two seconds beyond your own pride. You could have found
me. If you’d kept looking, you would have.”

Alsair coughed again, laughed. He looked down
at the deck and back up. “Could have found you… So I could watch
you bed down with a boy? A foxling? I hear he doesn’t have a
tongue anymore. How appropriate. I bet you couldn’t keep your hands
off him. First that sightless peasant string-plucker and now—even
better—a tongueless male prostitute with even more murders to his
credit than paramours. Oh, so much to forgive! So much to overlook!
What sacrifices you can make for him!”

Alsair spat. “Gerard, I used to think your
weaknesses were the weaknesses of a good person, but they’re not.
They’re the weaknesses of a weak person. Gods, I can’t
believe I used to make excuses for you. It all comes of imprinting.
Just because you were the first thing I ever saw. But even griffins
can overcome imprinting with enough time and perspective. At least
you stayed away long enough to give me that.”

Gerard was speechless. It would have been bad
enough if some enemy had screamed these things at him in front of
the whole ship, but the words were coming from the mouth of someone
he loved—someone who’d once been his dearest friend. He groped
desperately for that flare of anger, but he couldn’t find it
anymore.

The look on his face seemed to inspire Alsair
with more contempt than pity. “How many chances did I give you to
leave? How many times did I say ‘don’t trust him’? But you enjoy
being a martyr. You didn’t care what happened to me or what I had
to endure. You only love broken things, Gerard. I wasn’t defective
enough, not low enough or dirty enough.

“So you think Silveo saved your life? Fine.
Arundel saved mine. He didn’t do it by selling me, and he didn’t
land me on a ship full of mutineers and runaway slaves and
boy-lovers. I wish you joy of them. But the next time you die, do
it properly.”

Gerard’s vision blurred. Something inside him
was shutting down.

Dimly, he heard Farell’s voice. “Alsair.”

Gerard glanced around. He didn’t worry about
turning his back on the griffin anymore. He didn’t care.

Farell was sitting on the railing of the
quarterdeck, and Silveo was beside him. They were flanked by two
archers with strung bows. Silveo had a knife in his hand.

“Leave,” said Farell. “Or we’ll kill
you.”

Alsair leapt into the air with a contemptuous
sniff. “You should have done that already.” Then he was flying away
with long, easy beats of his wings.


 Chapter 15. Letting
Go

It is said that a grounded griffin or
pegasus always dies. This is not strictly true. Lord Lecklock is
renowned for making use of griffins found to be involved with the
Resistance. They have their wings hacked off and their claws drawn
and are then harnessed to refuse wagons. However, these sad
creatures are known to throw themselves into the sea if not
constantly attended. One thing is certain: griffins who cannot fly
are miserable.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard didn’t look at anyone. He bent over
Felbane. The griffin clearly needed a healer. The feathers of his
chest and shoulders were bloody, and he had a gaping wound in his
flank, where Alsair’s beak appeared to have ripped into muscle. He
cried when Gerard tried to get him to his feet.

Gerard understood why a moment later when he
saw the griffin’s left wing. It had broken, either when he hit the
deck or during his brief scuffle with Alsair immediately after.
Nothing was poking through the skin. Gerard found the broken place
with his hands—half way along the more delicate third wing bone.
That was better than a break in the more proximal bones, but still
bad. Gerard folded the wing gently while Felbane whimpered. Someone
passed him a strip of torn sacking, and he used it to tie the wing
in place against Felbane’s body.

With Gerard on one side and a sailor on the
other, they managed to get Felbane down into his nest box, where he
collapsed. Gerard brought him water and food. Then he started to
clean away the blood and apply dressings. Basic griffin medical
care had been part of his training from early childhood. He was not
a beast healer, however, and he worried that the wing was beyond
his skill to set.

Felbane drank when Gerard offered him the
water, but afterward he lay almost insensible. Gerard was dimly
aware of the ship jerking into motion. He thought they were
probably being pursued. He knew he should get up on deck and act
like a second-in-command. He did not, however, and no one came to
get him.

When there was absolutely nothing else to do
for Felbane, he sat down and looked out the nest box window. He
could tell they were running hard before the wind in entirely the
wrong direction for Maijha Minor, which definitely meant they were
fleeing another ship. He considered just sitting here until he fell
asleep, but he told himself that he was being childish, rose, and
left the nest box.

Almost immediately, he ran into a sailor who
must have been hovering near the door. “How is he, sir?”

“Fine,” said Gerard, but his voice was so
scratchy, he had to try again.

The sailor behaved as though he didn’t
notice. “So are my wife and kids.”

Gerard felt immediately guilty. He’d
forgotten about Felbane’s passengers. That’s not like you. Pull
yourself together. He wished he could remember the sailor’s
name. He knew all their names, but suddenly this one eluded him.
“Completely fine?” He had to clear his throat again. “What about
the other rider?”

“The other girl broke her foot, and they’re
all bruised, but they’ll be alright. Sir?”

“Yes?”

“We would have shot that griffin.” He
spoke as though this were too charitable a word for Alsair. “But
the skipper wouldn’t let us. I just wanted to make sure you knew.
We wouldn’t have let him stand there and say those things to you,
except the skipper… I guess he thought you didn’t want us to shoot
the bast—the griffin.”

Gerard nodded. He didn’t trust himself to
speak. Please don’t say anything else. I’ve already been
humiliated enough today. The last thing I need is to start crying
like a little girl in front of one of the crew. He forced
words. “Thank you.”

The sailor hesitated and then patted Gerard’s
shoulder as he walked away.

Gerard was almost grateful to the pursuing
ships for the immediate distraction they provided—four Temple
ships. Morchella had certainly increased her fleet. The Sea
Feather was not among them, and it seemed likely that she’d
followed the Nightingale.

Around nightfall, Mink flew over on one of
the pegasus to talk to Silveo about splitting up. They had a firm
lead, but the pursuit seemed determined and intelligent. The
Defiance and the Fang had different strengths and
weaknesses. If they began playing hide and seek among Lecklock and
Haplag’s numeraries, it might be easier to do so alone. A fight
could be disastrous, even if they won, with no certainty of a
friendly port in which to seek repairs.

Silveo agreed. They would try to meet near
the island of Burgen, on the edge of Maijhan waters. Failing that,
they would meet on Maijha-81, a tiny outer numerary off the tip of
Maijha Minor and just outside the legal boundary that surrounded
the island. Silveo worried that Basil would be hopelessly separated
from them, but Mink said that Gwain had suggested the same
rendezvous points to the Nightingale before they left.

Silveo didn’t say anything to Mink about
Alsair. From the Defiance, the whole thing had probably just
looked like a pursing griffin beaten off with peculiarly poor
archery on the part of the Fang.

By full dark, they were in the thick of
Lecklock’s holdings, and Silveo was tacking among them at speed.
This required a little luck and a lot of skill. Then it started to
rain again.

Silveo and Gerard stayed on deck for the
better part of the next four days as the rain morphed into a summer
storm. Felbane was confined to his nest box in great discomfort.
These were wretched circumstances under which to treat a broken
wing, and Gerard worried that it would heal crooked. He also
thought the griffin might grow sick shut up in his nest box for
days, but Felbane had a powerful constitution, and he seemed to be
healing.

Gerard did not have much time to worry about
the griffin because he was needed elsewhere. Farell knew how to
operate Silveo’s navigational instruments, but had no hands, so
Silveo did all the navigating himself. In the dark or rain,
Silveo’s writing and signs became impractical, so he needed Gerard
to bellow out his every command to the crew.

They worked together, heads bowed over the
instruments, scanning the horizon, occasionally climbing into the
upper rigging to see the shape of islands or reefs. They caught
sleep wherever they could, nodding off over their brief, wet meals.
They did not speak of Alsair.

The sailors worked furiously in short shifts.
Several newly-arrived family members spent the storm miserably
vomiting into buckets, but others were able to help.

On the evening of the fifth day, the sky
cleared, and it became apparent that Silveo’s furious pace, weaving
around reefs in poor weather, had paid off. The pursuit was nowhere
in sight. Silveo reduced sail a little, left the boatswain at the
helm, and then he and Gerard went to bed.

Gerard woke sometime later with Silveo
shaking him. “What?” Gerard jerked up and started to fumble for his
clothes. “More Temple Sea Watch? Storm?”

“No, nothing like that. Just get
up.”

Gerard blinked at the sunlight glaring
through the portal window. It must be near noon. His stomach
growled. Silveo shoved a ship’s biscuit into his hand and a twist
of dried meat. He was already dressed in some of the work clothes
he’d been wearing during the storm. The ship seemed to be riding
smoothly.

Gerard felt vaguely resentful. “Is this an
emergency? Because if not, I’d like to go back to sleep.”

Silveo shook his head. “Nope. Get up,
Gerard; we’re going fishing.”

“Fishing?”

“Yep.”

Silveo turned and left the room. Gerard
sighed. He bolted the biscuit and meat and then staggered into some
of his salt-stiff work pants, feeling the aches and bruises of the
past few days. When he came on deck, Silveo was supervising the
lowering of the Meerkat into the water. Gerard stared. “Is
this a good idea, Silveo?”

“Probably not. Hand me that pole and
bucket.”

“What if those Temple ships show up?”

“Then I suppose we’ll be stranded. Come
on.”

Gerard thought about arguing, but he found
that he didn’t care. The sun felt pleasantly warm on his back. The
wind smelled storm-clean.

Gerard followed Silveo over the side into the
boat and then rowed them out of the lee of the Fang. They
spread the Meerkat’s sail. She leapt forward, and they
skimmed towards the strip of sand where Silveo apparently intended
to fish. It was narrow, but long. The Fang would have to go
around and stay well away, because of the sandbar, which extended
in a great swath of scattered breakers in the jewel-blue water.

“I think a tide pool cuts all the way
through,” Silveo told him. “We can cross, and the Fang
will be along in a watch or so.”

This turned out to be accurate, although
Gerard had to get out and drag the boat in a few places because the
passage was so shallow. He didn’t mind. The island was basically a
large sandbar with some sea grass growing here and there. Birds
wheeled overhead, diving into the shallow water to snatch
crustaceans and fish stranded by the storm. Shells glistened pale
pink and blue and purple in the white sand among mounds of
sharp-smelling seaweed.

They beached the Meerkat on the far
side of the island. Gerard had stripped off his clothes by then. He
decided to wade out a ways to fish. “Sit on your shoulders?”
suggested Silveo. He’d donned an old silk shirt to protect himself
from sunburn and a straw hat that made dappled shadows over his
eyes and nose.

Gerard swung him up. “You’re heavier than you
were earlier this year.”

“Is that good?”

“Yes.”

Gerard waded out until he was about waist
deep and then started to fish. Silveo combed through his hair,
rubbed the muscles at the base of his neck, trailed his fingertips
up and down his throat. Finally, Silveo curled over and rested his
head on top of Gerard’s. “Are you going to let him make you
miserable forever?”

“Not forever.” Gerard was surprised at how
easily he said it. “It’s only been, what? Four days?”

One of Silveo’s small fingers glided
whisper-soft under his eye and caught the thread of moisture there.
Gerard turned his head away.

“Gerard, you’re coiled up so tightly
inside yourself... It’s giving me a headache.”

Gerard choked on a laugh.

“It hurts to watch you hurt. I don’t know
what to do.”

Gerard waved a hand vaguely at the island and
the ocean. “This is good.”

“You sure? Because it seems to be making
you cry.”

“Oh.” Gerard sniffled, reached up to rub his
nose. “Well. I was going to do that anyway.”

He felt Silveo reach out and take the pole
from him. He was blind. He crossed his arms, hunched his shoulders.
He felt like something was trying to claw its way out of his chest.
He heard himself making a noise so unpleasant that he bit down on
his fist to make it stop.

“Come on.” Silveo was rubbing the side
of his face. “Shore. Come on, Gerard. I’ll be swimming if I jump
down right now. Turn around. One step at a time. Shuffle for
stingrays.”

Gerard did that. When they reached shallower
water, Silveo jumped down, took his hand, and splashed ahead of
him.

By the time they reached the slope of sand
and sea grass, Gerard could see again. He flopped down in the
weeds, the sand sticking to his wet skin and fur. He felt heavy all
over. Silveo took the fish they’d caught and dropped them in the
boat. Then he came back, took Gerard’s hands, and tugged him up
again.

They went a little farther into the sea
grass, where the sand was warm and dry, and then Silveo sat down
and flattened the stalks beside him. When Gerard sat, Silveo pulled
him backwards, so that Gerard’s head and shoulders landed in his
lap. Silveo’s upside-down face looked worried, and Gerard didn’t
want to see that, so he shut his eyes. He felt small fingers
stroking his ear tufts, traced patterns on his skin in
who-knew-what languages.

“Gerard, you look so sad. I’m not very
good at being the comforting one.”

“You don’t need to be anything,” muttered
Gerard.

They were quiet for a while. Finally, Gerard
said, “Why didn’t you shoot him? Or throw a knife?”

“Because you would never have forgiven me.
I couldn’t live with that; I’d let him kill me before I lived with
that.”

Gerard frowned.

“Your foxling loves you, Gerard.”
Silveo’s hands faltered, and Gerard opened his eyes. “Even if…
Even if everything he said about me was true.”

Gerard reached up and caught his hand. “Oh,
no. No, no, no.”

Silveo was still talking. “I hate that
you’re getting dragged through my muck. I…I should have seen it
coming. I wish— I—”

“Hush,” said Gerard. “Silveo, having those
things shouted at me in public was embarrassing, but I was
over that by the next morning. I’m sad because I’ve lost a friend.
Alsair knew me better than anyone. He shared my childhood. He
stayed by me when almost no one else did. To be rejected by a
friend like that—it hurts. And I feel like I let him down. I
do.”

A puzzled expression crossed Silveo’s face.
“Gerard, I don’t understand. Alsair is cruel, and you…You
are the kindest person I’ve ever known. How could you be so close
to someone like that?” His expression soured abruptly. “No,
don’t answer. Same way you get along with me. I know.”

Gerard shook his head. “You’re not usually
cruel, Silveo. Alsair wasn’t always like that. He—”

Gerard wiped his face with his hands. “No,
no, I’m lying to myself. Maybe imprinting goes both ways. Alsair
was always like that sometimes. Not often, and never to me.
He always had cruelty in him, though—his darkest side. When he did
things like what he did to Mouse, I said he wasn’t himself.”

Silveo’s voice was quiet. “We all have a
darkest side.”

Gerard gave a mirthless laugh. “Are you
making excuses for him now?”

“You saw what I did on Maijha Minor. Who
am I to call someone else evil?”

“The last few days,” said Gerard, “I kept
trying to convince myself that what he said was Morchella talking,
or maybe Arundel somehow, but it wasn’t. That was Alsair—at his
most vicious, but it was him. He’s an enemy now—a bitter enemy,
who’s good at his job because I trained him to be. I appreciate
your letting us have our say at each other on the deck, but next
time, you’ve got to shoot him. If he comes after you, Silveo, don’t
think I won’t forgive you for putting a knife in him.”

Silveo nodded, watched his face.

Gerard could feel the depression lifting a
little, the moth wings of his aimless despair taking on direction
and purpose. “I need to…” He cleared his throat. “I’ve been
mourning my friend. He made his choice, and I have to let him go.
But, no, I won’t let him make me miserable forever.” He reached up
to touch Silveo’s face. “And you are not bad at being the
comforting one.”

Silveo quirked a smile. He curled over.
“I’m better at distracting than comforting.” And he kissed
Gerard there in the salt and sea grass, under the blue summer
sky.


 Chapter 16.
Rumors

Mance is a banking center for Wefrivain. It
is no coincidence that the island also houses the greatest schools
in the crescent, drawing shelts from every part of the islands and
beyond. They bring their mingled currencies into Mance’s already
thriving commercial ports, where money must be changed.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

They returned to find the ship thoroughly
scrubbed and polished from the little ravages left by the storm.
Gerard was touched that someone had washed and mended the pile of
clothes he’d been neglecting, and they’d used freshwater, so that
the fabric was soft and sweet-smelling. The sailors had also
polished and sanded his new desk, found a cushion for his chair,
and installed hooks in the wall behind it for his coat and sword
belt.

“They don’t know what to give you,”
said Silveo. “I’m easy. If it’s shiny, I’ll like it, but you’re
more difficult.”

Silveo invited the newest additions of the
crew to dinner. Some of them still looked ill, but they seemed
grateful to have been brought aboard. Many of them knew Silveo, or
at least had seen him when coming to visit their husbands or lovers
when the Fang was in port.

Rumors about the Fang, the
Defiance, and the Nightingale were already being
whispered around Dragon’s Eye. The Fang’s mutiny could not
be kept secret, nor the reason for it. Silveo had been a legend
even before his fall from Morchella’s graces. Now the rumors
claimed that he had returned as a pirate king, perhaps using dark
magic, to lead the Resistance in a quest for revenge.

Somewhere along the way, Gwain’s heritage had
become known, because it was now freely circulating that the
rightful heirs of Maijha and Holovarus were wandering around the
crescent as marauding sea bandits. This was too romantic an image
to be overlooked by the minstrels. Several of the girls at the
table sang snippets of songs they’d heard recently, which made
Gerard turn scarlet. This only encouraged the girls to recall more
lyrics. The minstrels had even managed to reinvent Basil as rather
more dashing and certainly more single than Gerard thought anyone
could possibly believe.
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Silveo was particularly interested in the
rumor that he’d returned to life with a shape-shifting monster at
his side. Apparently, some of the sailors with Nern had talked
about what they’d seen on the deck of the Fang before they
fled. Lyali Nern himself had not appeared in Dragon’s Eye since the
mutiny, and reports claimed that Silveo had killed him with a
knife, after he showed himself to be some kind of monster. So far,
there’d been no direct backlash from the Temple regarding these
rumors, although it was said that the Priestess was displeased.

“She’ll be more than displeased when she
gets that book,” said Silveo. “All this gossip will make
shelts desperately curious. Didn’t Gwain say that he’d already put
copies of his book in libraries?”

Gerard nodded. “The libraries of the great
houses. He said no one paid any attention.”

“They’ll find them. All they need is for
someone to give them a reason to be interested.”

The ship was an increasingly homelike place.
Some of the family members of the crew knew about sailing. Others
had to be taught. Very soon, they had a number of active female
deck hands. The shavier rowers who’d remained with the Fang
were also becoming active, as their legs grew stronger and they put
on weight.

Gerard watched the crew for signs of
discontent. Females and fauns would have made them restless and
angry a few years ago, but he detected no signs of displeasure. The
women and girls sewed trousers for themselves and cut their hair
for convenience, and no one said a word. They had mutinied.
Everything had changed.

For the next three yellow months, they were
careful to stay well away from any large towns. They saw ships
almost daily, but most of them were only merchants or fishing
vessels. Twice they were chased. Silveo thought these pursuers were
likely bounty hunters, who’d added the Fang to a list of
prey.

Their passage towards Maijha was erratic.
Gerard knew that Silveo no longer felt as much pressure to arrive
quickly. After all, Gwain was the person who thought he could do
something about the situation on the island, and he was with the
Defiance.

“I don’t think anyone will make that
rendezvous on Bergen,” Silveo told Gerard. “I know that
Gwain wanted to talk to faun merchants from Haplag and to some of
the non-grishnard clerks on Mance. He wanted to talk to the
community of foxlings on the coast of Maijha Major—healers and
trackers-for-hire. He’ll be lucky to get all that done and still
arrive near Maijha Minor by Moon Festival. I think he has the right
idea, though. Some sort of sabotage of the Great Islands by their
non-grishnard populations might save Maijha Minor.”

“So you think all we need to do is make sure
we don’t get caught this summer?”

Silveo laughed. “They work, we play?
Pretty much, but I’m going to stop on the Maijhan side of
Mance.”

Gerard frowned. “Because of Felbane?”

Silveo nodded. “He’s flying awkwardly.
Maybe he can learn to compensate, and maybe there’s nothing we can
do now, but I’d like to have a beast healer look at him.”

Gerard agreed. Felbane’s wounds had healed,
and he could fly, but Silveo was right; he’d acquired an
uneven rhythm that would tire him more quickly and was certainly
less pleasant for his rider. “I wish I’d set the wing better.”

Silveo waved his hand. “I’m not sure it
would have made any difference. He got thrown around his nest box
during the storm while it started to heal. Then he went flying too
soon.”

“I suppose.” Gerard had told Felbane not to
start flying until ten days after the injury, but the griffin was
growing frantic in his nest box, and there really wasn’t room for
him to move around aboard ship.

Gerard thought about the Bestiary on Mance.
He’d never been there. His Coming of Age Tour had taken him only to
the cultural and population centers of Mance, and the Bestiary was
in isolated mountains. “Are you planning on looking for Arton?”

Silveo shrugged. “If we can find him, and
if it seems safe. Any healer who’ll take our gold and keep his
mouth shut will do.”

He hesitated. “Also, our little fleet is
still a bit under-funded for a journey to the Pendalons, especially
if we pick up more shelts and animals from Maijha Minor. I have a
stash of money on Mance that will help…if we can get to
it.”


 Chapter 17. Jokes and a
Tune

It seems likely that there are not many
wyverns in Wefrivain. I do not think the islands could support more
than a few hundred. I suspected that their reproductive cycles are
slow. Or they may simply take decades to mature and may be subject
to other predators during their early lives. Perhaps they are
territorial and kill each other or eat their own young. In any
case, the temples seem to support only one or two wyverns each, and
I do not think, based on the rarity of sightings, that there can be
a great surplus in the ocean.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard came into the outer office, dripping.
The deck was heaving under his feet. He had to grab Silveo’s desk
to keep from falling over as he stripped off his wet clothes. They
were in outer waters now, approaching Mance, and the seas were high
and stormy. The room was dark, except for a line of light shining
from under the door to the inner office. The light flickered and
wavered as the lantern swung from its chain in the room beyond.
Gerard did his best to towel off and then staggered into dry pants,
still clinging to the edge of the desk. He felt something sticking
in his hair, picked it off, and stared at it in the dim light.

A leaf—red fading to gold. It must have blown
across the deck from some island, perhaps even from Mance. Gerard
looked at it with mixed feelings. Fall. No doubt about it.
Blue moon had started to wax with the others. Summer was dying.

Gerard finished dressing and opened the door
to the inner office—his office now, but still Silveo’s library. The
room looked cozy this evening for, all the ship’s pitching. Silveo
and Dakar were stretched out on pillows to either side of a board
made of heavy, polished wood. Silveo had commissioned it from the
ship’s carpenter. The board had peg holes for the pieces, which
were also made of wood and roughly shaped like different kinds of
ships. Silveo was holding the board down with one hand.
Occasionally, it would escape from him and slither a little way
across the floor before one of them retrieved it.

Gerard leaned against his desk to watch. They
were both concentrating. Gerard knew that Silveo was the only
person who would still play Dakar’s game with her. Gerard had tried
to explain to Dakar that others might play it more often if she let
them win occasionally. Dakar did not seem to understand the
concept.

Her gleaming black hair had a crown of dark
rainbows this evening in the wavering lamp light. Silveo had tied
back his hair with purple ribbon. He’d finally gotten tired of it
getting in his way and cut it to his shoulder blades. He stretched
on his belly with the pillow under his chest, his tail a froth of
pale fur over his legs.

Dakar pulled herself up into a crouch. She
moved a piece suddenly, looked up, and smiled. Gerard felt a jolt.
That smile was familiar.

Silveo gave a little chuckle. The game was
over. He stretched and then reached out to touch her hand.
“Dakar, you’re a lot like your mother.”

The smile vanished. “I don’t have a
mother.”

Silveo pursed his lips. “You do. A very
smart one. You’re smart, too; that’s nothing to be ashamed
of.”

Dakar folded her hands. Gerard sat down
beside her. “I want to be a shelt,” she said quietly.

Silveo had a single finger hooked around one
of Dakar’s, keeping that contact so he could speak to her.
“Dakar, your father—”

“I don’t have a father,” she snapped. She
jerked her hand away from Silveo’s and leaned against Gerard. This
surprised him. It wasn’t the sort of thing Dakar usually did. He
put an arm around her. Finally, she raised her head, an
apprehensive expression on her face. Silveo was still stretched out
on the pillow, watching her with his head on one side.

“Silveo?” she whispered.

“Hmm?”

“Mouse says he doesn’t have a father or
mother. Why can’t I be like Mouse?”

“Mouse had a father and a mother. He just
didn’t know them.” Gerard relayed this message.

Dakar reached out for Silveo’s hand again.
“Does she have to be my mother?”

“I’m afraid that’s not something you get
to choose, sweet. You don’t have to make her mistakes, though.”
He glanced up. “Gerard, can I talk to Dakar alone for a
bit?”

Gerard got up and went in to bed. Silveo came
perhaps an eighth watch later. He was so lost in thought that he
sat down on the edge of the bed and didn’t get any further. Gerard
waited and then put an arm around his waist. “Did you give her any
helpful advice about mothers who use their children?”

“Hmm?”

You’re not listening. Gerard listened
to the rain. He felt Silveo’s warmth against his arm, the prickle
of his tail against Gerard’s chest. Finally, something disquieting
occurred to him—the look of satisfaction on Silveo’s face as he’d
said, “Dakar, you’re a lot like your mother.”

“Silveo, have you been playing that game with
her to…?”

Silveo finally came out of his reverie.
“Gerard, you’re angry with me. Why?”

“You’ve been playing that game with her
because you’re trying to see something about Morchella!”

Silveo scooted back into the bed and leaned
against Gerard’s chest. “Oh, that’s not quite fair. I like
playing her game. She likes having someone to play it
with.”

“Yes, but she’s not a little model of her
mother for you to study.”

Silveo winced. “Gerard, I do understand
what it’s like to both love and hate a mother who doesn’t know how
to love anyone. I know what it’s like to be an angry kid, feeling
things that are too big for you.”

Gerard relaxed a little. “What are you
thinking?”

“I’m thinking I’ll be curious to see
what’s happening in Wefrivain. We haven’t touched an island in over
a red month. I’ll be curious to hear the news when we go ashore
tomorrow.”

* * * *

They went to Mance in the Meerkat.
This was not a comfortable arrangement. Alsair had taken up about
two-thirds of the boat, but Felbane covered nearly the entire
floor, making it both crowded and low in the water. He could have
flown, but Gerard wanted to make sure the journey was possible with
him inside, since treatment of his wing might force him to ride in
the boat coming back.

They beached the Meerkat on a lonely
stretch of sand and dragged it into the dense underbrush. Then they
got on Felbane and flew. They were not far from the Bestiary, but
Silveo wanted to get his money first. They flew all day at a
leisurely pace, eating food they’d brought with them.

That night they decided to stay in an inn. It
was risky, but Silveo wanted to hear the local gossip. Before they
went into town, Silveo wrapped his tail in dark blue ribbon—a
fashion common among female grishnards. He left a tuft, which could
be mistaken for a grishnard’s. Then he braided his hair the way
girls sometimes braided it and put on a dress, worn and a little
stained, probably borrowed from one of the children aboard ship. He
completed the disguise with some beaded boots and a scarf tied
under his chin to hide the contours of his throat.

“Now I’m your daughter. Stop making faces,
Gerard.”

“Couldn’t you be anything else?”

“Yes, and I will be tomorrow, if I think
it’s safe. Tonight, I want to be invisible. I’ve met lots of little
girls too shy to talk. Shelts might be looking for a mute foxling,
but not a shy little grishnard girl.”

“Most grishnards don’t have white fur.”

“A few do. In my experience, no one
questions it together with my size and clothes. Come on.”

They left Felbane in the jungle for the night
and walked toward town. “In your experience?” repeated Gerard.

“Mmm-hmm. You want to hear about
it?”

“No.”

They found the inn that seemed to have the
busiest common room. After dinner, Silveo surprised Gerard by
getting up and heading for the door. “You stay here, find out
what you can. I’ll be back before too late.”

“Where are you going?” asked
Gerard.

“To find some local children. Amazing, the
things children hear. Besides, no one’s going to tell you anything
scandalous with your little daughter tagging along. Go make
friends, Gerard; you’re good at that.”

So he did. He bought drinks for a table of
local grishnards playing cards. They let him join, and Gerard found
that Basil had actually taught him something useful. He won twice,
felt bad about it, and bought them all drinks again, which
instantly restored their goodwill. They talked freely about local
gossip, their own lives, and businesses. Gerard couldn’t think how
to get the conversation around to what he wanted—boarder news from
the crescent.

Finally, he said, “Someone in the last town
told me a funny joke: what’s the difference between a wyvern and a
reef shark?”

Gerard held his breath. A pious gathering
might react badly, but these shelts didn’t strike him as a bunch of
temple regulars. They just looked at him. Then someone smiled, and
Gerard delivered the punch line. “About four hundred cowries on the
black market.”

The person who’d smiled barked a laugh. After
a moment, most of the others joined in.

“I’ve got another,” said someone. “What
should a shelt wear to please the gods at Moon Festival?”

“Condiments!” snickered someone who’d
obviously heard that joke, too.

A little later, Silveo sidled up to Gerard
and tugged demurely on the hem of his coat. Gerard lay down his
cards. “My daughter is tired. It was good meeting you all.”

Their hearty well-wishes followed him out of
the noisy common room. Silveo gave a little chuckle. “If you’d
stayed a little longer, we could have made some money cheating at
cards.”

“I’m sure we could. Have you been playing in
the dirt?”

“Yes. There was some game that involved
drawing lines and jumping around a lot. The kids were playing
cards, too, and I think it was the same game as yours. There was
also something with sticks, although I couldn’t quite get the hang
of it.”

They found their room, and Gerard shut the
door. He lit the candle beside the bed and started taking off his
boots. “If I were you, I could probably have thought of a way to
make that group talk about politics. As it was, I only learned that
they know a dozen jokes that you and Basil came up with for Gwain’s
book.”

Silveo grinned. “That’s valuable
information. The kids weren’t talking much, and of course I
couldn’t ask questions. I was thinking the evening might have been
a waste, and then one of them started humming Thess’s
song.”

“Thess’s— You mean?”

“The ballad we stamped in the book with
Merta’s pretty woodcut. The one that tells the story about the old
Monuments and how the wyverns used to be protectors and then turned
into predators. The kids weren’t singing the words, but they were
humming the tune.” He grinned. “Sublime music and rude
jokes—they travel fast and stick hard.”

Gerard laughed. “Everything but reasonable
words on paper. Gwain would be so disappointed.”

“Oh, no. The whole book is here, I promise
you. Mance is the place for books on Wefrivain. Someone on this
island is selling it—probably several someones. I’d love to buy a
copy just to see how much they’re charging, but that’s probably a
needlessly dangerous thing to do.”

Silveo hadn’t undressed, so Gerard pulled him
over, untied his sash and pulled the dress off over his head.
Silveo started to unbraid his hair. “This disguise bothers you,
doesn’t it?”

“Does that surprise you?”

He gave a curious smile. “Gerard,
sometimes in your dreams I’m a girl.”

Gerard squirmed. He’d rather hoped Silveo
hadn’t noticed. “Did you…did you ever want to be a girl? I mean,
the kind of stuff you like to wear…?”

Silveo let his scarf drift to the floor. He
crawled, yawning, under the covers. “No, not really. It doesn’t
seem practical. Shelts aren’t very nice to girls in some parts of
Wefrivain—harder to get things done.”

“You would cite practicality as a
reason for gender preference.”

“Seems as good a reason as any to
me.”

Gerard crawled in beside him and blew out the
candle. “Those dreams don’t mean I’m not happy.”

“I know, but I wouldn’t mind playing
dress-up for you. It doesn’t bother me, doesn’t make me feel
inadequate.” He hesitated. “Is it really the dress or more
the kid thing that you don’t like?”

“More the kid thing. But I don’t want you to
wear a dress, either. I like you the way you are.”

Silveo giggled. “I’m noticing
that.”

Gerard pretended not to understand. “Oh?”

“That’s not my hair you’re playing
with.”

“You don’t flinch anymore when I touch
you.”

“No, you’ve acclimated me. You’ve worked
on the problem so diligently; I’m surprised you haven’t tried it in
front of the crew.”

Gerard grimaced.

Silveo was shaking with laughter. “Gerard,
sometimes you’re still fun to tease. Sleep now. Tomorrow will be a
long day.”


 Chapter 18. A Bank and the
House of the Dead

The first banks in Wefrivain were the
temples, which, during more barbaric times, probably seemed like
the only safe, stable place to store money. Of course, the gods
were given an offering for their assistance. Some scholars believe
that these fees were the first sources of Temple revenue.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

The next day found them cautiously entering
Port Alard around midmorning. True to his word, Silveo had changed
his disguise before they climbed onto Felbane. Now he was a gray
foxling, wearing subdued brown and black clothes. The dye he used
was a powder, which he dusted all over himself. Then he dampened
it, rubbed it in, and gave it a few minutes to dry. His fur and
hair turned a very dark gray, almost black. “This will dissolve
with a thorough soaking,” he told Gerard, “But I only want
it for today. I don’t think we attracted any attention last night,
but if we did, if our descriptions circulated, we won’t be the same
shelts today.”

“I will,” Gerard pointed out.

Silveo shrugged. “Your height is your most
noticeable trait, and that’s difficult to disguise. That black hair
of yours would also be difficult to dye. We’d have to bleach
it.”

“I’m not very disguisable.”

“But you’re a grishnard,” said Silveo.
“Your best disguise is to look ordinary. I’m the one shelts
immediately notice. They’ll describe me later, not you.” He
grinned. “Unless we put you in a hat and cape and flashy boots;
then no one will ever forget you.”

It was a foggy morning, and the air over the
city smelled of cooking meat, wet fur, and the sharp ammonia of the
tanneries that produced leather and vellum for books. They rode
Felbane into the thick of the business district, which Gerard
didn’t like. Felbane was memorable and impossible to disguise.
“He can meet us when we’re finished,” Silveo told Gerard.
“He doesn’t need to stand around in the street.”

“I thought you said your money wasn’t in a
bank,” said Gerard as they went up the steps of a very bank-like
building.

“The money isn’t,” said Silveo.
“The bank is just the first layer.”

As they entered, Gerard felt a prickle on the
back of his neck and turned around. He thought he saw something
swirl in the fog around the corner of the building. “Silveo,
does this account have your name on it?”

“Of course not.”

“Did anyone know it was your
account?”

Silveo was bristling a little and he answered
sharply. “Gerard, we’re here. We’re going to do this and get
out. Now go up there and ask for the box belonging to Nix.”

Nix, thought Gerard. Well, at least
it’s a name that you didn’t talk about.

Gerard spoke to the white-clad girl behind
the counter. Like most banks, this one looked a little like a
temple, with colorfully painted columns, a fountain, and floors of
polished marble. There were also a couple of mean-looking griffin
and grishnard guards. They had demanded Gerard’s sword at the door,
and he felt naked without it.

Let this be over quickly. He told the
girl what he wanted, and she asked for a number. Silveo rattled it
off, and Gerard repeated it.

Then she left. The wait was mercifully brief
before she returned with a box no bigger than the palm of Gerard’s
hand. He took it. Silveo was already moving away. He was bristling
more than when they’d entered.

“What’s wrong?” Gerard asked as he
retrieved his sword from the guard and they stepped outside
again.

Silveo was walking very fast and didn’t
answer. Felbane would be overhead somewhere in the fog. Silveo had
given him directions about where to meet them.

Gerard opened the box. It contained an
unmarked key.

Silveo rounded a corner, stopped suddenly,
and jerked Gerard into an alley. “Don’t speak!”

After a moment, Gerard heard soft footsteps.
Silveo tensed. “I thought so; we’re being followed. Do you think
you can grab him, restrain him, make him quiet? Because otherwise,
I’m going to kill him.”

“I can grab him,” said Gerard. “Is
there only one?”

Silveo listened hard. “Yes.”

Gerard tensed. The footsteps came on,
quickening now as the person failed to spot his quarry. A shadow
loomed up in the street beside the ally, and just as the person
came alongside, Gerard lunged.

He must have hit their stalker a little too
hard, because the body staggered and crumpled. Gerard pulled it
into the alley. It was a grishnard wearing some kind of black and
gold uniform. He was young, somewhat less than twenty. His eyes
fluttered open, and he opened his mouth as though to shout, but
Gerard’s hand closed around his throat. “Be quiet if you like to
breathe.”

The stranger’s frightened eyes flicked
rapidly between Silveo and Gerard. “Why were you following us?”
asked Gerard.

“I was ordered to,” said the stranger, in a
voice that was barely audible. “For a yellow month, I’ve been
standing outside that bank, and I was supposed to follow any
foxling that went in.” He swallowed. “We’ve been w-watching all the
b-b-banks.” He was starting to tremble.

Gerard let go of his throat. “We won’t hurt
you if you don’t try to hurt us. What’s your name? Who’s your
employer?”

“Ronet. T-Temple Police. New Mancian
branch.”

Silveo’s expression soured. “So they’ve
got branches on every Great Island again—as they used to before
Marlo got hold of them. Ask him whether anyone else knows we were
at the bank.”

Gerard asked.

Ronet looked frightened. “My p-p-partner was
to run back to the office and I was to f-f-follow—”

Gerard scowled and stood up. “We’ve got to
get out of here.”

“One more thing,” said Silveo. “Ask
him about the book. Ask him what’s happening on Sern.”

“Gwain’s books!” hissed Gerard at the
cowering Ronet. “The Truth About Wyverns, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain—do those titles sound familiar?”

Ronet’s eyes were as round as black marbles.
“Yes,” he quavered. “We b-burned a dozen two days ago—”

“And Sern,” said Gerard. “What’s happening
there?”

“Sern?” Ronet reached up to touch his face
and winced. He had a swelling lump on the side of his head where
Gerard had hit him.

Gerard sighed. “Would you like to come with
us? Join a pirate ship?”

“Gerard, quit wasting time!”

“But he’s too frightened to follow
along.”

“Or stalling.”

They were confusing their prisoner. He kept
frowning as he glanced between them. “You’re them, aren’t you?” he
whispered. “The defectors, the pirates—Cowry Catchers—”

Silveo seemed pleased. “We’re a
‘Them’!”

“Sern,” said Gerard. “We just want to know
whether there’s still unrest in Slag.”

A nervous laugh bubbled out of their captive.
“You c-could say that. No one will take their ships into Slag
Harbor for fear it’s catching. Even ports on the far side of the
island aren’t seeing much trade. The king has fled with his court.
They’re in exile on Haplag.”

Gerard was astonished. Even Silveo looked
taken aback. “Ask him about the ocelons,” whispered Silveo,
but Gerard was already speaking.

Ronet shook his head. “Ocelons and leopons
are slave species now. They’ve been arrested on every island—those
that haven’t fled. We can’t trust them, because of what’s happened
on Sern, so we’re branding them and selling them to the hunti.
Captain Arundel says we have to get them out of the crescent, but
the Priestess has been merciful. They’re not to die. We just sell
them inland, where they can’t cause trouble. Revenues go to the
Temple because we’re doing the work to protect everyone.”

Ronet made a face. “If you saw what ocelons
have done in the countryside on Sern, you’d understand—whole
grishnard families murdered. We’re having a hard time collecting
them off the ships, though. Captains don’t want to give them up if
they’ve been with the crews for a long time, but we have to remove
them. They’re dangerous.”

“He is stalling,” said Silveo
in disgust. “But I don’t think he’s lying.”

“There’s a leopon calling himself King of
Slag Harbor,” continued Ronet. “Lord of Smoke, they call him,
because he’s nothing but a sweet leaf smuggler. Some have even been
calling him King of Sern. They say he’s spreading these vile books.
They say the leopons and ocelons tore down the temple on Sern. Some
even say they killed some of the gods, but that’s a lie.”

Silveo was tugging on Gerard’s sleeve.
“Come on, Gerard. Things are hotter here than I expected.
They’ll be out for blood. Come on.”

“Do you want to come with us?” Gerard asked
Ronet.

He was actually impressed when the youngster
found the courage to spit in his face. “So I can join you when the
Priestess gelds you and feeds you to her dragons? I haven’t told
you anything you couldn’t have heard in half the taverns in town.
The other Police will be here any minute to—”

Gerard cut him off with a blow to the head.
He might die, although Gerard doubted it. He certainly wouldn’t be
selling anyone into slavery for a while.

“You should have fed him false information
before you did that,” complained Silveo as they left the alley
at a run.

“Aren’t you going to berate me for not
killing him?”

“No. They already know what we look
like.”

Silveo led the way through the foggy streets.
He stopped several times to listen. Gerard thought he heard noises
in the distance—confused shouting, running feet. It was Gerard’s
turn to drag Silveo into an alley when he caught a blur in the fog
overhead. In instant later, a feathered shape dropped down to skim
over the cobbles. They crouched beside a rain barrel and let the
unknown griffin pass. “How much farther?” asked Gerard.

“Almost there. Felbane should be on the
roof.”

They arrived moments later at a gray stone
building on the edge of the business district. “House of the Dead?”
asked Gerard in confusion.

Silveo nodded. He bounded up the steps,
through the polished metal doors. Sometimes an expensive House of
the Dead had attendants to protect jeweled sarcophagi from vandals,
but this was no such establishment. The shelts and animals whose
ashes rested here had humble plaques. Most of the remains had been
deposited in locked drawers, with a scattering of urns upon the
shelves. Silveo stopped by one drawer and held out his hand for the
key. Gerard recognized the name on the plaque: Malpin.

“It’s not really…?”

“No. But I think he’d appreciate his
monument.”

Inside, sat a carved wooden box about the
length of Gerard’s forearm. It was the sort of box made for ashes,
but it was much heavier than ashes. Gerard hoisted the box
onto his shoulder.
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Silveo seemed to be debating something.
“One moment.” He drew out a throwing knife and used it to
lever up the lining of the drawer. The false bottom concealed a
bundle of what looked like letters. Silveo stuck them in his
pocket, shut the drawer, and locked it. He reached out briefly to
touch the plaque with Malpin’s name. “Alright, I’m
ready.”


Chapter 19. The Bestiary

 The Bestiary is one of
the oldest schools in Wefrivain. I suspect it predates the rise of
the Priestess Cult. Rumor has it that the school museum once housed
wyvern bones, but a mysterious fire consumed the building nearly
sixty years ago. I’m surprised it took the Priestess so long to get
around to it.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

It was afternoon before Gerard started to
breathe easily. He’d insisted they dismount once they reached the
jungle. “We’re too easy to spot in the air. The Police might have
sent griffins.” Alsair might be out there. So they’d tramped
through muddy gullies, up stream beds, through thickets, and over
rocky slopes until they were sweaty, scratched, and tired.

 

They camped under the stars with no fire,
pillowed against Felbane. Before they went to sleep, Silveo opened
the box and showed Gerard its contents. They were coins in the
highest denominations. Some were ancient works of art and probably
worth much more than the gold they were minted on. Such coins were
once given as royal favors before the minting of money became
common in the islands. Some of them had holes, as though they were
intended to be worn as medallions. They were inlaid with silver,
lapis, and mother-of-pearl, set with gemstones, and inscribed with
the names of famous kings, long dead.

Gerard stared at them in the light of three
moons. “Where did you get these, Silveo?”

He shrugged. “Bought them, traded for
them, collected them. I love the way they look, but they’re also a
compact way to store a lot of money. Their value would make an
unwieldy lot of cowry coins.”

“I suppose so. What was that bundle of paper
underneath them?”

Silveo gave a faint smile.
“Insurance.” He would say no more.

The next day, they took to the air again,
flying low along the course of a river, and reached the Bestiary
about nightfall. They left Felbane lurking beside some trees in a
field and walked into town.

Silveo’s gray fur dye was streaked with
lighter shades from their muddy hike the day before, but he did not
seem concerned. “Everyone will think I’m just a normal white
foxling, changing my gray summer coat for my white winter one. Any
community with healers will have a higher than average number of
foxlings. Last I knew, the school had several foxling teachers. I
shouldn’t attract special attention.”

Gerard wasn’t sure what he’d expected the
Bestiary to look like—a giant farm, perhaps, or a zoo. In fact, it
looked much like any small town of the type that grew up around
schools. In the cool of evening, the streets teemed with students
returning from classes. There seemed to be a great many friendly
drinking establishments and restaurants along the main
thoroughfare, with enthusiastic songs, games, dancing, and
arguments underway. They passed a fountain shaped like a griffin,
then one shaped like a pegasus.

Gerard was beginning to wish they’d just
brought Felbane into town, so they wouldn’t need to go back for
him. The streets were full of animals—mostly griffins, ocelots, and
pegasus. Gerard also spotted a leopard wearing a collar and a
bored-looking lion stretched outside someone’s door. An animal a
little smaller than an ocelot darted past them, and Gerard turned
for a better look. “Silveo, that was a fox!”

“Yes, I saw it. Don’t call me
Silveo.”

“Sorry.”

“We’re looking for number twelve Almond
Street. That’s the last address I had for him.”

“Did he write you?”

Silveo nodded. “Several times during that
year after you left. I destroyed a lot of my papers in a drunken
fit one night. I hope I got his letters. I don’t know whether Nern
or Arundel would have targeted my correspondents, but it’s
possible.”

Gerard had to ask directions, but they
eventually found the street—a row of student-occupied communal
buildings. The person who answered Gerard’s knock was not Arton,
nor had she ever heard of him.

“Just ask where we can have a griffin’s
wing examined,” said Silveo. “We can’t waste time
here.”

The girl told them to enquire at the school
for the best prices, or they could go to a district on the south
side of town where professionals practiced beast medicine in a
bewildering array of specialties.

“We don’t need best prices,” said
Silveo as they walked away. “We need quick and competent. We’ll
get Felbane and go to the professional district. Perhaps we’ll find
someone who can look at him tonight.”

They went back the way they had come, through
streets now thick with evening activity. The taverns here had a
different character from those Gerard was accustomed to around the
docks. These were full of youngsters poring over books or giving
impromptu lectures to each other, sometimes with animals standing
on tables as examples and offering lively commentary of their
own.

The music was more varied, often produced by
the students themselves, and the prostitutes were fewer, younger,
and (Gerard suspected) cheaper. There was a strange, invigorating
mixture of frivolity and intellectual curiosity. The graffiti on
tables and chairs consisted of mathematical equations and obscene
rhymes in ancient High Grishnard. Gerard kept wanting to stop and
look at things, and Silveo kept trying to hurry him.

He was surprised when Silveo stopped so
suddenly that Gerard almost tripped over him. “What are you—?”

Silveo held up a hand. His ears were pricked,
his eyes almost shut, listening. He turned and started through the
crowd towards one of the brightly lit doorways, propped open with a
discarded boot. Gerard followed.

They stepped through the door into a crowded
room, where everyone seemed to be in the midst of an argument. The
two main opponents had gotten up on tables and were shouting at
each other. “Wyverns are not beasts!” said one.

“So you keep telling us,” said the other,
“but you still haven’t articulated a clear definition of bea—”

“Gods are not beasts because they are not of
our substance. They do not age or die.”

“How do you know? Have you ever studied one?
Have any of us?”

“They eat, don’t they?” shouted someone.
“Doesn’t that mean they can starve?”

“Whether or not they appear to us like beasts
is immaterial,” said the first speaker. “They are still gods. They
say they are not beasts, and I believe them.”

“So they get to define everything? They’re
right because they say they’re right?”

A storm of argument erupted.

“Because they are powerful!” someone
shouted.

“Are you saying that because they are strong,
they’re right?”

“—would not misuse power—”

“—incapable of evil—”

“—definition of evil—”

“—devour in love, not because they need to
eat.”

“Well, I hope they don’t love me.”

Gerard heard a few weak growls of “sacrilege”
and “Temple Police.”

Silveo had been sidling around the edge of
the room. At first, Gerard thought he was only interested in the
debate. However, as they drew closer to one of the speakers, Gerard
thought he recognized the tilt of the head and shoulders, together
with the slightly curly, reddish-brown hair. He’d grown taller, and
his voice had become lower and smoother, but still... The head
turned, and his gaze swept over them. “Your argument is circular in
that…in that…” He faltered. Silveo was waving.

Arton recovered quickly. He gave a minute
jerk of his head, then looked away and kept talking. Gerard turned
to see Silveo already halfway to the door. They sat on a wooden
bench against a nearby building and listened to the debate dissolve
into a cacophony of shouting. There was a breaking sound from
inside, and shelts and animals poured into the street. Gerard heard
the owner loudly explaining that there would be no fights in his
establishment and that he was closed for the night.

A moment later, Gerard caught sight of Arton,
walking quickly away. Several shelts tried to grab his arm, but he
shook them off. He walked right past Gerard and Silveo without
looking at them.

Silveo got up and followed, keeping a careful
distance. They went down several streets, away from the commercial
area and back into the confused jumble of housing. Arton stopped in
an alley and went up a flight of metal stairs. He unlocked a door,
went inside, and shut it. From the street below, they saw him light
a lamp inside, and then pull a shade down over the window.

Silveo made certain no one was watching and
then led the way up the metal steps. Gerard tried the door. It was
unlocked. Silveo pushed it open without knocking and went in. Arton
was standing right beside the door, and he closed it softly as soon
as they were inside. Then he crouched and threw his arms around
Silveo.

“Silveo, are you insane? The Police are
looking for you. They came through this morning on griffins. They
circulated your description; you cannot be walking around in the
street!” Gerard started to say something, but Arton kept talking.
“I’m so glad you’re alive. I’m so glad to see you. You have to go
away!”

Silveo gave a muffled laugh. “He says you’ll
need to let go of him first,” said Gerard.

Arton stood up. “Gerard! I’m glad to see you,
too. You would not believe the rumors that are flying around.”

“Oh. Well.” Gerard scratched the back of
neck. “Some of them are probably true.”

“Priestess’s Sake, Arton, is that who I think
it is?” Another person was standing in the far doorway—a grishnard
boy of about Arton’s age with blond hair so pale it was almost
white.

Arton was grinning madly. “Yes, and I almost
started a riot in the Grape and Peacock this evening by suggesting
that Bestiary training should include a study of wyverns.”

“You and your tavern brawls. Can we put the
pirates someplace other than in front of our only window?”

The other boy was called Phineas, and he was
also a student beast healer. The students’ living quarters were
essentially a single room. They’d set up screens of wood and paper,
artfully arranged to give the illusion of separate spaces, and
behind one of these were a small table and chairs, where they
invited their guests to sit. Gerard felt bad that he kept running
into things and bumping his head on lamps.

Arton and Phineas pretended not to notice.
They offered Gerard and Silveo tea and some sort of sweetened bean
pulp pastry. “It’s a specialty of the region,” Arton said
apologetically.

“It will begin to taste like food after only
two or three exposures,” Phineas assured them.

Gerard tried to explain quickly what they
wanted, in between mouthfuls of hot tea and sweetened bean pulp,
while the other two fired questions at him. Were they really
leading a pirate fleet? Could Silveo really talk in Gerard’s head?
Was Gwain the same person who’d started the Guild of the Cowry
Catchers, and was he really a Maijhan prince? Had they written and
distributed the book that the Police were trying to find and
burn?

Gerard answered as succinctly as he could.
“Silveo wants to know whether you’ve got a copy of the book,” he
said.

Phineas jumped up, and, after a moment of
rummaging, he returned with a palm-sized leather-bound book. Silveo
scooped it up. There was no title on the cover, but at the top of
the first page, it said, in crisp, clear phonetic characters, “The
Guild of the Cowry Catchers.”

Silveo laughed.

“They changed the title,” said Gerard.

Phineas nodded. “Some copies say, ‘The Truth
about Wyverns,’ but the later versions say ‘The Guild of the Cowry
Catchers.’ I think the new title makes shelts more curious. Also,
the newer versions have, um, stories…about all of you.”

Silveo grinned. “Like those ballads we
keep hearing.”

Gerard grimaced. “Utter fiction.”

Arton laughed. “Probably, but it sells. Gwain
seems to have gone from temple to temple, spiriting off sacrifices
in the dead of night, stealing from Temple treasure ships with his
trusty pirate crew, and giving the money to the poor.”

“He only spirited off one sacrifice as far as
I know,” said Gerard dryly, “and I don’t recall his distributing
any money.”

Phineas was still talking. “Some shelts,
especially the academics, claim the whole book is satire, and
everyone should stop getting so excited about it. Doesn’t matter.
Everyone’s reading it and talking about it anyway.”

Silveo thumbed through the pages, Gerard
looking over his shoulder. Most of the woodcut sections were
well-produced. However, Gerard was intrigued when he realized that
more had been added—pictures they’d never created or improvements
upon the ones they had. “Well, I won’t say Culowen doesn’t do good
work,” said Gerard.

Silveo’s nostrils twitched. He sniffed at the
book and then started to laugh. “Gwain is going to be
insufferable.”

“Why?”

“What’s he saying?” asked Arton.

Silveo grinned at all of them. “Gwain told
the leopons that the best bookmaking paper comes from sweet leaf
pulp, and they laughed at him. Like books would ever be worth more
than sweet leaf…”

Gerard started laughing, too. He explained
the situation to the students, who were even more amused than their
guests. “No wonder the Police are so anxious to burn it,” said
Phineas. “They must have fantastic parties at those fires.”

Silveo shook his head. “I’m thinking this
is new. It’s probably only the most recent books that are being
printed on sweet leaf. If the ocelons really have taken over Slag
Harbor and parts of the countryside, that would give them access to
more sweet leaf than they probably know what to do with.”
Gerard translated this.

Arton nodded. “The news from Sern is nasty.
We’re not much affected here, not yet, but most of the ocelons in
our community disappeared overnight—ran away, I think—and the ones
who are left are keeping a very low profile. There’s been talk of
removing ocelots from our curriculum. It’s making a lot of shelts
upset. This is traditionally a place with a lot of species
diversity.”

Gerard grunted. “Silveo wants something to
write with. He asks for paper when he thinks I won’t translate
something.”

Silveo twitched his tail. “Or when I want
to have a private conversation.”

Arton got up and shuffled through a drawer.
“I knew the jokes were yours,” he said over his shoulder. “I knew
for sure when I read those that you were alive.” He set a scrap of
paper, pen, and ink in front of Silveo.

“Arton cried for a yellow month when he
thought you died,” put in Phineas. “He was pathetic.”

Arton made a face. “Pathetic and worried.
Police came around asking questions. I must have said the right
things, because they didn’t come back.”

Silveo laughed. He wrote, “They’d have had
a lot to do if they were going to arrest everyone who was ever in
my bed.”

Gerard wondered at Silveo’s extraordinary
lack of tact, but Arton and Phineas only laughed. Silveo got up
suddenly and beckoned to Arton. Gerard translated, “He says he’d
like to talk to you alone.”

When they’d gone to the other side of the
screen, Phineas folded his hands and looked at Gerard. “So, this
mountain griffin of yours—he’s in a field somewhere?”

Gerard nodded. “On the edge of town.”

Phineas nodded. “I am specializing in avian
medicine.”

Gerard felt relieved. “I am delighted to hear
it. Should we bring him here, or will you come and look at
him?”

Phineas hesitated. “I’m thinking we may need
to re-break and re-set the wing. If we do that, he’s got to
stay off it this time until it heals. However, it should also be
exercised with assistance so that the muscles and joints stay
limber and don’t atrophy.”

“You’re saying that he will need medical care
for several months,” said Gerard.

Phineas nodded. “A red month, at least. I
could show you, give you drawings… I don’t know—”

Arton and Silveo came back around the screen.
Silveo looked satisfied, and Arton was beaming. “We’re going with
them,” he blurted. “I mean…if you want to, Phin.”

Phineas stood up and made a court bow to
Silveo. “Aye-aye, skipper.”

Silveo laughed. “You will make a terrible
sailor. I wager you’re some rich lord’s bastard. But Arton says
you’re family, so you can come.”

Gerard did not translate.


 Chapter 20.
Arton

Anything that threatens hierarchy threatens
the position of wyverns. They care enormously about the Resistance,
but they won’t come after a regular smuggler unless he gets himself
mixed up with fauns. That’s easy to do, because the Resistance has
its fingers tangled with local crime. That’s why the Temple Sea
Watch and Police often find themselves at odds with ordinary
criminals. However, the only thing the wyverns really care about is
the maintenance of hierarchy.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The students were packed in less than a
quarter watch. It was decided that two of their party should go get
Felbane and ride him back to the Fang. The other two should
return in the Meerkat, which was beached a short hike out of
town. Gerard obviously needed to go with the Meerkat to sail
her, and Silveo thought that he should go with Felbane. Phineas
also wanted to ride Felbane and see how he flew on his injured
wing, so that left Arton to walk back to the Meerkat with
Gerard.

The tea had contained some stimulant, but,
even so, Gerard was beginning to feel a little surreal and sleepy
as they parted company. He and Arton spoke very little as Arton led
the way through the dimly lit streets of the Bestiary, out into the
farming district, and then beyond to the beach on the edge of the
jungle.

Gerard watched the boy weaving ahead through
the dunes, stopping occasionally to readjust his pack. Arton still
seemed young to Gerard, although he must be seventeen or eighteen
now. His curly, reddish-brown hair had grown down to his shoulders,
and he had the awkward lankiness of a young person who had gained
his height recently. His clothes were patched and faded, the
leather of his boots cracked and misshapen, and his pants and coat
sleeves were not quite long enough. Yet Arton was humming under his
breath. He seemed buoyant, almost giddy. Gerard smiled.

When they found the Meerkat, Arton
helped Gerard drag it through the dunes to the water’s edge. Then
Gerard made him get in and told him what to do with the sail as he
pushed the boat out past the breakers. Soon they were skimming over
the swells, towards the distant hulk of the Fang in the
moonlight. If all had gone as planned, Silveo, Phineas, and Felbane
would have reached their destination some time ago.

The wind was not ideal, and Gerard had to
tack a zigzag line towards the ship. The swells, even on this calm
night, were higher than they would have been inside the crescent.
Still, the brisk walk had woken him, and Arton’s good mood was
infectious. With his hand on the boom and the bright moons
overhead, Gerard felt a sense of invigoration and contentment.

Arton sat on a bench, blinking into the salt
wind. Gerard wanted to ask a question, but breaking the silence
felt awkward. He remembered the way Gwain had phrased things.
“Arton, can I ask you a nosy question?”

Arton turned his head. His expression was
uncertain, a little wary. The crazy half-smile that had been on his
face all evening disappeared.

Gerard plunged on. “Did Silveo hurt you more
than he helped you?” That did not come out right. You’re tired,
Gerard; you should know better than to start these conversations
when you’re tired.

Arton looked down at his cracked boots. “No,
Gerard.” Arton spoke slowly and deliberately. “Silveo…
He never did anything except sleep beside me.
Well, except the first night. The first night, he did kiss me, and
I was frightened, but then he said, ‘Do you want that?’ and I said,
‘No.’ And he said, ‘If you change your mind, tell me. Out there,
I’m the Admiral, but in here, I’m just Silveo.’ He’d snap at me
sometimes, but my own father was crueler to me than Silveo ever
was.” His dark brown eyes regarded Gerard curiously. “Do you think
there’s something wrong with me?”

Gerard felt like an ass and
a hypocrite. If there is, then there’s
something wrong with me, too.

Arton seemed to misinterpret Gerard’s
silence as assent. “Silveo didn’t mess me up. He saved me.” Arton’s
voice faltered. “My father knew what I was before I did. He started
trying to beat it out of me before I understood what he was trying
to beat out. He had a brother… I didn’t understand back then, but I
knew my uncle always looked sad and scared. Sometimes I think I
reminded my father of his brother, or maybe he just hated what he
didn’t understand.

“When I was really little, I was more
comfortable playing with girls. Father stopped that. He said they
were the wrong kind of friends or the wrong kind of girls. He
didn’t like the kind of boys I made friends with, either. So I
wasn’t allowed to have any friends, other than my brother and
sister, and they were a lot older. Mother wasn’t the sort to
interfere. She always looked sad and scared, too.

“I wanted to be a scribe or a book-mender.
That made father even angrier. He was a mason. He apprenticed me to
a smith when I was eleven. That didn’t work out. When I was
thirteen, father said he was going to sign me onto a merchant
escort ship owned by a cousin—a fighting ship. I ran away and
joined the Sea Watch instead. I knew the gods offered some
protection to shelts who swore allegiance. Father couldn’t come and
get me like he could from other ships.

“On the Fang, though…” Arton took a deep
breath. “Silveo demanded that everyone do their job efficiently,
but he ignored all kinds of things that other captains wouldn’t
have tolerated. After the way my father behaved, I thought my
differences must be stamped on my forehead, and I got scared again.
I’d heard enough talk in taverns to guess what might happen to a
kid like me aboard a rough ship. I didn’t know whether I’d have the
courage to complain if anyone harassed me. I just wanted to be left
alone.”

Gerard frowned. “You really thought you’d
have trouble? Just because you’re…different?”

Arton snorted. “I
did have trouble. If
you’d found out that a girl had signed on pretending to be a boy,
wouldn’t you be a little worried about her? Not that the sailors
preferred someone like me, but some of them… I don’t know why
shelts are the way they are; I just know that I was scared, and I
knew I had good reasons to be. I knew that the sailors who were
watching me were valuable to the ship, and I wasn’t. I started
getting solicitations, and I knew I was in trouble. I kept
stalling, kept trying to avoid them, but it was only a matter of
time.

“Then one day, I was putting the admiral’s
cabin in order before that awful storm when we got blown into the
Small Kingdoms. I was putting his books away and shutting the
cupboards. I always volunteered for that job, because I loved
looking at his books. Silveo was walking in and out of the room. He
didn’t usually take any notice of me, and I wasn’t paying attention
to him. Then he stopped right beside where I was kneeling and said,
‘Would you like better access to my books, Arton?’

“I looked at him, and he had this sort of
calculating expression on his face. I knew what he was asking, but,
just to make sure, I said, ‘Do you mean, would I like to sleep near
them?’

“He laughed and said, ‘Yes.’

Arton grimaced at the memory. “I couldn’t
even answer. I just nodded. Then I went back to my hammock and
sobbed into my pillow. I was so scared, but at least I figured this
way I wouldn’t end up being the plaything of half the ship.”

Gerard was surprised. “So…he kept you
safe?”

Arton nodded. “Kept me safe and let me keep
my innocence. Once Silveo claimed me, the sailors left me alone,
and of course I wasn’t sleeping in the forecastle anymore. I’m
still not sure whether he knew my situation. Probably. He never
talked about it, though. He never talked to me about much of
anything, and I never exactly felt like we were friends, but… Well,
it’s difficult not to feel protective of Silveo when he cries in
his sleep and paces all night because he’s afraid to come to bed.
When you see the difference between his public and private
personas, when he won’t talk to you, but he falls asleep holding
your hand…”

Arton sighed. “I’m not an idiot. I know
Silveo had other reasons for doing what he did, and I know that if
I’d said ‘yes’ when he kissed me, he would have done things that
wouldn’t have been good for me. Still, he was kind when he didn’t
have to be, and he gave me more than I can ever repay him. It’s
probably a good thing he sent me away when he did. By then, I was
in danger of changing my mind about what I wanted. I would have
fallen desperately in love with him if he’d given me the slightest
encouragement, and Silveo has more problems than I could deal with.
I knew he was complicated and dangerous, that I wasn’t even seeing
half of it…”

“That is true,” put in Gerard.

“He sent me here,” said Arton, gesturing
behind them towards the Bestiary. “I made friends—real friends my
own age for the first time in my life. I met someone who shares my
interests and loves me for who I am. We’d just gotten to the point
in our studies that we were looking for someplace where we could
both practice beast medicine and not sneak around to be together.
Such places exist, but getting set up in one is difficult. With all
the unrest and the Sea Watch and Police taking special interest in
me, things seemed even more complicated.” He grinned. “And here’s
Silveo again, helping me find my way. He’s like…I don’t know…my
guardian spirit.”

Gerard smiled. They were
almost back to the Fang. He could see lights in the cabin windows and hear shelts
calling across the water. “I think you’ll find the
Fang’s a different ship
these days. They had a bad year after Silveo left. There are only
about a third of the old complement left, and they’ve been friendly
to everyone we’ve brought onboard, including freed faun slaves from
the galley.”

Arton nodded. “I figured. And I’m better at
defending myself these days. I’m not a scared little kid
anymore.”

They were in the
moon-shadow of the Fang
now, and sailors were throwing ropes to them.
Gerard wished that he’d started this conversation earlier. There
were more things he would have liked to hear and say. “I criticized
Silveo about you when you first turned up in his cabin. It made him
furious, but Silveo never justifies himself. At least he didn’t
back then. He never explained.”

Arton shook his head. “When
you went missing after the spiders attacked us, he was
inconsolable. That was when I found out how bad his nightmares can
get. He didn’t have them so much when you were aboard.” He grinned.
“Maybe you’re his guardian spirit.”


 Chapter 21.
Nice

There may come a day when the Temple dragons
wish they had paid more attention to organized crime in
Wefrivain.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Silveo ambled, yawning, down from the
quarterdeck just as Gerard and Arton were climbing over the side.
His fur and hair were damp, but white again, and he was wearing one
of his inlaid medallions on a chain around his neck. It flashed
with ivory and pearl. “Gerard, the Fang had a griffin
from the Nightingale while we were away. We’re going to meet
them just inside the crescent on our way to Maijha Minor.”

“That’s excellent!”

“Yes, apparently Basil’s back to his old
tricks, and he joined some ocelon pirates from Sern. The ocelons
and leopons have seized some of the grishnard merchant ships in
their harbors, and they’ve been making life interesting for
everyone.”

Gerard frowned. “Is Culowen trying to pick a
fight with the entire crescent?”

Silveo laughed. “I suspect Culowen is
barely hanging onto Slag Harbor. He might have more control than
anyone else, but I doubt he’s in a position to legislate. These
pirates are acting on their own.”

Behind them, Gerard heard Farell directing
Arton to a cabin. He was tempted to introduce Arton to Dakar and
ask whether or not he thought she was a beast, but he was too tired
tonight. It would be dawn soon.

He went into the outer
office, dropped his muddy pack, and started stripping off wet
clothes. Silveo sat on his desk, swinging his legs and
talking. “Phineas got along splendidly
with Felbane. Asked him all kinds of questions about when he was a
cub and illnesses and accidents and what he eats and gods know what
else. Phineas thinks he can reset the wing. He says the sooner, the
better, so I guess he’ll do it tomorrow.”

Gerard quirked a smile. “I talked to Arton
on the way back. You seem to have broken a lot of hearts over the
years.”

Silveo looked
indignant. “I did nothing of the
kind.”

“What did he call you…? His guardian
spirit?”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Arton has a
highly inflated concept of my virtues. I thought I told you I
was just sleeping with him.”

“Yes, but I still thought you ruined his
reputation. From what he said, his reputation would have been in a
lot worse shape without you.” Gerard donned a clean shirt. He
started towards the desk, but Silveo hopped down, dodged around
him, and stalked into the inner office. “So what? You want to
hear about it?”

“Well, I’m curious after hearing his side.
But you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t see how you were a Watch Master
for a year and didn’t notice this stuff.”

“Humor me,” said Gerard.

Silveo crossed his arms and frowned. “Most
sailors don’t like boys particularly, but if he’s young and a
little effeminate, they’ll be happy to pretend he’s a girl. The
longer they’re at sea, the less picky they get, and the Sea Watch
is special, because so many of them had rough lives and don’t
maintain attachments on the mainland.

“Arton was sweet and gentle and he didn’t
know how to fight. He was also socially inept. He didn’t joke with
the sailors or gamble with them. He wouldn’t go drinking or
wenching with them in port. He’d been with the Fang for almost a
year, and he still didn’t have any real friends or allies. When we
were in Dragon’s Eye around the time you were promoted, someone
started a rumor that Arton didn’t have the right bits in his pants,
and he didn’t do anything about it.” Silveo shook his head.

“The kid was setting himself up for an
education he didn’t want. I’ve seen his type before. Their parents
kick them out or beat them until they run away. A ship offers a
quick escape, and it doesn’t take any skill to be a cabin boy. They
come aboard green. The crew smells something funny. The kid gets
bullied or bribed into someone’s hammock. Next thing he knows, he’s
getting passed around. Maybe he complains and maybe he doesn’t, but
in the end, the captain or boatswain blames the kid because the kid
is expendable. As far as the officer is concerned, he had a good,
hardworking crew until this deviant came along, and now they’re
fighting over him and not doing their jobs.

“Worst scenario—the kid gets hung from the
yardarm for conduct unbecoming a sailor. But most captains are wary
of that level of hypocrisy. It generates discontent. More likely,
the kid just gets put ashore at the first opportunity. He finds
himself in some distant port where he knows no one. Often, a few
shelts in port know why he was abandoned, and that makes it
difficult for him to get another low-skill job aboard a ship. He’s
got no marketable skills, except what the sailors have taught him.
He’s hungry, and it has already been demonstrated to him that
shelts will pay for what he’s got. That’s how nice boys become dock
prostitutes.”

“So, you rescued him,” said Gerard.

Silveo waved his hand. “That whole cycle
is bad for a crew, bad for everyone. I stopped it before it got
started.”

“Silveo, you take compliments worse than
anyone I have ever seen!” Gerard thought for a moment. “You invited
him into your cabin right around the time you were making friends
with Thess and me. Do you think you would have done it
otherwise?”

Silveo looked uncomfortable. “I don’t
know, Gerard. Do you want me to say that you make me
nicer?”

Gerard gathered him up. “I want you to say
you made a choice, and it was a choice to help someone. I don’t
know why that’s so difficult to admit. Is it your way of punishing
yourself?”

Silveo squirmed in his arms. “The nice
things I’ve done are a drop in the sea of the…the…”

Gerard was kissing the side of his throat
just under his jaw. “Silveo, I like nice.”

Silveo gave a dizzy giggle. “Oh. Well
then. I’ll be nice. I’ll be…whatever you want.”


 Chapter 22.
Kittens

Like their animal counterparts, ocelons have
children in small litters of two to four. The infants are born very
small, with eyes and ears still sealed. In rural ocelon societies,
the parents will then select which children they will raise, based
upon their resources. The offspring are not considered true people
until their eyes and ears open, and their deaths are not considered
murder. On Sern, of course, the brothels or great estates will pay
for unwanted ocelon children, so this practice has been abandoned.
Some would call this progress.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

They met the Nightingale two days
later. She was with three other ships—two predominantly ocelon
ships and one hunti, the captain of which Basil seemed to regard as
some sort of relative. “Hope you had a nice summer!” Basil purred
when they met him for dinner that evening. “We certainly did. Have
you heard that the minstrels are singing songs about me?”

Silveo barked a laugh. He signed, “Just
you?”

Basil waved a hand. “They might have
mentioned some of the rest of you as well. Also, are you aware that
your quartermaster has kittens in one of my nest boxes? They’re
sure to be enormous pests as soon as they become mobile. I expect
you’ll foster one or two.”

Silveo blinked. “He has what?”

Farell came quickly out from behind Lu.
“Basil!”

Basil looked confused. “Well, I… I thought—
You haven’t told him?”

If ocelots could have blushed, then Farell
would have been blushing. Gerard crouched next to him. “Fiara,
isn’t it?” She was Basil’s ship’s cat.

Farell’s eyes darted to Gerard and back to
Silveo. “I was going to tell you. I just…thought you might think it
was a little weird.” He mumbled, “I think it’s a little
weird.”

Silveo exploded. “Farell! As long as
you’ve known me…! She could have come aboard earlier this summer.
As though I would have a problem with anyone
else’s…kittens!” He was tripping over his signing, so Gerard
translated for him. “Have you been down to see them?”
demanded Silveo.

“I just got here.”

“Well, you should be dying to see
them. I am dying to see them. Let’s go.” He was still
muttering in his head as they started down into the hold.
“Afraid of what I might think? Where did he get that from? As
many years as we’ve sailed together…”

Fiara seemed a little startled by the sudden
influx of shelts into the nest box where she’d been keeping her
children, but when she saw Farell she gave a coy flip of her tail.
“Oh, so he’s come back.”

“I didn’t think I’d be away for so long.”

“I’ve heard that one before.” But she was
purring.

“I take it I’m going to lose my ship’s cat,”
said Basil.

“Stick around,” said Gerard. “We’ll have
another for you.”

There were three kittens. Their eyes were
just starting to open—watery blue slits that blinked sleepily in
the light from the porthole window. Silveo crouched and ran his
hands over the confusion of cream and mahogany fur among the straw.
“He wants to know if he can pick one up,” said Gerard.

Fiara sniffed. “Well, at least he’s close to
the ground if he drops her.”

“Silveo says he’s been looking out for
Farell’s kids for a long time,” said Gerard.

Farell grimaced. “That’s the truth.”

Fiara laughed. “Shelt kids…kittens…for such a
shy one, you do get around.”

Silveo had picked up one of the kittens. It
was about the right size to be an infant foxling. He cradled it
like a baby and made faces at it. “Oh, you are definitely coming
back with us. Yes, you are.”

“Mrr?” The kitten reached out to touch
Silveo’s face with its paw. “Mrrom?” it managed.

“Mrrrilk?” piped up another from the pile.
They were learning to talk.

“There was one more,” said Feira quietly.
“But something was wrong with him.”

Farell shut his eyes. “I should have been
here.”

The kitten was sucking on one of Silveo’s
fingers and batting at his hair.

Basil came over and distracted it with a
dangling gold chain. “I hate to interrupt this moment of
domesticity, but our food is getting cold.”
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Silveo returned the kitten reluctantly to its
siblings, and all the shelts went back to the dining cabin. “Soon
they’ll be underfoot and in the way,” said Basil. “They scratch and
chew and vomit and poop. Trust me, you don’t want them in your
cabin. Also, if you’re going to take them aboard, be sure that that
griffin of yours knows what they are. I’ve had griffins mistake
ocelot kittens for rats. And do not give me that look, Silveo,
because I know you don’t know this stuff. You never had ocelots
aboard or griffins.”

“We’ll be careful,” said Gerard.

Over the next yellow month, as they threaded
their way through Maijhan waters, the kittens fulfilled Basil’s
predictions with interest. They grew rapidly into bouncing,
tussling, shouting balls of energy, that their mother made little
effort to control. They could be destructive. They were also
delightfully entertaining.

Silveo immediately disregarded Basil’s advice
about letting them into his cabin. He loved to sit on his floor and
trail a bit of silk or a feather around the room for the kittens to
chase. He allowed them to destroy a good chair leg and chew the
laces off two pairs of boots. In the evenings, when he and Dakar
played her game, the kittens would cavort around them.

Arton liked the kittens almost as much as
Silveo did. He had, apparently, specialized in land felids, so he
could tell Fiara exactly when to expect them to pass various stages
in their development. Fiara herself adopted a permissive view of
her children—namely that they were not her problem once they left
her nest in the straw. She continued to be fascinated and amused by
Farell, whom she did not seem to regard as a true cat.

Arton and Phineas broke and re-set Felbane’s
wing the day after they left Mance. It was not a pleasant process,
but they made certain it was mercifully quick. Afterward, Phineas
produced some poppy pulp from his bags, which stopped Felbane’s
whining and bellowing, and rendered him glassy-eyed and sleepy for
the rest of the day.

From then on, Phineas took it upon himself to
ensure that Felbane received daily time on deck, as well as
assisted exercises for his wing. The kittens actually proved an
asset in this area. After Felbane got used to them, he seemed to
enjoy their visits to his nest box, chattering in their
high-pitched voices and romping around him in the straw.

In what seemed like no time, the four ships
passed the last of Maijha’s outer holdings and reached the outer
waters of Maijha Minor. Gerard was impressed, but not entirely
surprised, to see four more ships waiting for them at the
rendezvous on the outer side of Maijha-81. One was the
Defiance. The other three turned out to be pirate ships. Two
were Resistance pirates with crews composed entirely of fauns. The
other was a newly minted pirate, crewed mostly by ocelon sailors
who’d been abandoned by various vessels and denied further
employment when events on Sern turned ugly. Together, the eight
ships made a formidable ensemble. Gerard supposed only a large
force of organized Sea Watch or military vessels would dare attack
them.

Gwain flew over on a pegasus almost as soon
as they arrived. He looked fit and sun-browned and happy. His pale
blue hair had blanched even paler in the summer sun, and he had
bells in his braid today. “Hello, Silveo! Hello, Gerard! Glad you
could join us!”

“We brought more money,” said Gerard.

“We brought kittens!” signed
Silveo.

Gwain laughed. “Are they hydra kittens, or
have you started collecting more mundane life forms?”

“They’re Farell’s kittens,” said Gerard.
“Gwain, have you heard everything that’s going on in Wefrivain? The
news from Sern? Did you know they’re printing your book on sweet
leaf now?”

“So I’m told. And, really, it’s not my book
anymore; it’s our book—everyone’s. The whole crescent seems to be
writing it and rewriting it. Have you heard that several dozen of
the larger holdings have taken advantage of the confusion to
declare their independence from the Great Islands? Merdent of the
Lawless Lands has reclaimed those outer islands that Sern won in
the last war. And of course Sern’s holdings are in a state of
anarchy. The local lords are trying to keep everything together on
their own islands. Some are succeeding. Some aren’t. I’m told that
a number of temples have been attacked. In some cases, their gods
have been killed.”

Gerard nodded. “So, my question is: do you
think we still need to go to Maijha Minor? Do you think the gods
and the king of Maijha Major will still try to ‘cleanse’ the island
of fauns with everything else that’s happening?”

Gwain frowned. “I was having the same
discussion with Sirwen this afternoon. He thinks that if the
Maijhan fauns are smart, they’ll form alliances with some of these
struggling holdings who want independence—alliances with grishnards
in exchange for support. A little diplomacy in the right places
could put Maijha Minor well on its way to becoming an independent
faun government. Sirwen thinks like you do: that we’ve done our
bit, and we should just sail away.”

Silveo signed, “And what do you
think?”

Gwain looked at the deck. “The group should
decide by vote, but I’m still going over there to talk to
them. They asked for me. The Watersprite burned, and some of
its crew died trying to get me to come home. I’ll go by
myself if necessary.”

“I thought you’d say that,” Silveo
signed. “I’ll come with you.”

Gerard frowned at him.

Gwain didn’t look pleased either. “Silveo, do
you know who Sarengail is?”

“The zed leader on the island?”

“She and her zeds used to catch grishnard
hunters and burn them on the Firebird Monuments at the full of
every red moon. They hung the Monuments with skulls. I’ll be blunt:
I don’t want her getting hold of you.”

Silveo didn’t say anything.

Gwain sighed. “I was going to invite all the
captains and officers to the Defiance for dinner to talk
about it, but there are a lot of us now, and the Fang is the
largest ship.”

Silveo grinned. “So bring them
here.”


 Chapter 23. Another
Invitation

The fauns and other creatures that live on
Maijha Minor are a unique society, shaped by pressures peculiar to
their unnatural environment. They see themselves as the last
bastion of free-living fauns in Wefrivain. They think they can
preserve their tribes and customs by their strange pact with
grishnard hunters. However, it is demonstrably true that the tribes
and customs present on the island today look nothing like they did
two or three hundred years ago.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Soon, shelts started flying over to the
Fang on griffins and pegasus to help prepare for the
gathering. Although they were anchored in the lee of the island,
the seas were still too rough to set up tables on deck. The dining
cabin did not have room for all the pertinent officers, not to
mention the two pegasus Gwain said should attend, so the dinner was
planned as a walk-about on deck. The deck was scrubbed, supplies
stowed, food prepared, and the bronze wyvern figurehead polished
until it gleamed. By the time the stars came out, a great many
Resistance pirates were walking about laughing and talking on the
deck of what had once been the flagship of the Temple Sea
Watch.

Gerard wandered among them, introducing
himself to those he did not know, greeting those he did. Many of
the newcomers seemed awkward around him, but no one was openly
hostile. After a while, he got tired of talking to strangers and
went looking for friends.

He found Mink, Lu, and Silveo chatting to
each other over one of Farell’s kittens. “I wish Fiara would go
ahead and name them,” said Lu. “It’s traditional to wait until Moon
Festival, but if she doesn’t name them soon, the sailors will. One
of the kittens already thinks his name is Butter-cream. What sort
of name is that for a talking beast?”

Mink nodded. “And while you’re watching the
sailors, make sure they aren’t feeding ‘Butter-cream’ any rum. They
can be generous with things they love.”

Silveo was signing. “You wouldn’t want
talking beasts to be named anything so foolish as a color.”

Lu stuck out her tongue at him. “I didn’t
mean you.”

He waved his hand, lace cuffs aflutter.
“But I do have a pet name,” he signed to Lu. “I’m sure my
mother was drunk when she named me. If I’d been her color, she
probably would have called me Red.”

Gerard came up beside him. “I like your
name.”

Silveo grinned. “I like you.”
He’d been nothing but jokes and mischief earlier in their
cabin.

“What do you think of these kittens, Gerard?”
asked Mink with a twinkle. “Anything like griffin cubs?”

Gerard shook his head. “Griffin cubs are
calmer, and they do most of their frolicking in the air. Ocelot
kittens…” He scratched his head. “They are the most adorable
creatures by which I have ever been bitten.”

“Except me!”

Lu laughed so hard she nearly choked on her
drink.

Gerard could feel the heat under his collar.
“Er. Yes.”

Mink started to laugh, too. Gerard realized
that she’d understood more of the signing than he’d thought.

“Excuse me,” said Lu. “It looks like my
husband is bothering someone.”

Silveo trailed after her. “He’s not,
actually. Gwain says he wants to write a book about hunti.”

“Oh, dear.”

Gerard followed them. Basil and his
second-in-command, Sashel, were talking to Gwain in an animated
fashion. Lu took Basil’s glass away from him. “What are you
drinking?”

“It’s not wine,” he said and tried to take it
back. “It’s tea. Something new.”

Lu sniffed it. “I’ll bet. What’s it
called?”

“Coca leaf. With something called Kola nut.
Perfectly harmless, probably medicinal.”

“Probably not medicinal,” she said as
she handed it back.

“So,” said Gwain to Sashel, “you’re saying
that most hunti don’t read because they don’t really have a written
language?”

Sashel shrugged. He spoke with a faint
accent. “We can learn the Grishnard pictures…”

“Because it’s not phonetic,” finished
Gwain.

“Learning the pictures is difficult,” said
Sashel with a grimace. “Waste of a child’s time. Harder for an
adult.”

Gwain nodded. “And you don’t use the
phonetic, because it doesn’t have characters that accurately
represent the sounds in your language?”

“Yes.”

“So make up new characters!”

Sashel scratched his mottled hair. “Why?”

“He has got you there, sir,” said Basil with
a smirk.

Gwain looked exasperated. “It will open up
worlds of possibility!”

Basil threw his arm around Sashel. “There you
go, Sashes: worlds.”

Sashel looked unconvinced.

“So I’ll do it!” said Gwain. “I’ll make you a
written language. It would just involve adding a few characters to
the phonetic or perhaps reassigning sounds. From what I’ve heard,
the hunti have rich oral traditions that deserve
documentation.”

Basil smiled sweetly. “I would be delighted
to introduce you to our oral traditions.”

Lu gave him a whack in the ribs.

“What?”

“Take him seriously; he’s serious.”

“Alright, alright.”

Sirwen had come up behind Gerard. “So, what
do you think?” he asked quietly. “Can we sail out of this wyvern
nest while we’re all still whole and sane? Or do we really need to
visit the recreational murder park?”

Gerard turned to him. “You don’t have to
convince me. The last time I stepped foot on Maijha Minor…” He
hadn’t really allowed himself to think about that. The last
time, I lost everything. “I’m all for leaving tomorrow,” said
Gerard. “But Gwain wants—”

“I know what he wants,” growled Sirwen. “He
thinks he owes them, but he doesn’t. I’ll tell you something about
Maijha Minor, Gerard: they’re all victims and they’re all hunters.
They’ve even got a word for it: no-fault-game. It means you don’t
blame the faun sand pilot who brings the hunters over who kill your
brother. It means you don’t blame the faun cook who feeds the
hunters who cripple you for life. It’s all part of the game, and
it’s no one’s fault. Except you can’t just dismiss pain and anger
that easily. Underneath everything on Maijha Minor, there’s a
poisonous current of undirected rage. I’ll tell you the truth: I
don’t like the fauns there.”

Gerard looked at him curiously. “Why don’t
they just leave? Join Resistance ships? Migrate on pegasus?”

Sirwen shook his head. “Because they think
they’re free.”

“So, there’s a bit of a disagreement between
the fauns who work on pirate ships and the ones who choose to stay
on Maijha Minor?”

“You could say that.”

Behind them, Basil, Lu, and Sashel were still
talking to Gwain about hunti culture. Gerard heard Gwain say, “He
has an earring where?”

“It’s not an earring,” said Basil
patiently.

“If we could just—” continued Sirwen, and
then someone screamed.

Gerard turned towards the sound in time to
see their guests scattering to the edges of the deck. In the center
stood a copper and green wyvern, dripping from the sea. It was
perhaps twice the size of Dakar. One of the faun pirate captains
unstrapped a weapon that Gerard had never seen before—a battle
hammer with a spike on one end, clearly designed to kill
wyverns.

“I have a message,” spat the wyvern, “for
Gwain Maijha.” The wyvern’s form dissolved just as the faun with
the hammer reached it. He recoiled from the beautiful, white-clad
grishnard girl who stood on the deck. She cast the faun a
contemptuous glance, her pale neck a delicate curve in the
moonlight, her dark hair blowing in the wind. The faun did not seem
to know what to do. He raised his hammer uncertainly, but Gwain
held up a hand.

“Let her speak.”

There was a moment of silence, during which
Gerard could hear the creaking of the rigging and the crackle of
torches. Then the wyvern spoke. “My Mistress congratulates you on
your success, Prince Maijha. Half of Wefrivain is in chaos. Shelts
are killing each other, tearing down temples, and attacking the
gods across the crescent. Obviously, you understand rulership far
better than she. Since this is the case, she humbly asks to know
your plans for the islands, presuming you do not intend to leave
them in their present state.”

A moment of silence. Gerard glanced at Gwain.
His face was inscrutable. Sirwen opened his mouth to say something
angry, but the wyvern spoke again. “What, no plans? Surely the
rumors are not true that, having provoked civil war, you intend to
creep off to another country? After all your high talk of ethics
and fairness and reason? Does it all come down to profane jokes and
blood in the streets? My Mistress would expect nothing more from,
say, Silveo Lamire, but she was under the impression that Gwain
Maijha claimed to be just and ethical. Is this true or not?”

Gerard spoke. “Morchella made this mess, not
Gwain. All Gwain did was tell shelts that it was a
mess.”

The wyvern turned her gaze on Gerard. She
looked disturbingly like her mistress, but Gerard was fairly
certain it was not Morchella. “Gerard,” she purred, and her form
shifted again. Gerard blinked. The girl standing on the deck had
golden hair, white eyes, and a smile he remembered. He felt heavy
all over. She gave a laugh that was achingly familiar. “We all know
what it takes to make you walk away from duty. Not
much.”

“Enough!” snarled Sirwen. “Wyvern, you’ve got
two seconds to say something meaningful before someone bashes your
head in and takes your pretty pelt.”

The girl’s hair grew dark again, and her eyes
flashed green. “Such civility,” she tittered. “Ah, well. It’s what
we expected. My Mistress is willing to parley. She sent a summons
some time ago to the kings of the Great Islands and the Small
Kingdoms, as well as some of the larger holdings. They will meet in
three days with the faun leaders in the Great Lodge of Maijha
Minor, which, as you know, is ancient neutral ground. Perhaps we
will decide on a new order of things. Are you willing to be part of
that? Or are you nothing but words on paper?”

She rose in a liquid arch that was, for an
instant, a beautiful woman with wings. Then she was all
wyvern—flying like a huge gleaming bat into the night.


 Chapter 24.
Thrashing

The dances performed by the ocelons of
Wefrivain are very old. Some elements are similar to the ancient
dances still practiced by the shavier fauns of Maijha Minor. These,
in turn, are believed to be part of the lost sky dances, which were
once performed in the air with pegasus.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

No one spoke for a moment. Then the talking
began—not a storm of words, but a patter, like desolate winter
rain. Gerard turned and left the upper deck. As he walked the halls
of the lower deck, he could hear the sailors talking and laughing
in the forecastle. They’d had their own evening meal served there,
and they would be singing and telling stories and dicing. Gerard
heard a flute. He recognized the tune of Thessalyn’s song and
veered away.

Gerard found the cabin where the children
were sleeping—the ones who didn’t have families aboard. He
hesitated, then pushed the door open. It was dark inside and hung
with hammocks. They’d all gone to bed, but he heard whispering that
stopped when he entered. “Dakar?”

She sat up in her hammock—a rumpled
silhouette in the faint light from the hall. “Gerard?” she asked in
her little girl’s voice. “Is something wrong?”

He came into the room, ducked under a
hammock, and stopped beside her. She looked up at him with her
velvet black eyes, no color visible in the shadows. You won’t
turn into one of those, will you? Not you.

“Gerard?”

He hugged her. She hugged him back, leaning
out to put her arms around his waist. “What’s wrong?” she
whispered.

He shook his head. He felt foolish for
frightening her. “Nothing’s wrong. We just have to go to Maijha
Minor soon.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

“No.” He let go of her, ruffled her hair. “Go
to sleep.”

He could feel her eyes watching him as he
stepped out of the room and shut the door. He walked back to his
own cabin, thinking, We’re going to another conference. Another
parley in the Great Lodge. Silveo will insist on going, and I won’t
let him go alone. All the kings will be there, even the Small
Kingdoms, and that means my father…

He stepped into his office and sat down at
his desk. He wondered what he would say. He wondered if Alsair
would be there. He wondered what he would do if he met Morchella
face to face.

Her messenger looked like Thess. She
sounded like Thess. She even got her laugh right. I’d forgotten her
laugh. How could I forget that? How could they remember her
better than I do?

His mind wandered to things he had not
thought of since the mill. What if I had behaved differently the
last time I was on Maijha Minor? Why didn’t I do something
different?

“Gerard?” Silveo peered around the
door. Gerard realized that he was sitting in the dark, only
moonlight coming faintly through the porthole window. He couldn’t
have said how long he’d been sitting there.

Silveo came into the room. “Gerard.”
He sounded relieved. “I was about to mount a ship-wide search.
No one knew where you went, and with wyverns about... I didn’t see
a light on in here, so I didn’t—”

Gerard cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.”

Silveo lit a lamp. He was talking quickly.
“Gwain’s cowry catchers—the ones who usually travel with the
Defiance—say there aren’t any wyverns in the water near the
ships. That messenger came in quickly and left. One of these faun
captains claims to have beaten off an organized wyvern attack on
his own ship years ago. He’s showing everyone that war hammer of
his and saying we should all carry them. Gwain doesn’t think we’re
in immediate danger, though.”

Silveo prattled on, but Gerard wasn’t
listening. He took a piece of fine, white paper and a pen from his
desk. He wanted to write…what? Something to be read if I don’t
come back. For Silveo? For Dakar? Maybe…maybe something for my
father. Maybe something I should have written a long time
ago.

He thought about what Culowen had said: “I
heard he was offering a lot of money to anyone who could tell him
what happened to you.”

I could have written to Father anytime this
summer. It wouldn’t have hurt me to just let him know I’m alive.
Why did I never do that?

Silveo stopped in front of the desk. “What
are you doing?”

Gerard didn’t look up. “Are we going to
Maijha Minor in three days?”

“Yes, I think so.”

Gerard nodded. He dipped his pen in the ink
and wrote the date very neatly at the top of the paper. He couldn’t
think of a greeting that didn’t seem like a lie, so he just wrote,
“Father,” and then stopped. I don’t hate you? No, not a way to
begin. He took a deep breath and wrote:

I’m not sure you wish to hear from me, but I
was given the impression that you wanted to know my whereabouts and
condition. If this is not the case, you need read no further.

Gerard tapped his pen, thought for a moment.
He looked up to find Silveo leaning over the desk, reading upside
down. “Gerard, we know it’s a trap,” he said softly.
“Gwain knows. We’re not just going to walk into it.”

Gerard could feel Silveo’s eyes and the
worried churn of his thoughts, but he was concentrating on the
letter. He was afraid that if he stopped, he’d never finish it.
Slowly, with frequent pauses, he wrote:

I have made mistakes. I have known despair.
I have been hungry and cold and naked and afraid. I have lost
everything, including my wife, whom I would have died to protect,
but that option was not given to me. It is possible that by the
time you receive this, I will be dead.

He was writing carefully, in grishnard,
making each character as elegantly as he’d been taught as a child.
It gave him time to think between words. He was vaguely conscious
of Silveo having left the room. Gerard thought he might need to
apologize later, but right now, he needed to write. When Gerard
couldn’t decide what to put next, he went back and further
embellished previous characters. He found he was doing this more
and more frequently. There didn’t seem to be anything to say after
“dead.”

Gerard was startled from his concentration by
the soft tinkle of bells. He raised his head.

Silveo had returned. He was wearing nothing
except bells—little golden bells on his ankles and wrists and tail.
His eyes were lined in curling flares of kohl. In the soft, warm
lamplight, his skin and hair shone luminous. As he began to move,
Gerard realized that he was gleaming with a faint sheen of oil.

The dance Silveo began was not quite the
ritually simplistic dance he’d done with Lu on deck earlier in the
season, nor was it as overtly erotic as the dances the ocelon girls
had been performing on the stage at The Swordfish. Silveo’s dance
had elements of both, but it reminded Gerard most of the movements
that Silveo had been teaching Dakar that clear spring night when
he’d caught them dancing on the beach.

Silveo danced as though Gerard were not
watching—without a hint of self-consciousness or even of
showmanship. He spun and swayed and leapt to the tinkle of his own
bells, stamping his feet in time to a flute that only he could
hear. His hair and tail seemed to float around him. The muscles of
his belly and arms rippling beneath his skin. He was hypnotic and
beautiful, and Gerard could not take his eyes away.

Gradually, Silveo danced his way to Gerard’s
desk. Not until he’d finished his dance, did his pale blue eyes
flash up to meet Gerard’s. Gerard had no idea what his face looked
like, but it must have been encouraging, because Silveo hopped up
on the desk and pivoted his legs over the top. He let Gerard
scramble to push the paper and inkwell out of the way.

Silveo leaned forward, eyes glittering, skin
faintly flushed. Gerard scooted back a little, but Silveo was still
all but in his arms. “Alright, you have my attention.”

Silveo smirked. “I bet I could have more
of it.” He slid his arms around Gerard’s neck and dropped into
his lap, one knee on either side of his legs. Silveo kissed him
while he unbuttoned Gerard’s shirt. He was bracing himself against
the sides of the chair, not quite brushing the bulge in Gerard’s
trousers.

Gerard’s nostrils flared. “Silveo…are you
wearing…?”

“Catmint; there’s a little in the
oil.” He paused, and his playful tone vanished. “Is it
bothering you? Do you want me to wipe it off?”

Gerard caught his breath. “It’s not bothering
me.” Although it’s certainly affecting me.

He shifted position, and Silveo levered
himself up further on his knees. He laughed. “No, no, not
yet.”

“Bed?” suggested Gerard hoarsely.

Silveo was working his way over Gerard’s
collarbone, his hands now busy with Gerard’s trousers. “I don’t
think so.”

Gerard squirmed. He had a heady feeling from
the catmint, but now that he could identify it, he felt more in
control of himself. “Not in my clothes, at my desk.”

“Why not? The bed will still be there
later. Besides, I like this chair.”

“It’s certainly good for teasing.”

Silveo had gotten Gerard’s pants open, rubbed
briefly against his erection, then put his knees on the arms of the
chair, so that he was actually looking down at Gerard. Gerard ran
his hands over Silveo’s back and tried to pull him lower, but he
was slick with oil.

Silveo laughed again. “Stop that.” He
kissed Gerard and rubbed one oil-slick palm over a nipple. Every
stroke sent a stab of pleasure that went straight to his groin.
Gerard shifted again, breathless, and tried to get more contact.
Silveo leaned against him and wagged his tail hard between Gerard’s
legs. The fur tickled and teased and maddened.

Gerard groaned. “Silveo, please…”

Then Silveo lowered himself onto Gerard.

Gerard gasped.

Silveo was watching his face intently, his
eyes narrow, a little smile at the corners of his mouth. “Was
that easier than you expected?”

“I wasn’t…exactly…expecting.”

Silveo rubbed against Gerard’s jaw like a
cat. “You never do. It’s part of what makes you so much fun.
Breathe, Gerard. You’re supposed to breathe.”

Gerard gulped, stammered something
incoherent.

Silveo sucked at his earlobe. “Gerard,
that iron self-control of yours…it’s really fun to watch you lose
it.”

Gerard tried again to speak, but Silveo moved
against him, and he let out his breath in a rush. He wrapped his
arms around Silveo, kissing his neck and shoulders frantically.
This couldn’t last long. Just when he was about to go over the
edge, Silveo paused and started combing through Gerard’s hair with
his hands.

Gerard was shaking. He dropped his head
against Silveo’s shoulder and tried to catch his breath. There
really didn’t seem to be enough air in the room. “Are you…alright…?
Not…not hurting you?”

Silveo tilted his head as though in
contemplation. “Well, let’s see. I’m completely in control of
how fast we go, and how deep, and so on. We’re both slicked up with
oil. Nope, no problems.”

“What about you?” Gerard could see that
Silveo had that partial erection that characterized his sexual
play.

Gerard started to put a hand between them,
but Silveo growled in his ear. “Don’t distract me.”

He moved again, and this time he didn’t stop
until Gerard was whimpering and squirming and then finally holding
Silveo hard enough to leave nail marks in his shoulders. When
Gerard had finally collapsed bonelessly in his chair, Silveo stayed
where he was for a while, tracing the contours of his face and
playing with his hair. “Good?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Gerard didn’t open his eyes.

Silveo levered himself up and got down from
the chair. “Bed now?”

Gerard rose, a little wobbly. His pants slid
to the floor, and he stepped out of them. He yawned. “I think you
wore me out.”

“That makes two of us.” Silveo did
look tired. “Hold me?”

Gerard blinked his eyes open. “Of course.” He
picked Silveo up—warm, silky skin and oil and sweat. “You know you
don’t have to do all that to get held.”

Silveo smiled. “I know. But it was fun.
You liked it.”

“I’d have to be made of stone not to like
it.” Gerard carried him into the bedroom. “Sex doesn’t fix
everything, you know.”

“Doesn’t it?” Silveo helped Gerard out
of his coat and shirt, then got a towel and wiped off most of the
oil.

“No, it doesn’t.”

Silveo crawled into his arms. “It just
seemed like you were sort of thrashing.”

Gerard leaned back against the pillows and
sighed. “I guess I was. I do want to write my father, though.”

Silveo curled up in a more comfortable
position against his chest. Gerard thought he should probably get
up and put out the lamps, but he didn’t feel sleepy anymore. His
mind returned off and on to his letter, but without his previous
level of anxiety.

He was wondering something else, too, and not
sure how to ask. Finally, he said, “Silveo, what we just did...
When you said that lovers hurt you in bed, I thought that’s what
you meant.”

Silveo chuckled. “Yeah, I figured that’s
why you never asked. It can hurt, but it doesn’t have to. The
master at my brothel wouldn’t let customers do that to us until we
turned twelve—not because he cared, but because it’s too easy to
get injured when you’re little. Not that rapes didn’t happen, but
at least they weren’t on the menu.

“After the brothel… Well, it wasn’t my
favorite trick. I had to be able to trust the other person.” He
laughed. “It actually feels pretty good, though…if you do it
right.”

“And did we…do it right?”

“You think I’d let you do it wrong? Hey,
you’re allowed to use your hands now.”

Gerard was laughing. “The worst part of you
not having a tongue is that I cannot kiss you and shut you up.”

“I might shut up if you did something
else.”

So Gerard did something else.


 


Chapter 25. Sky Town

 Unfortunately, nauns
have often been treated just as poorly by fauns as by panauns.
Manatee and cowry catcher skins are commonly used for waterproof
clothing on Maijha Minor.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard woke early the next morning. He left
Silveo asleep and went into his office. He took the letter he’d
started yesterday and re-read it:

Father,

I’m not sure you wish to hear from me, but I
was given the impression that you wanted to know my whereabouts and
condition. If this is not the case, you need read no further.

I have made mistakes. I have known despair.
I have been hungry and cold and naked and afraid. I have lost
everything, including my wife, whom I would have died to protect,
but that option was not given to me. It is possible that by the
time you receive this, I will be dead.

Gerard picked up the pen again and continued
without pause:

I have also survived what I did not think I
could survive. I have been as honorable as I knew how. I have been
as faithful as I knew how.

I know that I am not the elder son you
wished for. I have been a disappointment to you. However, I wanted
you to know that the life you gave me has not been entirely wasted.
I have helped the helpless, dispelled lies, and brought hope to
dark places. I am an officer on a beautiful ship. I have a deck
under my feet and a sail over my head. Your son is happy, useful,
and loved. I hope you are as well.

Yours,

Gerard

Gerard was just pulling on some clothes and
wondering about a bath and breakfast when there came a knock on the
door. He opened it to find Gwain standing in the hall, dressed and
smiling. “Ready to go to Maijha Minor, Gerard?”

Gerard raised his eyebrows.

Gwain came on past him into the room.
“Where’s Silveo? I want to talk to him.”

“Still asleep.” And that would be my
fault.

Gwain was pacing and rubbing his hands.
“Well, get him up.”

“I thought the parley wasn’t for three days.
It shouldn’t take more than a watch to fly over there. Unless we’re
using the traditional route via the sandbar.”

Gwain flipped his feathered tail. “Oh, of
course we’re not going via the sandbar. Give me a little credit.
And we’re not flying, either.”

“Do you want me to fit out the
Meerkat?” asked Gerard doubtfully.

“I want you to wake up Silveo and get
yourselves ready to leave. Expect everything you pack to get wet.
We are not waiting on Morchella’s whimsy. I’m not going over there
to talk to a bunch of grishnard kings, either. I’ve already said
what I had to say to them in print. I am going over to talk
to the shelts who once called me their king, even if they never
really believed it.” He paused. “I don’t suppose I can convince you
and Silveo not to come.”

Gerard shook his head. “Silveo thinks he has
to go.” Gerard did not like that at all. He tried not to think
about how much he didn’t like it, because there was nothing
he could do about it. Other than tie Silveo up and leave him in
our cabin. He had half a mind to do it. Choices be
damned.

“Gwain?” Silveo padded through the
door in an untucked shirt and trousers. “I thought I heard you
in here; what’s wrong?” He was signing now.

Gwain repeated himself.

Silveo frowned. “Why are you being so
mysterious?”

“Because it’s difficult to explain, and
you’ll see soon enough. Do you trust me?”

Silveo laughed nervously.

“Of course,” said Gerard. “But we wish you’d
be more specific.”

“Pack like you’re going to swim over,” said
Gwain. “We could go with selkies or cowry catchers; I’ve done that
before. If the old way isn’t open, we might do it today. We need
sunlight, though, no matter how we go, so hurry up.”

Gerard rather doubted that they would be
swimming the substantial distance to Maijha Minor with spiders,
wyverns, and poisonous jellyfish in the water. Nevertheless, he put
on old clothes, oiled his sword thoroughly, put together a light
pack, and was on deck with Silveo within a quarter watch.

After some thought, Gerard wrapped the letter
to his father in oilskin and placed it in a small oilskin pouch
around his neck. If they truly swam all the way, it would probably
be ruined, but he did not believe that would happen. He made a
hasty copy and left it in an envelope on his desk with a note about
where to send it if he did not return.

Silveo was quiet, but excited. Gerard asked
him what he was thinking, and he just shook his head. “Do you know
how we’re going to reach the island?”

“I have an idea. I’m curious.”

The party was to consist of the same shelts
who’d gone to Sern, except with Merta in place of Lu. Gerard had
not seen Merta since they arrived at the rendezvous. He’d been half
hoping that she and Gwain had become more than friends over the
summer, but he’d never gotten Gwain alone to ask. From the look of
them now, he thought not. In fact, they seemed a little
uncomfortable around each other.

Merta looked unhappy, although she kept
smiling in a perfunctory sort of way. Gerard thought that Maijha
Minor must carry even more sad memories for her than it did for
him, and he wondered why she wanted to come. He remembered how her
sister, Astral, had guided them over the sandbar last time—all
smiles and flirting and half-threats. Dead now. Like Thess. Like
so many others.

The only other member of their party was Tzu,
the winged wolf. She sat in the bow of their boat as they rowed
away from the ships towards Maijha-81. Gwain had an instrument in
his hands that looked like one of Silveo’s for measuring angles
between the water, sky, and land. Now and then, Gwain stood up and
took readings.

They rounded a jetty and caught sight of
Maijha Minor at last—a twisting, rocky coast full of inlets and
little bays, the mouths of rivers that disappeared, switch-backing,
into the interior. So many places for a small ship to hide,
thought Gerard. It had always been a good place for pirates.

Gerard was struck by a memory from long
ago—sitting in an office in Morchella’s dungeons, listening to a
frightened gazumelle teenager babbling about his employment with
the pirate ship Foam. He said there was a tunnel. He said
they sailed from a different island. “Gwain—?”

But Gwain had signaled for everyone to stop
rowing, and he was concentrating on his instrument. They were just
a little offshore from the numerary in the calmer sea between two
sandbars. The water was very clear. Gerard could see coral and
brightly colored fish below them. Gwain took measurements, glanced
all around, and finally said, “Well, what do you think?” He spoke
to Tzu, who was leaning far out of the boat, eyeing the water.

“I think…yes,” she said in her soft, hissing
voice.

“There are cowry catchers down there,” Gwain
said to the boat in general, “but the wild ones haven’t been
talking to me all summer. It’s strange. Ever since we came back
into Wefrivain, they won’t talk to Tzu or to the cowry catchers
that travel with the Defiance. I had a couple of selkie
friends, but I haven’t been able to find them, either.”

Silveo was looking over the side into the
clear water. “I don’t see any cowry catchers,” he
signed.

“They’re under the coral,” said Gwain,
“unless they’ve moved, but they don’t move often.”

Gerard saw something large and indistinct
dart over the sand below. He stiffened. “Gwain, there are spiders
in the water.”

“Yes,” said Gwain absently. He took something
out of his pocket. It was a brilliant orange cowry shell on a
chain. Gerard had never seen one like it. Gwain dropped the shell
into the sea. They all saw it fall in the clear water, which was
deeper than it looked. The shell on its flashing chain came to rest
on a patch of pale sand below them.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then a
shape—gray and indistinct—seemed to appear out of nowhere. Gerard
thought it must have come from under the coral, but it seemed too
large to have been hiding there. The shape seemed to be nosing
around the shell, and Gerard realized that he was looking at a
manatee. He’d never seen a live one—only their skins and their
shelts. It was larger than he’d expected. He thought it must be as
large as the average reef shark, bigger than some.

A moment later, it was joined by a smaller
shape with dark, billowing hair. The shelt examined Gwain’s
offering, then glanced up at the faces peering over the side of the
boat. It seemed to hesitate. Then it lashed its flat tail and swam
back into the place beneath the coral, leaving Gwain’s shell on the
sand. After a few moments, the manatee swam away as well.

Gwain frowned, and Tzu gave an annoyed hiss.
“They are stubborn,” she said.

“They’re scared,” said Gwain, “but I don’t
understand why. I’ve never hurt them. They gave me that cowry shell
ten years ago when I negotiated a bargain to get the fauns to stop
killing them and capturing them for the slave trade. Usually, when
I drop that shell in the water, they bring it back to me and we can
talk—via translator, of course, since their speech is too high for
our ears. I don’t understand why they won’t respond.”

Merta spoke for the first time. “I think the
fauns on the island have started killing them again.”

Gwain’s frowned deepened. “Maybe, but is that
any reason to fear me? They know me!”

“Fickle, stupid creatures,” muttered
Sirwen.

Gwain looked ready to say something cross,
and then Marlo said, “Why don’t we just go down anyway?”

Everyone was silent. Silveo was the only
person who didn’t look gloomy. He signed, “It’s the spiders,
isn’t it? A bubble nest.”

And the moment he said it, Gerard understood.
Everyone knew spiders nested in reefs, and Gwain had mentioned
bubble nests. They’d already encountered examples of the curiously
strong web of diving spiders, and Gerard had no doubt it could
anchor a certain amount of air to the ocean floor. “So, that’s how
the tunnel is made?” he asked.

Everyone looked at him. “Who told you about a
tunnel?” asked Gwain.

“Paiter—a long time ago, when I questioned
him after I became the captain of Police.”

Marlo laughed. “Gerard, if you’d had one more
season, you’d have figured out this whole thing. You were exactly
the sort of Police captain I was afraid of.”

Silveo shook his head. “No, Gerard never
had a chance. He had a conscience. Worst sort of handicap.” He
nudged Gerard for a translation, but Gwain spoke first.

“I’m going down there. I don’t know what the
cowry catchers will do, though. No one has to go with me.”

Gerard could see Silveo tensing—his perennial
fear of being mauled by a large animal warring against his
determination to help Gwain do what he needed to do on Maijha
Minor. “Of course, we’re going,” said Gerard. A general mutter of
agreement followed him. “I suppose I could use a sword underwater
if I had to.”

So they all secured their packs and prepared
to get wet. The boat would likely be lost, but there was no help
for that, since Gwain was unwilling to let down an anchor that
might damage the coral or harm cowry catchers or spiders. He took a
lead-weighted harness from his pack and put it on Tzu. “Most of us
are carrying enough weight to take us to the bottom,” he explained,
“but she’s not. Gerard, you might want to hold onto Silveo. I
suspect his fur traps air.”

Gerard didn’t need to be told. “From what
Paiter said, this tunnel used to go from shore to shore. He didn’t
know anything about the spiders or the cowry catchers.”

Gwain nodded. “Fauns who worked with me used
these tunnels freely for several years, but we tried to keep the
specifics a secret. Pirates used to take new recruits over at night
with no lights, so that they couldn’t see the tunnel. It entered
the rock caves under the beach and came out on dry land. Tzu
checked when we arrived. The portion that used to emerge on the
mainland is gone. For all I know, a big chunk of the path across
the channel may be gone, too. The only way to find out is to go
down there, since none of the cowry catchers will talk to me.”

He stepped over the side. Everyone jumped
then in quick succession. Silveo reached for Gerard’s hand, but
Gerard put his whole arm around him, so that he had a good grip on
Silveo when they hit the water.

Gerard forced his eyes open against the salt
sting as his ears filled with the heavy, garbled hum of the ocean.
The water was very clear and the sun very bright overhead. He felt
his ears pop as they drifted down past the motion of the waves into
the stillness below.

Silveo’s grip tightened on his arm. “Sort
of like learning to swim,” came Silveo’s voice in his head,
“except without the swimming. Or the breathing.”

Gerard didn’t answer. He was trying not to
feel panicky. Gwain hit the sand first, which sent up a cloud of
pale dust. Gerard sank into it and reached the bottom completely
blind. He couldn’t tell where Gwain had gone or what he was
supposed to do. He was beginning to need air. He tried to remind
himself that the surface was not really that far away. If I drop
my sword and kick my boots off—

Someone caught his arm on the side opposite
of Silveo. Gerard let himself be led in slow motion. Then someone
was pushing his head down, trying to make him duck, and Silveo was
wriggling loose. “Let me go, Gerard. I can feel—”

And then his head broke the surface, and he
was gasping, stumbling up a mound of wet, gray sand. Silveo was
turning in circles just ahead of him. “Gerard, this
is…it’s…”

Gerard shook wet hair out of eyes. He stared
up into a dome of coral—mottled purple and brown and pink and
green. Between the coral tines stretched opaque planes of whitish
material that he supposed must be spider web. Sunlight fell through
the planes of web and danced on the strange walls in cords of
light. Shadows of fish swam across the walls. The creatures could
be seen dimly through the planes of web—delicate yellows and reds
and oranges. The walls themselves reflected the blue of the sky and
some of the colors of the creatures outside, which appeared to be
flying.

Gwain was standing in the middle of the room.
He raised his hands with a grin. “Welcome to Sky Town.”
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 Chapter 26. The Cowry
Catcher’s Story

The Maijhan dialect is very old, with
elements of what is sometimes called “High Grishnard.” However, a
study of ancient documents and stone carvings on Maijha Minor leads
one to believe that High Grishnard was actually the faun dialect of
old Wefrivain. This supports the notion that Maijha Minor was once
the seat of a sophisticated kingdom ruled by fauns before grishnard
invaders conquered it and turned it into a theater for blood
sports. Strong as they are, it seems unlikely that grishnards could
have done this without the assistance of wyverns.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

“Well, it is a world where everything
flies,” said Gwain. “It looks like the sky, don’t you think?”

Gerard had to agree that it did.

Silveo was asking a lot of questions about
the characteristics of the spider web and how it was used.

“Spiders make several kinds of web,” said
Gwain. “Some are sticky and some aren’t. The fauns on the island
have been catching spiders for generations and keeping them in
captivity to make web. Rope made from blended web and hemp is the
strongest I’ve ever tested. The best Maijhan silk is also created
partially from the web of diving spiders, which grishnards purchase
from fauns living on the island. The grishnards are ignorant of its
origins. They call it ‘taffy down’ and believe it comes from a
plant. Spider venom is sometimes extracted and used by fauns to
catch and paralyze prey. It is sold sometimes under the name ‘black
tang.’”

Gerard was relieved to see that no water had
gotten into the pouch around his neck. Beside him, Merta was
wringing out her dark hair. Sirwen and Marlo were dumping the water
out of their boots, and Tzu was trotting restlessly around the
room. She glanced up and hissed.

Gerard followed her gaze and saw with horror
that what he’d taken for a shadow behind a frill of coral was
actually a spider about the size of Silveo. It was advancing
cautiously across the ceiling above their heads, waving its front
legs in a vaguely threatening manner. It could have dropped on any
one of them at any moment. Gerard remembered how quickly the
spiders had moved in the hold of the Watersprite. He
remembered being black and blue from his neck to his waist and the
terribly helpless feeling of paralysis.

Gwain was watching the spider with less
concern than Gerard thought the situation warranted. Gerard cleared
his throat. “And how do these creatures feel about your harvesting
their web, killing them for their venom, and locking them up in the
holds of ships to attack unwary Temple Sea Watch?”

Gwain shook his head. “I helped stop the
trade in captive spider parts. The cowry catchers traded freely
with us for several years. They can harvest web and venom without
harming the spiders.” He sighed. “But it’s difficult to get shelts,
including fauns, to pay for things that they can just take.
As for the hold of the Watersprite, those spiders went in
willingly. Our cowry catchers called them. The spiders actually
carried Marlo to safety.”

“Can the cowry catchers talk to
spiders?” asked Silveo.

Gwain watched the spider start down the wall.
“Not exactly. The spiders don’t seem to be true sentient beasts.
They’re more like pets. They can be tamed and taught to respond to
commands, and they can form attachments.

“Cowry catchers aren’t good at defending
themselves, so they tame spiders. Spiders provide them with bubble
nests, where they can breathe without going to the surface and
exposing themselves to predators. In return, the cowry catchers
catch fish for the spiders and tend their eggs. This is a very old
relationship. I believe it predates the coming of the wyverns.
However, cowry catchers used to have friendly interactions with
land shelts. They used to harvest the cowry shells that were the
basis for early money in the islands.

“Now, land shelts seek to enslave them at
every opportunity. Cowry catchers understand our speech, but we
cannot hear theirs. They are treated like dumb beasts. They are one
of the most pitiful victims of the social system currently in
place, yet they survive. I admire them. They are the mortal enemies
of wyverns. A colony of cowry catchers and spiders in a reef is the
surest defense against wyvern infestation.”

There was a splash behind them, and Gerard
turned to see a cowry catcher in the shallow water on the edge of
the bubble nest. It had long, black hair and a mottled gray and
black hide. Its eyes were large, black, and wet, its ears fleshy
and hairless. Gerard could not tell for certain whether it was male
or female.

The spider skittered across the wall of the
room and came to the creature very much as Gerard had seen falcons
come to their handlers. The cowry catcher reached out to the
spider, who quested with its front legs, touching the cowry
catcher’s hand as though seeking reassurance. Then the spider
settled down on the edge of the water.

Gwain spoke. “Friend,” he said quietly, “I
need to know why you and the others won’t talk to me.”

The cowry catcher looked at him with its
dull, flat face. Gerard had a difficult time believing that it
could understand. Then its mouth moved. It did look as
though it were speaking, but no sound came.

Tzu cocked her head. “He says,” she spoke
slowly, “the tunnel is in disrepair, but you may use it.” She
listened, shook her head. “He says the fauns have been killing
spiders. He says some of them came into the tunnel and killed
spiders and cowry catchers. He says…that they have been talking to
wyverns.”

There was a moment of dead silence. “Talking
to wyverns?” repeated Gwain. “Tzu, are you sure that’s what he
said?”

Tzu nodded. Gwain questioned the cowry
catcher further, but got no more information. The cowry catcher
warned them that parts of the tunnel were destroyed or flooded.

Gwain kept returning to the point which
troubled him. “Who is talking to wyverns? Which shelts? Were they
fauns? What kind of fauns? Did grishnards get into the tunnel,
perhaps? Keepers from the game lodge?”

But the cowry catcher did not know. He had
not seen what he spoke of, only heard rumors. He did not know
whether the talk with wyverns had occurred in this tunnel or
somewhere else. He only knew the rumor on the reef—that cowry
catchers now avoided tunnels and bubble nests that had been created
or used by Gwain’s Resistance. The bubble nest in which they now
stood was in use only because it was relatively far from Maijha
Minor.

Gwain asked Merta whether she’d heard of
fauns treating with wyverns since his departure. She said she had
not. “Wyverns detest fauns,” muttered Gwain. “They hardly ever
speak to them directly. If they have anything to say, they say it
through a grishnard or at least a panaun. Fauns are nothing but
food to a wyvern. Besides, the fauns of Maijha Minor know better
than anyone the cruelties that wyverns encourage. Why would they be
talking to them?”

Gerard might have pointed out that Gwain
himself had spoken to Dakar only that morning. However, he did not
think this observation would be helpful.

Further interrogation of the cowry catcher
yielded no more information. The naun looked increasingly restless,
and both it and the spider seemed grateful to slip into the water
and swim away when Gwain told them good-bye.

The group started towards Maijha Minor. Most
of the passage was not as roomy as the place they’d first entered.
That first room, Gwain told them, was a typical nest. The tunnel
was a less natural formation.

Gwain explained that, when the tunnel was
created, cowry catchers and selkies had spent days bringing air
from the surface in upside-down buckets—a comical image that seemed
to amuse Silveo. “The air stays sweet as long as we don’t keep too
many people here for too long,” said Gwain, “but fire will make the
air go stale quickly. We try not to use lamps.”

They walked, at best, over wet sand. More
often, they slogged through hock-deep water or slurping mud.
Sometimes, they were up to their chins in water, with just a thin
layer of trapped air over their heads. Sometimes the air
disappeared altogether. However, the water was very clear, and when
they put their heads under, they could see the shape of the tunnel
continuing further on. They always managed to swim to it.

Around noon, they paused to divvy out dried
fish and nuts. No one was talking much, but Gerard could tell that
Silveo was thinking. As they started away again, he said,
“Gwain, what do you know about the Maijhan deity?” He made
Gerard repeat the question, since they were walking single
file.

Gwain glanced around at Gerard. “Not much.
Why do you ask?”

“We think he’s Dakar’s father.”

Gwain said nothing for a moment. “At one
time,” he said at last, “I had a theory that he was the primary
deity before the Temple system was standardized.”

“Before Morchella came,” said
Silveo.

“My assumption,” continued Gwain, “was based
on the idea that the Great Islands are characteristic of their
deities, that the gods dabble enough to imbue the islands with some
of their personality. This made Sern’s god extravagant, vicious,
and prone to scrapping with its neighbors. Lecklock would be rich,
reclusive, power-hungry. Mance would be curious, intelligent, and
self-absorbed. Haplag is gossipy and greedy. But Maijha…”

“Proud,” said Gerard, “and old.”

Gwain nodded. “Maijha is the only island that
maintains its own language—a very old language with more
similarities to dialects of shavier and hunti than to standard
grishnard. Maijha Minor has been a thorn in Morchella’s side for
years, yet it remains. I thought that perhaps Maijha’s god or gods
were strong enough to defy the Temple system and its High
Priestess.”

“You talk like this was an idea you
discarded,” said Gerard. “What do you think now?”

Gwain shrugged. “I think that enough lives
have been wasted in attempts to understand wyverns. I decided a
long time ago that I was interested in understanding them only so
far as it helped to overthrow them. I decided that I was not going
to pander to their vanity by making a study of their individual
quirks, tastes, or politics.”

Gerard couldn’t really blame Gwain for
thinking this way, although he was sorry not to know more about
Dakar’s father. He had never been able to get her to talk about
what had happened during her time away from the ship with the
wyverns.

Another thought occurred to him. “Silveo,
all those nights you sat up with Dakar playing her game… What was
it you were trying to understand about her? About Morchella? What
did you learn?”

Silveo considered. “Just this: Dakar
doesn’t always play the game the same way. If she’s having fun,
she’ll draw it out for a long time. But if she feels threatened—if
you do something she wasn’t expecting or change tactics
suddenly—she’ll end it. She’ll decide to win, and she’ll do it
fast.”


 Chapter 27. Dust and
Ashes

There is no evidence that the old Firebird
worship involved shelt sacrifices, although fauns have burned
grishnards on the Monuments in recent years. Grishnards feed fauns
to wyverns, and fauns burn grishnards to the Firebird. Religion in
Wefrivain has a certain symmetry.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Travel by web tunnel turned out to be a long,
exhausting ordeal. By late afternoon, no one was speaking much.
Gerard had long since taken off his boots and tied them to his pack
to keep them from being sucked off his feet by the mud. Many
sections of the tunnel were too low for him, and his back ached
from crouching. Everyone knew that coral cuts were slow to heal,
but no one could avoid them in such tight spaces. By the time the
light began to fade, their clothes and hands were bloody, but Gwain
only moved faster.

Gerard wondered whether they would have to
camp in the web tunnel. A dark crossing must have been possible
when the tunnel was in perfect repair, but now it was unthinkable.
Then, abruptly, there was stone, rather than coral, above their
heads. It was dressed stone—not the liquid contours of beachside
caves.

Gwain stopped. Gerard craned to see around
him. The tunnel ahead was perfectly black. “Have we reached Maijha
Minor?” he asked.

Gwain nodded. He took some material from his
pack and lit a small lamp. It revealed a square tunnel of regular
stone and mortar, much worn by time and sea. “I believe this is an
old sewer,” said Gwain. “Judging from its size and the system it
connects to, I believe it was once part of a large city—one of
several on the coast of Maijha Minor. There are quite a few ruined
cities on the island, although they were built largely of wood.
Only the stone foundations of important buildings remain. The
temples, on the other hand, were built primarily of stone, and
their ruins are easy to find.”

“Firebird temples?” asked Gerard.

Gwain nodded.

Sirwen spoke up, tired and gruff. “Who is
meeting us, and where? Surely we’re not going to the main lodge, if
it’s full of grishnards.”

Merta answered. “One of the minor lodges in
the mountains. If Sarengail and the others aren’t there, someone
can tell us where to go to find them.”

She took the lead as they splashed up the old
sewer tunnel for what seemed like the entire first watch of the
night. Sometimes the tunnel became so steep that they had to
scramble for handholds on the slippery stones. Sometimes the water
churning around their knees was strong, sometimes languid.

Gwain had removed Tzu’s harness, and she
managed well in spite of her size—curved claws gripping the stone
beneath the water. Silveo had considerably more trouble. The water
often reached his waist or chest, and he was occasionally swept off
his feet on the slimy inclines.

Sirwen finally turned to Gerard with a scowl.
“I’ll carry him if you won’t.”

That made Silveo laugh and Gerard sputter. “I
keep offering; he doesn’t want me to!”

Silveo yawned. “If we have to fight, I
don’t want you worn out. I suppose I’m slowing everyone down,
though. I’ll get on your back. Tell Sirwen thank you.”

“I’d never have let Mink flounder along in
this muck,” muttered Sirwen.

They emerged at last—breathless, bleeding,
and exhausted—on foundations of ancient stone. Gerard could tell
that this had been a city once, but the jungle had swallowed it
when Holovarus was probably still an uninhabited rock. Merta led
them away. She was not following any path Gerard could see. He
looked carefully for blazes on trees or other markings, but he saw
nothing.

The night was beautiful and clear. The scent
of night-blooming jasmine hung heavy in the air, and Gerard spotted
the cloud-white flowers high overhead in the tangled canopy.
Occasionally, enormous moths fluttered past. The moons—all nearly
full—threw deep, silver shadows all around. Twice, Merta warned
them away from poison sundew, and she and Gwain both cautioned them
against touching anything. “I don’t know of any traps along this
route,” said Merta, “but I’ve been gone all summer.” She spoke in a
curiously detached voice. Gerard thought the island was affecting
her badly.

They began to pass clearings of charred
jungle. Gwain confessed that he wasn’t entirely sure where they
were. “Things have changed in the past two years,” said Merta.

Silveo had gone to sleep on Gerard’s back. He
was wedged against the pack, so that Gerard hardly needed to hang
onto him. He jerked awake suddenly, shivered, and tucked his face
against the back of Gerard’s neck. “Where are we?”

“Still following Merta through the
mountains.”

“I smell something.”

When Silveo did not continue, Gerard asked,
“What?”

“Death or old blood or…I don’t know. Could
be lots of things.” Gerard reached up and took his hand.

“I want to get down,” said Silveo.
Gerard let him down. Silveo jammed his hands in his pockets. He
wound his way past Sirwen and Gwain to walk beside Merta at the
front of the line. Marlo, as usual, had taken up the rear, and Tzu
seemed to have flown off somewhere.

Silveo walked beside Merta for a bit. Gerard
saw her glance at him, but she said nothing. Finally, Silveo
signed, “Merta, what did the fauns do with the bodies after the
plague?”

Merta didn’t know his signs, and Gerard
didn’t like this line of questioning. After a moment, Gwain
translated.

Merta stopped walking. Everyone stood there
awkwardly for a moment. Then she made an abrupt turn from her line
of travel and started off again. She was walking so fast now that
Gerard wondered whether she was trying to lose them. Everyone
scampered to keep up.

“Merta?” said Gwain, but she didn’t
respond.

After a few moments, they came out of the
trees on the edge of a blackened clearing. Green shoots had begun
to peek through, although the clearing had obviously been burned to
the dirt not long ago.

Staring out over the blackened jumble of ash,
it took Gerard a moment to realize what he was looking at. He
thought there were a great many trees, partially burned, with
twisted roots and branches. Then some of the shapes began to
resolve into horrible familiarity—a scrap of fabric, a glint of
metal. His eyes drifted to the ground just before his feet. What
he’d taken for a charred bit of wood was a jawbone, complete with a
few gleaming teeth, washed clean of ash by a recent summer rain.
Farther out, he saw the jutting silhouette of a ribcage. It was too
big to have been a faun. It must have been a pegasus or zebra.
Everything with a hoof.

Merta turned to Silveo. Gerard saw that her
cheeks were shining wet in the moonlight, and her eyes looked
blood-shot. He thought that she must have been crying for a long
time—soundlessly, without sobs—and in the wet and darkness, with
her speaking so seldom, no one had noticed. “We put them in mass
graves, Silveo.” She spoke through clenched teeth. “The
gamekeepers—the Maijhan grishnards—they piled them up in clearings
and tried to burn them, but they couldn’t find enough fuel—not
without cutting down half the jungle. So the bodies just cooked a
little and stank, and none of us fauns were well enough to do
anything. We’re still burning them. Every month or so, we burn the
clearings again.”

She wiped her nose on her sleeve, and the
muscles of her jaw stood out rigid. “On the coast, they threw the
bodies into the sea—cartloads of them—and the reef sharks and rays
churned up pink foam for a yellow month, and the bones are still
washing ashore. I don’t know what they did with my family. I was
too sick to help.”
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Silveo had gone perfectly still. He did not
turn away from her. He did not step back.

Merta stabbed a finger at Gerard, still
speaking to Silveo. “You care about him? Well, they—” her voice
broke, “they weren’t any less unique or important or special. Not
any less loved.”

Silveo covered his face with his hands and
bowed his head. He wasn’t saying anything—not even in Gerard’s
head—but the feeling radiating off him tasted like despair.

Gwain moved a fraction. “Merta—”

“And you!” She rounded on him. “You
left!”

“I was sick,” he said in a tiny voice.

She almost shouted, “So was everyone! But you
ran off to your web tunnels and your cowry catchers and then to
your pirate ship. You gave up, Gwain! Not just on yourself.
On us. Everyone thought you were dead, but then we found out
that, no, you’d just abandoned us.”

Gwain looked shocked. “Sarengail said she
would kill me if I—”

“Sarengail is not the only person on this
island!” bellowed Merta. “There were lots of fauns who would have
defended you. They would have rallied around you. Instead, all they
had were the zeds and their revenge cult.”

She gulped back a sob. “There have been
hardly any hunters on Maijha Minor these last two years. Do you
know why? It’s because there isn’t enough game to hunt. At first,
the grishnards thought they’d let us repopulate, but that would
take twenty years or more. Then they talked about bringing in faun
slaves from other places, but that seemed expensive. In the end,
Lord Maijha decided to start selling the land to grishnard farmers
and prospectors. That’s why we’re being removed. Because
there aren’t enough of us left to be worth hunting.”

Silveo’s tail was hanging straight down, so
that it lay in the ashes. Gerard wanted to go to him, but he was
certain that Silveo did not wish to be defended.

Merta looked almost as pitiful—fragile and
miserable and tear-streaked. She glared down at Silveo. “Why?” she
whispered. “Why did you do this?”

Silveo dropped his hands and looked up at
her. Gerard came forward at last, crouched down beside Silveo, and
put an arm around him. “He did it for me.” That was harder to say
than he had expected, but he kept talking. “Because he thought
Morchella would kill me if we didn’t catch Gwain.”

Gerard turned to Silveo. “She actually told
you that, didn’t she? When she spoke to you in the Temple the day
before we left?” She threatened you to get at me. Why did I
never think she might try the reverse?

Silveo squirmed, but Gerard hung onto him.
“He’s telling me not to make excuses for him, that the truth is
complicated. He’s right. The truth is complicated. But what
I just said is also the truth.”

Silveo stopped struggling. There were tears
in his eyes. “He says,” continued Gerard, “that he sees now that he
can’t fix it. No matter what he does, he can’t fix it. He thinks
maybe he deserves to know that.” Gerard thought that two of them
crying was enough, so he took a deep breath and forced a steady
voice. “Silveo says he is terribly sorry, but he knows that’s not
worth anything.”

Merta was staring down at them with an
expression of powerful mixed emotions—disdain, pity, hate, and
maybe a tiny bit of envy. Gwain finally came up and put an arm
around her. Gerard thought for a moment that she might hit him.
Then she crumpled.

“You destroyed my life, everyone I loved,”
she whimpered. Gerard could not tell whether she was talking to
Silveo or Gwain or himself. “And you know what the worst part
is?”

Gwain put the other arm around her. “What’s
the worst part?” he said into her hair.

Merta sniffled against his shirt. “The worst
part is, I can’t even kill you.”


 Chapter 28. The
Price

Evidence from the ancient funeral mounds of
Maijha Minor seems to indicate that shavier fauns were the earliest
inhabitants of the island. They were probably the rulers of the
earliest civilization. Shavier and pegasus bones can be found as
far down as this author has ever attempted to excavate. It seems
reasonable to suppose that migratory, winged animals and their
shelts were the first sentient creatures to settle in the
islands.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

There was a moment of confused silence. Then
Marlo said, with his usual dead calm, “You mean that
hypothetically, I assume?”

Merta shook her head. “They’re waiting for us
in the lodge. I had a pegasus from them last night.”

Gwain pushed her back to arm’s length, stared
at her. Merta ran a finger over his cheek. “It’s why they sent me,
Gwain. Because they thought I hated you enough, and they thought
you would trust me.”

Gwain looked a little pale. “W-who,” he
began.

Sirwen—who Gerard was almost certain had been
sniffling a moment ago—growled, “You had better explain yourself,
Merta. Quickly.”

She glanced at him, her dark eyes
contemptuous. “Or you’ll what? Add me to the pile?”

“No,” said Gwain. He caught her wrists. “No
one’s going to— We are not going to attack each other. I don’t
understand. Please—”

She kissed him. Full on the mouth, with her
hands on either side of his face, and his own hands still locked
around her wrists. “Now do you understand?” she whispered.

“N-n-no,” stammered Gwain, who looked like he
might fall over.

Silveo could not resist a comment. “In my
experience, that never improves a person’s analytical
skills.”

“I love you,” said Merta. “I was sent to kill
you, but I can’t. I don’t even think I can kill Silveo. Isn’t that
odd?”

“Why?” whispered Gwain.

“Yes, why can’t you kill me?” Silveo
had already made the switch from despair to dark humor.

“You could have killed him any number of
times this summer,” said Sirwen. “What are you talking about,
Merta?”

She sighed and dropped her hands from Gwain’s
face. She looked back out over the botched pyre. “Last spring,
after the grishnards made their final decision to cleanse the
island of fauns, we had an unlikely visitor. I wasn’t present, so I
don’t know exactly how it happened, but I know the Priestess came
here looking for the most powerful fauns on the island. She spoke
to Sarengail and her inner circle of followers. The Priestess told
them that she would spare Maijha Minor if we brought her you.”
Merta glanced at Gwain.

“She believed, correctly, that we might be
able to find you. This was all kept very secret. The zeds discussed
it, and they decided the best thing to do would be to send a ship
and fauns who were sympathetic to you and give them the story that
you’ve heard—that we were fighting among ourselves and could not
make a decision without you. They sent as many of your friends as
possible. They did this partially because they thought such persons
had a better chance of finding you, but also to get them out of the
way.”

Gwain sat down slowly on the edge of the
clearing. They were all footsore, and everyone followed his example
at once. Gerard thought Gwain did it less from exhaustion than
shock.

“I was the only one,” continued Merta, “who
knew the truth, who knew the way in which you could really
save Maijha Minor. I do not think that even the Priestess’s Admiral
knew our purpose.

“After they showed up,” Merta indicated
Gerard and Silveo, “things got more complicated. I received a
message telling me that I must bring all three of you to the
island, that the Priestess would reward the fauns of Maijha Minor
handsomely if I did. I think they suspected that I might balk,
though, because that wyvern showed up to invite you to the
conference. I was supposed to function as backup—to guide you into
a trap if you decided to do something unexpected. Which, of course,
you did.”

Gwain ran a hand over his face. “And what do
you think we should do now?”

Merta looked surprised. “What do I
think?”

“You understand what’s happening better than
we do.”

“But I betrayed you.”

Gwain smiled weakly. “No. You betrayed
them.”

Merta opened her mouth, then shut it
again.

“Do Sarengail’s fauns know we’re here?” asked
Marlo. “Do the wyverns know?”

Merta shook her head. “Not precisely. I was
to bring you to the lodge in the mountains. Fauns would be waiting
there. They would spin you some pretty lies, tie you up at the
first opportunity, and take you to the Great Lodge. They don’t know
where we are right now.”

Gwain nodded. “Are there any fauns left on
Maijha Minor who don’t want to make bargains with wyverns?”

“That bargain,” interrupted Marlo, “do you
think she’s lying to them, or do you think…?”

Silveo looked up. “Morchella does reward
loyalty, but at a high price.”

Gerard translated what Silveo had said and
added, “She saved my life from the spiders, but I paid, believe me.
She saved Silveo’s life, but he paid and paid and paid. You don’t
want her bargains.” An unpleasant idea occurred to him. “If she’s
planning on helping these fauns, then what are all the kings doing
at the Lodge?”

Sirwen shrugged. “Do you really think the
kings are there? That seems unlikely to me.”

Gerard took a deep breath. “If she really
called them, then they’re here. The gods do not threaten kings
often, but their threats do inspire fear. They can turn your
peasants against you. They can turn your neighbors against you.
Even a king can be called as a Temple sacrifice. With the unrest in
the islands right now, with piracy on the rise, with Sern’s economy
in shambles and the faun and hunti cities of the Lawless Lands
waiting to pounce… The last thing the grishnard kings want is
trouble from the gods. Morchella can help them restore order and
preserve their own sovereignty. The Great Lodge is ancient common
ground. The kings of the Great Islands don’t always trust each
other enough to meet on their own soil, but here they feel
safe.”

Marlo spoke slowly. “Perhaps she’s planning
on brokering some kind of truce between the fauns and grishnards?
In exchange for support of the Temple system?”

Gwain spoke again to Merta. “Is there no one
who might talk to us?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been gone all summer.
Only a few of the fauns knew about the wyverns. They did as
Sarengail told them, but it wasn’t as though she explained and took
a vote.”

At that moment, there was a soft whoosh, and
Tzu dropped down in front of Gwain. She shook herself. “Bad things
are happening,” she hissed.

“More of them?” asked Gwain dully.

Marlo spoke. “Did you see any fauns,
Tzu?”

Tzu shook her head. “Winged wolves.”

“They talked to you?” asked Gwain. “I thought
they didn’t talk to you.”

“They are concerned,” said Tzu. “They say
that all the pegasus still alive on the island are being kept in
cages at the game lodge. They say they have inadequate prey and are
hungry.”

Gwain looked bewildered. “Why are the pegasus
being caged?”

“The winged wolves aren’t sure,” said Tzu,
“but they think it’s because the fauns don’t want anyone to leave
the island.”

“Ah.” Marlo sat back. “There’s your answer,
Gwain. Sarengail doesn’t trust her own followers. She’s afraid
they’ll run away. Probably to our ships.”

Gwain frowned. “How long have the pegasus
been caged, Tzu? How many are there?”

“Two or three hundred. The winged wolves say
the grishnards have been collecting them all summer, and many of
the fauns have helped.”

Merta shrugged. “The game keepers are
planning to sell us. I’m sure they could get plenty of cowries for
that many pegasus.”

“Two or three hundred?” Gwain looked
appalled. “There used to be two or three thousand.”

No one said anything.

Gwain took a deep breath. “Alright, so here’s
what we’ll do. We’ll go down to the Lodge and see if we can talk to
anyone, find out what’s going on, and see if we can set the pegasus
loose. If we can do that, then any of the fauns or pegasus who want
to join our ships can do so. As for the rest… I’ve already told
everyone what the wyverns are. If these fauns want to make treaties
with them, if they want to parlay with the grishnard kings and help
them win back their kingdoms in exchange for becoming one of the
Great Islands, with a Temple in place of a Lodge…that’s their
concern. But no one should be trapped here.”

“So you think that’s what Morchella is
offering?” asked Marlo. “The fauns will be mercenaries in support
of the grishnards in exchange for a change in the slave-species
laws?”

“That would make a kind of sense,” said
Sirwen. “The fauns here are excellent fighters; they’ve been
fighting their whole lives. Silveo, you worked with Morchella for a
long time. Do you think she’d do that?”

Silveo gave a faint shrug. He signed,
“Maybe.”


 Chapter 29. Hijacking a
Revolution

Winged wolves are considered a pest by most
of the warm-blooded inhabitants of Maijha Minor. The “wolves” (also
called blood bats) come out at night and drink blood from sleeping
victims. Their saliva contains substances that numb the skin and
prevent clotting. Winged wolves rarely take enough blood to do more
than weaken a victim. Only the very old, the very young, and the
very sick are in mortal danger from them. Nevertheless, the bats
have been known to transmit diseases from one animal to another
with their bite. As with any open wound, a bite can fester.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

They started back down the hill through the
dark jungle. No one spoke much. They stopped once and climbed a
tree to a little platform, where they got about a watch’s worth of
sleep. Silveo stood guard, pointing out that he’d already slept
while Gerard carried him. The sky was growing pale when they
started off again, eating dried meat and ship’s biscuits from their
packs.

Twice they slipped past talking animals—a
small herd of zebra and another of gazelle. Tzu warned them in time
to avoid the creatures. They debated asking the animals for
transport, but discarded the idea. Only Silveo was small enough to
ride a gazelle, and Gerard and Sirwen might have proven too much
for even the zebras. So they skirted the creatures upwind and
passed on.

Gwain still seemed sad. He offered none of
his usual lectures about the flora or fauna they passed. Towards
midmorning, Silveo said, “Gerard, ask Gwain where he got
Tzu.”

Gerard asked. Tzu herself had flown off into
the trees.

Gwain looked uncomfortable. “Oh. Well. When I
came back here from Maijha Major, I was only eighteen. I thought I
needed to prove something.”

“What he means,” said Sirwen, “is that he
stole her, and he’s felt guilty about it for years, but she’s
perfectly happy.”

“Stole?” echoed Gerard.

“I wasn’t accepted at first,” said Gwain,
“even though the fauns remembered my mother, even though they’d
known me as a small child, even though I looked like a faun. I’d
been with the firedancers, with grishnards. They did not view me as
a faun. I decided I could solve the problem by seeking initiation
into the fiercest local tribe I could find—the zeds who are
currently running the island. Their initiation rites
are…rigorous.”

“Rigorous,” snorted Merta. Her smile flashed
briefly, and it looked genuine for the first time since they’d
arrived on the island. “More like suicidal.”

Gwain shrugged. “For the final test, they
wanted me to climb down the cliff to a colony of winged wolves and
steal an egg. This is dangerous, both for the climb and because
blood bats defend their offspring vigorously. Nevertheless, I
brought back the egg.”

“That alone would have impressed everyone,”
said Merta, warming to the subject, “but here’s the part that made
him famous. Traditionally, the egg is opened, the embryo cooked in
spiced wine and served to the triumphant initiate. But Gwain
refused to relinquish the egg. Within days, it hatched, and the
infant winged wolf imprinted on him as her parent.

“The zeds didn’t know what to do. No one had
ever tried to make a pet of a winged wolf retrieved in an
initiation ceremony. Some of them said Gwain had forfeited his
victory, but most agreed that the difficult part—the part that
showed skill and courage—had been achieved. The egg was his; what
he chose to do with it was his own affair. That is how Gwain Maijha
came to be the favorite adopted son of the leading zed clique on
Maijha Minor. Legends of his courage and mercy spread far and
wide.”

Gwain laughed. “I just wanted to study the
egg. When it hatched, I made a lot of sketches, tried to figure out
what to feed Tzu, and generally treated her like an experiment. I
didn’t think she’d survive. Everyone told me she was incapable of
learning any language I could understand.”

Sirwen made a scornful noise. “Like an
experiment? I’ve seen you feed her from your own arm.”

“That was later,” said Gwain. “I was
astonished when she learned to talk. One day I helped the zeds
snare a cowry catcher pup for market. Tzu told me that the pup was
trying to talk to us. I had no idea they could talk. Even the
selkies don’t always know. Selkies speak and hear in our range, but
winged wolves—who are really a type of bat—hear in the range of
cowry catchers. That changed everything. I started trying to figure
out how to talk to cowry catchers.”

“So that’s why the wild bats don’t talk to
Tzu?” signed Silveo.

Gwain nodded. “She doesn’t speak their
language very well, although she attempted to learn. She wanted to
join a colony many years ago, but they tried to kill her. I’ve
doomed her to a life of isolation.”

“You could steal another one,” suggested
Marlo.

“At least you didn’t eat her,” said
Sirwen.

“She made you a legend overnight,” said
Merta. “Pet wolves and cowry catchers and spiders and web
tunnels…and money from the king. It seemed like you could do
anything. I’ve never seen zeds turn up in such numbers to take
orders from anyone who is not a zed.”

Gerard smiled. “Silveo says, ‘So I wasn’t the
only person who never knew what you were going to do next.’”

Gwain still looked discouraged. “I suppose
not.”

Merta came up beside him and took his
hand.

A sad smile flicked across Gwain’s face. “I
never intended to be confusing. I just wanted to understand
everything. And then I wanted to fix everything.”

The sun was low in the sky when they came to
a well-traveled path. Gwain approached it with caution. “This goes
straight to the Lodge. We’re close.” He frowned. “Tzu, I hate to
ask you this, but do you think you could creep around over there
and find someone to talk to us? Someone you recognize who’s been a
friend in the past. If it doesn’t look safe, just come back.” They
used the time to get more badly-needed sleep. Once again, Silveo
stood watch. Gerard noticed, just before he dozed off, that Gwain
and Merta had fallen asleep holding hands.

When Gerard woke, it was full dark, and
Silveo was shaking him. “Gerard, wake up. Tzu’s brought
someone.”

Gwain was already scrambling to his feet. Two
shelts were standing near the edge of the path in the moonlight,
peering into the deeper shadows where the group had lain down.
Gerard could see that one was an ancient zed. It was unusual to
find old fauns in Wefrivain. This one stood tall and proud, though
her striped face was a spider web of wrinkles. Her hair was
completely white and hung to her waist in several braids. The other
was closer to Silveo’s size. Gerard realized a moment later that it
was a red foxling. He remembered the red foxling that had been in
the hold of the Watersprite and at the conference in the
Lodge two years ago. He wondered if this was the same person.

“Gwain!” whispered the zed. “Gwain Maijha, is
that really you?”

Gwain answered warily. “Yes.”

“Thank Flag and all the old heroes,” muttered
the foxling, hurrying towards Gwain’s voice.

“Hello, Rustle,” said Marlo. “What’s
happening here?”

“What’s happening is we’re all about to fight
a war whether we want to or not.”

“For the grishnard kings?” asked Sirwen.

The foxling cocked his head. “Who told you—
Ahh!” He jumped back as Silveo came out from behind Gerard.

Everyone reacted by reaching for weapons. A
split second later, they realized what had startled Rustle. “Silveo
is with us,” said Gwain. “Haven’t you heard any of the gossip this
summer?”

“Well, yes, but I didn’t really think—”
stammered the foxling.

“Didn’t think you’d have the gall to bring
him here,” snapped the zed.

“Maymay,” said Gwain affectionately.

She continued with impatience. “We’re your
friends, Gwain. We’ve always been your friends, but you should
realize that you don’t have a lot left. Merta—ahh, I see she’s
here.”

Gwain put an arm around her. “She told us
about Sarengail’s bargain with the Priestess. That’s why we’re not
prisoners right now.”

The foxling, Rustle, gave a low growl. “Do
you know what the Priestess is promising them now? Do you know
what’s going to happen here tomorrow night?”

“I know she promised to keep the Maijhan
fauns from being sold as slaves if you gave her me,” said
Gwain.

The zed sniffed. “Oh, she’s promised them a
great deal more than that. She’s filled their heads with stories
about how the grishnards have grown soft and weak while the fauns
have grown fierce and strong. The grishnard kings no longer fight
in their own wars. They sit in their palaces eating faun pies and
disdain to wield a weapon. They build their empires on the backs of
fauns who could defeat them in single combat. Morchella has told
the zeds that the grishnards are no longer worthy of her. She—”

“She looked like a faun, Gwain,” interrupted
Rustle. “I don’t know how she did it, but she looked like a faun in
battle dress.”

Gwain stared at them. “So…she’s going to make
fauns the dominant species in Wefrivain?”

The zed and foxling nodded. “She’s promised
to turn the current hierarchy on its head, with the zeds on top.
Warrior kings and queens—exactly the sort of ideas they love.”

Marlo shook his head. “That would require an
assault on the entire crescent—when eighty or ninety percent of the
population of Maijha Minor was destroyed by a plague two years ago!
There can’t be more than a few hundred fighters left.”

“There are few enough, it’s true,” said the
zed. “That’s why they’ve been collecting the pegasus and keeping
them locked away. Migrating has never been easy, but now it’s
impossible.

“No one is against punishing the grishnards.
We don’t want to be slaves. We don’t want to go to the cooking pots
and the galleys and mills and mines and plantations. If those are
our choices, we’ll fight with Sarengail. But…it’s all happened so
fast and so secretly. We wish we had more time, more choices.

“Sarengail figures that once we’re committed,
we won’t back out. Until then, she makes it difficult to leave.
That was easy enough. She spread a rumor that fauns were talking of
fleeing on pegasus before they could be sold, and the gamekeepers
started rounding up the pegasus themselves. They paid fauns some
pittance to bring in pegasus and snickered about how stupid we
were. It was Sarengail’s fauns, of course, and the grishnards were
doing exactly what she wanted.”

Gerard returned to one word. “Committed?”

Rustle and Maymay were silent for a moment.
Finally, Rustle took a deep breath and said, “We have royal guests
in the Lodge—grishnard kings and queens. They’ve all got problems
and grievances, and they think they’re here to parlay with each
other and the Priestess. Some of them seem to think they might get
help from us.”

“But there’s a Monument,” whispered Maymay,
“in the courtyard. It used to be overgrown with vines so that you
could hardly tell what it was, but we’ve uncovered it, piled it
with cork and driftwood. Tomorrow night, when the moons are full,
Sarengail says that the gods will aid us to fall upon the grishnard
kings, their attendants, and the gamekeepers. We will make a
bonfire of them—a pyre to match those all over Maijha Minor, in
keeping with the new Firebird rites.”

Gwain put his hand over his mouth.

Silveo snorted. “Of course. Her tools and
her toys have turned against her. Time to change all the
rules.”

“That,” continued the foxling, “will create
confusion and panic across the crescent. The Great Islands are
already off-balance. With the aid of the wyverns, Morchella says we
will swoop down upon Wefrivain, recruiting all the non-grishnards
to our cause—all the slaves, all the impoverished panauns and
animals. Our ranks will swell as we proceed. We will take Maijha
Major, and then Mance, and then Lecklock, and so on.

“We will make slaves of the grishnards—draw
out their claws and set them to work in the fields and mines. Their
women will be our whores, and we will make boots and gloves from
the soft skins of their children. We will make common cause with
the fauns and hunti of the Lawless Lands. We will be the new
masters of Wefrivain.”

“There were times in my youth,” said Maymay
softly, “when I would have cut off my sword arm to participate in
something like this. But now—”

“Now it sounds like fighting for the rest of
our lives,” snapped Rustle. “Now it sounds like dying on some
distant shore before the gates of some unfamiliar city. No one says
these things aloud. No one feels that we have any choice…but they
hear your name, Gwain, and they waver. You had different ideas
about how to gain freedom. Sarengail knows that once you are dead,
once these fauns and panauns have shed royal blood, they will feel
committed. As soon as the kings are dead, probably the very night,
she will urge us on to Maijha Major. Once we have torched a few
towns, there will be no turning back. We will have to succeed or
die on grishnard spears.”

Gwain began to laugh—a dark, bitter sound.
“So the whole hierarchy turns upside down, civil war for a
generation, and everything changes, except the wyverns. They
stay exactly where they are. My book goes up in the flames of war,
along with most of the libraries in Wefrivain. All the anger, all
the energy, all the interest that’s currently being directed at the
temples and the social system they promote will be consumed in the
new struggle. The focus turns to shelts who are the puppets, and
away from the wyverns who are the puppeteers.” He slammed his fist
into the dirt. “Morchella is hijacking my revolution!”


 Chapter 30. Bitten
Again

After shavier, gazumelle appear to have been
the earliest fauns on Maijha Minor. Grishnard bones can be found at
the same level as gazumelle bones, although the two are never
buried together. It is my opinion that grishnards first appeared
among the islands as pirates, and that they may have brought
gazumelle slaves with them, who subsequently escaped. Zeds are a
much more recent addition to Maijha Minor’s population and were
probably not common until grishnards imported them for hunting.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

“So what are we going to do?” said Marlo.

“I’ve got to go in there,” said Gwain,
“and…and talk to as many of the fauns as I can. Maybe if I just
spoke with Sarengail… She was practically my adopted mother
once—”

“Nonsense,” said Sirwen, “we don’t need to
talk to murderous fauns. All we need to do is set the
pegasus free, explain to them what’s going on, and tell them where
to find our ships. The pegasus can bring us anyone who wants to
leave. The rest can do as they please.”

Gwain looked appalled. “But—”

“Gwain, it is not our job to protect a bunch
of grishnard kings! They brought this on themselves. They’ve had it
coming for generations. There is no way you can stop what’s going
to happen here.”

Gerard stood up abruptly. “You all do what
you have to. I’ll try to meet you back at the ships.”

Silveo stood up with him.

Gwain blinked at them. “Where are you
going?”

“To rescue my father. But you’re right. It’s
not your fight.”

“I forgot about the Small Kingdoms,” muttered
Sirwen.

Gwain drew a hand across his face. “Everyone
calm down. Gerard, please don’t go yet. Let’s think about this.
Civil war on a massive scale will be bad for anyone. What if we
just told the kings that they were in danger? I assume that they
came here on griffin-back, not via the sandbar?”

The foxling nodded. “Yes, they came on
griffins, but they won’t be warned. One of the ocelons tried. The
grishnard she spoke with seemed to think she was threatening him
and complained to the gamekeepers. The zeds heard about it. No one
has seen her since. It’s been put about that the non-fauns had
better watch themselves, lest they be considered grishnard
sympathizers.”

“Sounds like the status of foxlings and
ocelons isn’t slated to change much,” muttered Silveo.

Gerard frowned. “It will be difficult to
convince the grishnards that they’re in real danger. Maijha Minor
has been used for peaceful conferences between some of the most
vicious opponents in history. Everyone knows the fauns themselves
regard violence in the Lodge as an act of evil. Besides, the real
threat is the treachery of the gods, and you’ll never convince
grishnards that the gods would side with fauns. They’ll think the
fauns are just spreading wild rumors to delay their
deportation.”

He thought for a moment. “The kings might
believe a warning if it came from one of their own. My father might
believe the truth from me, and the other kings might believe it
from him.”

There was a moment of silence. “And do you
think you’ll be well-received?” asked Marlo, his voice carefully
neutral.

Silveo was noticeably without comment.

Well, the last time we spoke, Silveo
slapped him in the face right before threatening to make him a
Temple sacrifice. Then we left Holovarus with a lot of un-paid-for
supplies and books. The only reason I have for thinking that my
father doesn’t want to kill me is an off-hand remark from a crime
boss on Sern. Gerard said nothing.

Silveo spoke hesitantly. It was too dark to
see his hand signs, so Gerard translated for him. “Silveo says,
‘Would it help if they quarreled with each other?’”

“The kings?” asked Gwain, confused.

At that moment, light flared at them from
three sides—dark lanterns suddenly uncovered. A voice barked,
“Hands over your heads!”

Gerard’s sword was in his hand before he was
even aware of drawing it. He parried a blow and smashed his
attacker’s face with the basket of his sword. He heard Gwain say,
“Silveo, duck!” and turned just in time to see the faun spin and
his hoof blade slash a faun’s throat above Silveo’s head. Then the
lanterns must have been knocked over, because they were struggling
in near-darkness, temporarily blinded by the moment of light.

Gerard tried to move away from the others
until his night vision returned. He was afraid he might hurt a
friend by accident. “Silveo?”

“I’m here.” Gerard thought he saw
Silveo’s silhouette dart out of the confused shadows and run
towards him. Then something blotted out the light of the moons. It
snatched him up in its claws as a hawk might snatch a rabbit, just
as Silveo reached him and jumped into his arms.

Gerard tried to push him away. Not both of
us! It doesn’t need to catch both of us!

But they were already in the air. The wyvern
was one of the largest Gerard had ever seen. He thought that it
might be the one who’d blocked Silveo’s thrown knife on the deck of
the Fang and then flown them off to the temple to get a
reprimand from Morchella. One of the Lecklock wyverns. One of
her personal attendants.

He struggled. The creature was not trying to
crush him, but it was very strong. Gerard was still holding his
sword, pinned uselessly against his side. He had one hand tightly
around Silveo’s arm, and Silveo was clinging to the wyvern’s clawed
foot. The wyvern was flying low over the trees. Gerard thought that
if he could get loose, he might survive the fall. Silveo could
jump.

Then they flashed over the walls of the Great
Lodge. As at his first visit, Gerard was briefly dazzled—to have
passed from a near-trackless jungle into such a place of grand,
brooding buildings, landscaped courtyards and terraces, flaming
torches, and elegant fountains. He thought he caught a glimpse of
the Monument with its skirt of kindling.

The wyvern was dropping towards the ground.
Gerard saw shelts below.

“Gerard, let go of me. Now! Let go!”
Gerard let go, but Silveo didn’t drop to the ground. He gave a
little snarl and clambered up the wyvern’s shoulder towards its
head.

“Silveo!”

There was a terrible, high-pitched shriek,
and Gerard remembered—Hoepali writhing with Silveo’s dagger in his
eye. The claws loosened, and then Gerard landed so hard that it
knocked the breath from him. Nevertheless, he staggered to his
feet, and ran. Slate tiles underfoot. He’d landed on a roof.

An instant later, he lost his footing on the
steep slope. He tried to catch himself, but it was too late. He was
sliding in his boots, and then he jumped. He landed better this
time, still clinging to his sword. An upper story corridor, open to
the sky, one of the individual lodges, doors to rooms all around
him.

“Silveo!”

No response. Did the wyvern hurt him? Did
he fall off the roof? Gerard looked up and back. He saw no sign
of Silveo, but the wyvern was coming right at him, diving between
the narrow walls, its mouth open in a roar.

Gerard did the only thing he could think of.
He jumped forward to meet it.
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He couldn’t see the wyvern’s eyes, but he
thought Silveo must have blinded it a little, because it didn’t
close its mouth in time. He felt the jolt as his sword ripped
through its throat and into the base of its skull. But, like a
snake, the wyvern’s jaws kept snapping.

Gerard let go of his sword, but not in time.
The wyvern’s fangs sank into his forearm and stuck there. He could
feel the venom spread, tingling, up his shoulder and down to his
fingertips. He remembered Morchella, long ago in the cave by the
beach. “It’s only the second bite that kills.”

Gerard slumped over the wyvern’s twitching
body. The last thing he saw was Silveo slithering down the curve of
the roof, dropping to the ground, running towards him, screaming.
Good, thought Gerard. That’s good, at least.


 Chapter 31. A Silver Thread
and a Golden Feather

Some of the ancient Firebird Monuments of
Maijha Minor are made of glass. For understandable reasons, only a
few of these have survived, often in remote locations. They are
deep blue in color, with swirls of red and yellow. Legend has it
that the colors come from ashes used in the glass-making. These
ashes are the remains of the dead.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard walked through a labyrinth of dark
hallways. He could not remember how long he’d been walking. Years,
perhaps. The only light came from a golden feather he clutched in
his hand. By its glow, he discerned, gradually, a gossamer
thread—no thicker than spider web—that seemed to run on ahead of
him. He had an idea that he should follow it—or perhaps that he had
been following it. Sometimes, he thought he’d lost the thread or
severed it by accident, but then he would wave his glowing feather,
the thread would flash silver, and he could find it again.

Gerard kept trying doors off the hallway.
They were all locked, but they each had a window. Some he turned
from quickly with a shudder. At others, he lingered and tried the
knob again and again.

Through one of these, he saw a little
numerary of Holovarus with Alsair hunting in the dunes. The
Meerkat lay beached on the sand, and he saw himself, fishing
on a clear summer’s day. In another, he saw Thessalyn, harping in a
high hall. He saw scenes from his lonely, thankless first year in
the Sea Watch. He saw Thessalyn again, lying on her back with her
head in his lap, listening to him read. He saw a shattered harp and
broken wind chimes scattered across a bloody floor. He saw the mill
and the galley. He saw a beach where life was very simple, where
his friend was so lost and so ill that Gerard had to be strong
again. He saw a clear night in the sand dunes and Silveo dancing.
He saw them joking in the captain’s cabin aboard the Fang,
saw them dining with friends, all laughing and eating good food. No
matter how he pulled and pushed at the doors, he could not open any
of them.

Gerard realized there was another person
walking with him, and he was not surprised. He thought the person
might have been made of flame, but that did not seem odd to him,
either. He complained to this person that he could not open the
doors.

“You cannot go back that way,” agreed the
person.

Then Gerard came to a door with a window that
looked out on a beach unlike any he’d seen in life. The sand had an
iridescence, and the trees looked enormous. He could tell that the
air would be fresh and sweet. He remembered vaguely that he’d seen
those shores before, although perhaps he was only remembering one
of Thessalyn’s songs. “That way is open,” said the person. “You can
go that way, if you wish.”

Gerard’s hand was on the knob when he paused.
Something pulled at him. He realized that the silver thread came
from his own chest, and that it did not lead through this door. He
thought he knew what the thread was then. Somewhere, a foxling
is crying.

Gerard frowned. He wondered, if he jerked
hard on the thread, whether he might pull Silveo right out of his
body. Then they could go on together. Other ideas crowded into his
head—foggy, like remembered dreams: a girl with black rainbows in
her hair. Could that be right? Pegasus. A book. Fauns. Grishnards.
War and death and life and hope. Ships.

Gerard turned away from the Shores Beyond the
World and followed the line of the silver thread to the only door
with no windows. The thread seemed to disappear into it.

Gerard tried to see into the cracks around
the door. He tried to look in at the keyhole. He tried to see
underneath. He tried to listen. Nothing gave him the slightest clue
as to what lay beyond. Gerard looked at his companion plaintively.
“I cannot tell if this is a good way to go.”

“Such is the case with the future.”

Gerard looked at the door. “Will it hurt as
much as some of the things beyond those other doors?”

The person said nothing.

Gerard reached out and tried the handle. He
was almost relieved to find it locked. “I cannot go through.”

“Ah, but you have a key.”

Gerard held up the golden feather, and as he
put it to the door, it became a key. The key turned in the lock. On
the other side was blackness.


 Chapter 32. A Letter and
Wormwood

The bones of fauns found in funeral mounds
on Maijha Minor are almost always blackened, indicating that the
bodies were burned before burial. Often, only the long bones and
parts of the skull remain. It is interesting to note that the bones
of grishnards found on the island are almost never blackened, even
in very ancient mounds. This is further evidence that grishnards
first appeared on the island as marauders and were not accorded
proper funeral rites.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard opened his eyes. There was a roaring
in his ears, and he thought he could hear the distant sob of wind
chimes. He felt sick. He wanted to turn over and vomit, but he
could barely keep his eyes open. He had to wait for them to
focus.

Gerard realized that he was propped on a bed,
looking at a lamp on a table. Two shelts were sitting at the table.
One had his head in his arms, his pale hair pooling around him.
Silveo. The other was reading what looked like a sheaf of papers.
Gerard thought that he ought to be Gwain, but he wasn’t.

The face bent over the papers looked
familiar. Gerard struggled to remember who it was. When he did, he
was so surprised that he whispered, “Jaleel.” Or tried to. It came
out as, “Juhhhm.”

Jaleel’s head snapped up, and he nearly
knocked the lamp over as he came around the table. He reached for
Gerard’s hand, eyes scanning his face. “Gerard? Can you hear
me?”

Gerard tried again. His mouth felt so dry. He
was certain he’d bitten his tongue. The blood had dried to his
teeth. “Water?” he managed.

Jaleel turned and grabbed something on the
table—a small cup. Gerard could not hold the cup. He gulped the
contents as Jaleel held it, so thirsty that he’d swallowed half
before he realized it was not water, but a substance so bitter that
he gagged. Oh, gods, he’s poisoned me.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” said Jaleel, “it’s
medicine—wormwood. Try to swallow it. The— His Lordship says it
will make you better. Please try.” He tipped the rest of the
contents into Gerard’s mouth, and Gerard choked down the last
swallow. It made his eyes stream. He sat back, coughing. Please
bring me real water now.

The noise had finally roused Silveo. He
looked up, blinked, and then shot out of his chair.
“Gerard?”

“I’m alright.”

Silveo darted to the edge of the bed, his
eyes scanning Gerard’s face. Then he picked up one of Gerard’s
hands and held it in both of his. He bowed his head, cradling
Gerard’s hand like a dead kitten, and didn’t say anything.

Jaleel, meanwhile, had poured something from
a pitcher. This time it was water. Gerard drank three cupfuls
before his thirst eased. He was feeling better. He could hold the
cup steadily now. He wondered if it was the medicine or whether he
was just waking up.
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Jaleel sat down heavily in a chair and stared
at him. Gerard had no idea what to say. He felt disoriented.
“Where—? When—?” He tried to sit up and found that he was able.

Silveo crawled up beside him. He looked pale
and haggard, eyes red-rimmed from crying. Gerard put an arm around
him. Silveo got two handfuls of Gerard’s shirt and curled up with
his head against Gerard’s chest. “Gerard, I’ll explain in a
moment. Right now I just want to listen to your heartbeat. Is that
alright?”

“You’re in our suite of rooms in the Great
Lodge on Maijha Minor,” said Jaleel. “Father’s suite, I mean. We’ve
been here for two days, talking to everyone about how to avoid
being overrun by ocelon and leopon pirates. They’ve been burning
coastal cities and making flash raids. Hunti pirates have gotten
suddenly aggressive, too. They burned a village on Holovarus-2.” He
faltered.

With his brain working so sluggishly, it took
Gerard a moment to realize that Silveo’s behavior might be making
Jaleel uncomfortable. Before he could think of a way to make things
less awkward, Jaleel plunged on. “After dinner this evening, we
were sitting in our rooms doing nothing much when someone pounded
on our door.” He indicated Silveo. “He was very…distraught.”

“Bloody, sobbing wreck,” muttered
Silveo. “I recognized the scent around their door.” Gerard
sat up a little more and shifted Silveo into a more comfortable
position. He noticed that his own right forearm was bandaged.

“We didn’t recognize him,” said Jaleel. “We
looked out and saw this enormous wyvern in a pool of blood near the
end of the hall. Silveo dragged us over there, and then we saw you
with your arm in its mouth and your sword in its gullet.”

“Did you get my sword back?” asked
Gerard.

Jaleel smiled.

Gerard remembered that it was supposed to be
a family heirloom. He’d taken it against orders. “Your sword,” he
said quickly.

Jaleel shook his head. “No, I think it’s
yours, brother. I did clean the wyvern blood and brains off it for
you.”

Gerard smiled.

“We carried you back to our apartments, but,
you looked awful, Gerard. You weren’t bleeding so much, but you
were dead pale, and we’d barely gotten you through the door before
you had a fit. I thought you’d break your back. Your eyes rolled up
and you bit your tongue. Silveo tried to keep you from hurting
yourself and you knocked him across the room.”

Gerard looked down at Silveo. “I’m
fine,” he muttered in Gerard’s head. “Bruises. Nothing that
won’t heal.”

“No sooner had we gotten you into a bed in
the backroom, than fauns came beating on our door demanding that we
hand you over. Father sent them off. He told them we didn’t know
what they were talking about and to get out.” Gerard tried,
unsuccessfully, to imagine his father lying convincingly to anyone.
“They did, but we figured they’d be back. We were preparing to
sneak you down to the nest boxes and fly you back to our ship in
Port Royal, when a stranger showed up.”

Jaleel frowned. “I thought surely he was a
king when I saw him—probably Lord Maijha—but he says he’s just a
Maijhan noble, a royal advisor. Whoever he is, he made the fauns go
away, and they haven’t been back. He stayed in our sitting room all
night, but he’s gone now.

“He brought the wormwood powder and said it
was good for sea dragon bites. He said we must make you drink it as
soon as you were able. After the fit, though, you went limp. You
couldn’t have swallowed anything. Then your breathing got shallow
and rattley and finally irregular. We thought you were dying.
Silveo started writing things down. He told us that you’d been
bitten by a wyvern once before.

“Father brought all the paper in our
apartments, and Silveo filled up sheet after sheet—telling us
things you’ve done and places you’ve been in the last two years. He
wrote about the Fang, your time in the Sea Watch, that leon
tattoo on your arm… It was all a little disjointed, and father kept
firing questions at him, and he kept trying to answer. We…we found
the letter you wrote, in the pouch around your neck.”

There was an awkward silence. “Where is
father now?” asked Gerard. “What time is it?”

“It’s midmorning,” said Jaleel. “He went to
bed in the last watch of the night. Your breathing had begun to
steady by then.”

Gerard could feel Silveo relaxing against
him, exhausted. Gerard found he could move his own legs and tail.
He didn’t get up, though. He let Silveo sleep. Jaleel brought him
bread and cheese and a little wine and moved the table so that
Gerard could eat off it with one hand.

Then Jaleel sat down again and began poking
through the stack of papers. Gerard realized that he was reviewing
Silveo’s conversations. Gerard had the sudden, strange impression
that this was not his brother. Someone had taken his brother’s
shell and filled it with an altogether kinder, more tactful
grishnard. The oddness of the situation made him feel suddenly
shy.

After a while, he asked, “How are things at
home?”

Jaleel looked up. “Well...other than the
pirates… We signed an excellent trade agreement with Malabar this
spring. Also, I’m married. Did you know that?”

Gerard shook his head.

“I got myself mixed up with a merchant’s
daughter and then a peasant girl—sired a couple of bastards. Father
decided it was time I had a wife. He found one he considered
suitable from the Great Islands. She’s a niece of Lord Haplag, the
daughter of one of his brothers. She’s...well, there’s a reason she
was unclaimed.”

This sounds more like Jaleel. “She is
unattractive?” asked Gerard.

Jaleel’s mouth flicked up, and he glanced at
Silveo. “Yours is prettier.”

You could say that about any number of
women, thought Gerard. He almost said it aloud, but he’d never
joked that way with Jaleel and could not quite get up his nerve to
do so now.

Jaleel’s expression grew sober. “I shouldn’t
say that. She was so lonely when she came to Holovarus. She was
used to parties and teas and balls. I was… I guess I was lonely,
too. Father was trying to catch me up on everything he didn’t teach
me before because you were the perfect heir. I was continually
flying to these dirty little villages and listening to petty
disputes about who was farming whose kelp or oyster bed. My
attitude was…less than gracious. Elizabet missed her balls. I
missed my hunts. We’re doing alright now, though. I think we may
have a child next spring.”

Gerard smiled. “I’m glad. That’s…”
Somehow, I never expected you to grow up. “I’m really glad,
Jaleel.”

Jaleel looked at him with a pained
expression. “Gerard, when you showed up in port that last time, I
thought you’d come home. I know I didn’t say it very well. When I
realized you weren’t coming back, I was so disappointed.
Later, I wished I’d told you. I thought we’d sent you off for the
last time thinking you were unwanted and unmissed. I wondered
whether, if I’d told you properly, you might have stayed. I used to
lie awake at night thinking of what I should have said to you.
Everyone missed you, Gerard. The servants, the griffins, the
townsfolk, the peasants, me.

“Father hardly spoke that first winter after
you left. When he heard you’d been killed, I think the last of his
hair turned white. I know he asked about you every chance he got
when we were abroad. I was never—” Jaleel swallowed, “never as good
as you…to him. I was not a suitable replacement for his
elder son. He tried not to show it, though. He was extraordinarily
patient with me sometimes. We’re fine now.”

Gerard wiped his eyes with the back of his
hand. “I’m sorry, Jaleel. For everything. I missed you, too.”


 Chapter 33.
Mishael

Zebra and gazelle were never as common as
pegasus on Maijha Minor. Of the two, zebra are considered more
valuable by grishnards, since they make sturdy beasts of burden.
They are also more aggressive.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard was positive now that the medicine was
working. His head felt clearer, and the weakness that had pinned
him to the bed when he woke was almost gone. “Jaleel, did Silveo
tell you what’s supposed to happen tonight? Gods, I can’t believe
I’m just lying here. We’ve got to leave. We’ve got to get everyone
out.”

Silveo stirred in his arms.

Jaleel nodded. “He told us. We didn’t want to
move you, though. We thought we’d wait until the last possible
moment.”

“Gwain,” said Gerard. “Did they catch him?
Our party was ambushed. I never saw what happened.”

“We don’t know,” said Jaleel. “We’ve hardly
stirred from our rooms since you arrived. We were afraid to even
send the servants to fetch breakfast, but then we decided it would
look more conspicuous not to.”

The door opened. A figure stood there
silhouetted in soft daylight from the room beyond. “I thought I
heard—” he began and stopped.

Silveo tensed. He was definitely awake
now.

“Father.” Gerard started to swing his legs
over the side of the bed and realized that he was wearing nothing
except a linen shirt, which was not actually his. “Might I trouble
you for my clothes?”

Mishael Holovar laughed—a relieved, tired,
ragged sound. Gerard had never heard his father laugh that way—or
much at all, really.

Silveo let go of Gerard’s shirt and twisted
around. “And Silveo wonders whether there might be soap and a basin
of water somewhere that he could use. If it’s not too much
trouble.”

Jaleel answered. “Yes, I’ll show you.” He
spoke to Silveo, but glanced curiously at Gerard. “Did he really
say that?”

Gerard nodded. “I can hear him as clearly as
I hear you. Didn’t he mention that?”

“I— Yes. That’s amazing.”

Mishael had gone out briefly and came back
with Gerard’s clothes over one arm. Silveo slid off the bed, and
Jaleel offered him his hand. Silveo gave him an annoyed look, as
though to say, “I am not a child.” But then he took three steps and
stumbled. It had been a long two days. Jaleel caught his arm and
guided him out of the room.

Mishael Holovar sat down at the table. He
looked like he’d slept in his clothes, and his hair had gone
completely white. Gerard remembered what Silveo had said when he
met Lord Holovar: “Oh, look, it’s you in thirty years.”
More like forty now.

Mishael was staring at Gerard so intently
that it made him uncomfortable. Gerard thought he might feel less
awkward with clothes on, so he rose with only a hint of
unsteadiness and dressed. His father had wisely brought the spare
clothes Gerard had carried in his pack. Gerard supposed that the
clothes he’d been wearing for the past two days were probably only
good for burning. He found that his bandaged arm gave him twinges
of pain, but he thought he could still fight with it.

When Gerard raised his head again, his father
was glancing aimlessly through the pile of Silveo’s scribbled
messages. Reluctantly, Gerard sat down at the table. He wished
Jaleel and Silveo would return.

Mishael cleared his throat. “Thank you for
your letter. It— I was—”

Gerard spoke quickly. “I should have written
you earlier this summer. I wasn’t sure you wanted to hear from me.
Thank you for saving my life yesterday. You have been very
kind.”

There was another awkward silence. Gerard
thought he should ask about the state of the kingdom. He was about
to do so, when Mishael spoke again, so softly that Gerard could
hardly hear him. He waved his hand over the papers and said,
“Gerard, is this what you want? Or is this…what I drove you
to?”

Gerard stared at him. “What you—?” Surely
you don’t take responsibility for everything that’s gone wrong in
my life. Gerard reached across the table and took Mishael’s
hand. “Father, I meant what I said in my letter. I am happy. I am
content. Please don’t punish yourself on my account.”

Mishael cleared his throat again. “You’re a
lot like your mother, Gerard.”

“Really?”

Gerard had often heard the palace servants
speak of his mother—usually of her hobbies, which had apparently
been many—but he’d rarely heard his father speak of her. Mishael
nodded. “She was a kind person. Kinder than I, and better at
showing it. Better at loving people.” He put a hand over his
face.

Gerard got up and came around the table. He
bent and hugged his father. “Father, please don’t. I always knew
you loved me.” I always suspected it, at least.

Mishael waved him away. “Sit down. This is
not what I wanted to say to you. Please, sit.”

Gerard did. Mishael took a deep breath and
looked at him squarely. “Gerard, if you would sail with us when we
leave here…” Gerard knew his face must show his surprise, because
his father talked faster. “If you would come home, I— You can keep
Silveo. Make him a royal advisor, or secretary, or whatever he
wants. You don’t have to marry. Jaleel has a wife now. His child
can inherit.”

Gerard couldn’t believe what he was
hearing.

“If that’s not enough,” continued Mishael.
“If you want a public apology or…or…if you want me to
abdicate…”

“No,” said Gerard, horrified. “Father,
no.”

Mishael ran a hand over his face. “Name your
price,” he whispered, “and come home.”

Gerard was too agitated to sit anymore. He
rose and paced around the room. Mishael’s eyes followed him.
Several times Gerard started to say something, but each time he
stopped. His thoughts tumbled. I never expected to be able to go
home, see those shelts, walk those beaches. He shut his eyes.
He could picture the map of Holovarus and its holdings. He knew
every village, every hill, every stream, every reef and sandbar. It
was home to him in a way that no other place would ever
be.

Mishael broke into his thoughts. “Pirates
have been raiding and burning villages. Your presence, your
leadership would help so much.”

Gerard’s mind flicked back to what his father
had said about Silveo. It filled him with a mixture of gratitude
and disgust. You don’t approve, he thought. But you feel
that you made such an enormous mistake with Thessalyn that you’re
willing to overlook Silveo.

The peasants and townsfolk, of course, would
not. Part of Gerard wanted to think ill of his father for
suggesting a state office as an excuse for Silveo’s presence, but
Gerard knew that wasn’t fair. Little, backwater Holovarus had not
been able to get its collective mind around the idea of a peasant
grishnard queen. They would have been horrified by even a female
foxling. Calling Silveo Gerard’s mate could place him in physical
danger.

Still… Silveo would be an excellent royal
advisor. We could run the kingdom between us better than I could do
it alone. I suspect he would enjoy it.

But would he enjoy it enough to leave
the Fang? Gerard thought of Basil, Lu, Gwain, Sirwen, Mink,
Marlo, and all the other friends whom he and Silveo would likely
never see again if they stayed on Holovarus. He realized that if he
did this, he would pluck Silveo completely out of the world he knew
and loved, into a world with which he was unfamiliar—a potentially
hostile world, where a foxling would be viewed as a curiosity and
an inferior.

He would do it, thought Gerard, if
I asked. And he would adjust. He’s adjusted to worse. Silveo
had spent his whole life adjusting and readjusting.

Gerard thought of the Fang. He thought
of Dakar. He thought of lonely numeraries under a summer sky. He
opened his mouth, shut it, opened it again. “Father, I don’t think
you’re being fair to Jaleel.”

Mishael blinked at him.

“I talked to him while you were sleeping.
He’s grown up a lot, Father. I think he’ll make a good king. He
wants so badly to impress you, but he believes you have eyes only
for me. Somehow, he still manages to love me.”

Mishael made a croaking sound. Gerard wasn’t
sure if it was a laugh or a sob. “Maybe…maybe you’re right. I’m
afraid Jaleel has had to learn a great deal rather quickly.”

Gerard smiled. “It sounds to me like he’s
done a good job…after some bucking. He also sounds fond of the wife
you picked for him, even though he was not at first inspired by her
appearance. He spoke with wisdom and compassion of her and the
kingdom. I cannot imagine that he would make a poor showing against
pirates.”

Mishael nodded slowly. “He does not have your
way of making everyone love him, but he is improving.” Mishael met
Gerard’s eyes again, pleading. “But, Gerard, your brother does not
want to be king. He will resent the throne. You never did. Not
until I mishandled—”

Gerard came over to the chair he’d been
sitting in and dragged it around the table alongside Mishael’s. He
sat down beside his father and put an arm around him. Gerard had
always found it difficult to hug Mishael, because his father never
properly hugged back. He tended to go rigid and pat a shoulder or
back awkwardly until he was released.

He was no less awkward now, but he wrapped
Gerard’s free arm in a vice-like grip. “I am so sorry about
Thessalyn. You have no idea how I’ve—”

“Father, please let that go. She would not
want you to suffer forever. She would not want you to suffer at
all.” Gerard took a deep breath. “As I’ve said, I am happy on my
ship. Jaleel is beginning to take pride in his work. I think if you
express unreserved confidence in his ability to rule the kingdom,
he will want to. I think he does already, but he’s afraid it
will be snatched away from him at any moment.”

Mishael’s shoulders slumped a little, but
Gerard could tell he was thinking.

“We will visit Holovarus when this is over,”
said Gerard, “before we leave for the Pendalons. I may return to
Wefrivain someday. We’ve talked of making the Fang a
merchant ship. When I can, I will visit you.”

“Please do,” said Mishael softly.


 Chapter 34.
Avenyar

All of the island deities call themselves
male. This is curious. I suspect they are hermaphroditic. If there
are female wyverns, they keep themselves well-hidden. It has been
hypothesized that they reproduce by breeding with the Temple
Priestesses. While this makes a good campfire story to horrify
listeners, it is too ridiculous to be believed.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard went looking for a bath after that,
careful to avoid the windows in the suite. Mishael and Jaleel had
brought two palace servants with them, both of whom had known
Gerard since childhood. They greeted him warmly, and he asked after
their wives, children, and grandchildren.

When he was clean and a dressed again, he
returned to the dining table and found Silveo writing notes to
Jaleel and his father. Mishael was shaking his head. “We can try to
tell them, but they will not believe us. They will believe that we
are trying to deceive them for some gain, or that we ourselves have
been deceived. They will want to know the source of such
information.”

“You’re talking about trying to warn the
grishnard kings that the gods are going to help the fauns kill
them?” asked Gerard.

Silveo nodded. “Gerard, ask your father
and brother if they’d be willing to send their servants door to
door with messages. The messages must be delivered
anonymously.”

Gerard repeated this. Mishael frowned. “What
messages?”

Silveo fidgeted. Finally, he pulled from an
inside pocket of his coat a carefully-wrapped parcel in oilskin. He
unwrapped it, and Gerard recognized the bundle of letters he’d seen
beneath the false bottom of the drawer that contained Silveo’s
little treasure chest on Mance.

Gerard saw that the letters were tucked into
the pages of a tiny notebook no bigger than Silveo’s palm. He
reached out and, when Silveo made no move to stop him, extricated
the little book. Carefully, he turned the delicate pages. He did
not recognize the writing.

“It’s in cipher.”

“Silveo, is this your assassin’s journal? The
one you kept when you realized you were…having blank spaces?”

Silveo nodded. “Every contract I took
during my most desperate years. Dates, details, names.”

Jaleel and Mishael had started picking up the
letters. Gerard saw his father’s eyes go round. Jaleel put a hand
over his mouth. “Oh, gods.” Then he laughed. “Are these real?”

Silveo nodded.

Gerard picked up one of the letters. It was
an exact description of what was to be done to a certain merchant
who had apparently been wealthy enough to own an estate on Haplag.
The originator of the contract was not named, but he called the
target “father.”

Gerard tried to explain. “Silveo was an
assassin from the age of twelve to seventeen. He was the
Priestess’s assassin, but he took other contracts, too.”

Jaleel stared at him. “Twelve?”

“Yes, he—” Gerard hesitated.

“You can tell them.”

“His mother sold him to a brothel on Sern
when he was seven. The Priestess released him at twelve. She put a
knife in his hand and aimed him at her enemies.”

This was sufficiently sordid that neither
Jaleel nor Mishael seemed to have any idea what to say. Gerard
glanced at his father. “Silveo wants me to tell you that he’s sorry
he was so uncivil when you met.”

Mishael looked at Silveo. “I realize you were
trying to protect my son.”

“He says he’s afraid you would find him
uncivil even when he wasn’t.”

Mishael smiled. “I have never known Gerard to
love someone who was not a good person.”

Silveo looked much astonished. Gerard rolled
his eyes. “He says I think everyone’s a good person. Silveo, that
is not true. Almost everyone? Well, almost everyone is.”

Jaleel held up a piece of paper. “According
to this, the heir to the throne of Haplag is not the son of Lord
Haplag, but of Lord Sern. I wonder how Lord Haplag would handle
that information, as he’s currently providing a refuge for the
entire court of Sern.”

Silveo nodded. “I was paid a large sum of
money by Lady Haplag and later Lord Sern to make sure the affair
did not become known. At the time, it would have cost the lady her
life and probably provoked civil war between the two kingdoms. The
child would have perished as well. I understand he’s now a thriving
prince, much-loved by his father…well, by his king, at least. I had
to kill two ladies and a prominent healer in order to keep him that
way. The healer was actually stupid enough to try to blackmail Lord
Sern. One of the ladies whose unfortunate knowledge put her on my
to-do list happened to be the younger sister of Lady Laliani of the
Small Kingdoms. The other was cousin to Lord Mance and to part of
the extended royal family in Maijha.”

Gerard repeated all this. Mishael had an
expression of intense distaste, but he was listening. “Well, that’s
a volatile piece of information,” said Jaleel. “Can you prove
it?”

Silveo shrugged. “I wouldn’t have to. Some
shelts had reason to be suspicious. I could list times, dates,
details about the bodies. If I provided this information and the
explanation for the events to the right persons, it would provoke
investigation and accusation. The truth would become apparent to
enough shelts to create conflict across multiple kingdoms.”

Silveo gave a tight little smile. “You
would not believe how much business a good assassin can get from
the royal families. Lord Lecklock had an intense affair with one of
the younger daughters of a Maijhan noble. She became pregnant, and
he grew afraid that, since she was of royal blood, she might insist
on something special for the child. I was hired to make her
disappear. Her sister married the younger brother of Lord Maijha,
who recently inherited the throne. I cannot imagine that Lady
Maijha would look kindly upon this information.”

Silveo ran a finger through the papers.
“It wasn’t all about children. There were a couple of prominent
royal advisors who were thought to be giving kings the wrong
advice. Those were tricky. In one case, I was supposed to make the
person go mad.”

Mishael listened to Gerard with a pained
expression. “I do not understand how circulating this information
will be any better than the fauns throwing the islands into war.
This will produce the same effect.”

Silveo shook his head. “I don’t mean to
circulate it. I mean to threaten to.”

Everyone considered this. “Tell them they
must leave at once or find their darkest secrets in the hands of
their friends and enemies…” said Jaleel thoughtfully. “That might
work. You would have to choose carefully what you said. It would
need to be completely anonymous.”

At that moment, one of the servants came into
the room. “The…uh…person who helped last night is in the sitting
room again. He wishes to speak with Gerard.”

Gerard glanced up. He’d meant to ask about
this person and forgot. “Silveo, do you know who he is?”

Silveo snorted. “I have a guess. Go on.
See what he has to say. He seems to be on our side for the moment.
I’ll see if I can get some blackmail in order.”

Feeling no more enlightened, Gerard followed
the servant into the sitting room. He found a tall, black-haired
grishnard, elegantly dressed in crimson and gold. He had a gold
earring in one ear and looked like nothing so much as a pirate
king. His eyes were black, with the faint sheen of a raven’s
wing.

Gerard stammered something to the
servant—something about leaving them alone.

The stranger watched him with a quizzical
smile. “I see you are better,” he purred. “Wormwood—it is a
well-kept secret.”

“You’re—” began Gerard.

“You may call me Avenyar,” he said. “It’s
what they used to call me…three or four hundred years ago.”

“Avenyar. You’re Dakar’s father.”

Avenyar looked at him blankly.

“Maven,” said Gerard.

“Ah!” His eyes lit, and he clapped his
hands.

“I thought you didn’t know how to shift,”
said Gerard.

“Oh, one remembers eventually. I have been
asleep for some years.” He yawned.

“Thank you for saving my life.”

“My daughter would have been distraught if I
had not,” said Avenyar. “She wishes to travel with you.”

“Does this displease you?”

Avenyar shook his head. “She must learn about
the world. She has chosen you as her conduit. It will be good for
her to see things outside of Wefrivain. Maven could remain with you
for all of your days, and then come back here and rule an island. I
tried to tell her this. I forgot how young she is. The knowledge
that you and Silveo and her other friends would grow old and die
distressed her very much.”

“Ah.” Gerard remembered how quiet and unhappy
Dakar had been when she’d first come back to the ship.

“She is young,” repeated the wyvern. “She can
wander the earth before she nests. Perhaps it will make
her…different…from her mother.”

“Do wyverns have children often?” asked
Gerard. “Does Dakar have many siblings?”

Avenyar laughed. “You shelts,” he said, “your
females come into season once or twice a year. But a female wyvern
comes into season only once in a hundred years. I do not think
Dakar has any full siblings in the islands. She… Her mother…”
Avenyar scratched his head.

Gerard had the feeling that he’d reminded
someone only half sane of a disturbing and painful memory. “I am
sorry,” he said quickly. “I did not mean to—”

“No, no,” said Avenyar. “It is useful for you
to know these things, as you will be traveling with my daughter.
She will likely not come into her first season, of course, in your
lifetime, but she needs to understand that it puts her in danger.
When wyverns mate, we can absorb each other, just as we absorb
clothes or weaker minds. The weaker wyvern is in danger when
wyverns mate.”

And you were the weaker wyvern,
thought Gerard. She didn’t kill you, but she took
something.

Avenyar gave a long, melancholy sigh. “We are
the loneliest creatures in the world, Gerard. We are only perfectly
understood by one another, but we quarrel, and we do not trust each
other. We find it easier to take shelts and talking beasts as
lovers. They pose no danger to us, but they have such short lives.
It is difficult to keep caring about them when they keep
dying.”

Gerard thought that Avenyar had, perhaps,
forgotten he was talking to one.

“Female wyverns are not often fertile,”
continued Avenyar, “but male wyverns may produce half-breed
offspring more frequently. Dakar does have half-siblings in the
islands, though I have lost track of them all. Some are secondary
deities in my temple.”

Gerard was fascinated. “Can the half-breeds
change shape?”

The wyvern shrugged. “Many can change shape
only when a skilled telepath touches them and effects the change.
Others can master one or two shapes by themselves. They have
shorter lives than wyverns, and they are easier to kill.”

He gave an odd giggle. “How large they grow
also depends on their non-wyvern blood. Mapali of Haplag once took
it into his head to live as a songbird for a season. This resulted
in half a dozen tiny wyverns who never grew any larger than ocelot
kittens and chirped as often as they spoke. Morchella told him that
the sight of such creatures would cause shelts to lose all respect
for us. She said that if he did it again, she would find she had a
hunger for songbirds.”

Avenyar’s voice grew sober. “Morchella has
made it a practice to go around the islands and collect half-breeds
at a young age. Depending on their abilities and favored shapes,
she gives them temples of their own, or lets them serve as
priestesses or secondary deities.”

Gerard wondered how long he could keep
Avenyar talking. “Can the half-breeds reproduce?”

Avenyar shrugged. “Sometimes. Not
usually.”

Gerard told him about what had happened to
Farell. “Ah! My daughter is very talented!” Avenyar took a few
steps back and forth. Gerard noticed that his tail seemed to have
too many joints. “Your friend probably had some wyvern blood. A
quarter? An eighth? Just enough for Maven to shape his substance.
She could not have done this with a full-blooded shelt.” He rubbed
his hands. “It is very difficult, though, even upon a mix-breed of
diluted blood. Oh, she is a powerful telepath.”

Gerard wracked his brains for more questions
while Avenyar was in a talkative mood. He wished Gwain were here.
“How many full-blooded wyverns are there in the islands?”

“Only five,” said Avenyar, “the gods of the
Great Islands. They are all male, except Morchella. There used to
be two other females, but she killed them.” Gerard could not tell
what Avenyar thought about this. “She does not want more
full-blooded wyverns,” he said. “She believes this is all the
islands can support. I am not sure what she will do to Maven when
she comes of age.”

Gerard understood better, then, why Avenyar
was willing to let Dakar sail with him. He wanted to ask Avenyar
what he thought of Morchella, whether it was loneliness or fear or
madness that had prompted him to produce a daughter with her,
whether he approved of her tyranny in the islands, whether he loved
her.

However, Gerard decided that he did not know
the wyvern well enough to ask those questions, and he did not want
to risk angering him. If he wasn’t willing to defy her, he
wouldn’t have saved my life. He wouldn’t have sent his wyverns—his
children I suppose, Dakar’s half-siblings—to escort Dakar back to
our ship.

Gerard had a growing sense of urgency.
“Avenyar, we are grateful for all you’ve done. Could you tell me
what has happened to Gwain Maijha and the shelts who came with
him?”

“The fauns have put them in a cage,” said
Avenyar airily. “I think they are planning to burn them tonight, or
perhaps Morchella means to devour them. I am not sure which.”
Gerard was sure, then, that Avenyar was not quite sane. No sane
person could claim to be a friend and speak of such things with
indifference.

Gerard chose his words carefully. “Then may I
ask one more favor of you? Would it be possible for you to keep
Morchella and her wyverns away from the Lodge today and this
evening?” I think we can handle fauns, but not wyverns, not with
Morchella pulling strings.

Avenyar considered. He laughed. “She won’t
like that.”

“Can you do it? Will you? For Dakar? For her
friends who love her and want to take her away from Wefrivain?”

“I will try,” he said. “But you should
complete your business as quickly as possible. I am not sure how
long I can do what you ask.”

Gerard nodded. He was beginning to see a way
out of this, and he felt a flood of gratitude and relief. “Thank
you, Avenyar. I will tell your daughter. I think she will be
proud.”


 Chapter 35.
Sarengail

Gazelle, with their small, delicate bone
structure, are of little use to grishnards, except as interesting
quarry. Only gazumelle children are small enough to ride their
animal counterparts, and they traditionally spend much of their
childhoods with the herd before moving into adult shelt society. It
is not uncommon for grishnards hunting gazelle to shoot a child by
accident.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

When Gerard returned to the dining table, he
found Silveo, Jaleel, and Mishael putting the finishing touches on
twenty short notes—five for the kings of the Great Islands and
fifteen for the Small Kingdoms who were known to be in attendance.
There were three tiny kingdoms, which Jaleel and Mishael did not
think were present. In addition, the lords and executors of some of
the large holdings of the Great Islands had also come, and they
were just as important as the Small Kingdoms. “But this should
get things started,” said Silveo. “I think if guests start
leaving—especially the parties from the Great Islands—it will
trigger a mass exodus.”

The two servants from Holovarus would deliver
the notes personally. They were instructed to slide them under the
proper doors without being seen. The notes were addressed to the
king or queen alone. Even if a servant did open them, the contents
were worded so that a stranger could make little of them.

After this was finished, Silveo had a hard
time convincing Gerard to stay in the apartment and wait. “If
Gwain and the others were alive this morning, they’ll likely be
alive for the next quarter watch. Soon the fauns will have
something else to worry about. Wait.”

“I think it’s time for you to get your
griffins and fly back to your ship,” Gerard told his father and
brother. “I’ll see you on Holovarus. If not, you’ll get a second
copy of my letter. I ordered it delivered in the event of my
death.”

Jaleel looked offended. “You think you’re the
only one who can use a sword, Gerard?”

Gerard had been afraid this might happen.
“Jaleel, you have a wife and will soon have a child. You have a
kingdom.” Jaleel opened his mouth to argue, and Gerard said almost
under his breath, “And if things go badly here, our father does not
need to lose two sons.”

Jaleel still argued after that, but without
much conviction. A quarter watch later, Lord Holovar, Jaleel, and
their two servants had packed their bags. They hugged Gerard
good-bye, and Jaleel even bent and hugged Silveo. Then they were
gone.

Gerard paced the empty apartment. He told
Silveo everything he could remember of his rambling conversation
with Avenyar and what the wyvern had promised to do for them.

Silveo frowned. “Sounds almost too easy,
doesn’t it?”

Something was definitely happening outside.
They heard shouting once, and twice someone ran past their door.
Once, someone hammered on it, but when they did not answer, the
person went away.

“Wait,” Silveo kept saying.
“Gerard, wait.”

The instant that the light began to fade,
Gerard threw open the door, and they stepped into the hall. He
could only hope that most of the kings had taken their leave. He
could only hope that the Lodge and its environs were now free of
Morchella’s wyverns. The fauns should be puzzled and off balance.
I hope.

Gerard knew the location of at least one set
of cages that he’d found during his last visit. He strode along the
corridor, thinking of how to get there. He saw that the wyvern’s
carcass had been removed, although its blood still stained the
floorboards. He descended to the first landing with Silveo
pattering behind him, and they reached the ground without
encountering another shelt.

At this point, they almost collided with two
zeds coming in the opposite direction. They were each carrying a
sloshing barrel of what might have been ale. Far from seeming
suspicious or asking questions, they looked frightened and hurried
away whispering to each other.

Silveo’s nostrils twitched. He stared after
them.

“What is it?” asked Gerard, but Silveo only
shook his head.

Gerard rounded the building. Across a
courtyard, he saw the main hall of the Great Lodge. A knot of trees
had been cut down in the center of the courtyard. In the midst of
the stumps stood the largest Monument Gerard had ever seen, piled
round with kindling. If Gwain’s research was accurate, then it had
once been covered in gold or copper, but that had long since been
stripped away. Only ancient black metal remained—rusting and
hacked, but still recognizable as a pair of brooding wings. The
smooth, mottled colors and contours of driftwood made an odd
contrast around the Monument’s base.

Gerard stiffened. Amongst the torches burning
in front of the main hall, he saw tall stakes, on which bodies had
been impaled. “Oh, no.” He crossed the courtyard at a half run.

Silveo protested loudly in his head.
“Gerard, what are you doing? This is the worst place to go. We
need to be hiding. Gerard!”

The corpses were clearly grishnards. Gerard
thought for one horrified moment that they were the kings, but then
he recognized one and felt sick again for a new reason. They were
Police—probably sent by Morchella to collect Gwain, Gerard, and
Silveo. Gerard had recruited a couple of them himself. Of
course, Morchella meant to betray them as well—all her grishnard
servants. One was Arundel—impaled through the belly. A fly
crawled across his sightless eyes.

Gerard was about to turn away when Silveo
caught his hand, ears pricked. “Perhaps this was a good idea
after all. I think maybe Gwain didn’t wait to be rescued.”

Gerard followed him up the steps in the
twilight. As they stepped into the foyer, Gerard could hear angry
voices. The doors of the main hall were open. The room beyond was
full of fauns, and at the center, he could hear an angry
debate.

Silveo’s hand tightened on Gerard’s as they
started into the crowd. The fauns were armed. Male and female—they
were wild, lean-muscled creatures with clothes made of leather and
fur, and buttons and clasps of bone. They had bone jewelry and
teeth sewn into their clothes. Their leather garments were stitched
with scenes of torture and death. A revenge cult. Merta wasn’t
joking. There were a sprinkling of non-grishnard panauns as
well—ocelons and foxlings and the occasional leopon—but they were
mostly fauns.

Silveo crowded against his leg. “Gerard,
if they see you…”

However, the fauns were so focused on the
center of the room that they took no notice of Gerard or Silveo.
Many of them stood on chairs or tables to see better. They were
alternately whispering to each other and straining to hear.

Gerard was taller than most of the fauns, and
he soon spotted the shelts at the center. One was Gwain. He looked
a little worse for wear. Gerard suspected his captors had beaten
him. Nevertheless, he was standing well enough and arguing
passionately. He spoke as much to the crowd of fauns as to the
proud zed warrior across from him.

“You don’t have to do this! There is still
time. Defend your homes. Offer help to those trying to restore
peace. This is your chance to gain respect and win your freedom,
but not at the price of enslaving yourselves to wyverns.”

The zed was perhaps ten or fifteen years
older than Gwain, but very much in her prime. She was wearing a
cape made of two grishnard skins and a necklace of teeth and bones.
She held a spear in her hand. Near the tip, where some shelts
placed decorative feathers, she’d tied a limp, tufted tail. It
flapped and dangled as she waved the spear.

“We have been eaten, skinned, hunted, beaten,
blinded, castrated, flogged, worked to death, killed for sport,
raped for pleasure, and mutilated for entertainment!” With each
accusation, the crowd gave a little snarl. Her speech had the
cadence of a chant that had been delivered many times before.
“There can be no forgiveness!” she shouted. “No quarter, no mercy,
no alliance with grishnards!”

Gwain looked exasperated. “So you will do the
same? How will that make you better?”

“Better?” hissed Sarengail. “There is no
better. There is only winner and loser. They have grown weak, while
we have grown strong. We can take their palaces and cities and
ships. We do not need to be content with dirt and ashes any
longer.”

“Take their temples, you mean?” snapped
Gwain. “So you can have the ‘privilege’ of offering yourselves at
moon festival? So that you can move at the beck and call of
wyverns, so that you can be their new lackeys?”

“Everyone knows that the dominant species are
the least likely to be offered as sacrifices,” said
Sarengail dismissively. “The wyverns currently eat far more fauns
than grishnards. We will change their diet.”

Gwain shook his head. “If you do this, you
will know for all your days that you did not succeed because you
were better or wiser or smarter.” He looked around at the fauns.
“You will know that you succeeded only because a bully and tyrant
grew tired of her old toys and reached for new ones. One day you
will no longer be shiny and new, and you or your descendants will
suffer her treachery as well. You will know that you had a chance
to make the world better, and you traded it for petty revenge.”
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“This is fool’s talk!” bellowed Sarengail.
She began a new litany of abuses, but the fauns weren’t entirely
listening. They were whispering among themselves.

Gerard guessed that Gwain had only been
allowed to speak because a significant number of the fauns
supported him or at least wished to hear what he had to say.
However, there were not enough to overpower the war-minded party.
That was why the debate continued. It would end the moment they
reached a tipping point. Gerard did not think it would end in
Gwain’s favor.

“I don’t know how you did it,” snarled
Sarengail, “but I am certain your treachery is the reason the
grishnard kings have fled. You will pay for this.”

“You had me in a cage, Gail,” said Gwain
quietly. “I had nothing to do with that. I am on your side, though
you won’t believe it.”

The zed shook her gleaming black and white
hair. “Then prove it. Help us with swords, not words.”

Gerard heard the fauns around him whispering.
“The gods are not here. The grishnard kings have escaped. The gods
never meant to help us. We’re all doomed.”

Gerard had finally reached a point near the
center of the room. He caught sight of Sirwen, staring at him
across the open space. Sirwen mouthed the words, “Get—out!”

Silveo saw it and said instantly. “He’s
right, Gerard. This is a terrible place to be a grishnard.”

“We don’t need to burn the grishnard kings
today,” Sarengail was saying. “We will kill them in their own beds
before red moon wanes. We will cross to the mainland tonight and
attack! We will be victorious! The gods are on our side!”

An uncertain cheer went up from the watching
fauns.

“For all of you who do not want to spend your
lives fighting grishnards and serving wyverns, my ships are on the
far side of Maijha-81,” said Gwain. “We have nine ships and plenty
of room. You can collect your families and meet me there.” He
turned and made to stride out of the hall. Some of the fauns parted
for him, but some did not. The murmuring in the room escalated.

“Where are your gods?” shouted Gwain. “Answer
me that! They have deserted you! Perhaps they never meant to help
you. Perhaps they are bringing grishnards here to kill you as we
speak! Come with me. I am going somewhere safe.”

The crowd parted.

Sarengail screamed after him.
“Half-grishnard! You were always tainted!”

Gwain kept walking. The crowd rippled and
stirred. Gerard could not be sure, but he thought that many of them
moved towards the door.

Sarengail gave a high, angry laugh. “And how
do you expect to leave, traitors?”

“On pegasus!” someone shouted back. “Before
you get us all killed.”

“We are going to Maijha Major,” she snarled,
“or nowhere at all.”

Silveo’s hand tightened suddenly in Gerard’s.
“Gerard, out! We’ve got to get out!”

Someone in the crowd screamed. “Smoke! I
smell smoke!” There was a stampede for the door. Gerard scooped up
Silveo to keep him from being trampled. They were carried along
through the foyer and down the steps.

Gerard smelled the smoke and heard the roar
before he reached the courtyard. He thought, All the buildings
are made of wood. He thought, I know what was in those
barrels the two zeds were carrying. He thought, The way to
keep soldiers from turning back on foreign soil is to burn the
ships.

The ships were the pegasus.


 Chapter 36.
Pegasus

Ancient Firebird Monuments were fashioned
from any number of substances, but most were overlaid with copper
or gold. Occasionally, the Monuments were made of wood with gold
paint. One may ask how these Monuments were lit without destroying
them. The answer is unclear.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Two buildings over from the main hall, a
lodge was billowing flame. Even the dry, old wood should not have
burned so quickly. Unless it was doused with lamp oil. Over
the sound of the fire came the screaming of frightened animals
trapped inside.

The fauns were screaming, too. “Are you
mad?!” Gerard saw a shavier punch a zed in the face.

No, no, he thought. Now is not the
time to fight with each other.

But that was what they were doing. Weapons
were drawn. Zeds, shavier, gazumelle, foxlings, ocelons, and
leopons were bellowing accusations at each other over the
background roar of the burning lodge and the shriek of dying
pegasus. Gerard felt paralyzed, helpless.

He realized next moment that Silveo had left
his side. He was running towards the burning building, and then
Gerard was running after him. “They can’t be in the upper
stories.” Silveo’s voice was calm and that helped. “They’d
already be dead. I bet they’re in the basement. They’ve smelled the
smoke, and that’s all. If these stupid fauns would stop fighting,
they could get them out.”

Silveo and Gerard ran around the building,
looking for a way in. The pegasus were definitely in the basement.
A grill about a hand’s breadth from the ground showed their
frightened faces and rolling eyes, shoving and kicking frantically
at the metal lattice. Gerard heard a roar and looked up to see the
roof of the lodge cave into the upper floor. That’s what will
kill them—the building collapsing.

Several of the fauns—mostly shavier—obviously
had the same idea. Gerard nearly ran into one as he came around the
back of the building. “Where is the entrance?” he shouted at the
faun. “How do we get in?”

The faun didn’t seem to notice that Gerard
was a grishnard, or perhaps it just wasn’t important anymore. “Down
here!” he panted. “But the zeds have ruined the door.”

The entrance to the basement was in a broad
stairwell, and the door was made of steel. Four fauns were
struggling with it. The knob had been smashed and bent, the locking
mechanism hopelessly warped. The hinges had been beaten into a
solid mass, the screws ruined.

Nevertheless, the fauns had succeeded in
opening the door a fraction. A thin plume of smoke trailed from
within. In their desperation, the fauns were hacking at the metal
with their swords, which did nothing but dull the blades. Overhead,
the entire upper story of the building fell with a roar and a
shower of sparks.

“Back!” bellowed Gerard. “Let me try.”

They obeyed. They probably would have obeyed
anyone who shouted at them and acted like he might have a
solution.

Gerard touched the door. It was warm, but not
yet scalding. He eased his fingers into the open crack, got a good
grip, and began to pull. At first, nothing happened, but he thought
he felt something give just a little.

He braced himself and pulled harder. His arms
and back burned. He thought of pushing a windlass. He thought of
rowing with broken ribs. He pulled. There was a hideous grinding
shriek as the bottom of the door gouged a tiny crescent over the
stone paving. The fauns began to cheer, but the door stopped after
only a few fingerbreadths. Gerard set his teeth. He could feel
sweat running between his shoulder blades, every muscle straining.
Gerard began to see spots.

Then someone else was beside him. Sirwen.
They were both pulling, and the door moved again. A little bit and
a little bit. They stopped and crouched over, panting. Someone was
patting Gerard on the back, encouraging him. But it’s not
enough, he thought, not enough for a pegasus to get through.
Not enough for a faun to get through. We’ll try again in a
moment.

He glanced up just in time to see Silveo
wriggling through the narrow space. “No!” shouted Gerard, but
Silveo was already away into the blackness.

“I can do this, Gerard. Trust me.”

“That might work,” gasped Sirwen.

Overhead, the second story fell. Sparks
showered down around them. That left only the ground floor. “If we
can’t open it from the outside, how can he open it from the
inside?!” demanded Gerard.

“He can’t, but the pegasus might. I think
they’ve been crowded into cages. They can’t get to the door.”

As though to demonstrate his point, there was
a terrific thump. The door dented visibly and jumped in its frame.
The shavier cheered, and everyone ran back a pace. Another thump,
and the whole door shuddered. A third, and it flew off its hinges,
folded almost in half. A huge red and gray pegasus charged out of
the door, trumpeting his excitement and relief. Another emerged and
another, and then they were pouring out.

Sirwen turned to Gerard. He had dried blood
on the side of his face and a black eye. “Gerard, Merta is hurt. I
think she’ll live, but we’ve got to get her back to the ship. The
Police almost killed Marlo. They nearly beat him to death. He needs
a healer. I’m going to see if I can grab one of these pegasus for
them. If you and Silveo can’t find a pegasus to carry you, get down
to the beach; we’ll send out fliers to look for anyone who’s trying
to reach us.”

Gerard nodded, and Sirwen raced away. Pegasus
continued to pour from the door, sometimes struggling with each
other in the entrance. Gerard could hear cheering from the
courtyard around the Monument. The sky overhead filled with darting
bodies, colorful feathers, and sparks. Gerard thought he should ask
a pegasus to wait, but he didn’t know their names, and they were
wild with fright.

He thought that Silveo must be flat against a
wall in there to keep from getting trampled. He waited, watching
the fire nervously until no more pegasus emerged. “Silveo!”

Gerard frowned. Did he come out without me
seeing? In all the flurry and swirl of feathers, there had been
moments when he did not have a clear view of the door. Gerard
turned around just to make sure Silveo wasn’t standing behind
him.

He saw no one. Even the shavier had gone.
Looking around, Gerard realized that the fire had spread to the two
neighboring buildings. Whether they wanted to stay on Maijha Minor
or not, everyone was getting out of the Great Lodge. “Silveo?!”

Gerard tried to be calm. Maybe he’s hurt.
Maybe he got kicked. Maybe he’s unconscious. That made sense.
It would explain why Silveo had not answered.

Gerard took another look at the burning upper
story. It looked like it might collapse at any moment. He charged
into the dark, smoky stairwell.

After the mad glow of firelight, it took his
eyes a moment to adjust to the dim basement. He saw large cage
cells to either side of a walkway. The doors had no locks, but the
mechanism would be impossible for a beast to open from the inside.
The cells received light and ventilation from a narrow grill at
ground level. Faint light came through the grill.

Gerard saw nothing in the hallway. He started
down the row, looking in each cell, calling as he went. When he got
about halfway, he heard a noise. It was the sound of
breathing—strained, shuddering, slow.

Gerard forgot completely about the burning
building above his head. He could think of nothing but that noise.
His heart thudded in his ears as he ran down the aisle to the last
cell on the right. The door was standing open.

Gerard saw a griffin with its back to him.
There was a smear of blood across the floor. Gerard opened his
mouth. He had intended to speak, but it came out as a moan.

Alsair raised his head. His beak glistened
crimson. “Looking for something, Gerard?”


 Chapter 37.
Silveo

There is evidence that the early inhabitants
of Maijha Minor had a sophisticated understanding of flame. Legend
says that they painted the Monuments with a substance that kept
them from burning. Unfortunately, it did not keep pirates from
stripping and stealing the gold.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Gerard tried to answer. He was shaking so
badly he could hardly stand. “Alsair, please.”

“Please, what?” Alsair half turned, and
Gerard saw a hint of white fur and a bloodstained paw. The paw was
trembling faintly, twitching. Gerard had seen griffins twitch like
that when their spines had been severed. Alsair shifted, and the
ragged breaths ceased.

To Gerard, their absence was the loudest
sound in the world. He gripped the doorframe. “Alsair, please let
him go. Please. You can have me. I’ll do anything. Just let
him—”

“Ohhh,” the griffin crooned. “I don’t think
so. He makes such amusing noises.” He dug with his beak into the
thing between his paws. A bubbling whine filled the cell. Alsair
twisted his beak, and the sounded ended in a squeak.

Gerard thought he would scream.

Alsair gave a disgusted sniff. “If you want
him, come and get him.” He leapt to his feet, snapped his beak
around the confusion of blood-soaked fur and clothing, and darted
past Gerard into the hall.

Gerard heard himself sob. He ran after the
griffin. He thought, Silveo, you let him out. You opened his
cage. Oh, Silveo.

Alsair did not run fast or far. He did not
take flight, and he let Gerard keep him in sight as he bounded
around the disintegrating lodge into the courtyard. It seemed a
strange irony that, although nearly all the buildings were on fire,
the Monument and its pile of kindling remained untouched. Its
shadow danced here and there and everywhere as the flames spread.
Alsair turned to face Gerard beneath the dark wings. He dropped
Silveo and stepped over him.

Gerard felt oddly disconnected—as though he
were watching himself and Alsair from a great distance. “Your
leaders betrayed you. Morchella sold you to the fauns, and they
locked you in a cage to die. Arundel is hanging over there on a
spike!” His voice broke. “Silveo saved your life just now.” He
tried to.

“Betrayed me?” repeated Alsair, his voice
thick with bitterness. “Well, you did that first. I told you I
would kill Silveo. I told you a long time ago. Come and claim his
body. See if you can get to him in time to say good-bye.”

Gerard hardly knew what happened next. His
sword was in his hand, he was slashing and lunging at Alsair, and
the griffin was striking at him with paws and beak. They were
moving with blinding speed, and then Alsair’s paw knocked him
flat.

Gerard stared up at his old friend. The
flames were dancing in Alsair’s black eyes. His paw was heavy on
Gerard’s chest. His beak, wet with Silveo’s blood, hovered above
Gerard’s heart. They looked at each other.

And finally Gerard knew the truth. You
can’t kill me.

Gerard’s fingertips found his sword hilt. He
kicked into Alsair’s stomach, shoving him back just enough to
plunge his sword into the griffin’s chest. Alsair gasped. A drop of
blood welled from his left nostril. Then his weight came down
heavily, and Gerard had to struggle to get out from under him.

Without meaning to, he found that he had the
griffin’s head in his lap. The light was dying in Alsair’s eyes. He
coughed a spray of blood. His voice sounded small, lost. “Gerard?”
His breathing rattled….stuttered…stopped.

Gerard’s vision swam. He would have cried for
Alsair, but there was no time. No time left at all.

He pushed his way out from under Alsair’s
corpse and crawled across the dirt to Silveo. Gerard picked him up
with shaking hands.

A whisper. “Your foxling’s cold,
Gerard.”

He was. Gerard couldn’t remember Silveo ever
feeling cold to the touch. The blood felt warm, though, and there
were wet, sticky loops dangling from his belly. Gerard tried to put
them back, but Silveo protested, his hands clutching weakly at
Gerard’s shirt. “Just hold me, Gerard. Please, just hold
me.”

Gerard stroked his hair. “It’s alright,” he
whispered senselessly. “It’s alright, it’s alright.”

Silveo’s grip began to relax. His voice grew
faint in Gerard’s head. “Thank you,” he whispered. “It
was really, really nice…being loved.”

And then he was too weak to communicate
words—just a warm, bright shape in Gerard’s mind—a candle flame.
The flame wavered, flickered. Gerard fancied that the shape of it
lingered for an instant after Silveo’s body had gone completely
limp. Then even that was gone.

Gerard staggered to his feet, choking on
tears. Silveo’s body felt even smaller in death than it had in
life. Dimly, Gerard saw the outline of the Monument, and he went
towards it. He laid Silveo among the twisted branches. Then he went
to the edge of the courtyard, wrenched one of the burning torches
out of its socket, and brought it to light the wood.

Your pyre, lovely. Your funeral pyre. It
will be a pretty one with driftwood.

Then he dropped to his knees, buried his face
in his hands, and sobbed.

A voice behind him: “Did that little whore
finally die? Surely it’s not him you’re crying about.”

Gerard raised his head. He could see
Morchella’s shadow, shifting in the light of the flames from the
burning buildings, growing fainter as the light from the fire in
front of him increased. He took a deep breath, wiped the tears from
his face, and stood up. He turned.

Morchella was standing with her chin high and
her arms crossed. She was wearing pearl-white with a hint of
iridescence. She smiled and gestured around the courtyard at the
burning buildings. “This was well-executed. A pretty trick you
played me. I have not had such an interesting summer in decades,
centuries!”

Gerard said nothing. He walked to Alsair’s
body and jerked his sword free.

Morchella watched him without moving. “I
missed you, Gerard.”

“I didn’t miss you.”

“Is that any way to talk to your lover and
your goddess?”

“You’re not my goddess, and you were more my
rapist than my lover. You’ve killed the three people I loved most.
Are you going to fight me in that form, or are you going to be
yourself this evening?”

Morchella glanced at Alsair’s body. “Looks
like your work to me, sweet. And Silveo has had it coming for
ages.”

“Your work,” spat Gerard. “You make
Wefrivain nasty and cruel and ugly. You drain the life out of
everything you get your claws into. Even the things you love, you
devour.” Behind him, the wood around the Monument had truly caught
fire, and it seemed to give him strength. He could see his own
shadow growing large and dark, shifting and dancing in the flames.
He imagined Silveo haloed in colored light, going wherever Thess
had gone. Maybe they’ll see each other. Maybe I’ll be with them
soon.

Morchella’s aquamarine eyes looked soulful.
“Will you blame me for my nature, love? I am a dragon.”

“So is your daughter,” whispered Gerard. “But
she wanted to learn how to put things back together. All you know
how to do is take them apart.”

Morchella sniffed. “Maven is a child. She’s a
rebellious little girl with a lot of talent and no brains or
experience. She wants to be a shelt. She’ll learn. Shelts are for
eating. I love you all.” She licked her lips. “You are
delicious.”

Gerard leapt at her.


 Chapter 38. On the Pyre of the
Phoenix

When the fauns burn a body, they always
smooth a swath of dirt around it. Sometimes, they even bring in
beach sand. In the morning, they find footprints in the dirt. I
have always wondered whose job it is to create these omens. It is a
clever trick. The fauns claim that burning a body makes the world
thin. The footprints represent their loved one’s first footsteps on
the Shores Beyond the World. Sometimes, they find other
footprints—species they did not burn. Sometimes, they even find
ripples.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of
Wefrivain

Morchella was the largest wyvern Gerard had
ever seen—three times the size of Felbane. Her scales were the
color of pearl, her eyes like blue-green gemstones. Silveo would
have called her beautiful. Silveo is dead.

That thought kept intruding on his
concentration. It made him brave sometimes, reckless. Other times,
it made him careless, vulnerable. Gerard could not safely leave the
courtyard, which provided a firebreak. The heat from the burning
buildings grew intense. Sweat pasted his clothes to his body as he
fought. Red Moon, Yellow Moon, and Blue Moon all hung full in the
sky overhead. Gerard could not see the stars; the fire all around
him was too bright.

He did not believe that he could really kill
Morchella. She was too large and too cunning. His sword was not the
right kind of weapon. He did not think he could hit her hard enough
to rupture the poison gland at the base of her jaw. However, he
could tell that Morchella wished to toy with him, not kill him. He
waited for a moment of carelessness—a wide-open mouth, an unguarded
eye.

Round and round the Monument they fought,
with her snapping and lashing at him. Gerard delivered ringing
blows that merely glanced off her scales. Twice, he cut the gums
above her teeth and saw her own bright blood on her fangs. Once, he
almost struck her eye, and that made her angry. She pounced, barely
missed him, knocked his sword from his grasp. He snatched a burning
brand from the Monument and shoved it into her open mouth.
Morchella jerked away, snarling, spiting, and hissing, and Gerard
managed to retrieve his sword.
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The buildings collapsed one by one in roars
of flame and showers of sparks. The sparks burned little holes in
Gerard’s clothes. They burned his skin, too, but he did not feel
them.

As time passed, the fire around the Monument
burned down to ashes. Somehow Gerard’s strength seemed to go with
it. The ancient metal itself had disintegrated. When Gerard glanced
towards it, he saw only glowing embers. He felt so
tired.

I’m coming, Thess, Silveo. I’ll be with you
soon.

Something flashed in the corner of his
vision, and Gerard glanced again towards the remains of the
Firebird’s Monument. At first, he thought a wind was blowing the
ashes in a little tornado, but then the whole pile rippled.
Morchella saw it, too. She crouched down a little, hissed.

Gerard wondered if he was dying, because he
thought he could hear singing. The voice sounded like
Thessalyn.

Something beneath the ashes rose, shook
itself, and flamed. It spread its wings—a small nova in the
smoldering landscape.

Gerard knew its name. “Phoenix.” You made
me warm in a flooded mill once. You taught my wife a song before
she died. He didn’t look like a griffin today. He looked like a
bird, as he had in that long-ago dream when he’d called Gerard
“mine” and given him a golden feather. You have come a little
late, old friend.

The Firebird rose with a scream that mingled
with Morchella’s. “You called him!” she shrieked. “You…how dare
you?!” She lunged at Gerard. “Die! Die! I’m done with you!”

“Yes, you are.” The Firebird had been
sheltering something under his wings, something that remained after
he took to the air. Gerard blinked. It was Silveo. He seemed to be
wearing clothes made of white light, and he was holding something
in his hand—a knife? It looked a little like a golden feather.
“Hello, Mistress. Don’t you have anything to say to me?”

The pearl-white dragon stared at him.
“Silveo,” she whispered. “I…I made you.”

“Sort of. And then you threw me away.”

The dragon waved its tail. “You didn’t want
to live.”

“Yes,” said Silveo reflectively. “If I had,
you might have killed me.”

Morchella laughed. “Do you really think I
gave you that much thought, little foxling?”

Silveo shrugged. “Probably not. But someone
wanted me, Mistress. Someone loved me.” He held up the golden glow,
balancing it like a knife. “He says this won’t glance off your
scales.”

As he spoke, Silveo threw the thing in his
hand. Gerard had thought it was a knife, but in the air it looked
like a flame. Morchella reared back as though she intended to leap
at Silveo. Gerard thought later that perhaps she couldn’t see the
knife at all. It struck her squarely in the chest.

Morchella arrested at the peak of her leap
like an animal on the end of a chain. She dropped to all fours. For
a moment, she stood rigid. Smoke rose from her nostrils. Gerard
thought she was about to breathe fire, like the dragons in old
stories, but then she simply opened her mouth and howled. He
realized then that she was burning—burning on the
inside.

Smoke trailed from her eyes and nose. She
lashed wildly, and her shape started to flicker—a dragon, a
grishnard, a huge bird, a faun, a giant snake, a shark. When she
returned to the dragon, her thrashing had slowed. Her skin was
sloughing off—red and blistered, no longer beautiful. Her eyes had
melted, the empty sockets filled with viscous, sizzling jelly.

Her body convulsed and her huge head swung
towards Gerard like a puppet on a string. Smoke poured from her
jaws as she rasped, “This…is not…over.”

“Yes,” said Gerard, “I think it is.”

The dragon stopped moving.

There was a moment of absolute stillness.
Then Gerard turned to Silveo. The light that surrounded him was
fading. Gerard thought he looked a little transparent. He tried to
keep his voice steady. “Silveo, are you…really here?” Thessalyn’s
ballads had been full of ghosts who were permitted to return to
their friends and families at crucial moments. Ghosts always had to
go away again.

Silveo looked down at himself. “I think so.”
He wave his arms experimentally, took a step in the ashes. His feet
left real paw prints.

Gerard came towards him. The glow had faded
entirely, though dawn was breaking in the east. Silveo wrapped his
arms around his shoulders and shivered. “Could I maybe borrow your
coat?”

Gerard choked. He darted the last two steps
and scooped Silveo up. He was warm and as real as anything could
be. “Hey, hey, not so tight. My guts have already been rearranged
several times today. Shhh. Gerard, don’t cry. I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to die.”

Gerard laughed through his tears. “Don’t let
it happen again.”

Silveo craned his neck and caught sight of
Alsair’s body. “I didn’t want him to burn. I know it was a stupid
thing to do.”

“It was what I would have done,” muttered
Gerard. “It was a kind thing to do.” He took a shuddering breath.
“Silveo, you’re talking.”

“Well, yes, I’m rather known for never
shutting—” He stopped. He was perfectly still for a moment. Then he
stuck out his tongue. He crossed his eyes to look at it and then
stuck a finger in his mouth to be sure. “I have a tongue! Gerard, I
have a tongue!”

“Yes, you’re shouting with it in my ear.”

Silveo got down and skipped around in the
ashes, wearing Gerard’s coat like a cape. “Gerard, I can talk! I
can talk! I—” “Can I still do this?”

“Yes, I can hear you both ways. Silveo, do
you remember anything from…from when you were dead?”

Silveo thought for a moment. “Yes, but it’s
getting fuzzy. Something about a thread. And doors. And…and I’m
sure the Firebird was there. He talked to me, but I don’t remember
what he said. I think maybe I chose something.”

They were just considering how best to
negotiate the smoldering remains of the Lodge, when a griffin
dropped out of the sky. It was one of Basil’s ship’s griffins.
“There you are!” she called. “Everyone was sure you were in the
jungle or on the beach, since no sane person would have stayed
here. I flew over earlier, but the smoke hid everything.”

“We’re not quite sane this morning,” quipped
Silveo.

The griffin blinked at him. “I thought you
couldn’t talk.”

Silveo giggled. “I got better.”

Gerard climbed, yawning, onto the griffin’s
back and pulled Silveo up in front of him. “We’ll explain later.
Everyone will be talking about it. Right now, let’s go back to the
Fang. Let’s go home.”


 


After the End

 Dear
Readers,

That concludes the Guild of
the Cowry Catchers series. It does not conclude stories about Gerard
and Silveo or stories set in the world of Panamindorah. I have
another story (probably a novella) planned with the Cowry Catchers
characters. It happens immediately after the end of the events in
Book 5 and tells the story of the characters’ visit to
Holovarus.

I wrote the first chapter
of that story and showed it to some of my beta readers. Some of
them badly wanted that chapter included as an epilogue to Book 5 of
Cowry Catchers. I like the finality of the end of the series as-is,
but I have placed the epilogue/next chapter on my website
for anyone who wants to read it. Just click the
link, or go to cowrycatchers.com and click the link on the right
called “After the End.”

In addition, the fullcast
audio production of Cowry Catchers is available as a podcast
in 
iTunes and in many
other places. Illustrated versions of all 5 ebooks are available.
No illustrated version of the complete series exists, because
images are extremely large files. An illustrated version of the
enter series would be too large to sell in most ebook
stores.

From time to time, I
release short stories about individual characters from my books.
Those are available, both individually and as anthologies, in most
major ebook stores. Audio versions are often available as well,
always with square covers. You can discuss my stories and network
with other fans on the Forums.

If you enjoyed Cowry
Catchers, check out The Prophet of Panamindorah. It’s
a young adult trilogy set in the Cowry Catcher’s
universe. The first book is free.

If you would like an email
alert when I release a new book or story, you can sign up
here or at my website at
http://abigailhilton.com.
Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at
any time.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider
leaving a review. Word-of-mouth is critical to an author’s success.
Even one or two lines will help other readers find these books and
would be greatly appreciated.

Thank you for supporting my
work,

Abbie

[image: tmp_3af47e3cc3e3b850f91ae7a3d4e299f6_J2NxEx_html_m7ba472a4.png]


 


 EXCERPT

Sky Dance

A Panamindorah Story

By: Abigail Hilton

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.

 


“Sky Dance” is a 10,000-word novelette,
available on Kindle in most ebook stores.


 


About the Author

 Abigail Hilton is a
traveling nurse anesthetist who sometimes lives in Florida. She
travels with at least one cat. Abbie has spent time in veterinary
school and done graduate work in literature. She loves audio books.
You can connect with Abbie on Facebook, Twitter,
or her blog at abigailhilton.net. You can also send her email at
abigail.hilton@gmail.com.


 Artists

Sarah Cloutier is a
graduate of the Pacific Northwest College of Art. She created the
illustrations for Cowry Catchers Book 5, as well as most of the
other illustrations for the series. Sarah began work on
illustrations for Cowry Catchers in 2007 and finished the last of
the illustrations for Book 5 in 2013. Sarah also illustrated
Abbie’s children’s book, Feeding
Malachi. You can view more of Sarah’s
work on her Deviant Art
page.

Green Sprite is a Romanian
artist who has been creating illustrations for Cowry Catchers since
2009. She created the character portraits for the books. More of
her work can be found on Deviant
Art.

The maps
and cover design were created by Jeff McDowall, a
graphic artist living in Florida. Jeff has been beta reading for
Abbie’s books for many years. He does freelance work and loves
creating fantasy maps. You can learn more about him on
his
website.


 Glossary

blue month: one cycle of blue moon,
usually 30 to 90 days.

canid: any creature in the canine
family, either two-legged or four-legged, including canine-type
shelts, such as foxlings.

cowry catchers: manatee shelts.

fauns: shelts with hooves.

felid: any creature in the cat family,
either two-legged or four-legged, including cat-type shelts, such
as grishnards.

nauns: shelts with neither hooves nor
paws, e.g. manatee shelts and seal shelts.

panauns: shelts with paws.

red month: one cycle of red moon,
about 60 days.

shelt: a two-legged creature having a
humanoid body from the waist up and resembling some kind of animal
from the waist down. Shelts have pointed, tufted ears.

watch: a period of time approximately
four hours long. Shelts count four watches for the day and two
watches for the night.

yellow month: one cycle of yellow
moon, about 15 days.


 


Shelt species of Wefrivain

 (A graphic version
is also included.)

Panauns

grishnards – griffin shelts

ocelons – ocelot shelts

leopons – leopard shelts

leons – lion shelts

foxlings – fox shelts

hunti – hyena shelts

Fauns

shavier – pegasus shelts

zeds – zebra shelts

gazumelle – gazelle shelts

Nauns

cowry catchers – manatee shelts

selkies – seal shelts
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