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Chapter 1. The Captain of Police
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Beauty is goodness.

—Morchella, sacred text

The Priestess entered her temple through the inner sanctum and paused for a moment at the edge of her sacred pool. A smear of blood from last night’s sacrifice had discolored the white marble at the pool’s edge, and she polished it clean before turning away. Layers of crystal and colored glass in the roof admitted diffuse sunlight that dappled and swam on the walls. The Priestess drew a deep breath and opened a silver inlaid door, the only visible exit from the room. She passed through a curtain of colored beads and bells, down a short passage, unlit and filled with incense smoke, through two more curtains, one opaque and gauzy, the last light and sheer. 

She stepped into the outer sanctum—an octagon, with pools all around the edges. Pillars with clear crystal overlay and pavonine cores supported a vaulted roof, capped with a dome of tinted glass. Colors reflected from the pillars and roof onto the milk white walls, broken by rippling cords of light reflected from the water. Silver incense stands, twice the height of a shelt and wrought like coiled dragons, stood in pairs around the throne. The seat of black coral rose above them, inlaid with mother-of-pearl in intricate scenes of conflict and triumph. White-clad harpers sat at either side of the throne. Their instruments were fashioned of turquoise gemstone, the strings flashing silver.

The Priestess had ordered sweet incense in her outer sanctum a quarter watch earlier, and at the sound of the curtain bells, the harpers began a soft melody. She entered to this music and ascended to her seat. The Priestess gathered her sleeveless ivory robes, shimmering with faint color, and sat down. She put her bare elbows on the arms of the throne, folded her hands, and fixed her eyes on the shelt whom she’d called to audience.

“Gerard Holovar.” 

“Your Highness.” He bowed deeply, eyes respectfully downcast.

Gerard was taller than she had expected. Like the Priestess, he was a grishnard. He had a human upper body with fur below his waist and the two legs and tail of a griffin. Gerard looked to be in his twenties, powerfully built and tastefully dressed, with hair as black as her coral throne and large, dark eyes. He was one of her watch masters, the lowest ranking of her officers.

The Priestess changed what she’d planned to say. “Have you ever been in my temple, Gerard?”

“Highness, you know I have not.” His soft, low voice resonated in the chamber.

“How do you find it?”

“I have never seen a temple that was not beautiful. Yours is surpassing so.”

The Priestess inclined her head. “A good answer. Do you know why you are here now?”

“Because I exercised successfully the command that fell to me in an unexpected situation.”

The Priestess laughed. “A clumsy way of saying you killed over fifty pirates with only a half dozen subordinates for aid.”

Gerard nodded. 

“And you brought back prisoners.”

“Admiral Lamire did that, Your Highness.”

“Only because you threw them into his lap.”

“Watch masters cannot technically transport prisoners, Your Highness.”

“An excellent point, but I do not often have princes as watch masters.”

Gerard’s black tufted tail flicked behind him. “Nor do you now, Your Highness.”

She waited a moment, but he did not continue. “Holovarus is a small but respected kingdom,” said the Priestess. “As the heir to your father’s holdings, you could have started as a lieutenant, if you really wanted a career in the Temple Sea Watch.” She spoke gently. “Why start at the bottom, Gerard?”

His tail flicked again. “Surely you know, Lady.”

“I want to hear it from you.”

“I have been disinherited, because my choice of mates was not to my father’s liking. My younger brother will inherit.”

She could detect no emotion in his voice, no hint of what he thought about it. “Look at me, Gerard.”

He raised his head. To look directly at the Priestess was irreverent and impious unless she expressly gave leave. Their eyes met. She saw him swallow. The High Priestess of Wefrivain rose and came down from her dais. Her robes, like pale dragon scales, fell around her, tracing her long curves. Her mahogany hair shone glossy where it tumbled from its silver clasp onto her shoulders. 

Gerard fell back a pace as she approached, a little below his height now that she stood on the floor. “Have I offended, Mistress?”

“Not at all. My name is Morchella. You have permission to use it. My captain of Police has been missing for a red month. It is time to consider him dead, and I have decided that you will replace him. In that role, you answer only to me. Not to anyone else, including Silveo Lamire. Is that understood?”

Gerard nodded, his expression suddenly wooden. 

“I’m putting you in charge of interrogating those prisoners,” she continued. “Find me Sky Town, Gerard.”

When he had gone, Morchella went thoughtfully back into her inner sanctum. She found a wyvern, a sea dragon, gliding around her sacred pool. The animal had a serpentine body, with webbed, clawed feet, and scales that glistened an iridescent aquamarine. He kept his leathery wings folded as he swam, but raised them a little when he spotted Morchella. The wyvern put his clawed front feet on the edge of the pool and raised his slender snout. “You sent for me, Mistress?” His words rasped around long teeth.

“Yes.” Morchella raised her robes about her and sat down on the edge of the pool to dangle her bare legs in the water. She had pearl-white fur below her navel and pink pads on her creamy paws. “Hoepali, isn’t it? You’re the deity at my temple on Holovarus.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“I’ve just spoken with Gerard, the heir.”

Hoepali gave a toothy sneer. “Not anymore. He’s been disinherited.”

Morchella nodded. “Your loss; my gain. He’s done me a great service in the Sea Watch—killed about fifty Resistance pirates after being cut off from his ship in a rowboat. With only the rowers, he boarded the enemy ship while it was busy with the Fang and attacked the pirates. Those on deck died to the last shelt, but he caught some in the hold and took them prisoner. By the time Admiral Lamire managed to board, Gerard was able to hand the prisoners over to him without a struggle.”

The wyvern laid his head on the pool’s edge with a bored expression. “Sounds like something he would do.”

“Does it?” Morchella leaned back on her hands and stared at the ceiling. “Such a thing from Thessalyn’s lover—I would not have expected it.” She glanced at the wyvern sharply. “Do you know why he married her?”

“He got her with child,” said the wyvern lazily.

Morchella shrugged. “If Holovarus is like the other island kingdoms, then it is swarming with court bastards. Two or three would never stain a royal heir, and they’re certainly no reason for a brilliant young grishnard to throw away his kingship.”

Hoepali heaved a sigh. “You don’t know Gerard, Highness. He’s in love with his honor. He didn’t have two or three bastards. He had only one, and that was with Thessalyn. He was determined to marry her.”

Morchella caught at one word. “‘Had’?”

Hoepali looked up meaningfully through his long eyelashes. “I asked for the child.” He licked his lips, delicate as a cat.

Morchella’s eyebrows rose. “I see.”

“It pleased the king, as you can imagine—confirmed to him that Gerard had committed a grievous crime to marry outside his wishes.”

Morchella looked at Hoepali narrowly. “It pleased you, too, I can see.”

The wyvern curled his lip. “I gave direct omens that Gerard should not marry Thessalyn. He asked at my temple, and I gave my answer. He defied me.”

“How did Thessalyn and Gerard take the death of the baby?”

“Oh, you know something of her, I expect. She could think no ill of us. I really don’t know how he took it. Hard, I hope.”

Morchella watched the wyvern for a moment. “You may have to give up your grudge. I’ve made him my new captain of Police.”

Hoepali raised his head out of the water and looked her full in the face. Then he sank back down and lashed his tail beneath the surface. “You’re female.”

Morchella laughed. “You think I promote every handsome sailor to my inner circle?”

“If you really want to keep him about you, put him in your private guard. He’s simple, Mistress. He won’t last outside.”

“I can tell from one interview that he’s not stupid. He’s resourceful, and he’s a survivor. I need someone like that over the Police.”

Hoepali shook his head. “I don’t mean he’s stupid. He’s just...all of a piece. He doesn’t bend. He’ll never survive among your officers.”

“He’ll bend to me,” said Morchella. “Nothing else matters.”

Hoepali shrugged with his wings. “Do as you wish. Collar him and keep him on a chain in your inner sanctum for all I care.”

Morchella frowned. “You presume too much on my good humor, Hoepali.”

He bowed his glistening head. “A fault of mine, Mistress. I apologize for my impertinence.”

“Goodnight, Hoepali.”

When he was gone, she went to the other end of the sanctum and rapped twice on the floor. A wyvern no longer than her forearm shot from beneath into the pool and vaulted out of the water with one beat of its leathery wings. It landed with a soft, wet plop in front of Morchella. Its voice came in an excited yap. “Yes, Mistress?”

“That order I gave earlier about Thessalyn—is there still time to reverse it?”

The messenger glanced about nervously. “Yes. If I go immediately, Mistress.”

“Go.”

Morchella lingered a moment, staring into the empty pool. Outside, the sun was setting, playing streamers of soft, colored light across the gently undulating water. “Thessalyn... Gerard, you do not know it, but you have saved her life tonight.”
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Chapter 2. The Minstrel
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The minstrels of Wefrivain are quasi-religious figures, schooled in the old stories. Their role in society is not only to entertain, but also to encourage religious devotion. 

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard found his friend and mount, a griffin named Alsair, waiting for him outside the Priestess’s Sanctum. Wordlessly, they walked through the Temple complex and then out into the streets of Dragon’s Eye.

“Well?” demanded Alsair as they started into the press of shelts coming and going in the late afternoon rush. 

Gerard shook his head.

“What did she say? What was it about?” Alsair butted Gerard playfully with his beak. Their heads came to the same height when they were both standing. “You can’t say nothing, not after an audience like that.” They had been together since childhood. Gerard’s silences were legendary, but Alsair had always been good at making him talk, and when that failed, Alsair could always fill the silences.

Gerard shook his head. “Not now.”

They were coming to the market. Throngs of shelts hurried home as the day ended. They were mostly grishnards. A few shavier fauns—pegasus shelts—moved furtively in the press. They were probably the slaves of great houses. All the shelts—both grishnard and faun—had long, tufted ears that flicked back against their heads at the flies and the noise. 

As Gerard and Alsair drew closer to the docks, the numbers of non-grishnard shelts increased. A filthy urchin, probably a pickpocket, darted across the road, and they saw the flash of his red fox tail. “There goes a long-lost relative of our dear admiral,” muttered Alsair nastily. “Shall we invite him to the ship and ask their relation?”

Gerard did not honor this with a reply. Silveo Lamire was a fox shelt. Rumor had it he’d risen to his post from the slums around the docks. 

“Did he do you a favor by trying to kill you?” asked Alsair. “Was the priestess impressed with what you could do with one row boat and a few rowers? Especially when you’d been intentionally stranded among enemies?”

“We don’t know Lamire intentionally stranded me,” said Gerard. He strongly suspected it, but he did not know. 

“Well I do,” said Alsair. “He locked me in the hold.”

“Anyone could have done it, perhaps even by accident.”

“You know as well as I do that Lamire ordered it,” growled Alsair, “and someday, I’ll pay him back.” He made a sharp clicking noise with his beak.

Gerard frowned. “Stay away from him, Alsair. He’s afraid of griffins, and Lamire is the sort of shelt who gets vicious when he’s frightened.”

They stopped in front of an inn—the grandest on the waterfront, with high, arched ceilings reminiscent of some noble’s audience hall. Two hulking grishnards loitered near the entrance, making sure that none of the dock’s riffraff bothered the patrons. Every shelt within was almost certainly a grishnard. Alsair snickered. “Do you think they’d toss Lamire off the dock if he came here without his insignia and bodyguard?”

“Probably.” Gerard pushed open the door. “I don’t want to talk about him anymore.”

“But you haven’t,” complained Alsair. “Only I have.”

“Hush.”

At the far end of the long, elegant common room, someone was singing to the music of a harp. Her voice had the haunting quality of doves at dawn or the high and lonely cry of a falcon. She sang one of the temple songs about wyverns and their coming to the islands of Wefrivain. She sang all the verses—the very old ones, unfamiliar to most shelts. She sang of the terrible wizards—shape-shifters, mind-parasites, slavers. They had come upon the islands in ages past, and they brought fear and pain and death. She sang of how the Firebird had sent the wyverns to free the shelts of Wefrivain. The song might have been dry as dust in the mouth of some temple harpist, but for her the song opened like a flower. 

“Go stretch your wings, friend,” Gerard told Alsair. “Hunt on the ocean. I’ll envy you.”

Alsair snorted. “You won’t even think of me.”

But Gerard was already gone. He forced his way through the crowd around the singer, using his height and broad shoulders to muscle them aside.

She was a grishnard with glossy golden fur and hair so pale it looked almost white in the lamplight. Her eyes, too, were white, and they shone as though she saw visions and not the crowd around her. In truth, she did not see them, for she was blind.

As the last notes of the song faded, Gerard reached her and scooped her up in his arms, catching the harp with one hand. Several shelts in the crowd protested, but Gerard ignored them and carried her away. At the foot of the stairs, the innkeeper met him with more protests. “My wife,” said Gerard, “has more than filled your hall. She’s paid for our room ten times over. Goodnight.”

Thessalyn nestled against his chest. “Did you see her?” she whispered. “Did you see the Priestess?”

“I saw her,” said Gerard. He did not speak again until he’d reached their room and unlocked the door. “I saw her and I spoke to her. She is beautiful and terrible, as they say, but she was not as beautiful as you.”

Thessalyn smiled and shook her head. She had never seen her own beauty, for she had come sightless into the world. Gerard had always found that a great paradox. “No one sees like you do,” he’d told her once. “I think sometimes you have the gift of prophecy.” She denied that, but she did not deny she had the gift of song. Thessalyn had been born to one of the tenant farmers on a little island holding of Holovarus. Many farmers would have drowned a blind baby girl—a useless mouth in their world of labor—but her father was gentle and soft-hearted, and music ran in his blood. 

By the age of five, it was apparent that she had a great gift, and the family had struggled to save enough to send her to the prestigious school of minstrels on Mance. They found the money, but a recommendation was required from a reputable source. The family boldly petitioned their lord, Gerard’s father, to listen to the child and recommend her to the school. He did both. He even paid for her books and supplies and finally for her tuition when her family fell on hard times two years later. 

Thessalyn charmed everyone, including her teachers. She made her debut tour at fourteen and soon had a throng of potential patrons, but she chose to return to her family seat. Holovarus welcomed her as court minstrel. Her beauty, her blindness, her imagination, and her splendid voice had made her one of the most famous minstrels in Wefrivain, and little Holovarus basked in the prestige she brought with her. 

Her success made her a great asset to the court and a worthy investment to the King. However, it did not make her a suitable mate for the prince. If Gerard had been content to dally with her, his father might have taken no notice, but marriage was different. Thessalyn might be beautiful and talented, but she worked for her living, and she brought no dowry. Gerard did not like to think about that last year, so full of darkness and grief. Thessalyn might be able to forgive the gods, and he did not begrudge her the peace her faith brought her. She might talk of higher purposes, but Gerard could never forgive what had happened in the temple on Holovarus.

We’ve come far since that night, he reminded himself. It was ironic that he’d retreated into the Temple Sea Watch, but Gerard thought of himself as a servant of the Priestess, not of the wyverns. The Sea Watch offered an honorable, if humble, escape from his family. His problems with his commanding officer, Silveo Lamire, were nothing to the churning sea of troubles he’d left on Holovarus.

Gerard set aside Thessalyn’s harp—a confection of dark, curling wood, half as big as the woman who played it. She nipped at his ear and he kissed her, but then set her down gently on the bed and stretched out beside her. “You’re tired,” she said, stroking his ink-black hair. “And worried. What’s wrong, Gerard?”

He spoke in a near whisper. “Sing to me, Thess. Please.” 

So she sang, in a very soft voice, an achingly sad lullaby for the child they had lost. (Thessalyn had the gift of knowing when he did not wish to be cheered.) Yet, like most of the songs she composed herself, the end was full of light and distant shores and coming home. Gerard made her stop at last. “I have to go.”

“Where?” 

“To the dungeons. I have to help Silveo Lamire interrogate prisoners.”

She stroked his cheek. “Why, love?”

“Because I am her Highness’s new captain of Police.”

Thessalyn’s fingers stopped moving. A long silence, then, “It is work that someone must do. The Police protect us.”

“The Police drag shelts from their homes in the middle of the night to pull out their fingernails in basements,” snapped Gerard. He felt her tremble and regretted it at once. “Forgive me. I didn’t come here to make you sad.”

“You are good,” said Thessalyn softly. “Good things cannot be evil.”

Gerard sighed. “I don’t know about good. I certainly am what I am, and I cannot seem to be otherwise. I will do what I am able. Perhaps I can make the Police into something more than an ugly threat. It’s no wonder their captains keep disappearing.”

He stood and kissed her fingertips. “Thank you, my dear.”

“I’ll be waiting for you,” said Thessalyn. “However late you come.”

“Or whatever I’ve done in the meantime?”

“Or whatever you’ve done in your lifetime.”
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Chapter 3. The Prisoners
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Those with paws eat those with hooves. Just as pegasus are food for griffins, so fauns are food for grishnards. This is right and natural.

—Morchella, Sacred Text

As Gerard suspected, Silveo had already come to have a look at the prisoners. Gerard found him in the hallway of the temple dungeons, haranguing the unfortunate guard. “Have you been living under a rock for the last ten years?” demanded Silveo. “Do you not know who I am?”

“I know who you are, and I cannot allow you to enter. The Priestess has forbidden you access to these prisoners.”

“Can you let me in?” asked Gerard.

Silveo spun around to glare at him. He was a silver-furred fox shelt with hair of the same color and pale blue eyes. He was a vain creature with a plume of a tail, braided frequently with ribbon or gold thread. His eyes were lined with more kohl than Gerard thought seemly or necessary to reduce the glare of the sun. In apparel, Silveo had the unfortunate tastes of the newly wealthy. His clothes were frequently heavy with cloth of silver, pearls, and exotic furs. Gerard’s taste for elegant understatement seemed to annoy him. 

In fact, nearly everything about Gerard seemed to annoy Silveo. Fox shelts were one of the little races. Adults stood no taller than a ten year old grishnard child. Silveo had to look up at most grishnards, but with Gerard, he had to look even higher. Gerard suspected this had been the original source of Silveo’s enmity. However, they hadn’t taken long finding other reasons to dislike each other. 

Gerard spoke to the guard at the dungeon door. “My name is Gerard Holovar, and I think you’re supposed to let me interrogate the prisoners.”

“That is correct,” said the guard. “Her Highness left instructions.”

Gerard glanced at Silveo’s confused expression. “I have been made captain of Police,” he explained. 

Silveo started to laugh. “You? Taking Montpir’s place?”

“Me.” 

“Congratulations. As a failure, you seem to be a great success.”

Before Silveo could say anything else, Gerard unbolted the dungeon door. The guard stepped forward with a torch as he pushed it open. The stale air inside reeked of urine and sweat. Gerard drew his sword—a long, elegant blade that had been in his family for years and which he’d been ordered to give to his brother before he left. “If they want it,” he’d told Thessalyn, “they can come and get it.”

He followed the guard into the dungeon. Silveo came behind them and shut the door. The guard glanced at him, but seemed to accept Gerard’s tacit sanction of Silveo’s presence. They moved down a line of cells, stopped at one door, and the guard opened it. About thirty prisoners stood or sat in the cell. They’d been stripped of all but their undershirts and most were huddled together against the underground chill. Only two of the group were grishnards. Most were shavier fauns, with densely feathered lower bodies, hooves, and feathery tails. One of the group was a gazumelle. Gerard glanced at him curiously. Gazumelle were gazelle shelts, and they were rare outside the island of Maijha Minor. The gazumelle stood only a little taller than Silveo, with delicate features and wide, liquid black eyes. 

“On your feet,” growled Gerard. 

They obeyed slowly, sullenly. “I am the captain of the Temple Police,” he said and watched their faces. He saw anger, hatred, and fear, but nothing at all like respect. “I am looking for information about a place called Sky Town,” he continued.

Somebody snorted. “You and everyone else.”

Gerard moved to stand in front of the speaker, an older shavier with grizzled hair and creamy white feathers below his navel. “You’re their leader, aren’t you?”

It was Silveo who answered. “His name is Samarin Mel. He’s a smuggler and a friend of the pirates. We’ve been trying to catch him for years.”

“Looks like someone did catch him once,” said Gerard. He was referring to the scars of a terrible flogging on the faun’s shoulders and back. Samarin Mel met Gerard’s eyes without a flicker. You’re setting an example for the others, thought Gerard. Unfortunately for them, it will not be the example you expect.

Behind him, the guard cleared his throat. “Do you require assistants, sir? Any...equipment?”

Gerard said nothing. His father had never believed in torture. Criminals on Holovarus were either killed or fined. As a child, Gerard and his brother had occasionally wandered down to the small cluster of cells beneath the castle and formed elaborate theories about the use of the rusty machines full of teeth and chains.

Silveo sniffed. “He doesn’t know what he requires, but I do.” He rattled off a list that included a rack and pliers. 

Gerard let him finish, never taking his eyes off the old faun. “Where is Sky Town?” he asked quietly. “Who is in charge there? How do they communicate with you?”

“Your kind have always tried to frighten and humiliate other shelts into submission,” said Samarin. “Now there’s something out there that frightens you. You can’t control it. You can’t bully it. You can’t even find it.”

“I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” said Gerard and lopped off the faun’s head. He stepped back from the spray of blood and the twitching corpse. He was already scanning the cell, watching the prisoner’s faces. Behind him, Silveo gasped and then started to curse. Gerard moved to a faun two paces away, also an older shelt, who had remained calm during his companion’s execution.

“And you?” he asked. “Do you have anything to tell me?”

By the time Gerard stepped from the cell and shut the door, he’d killed half the prisoners, and the floor was slick with their blood. Silveo looked ready to explode. “Do you realize what you’ve done?” he snarled.

“I think so,” said Gerard, shaking blood from a sleeve.

“You’ve killed the most valuable prisoners we’ve caught in the last year.”

I caught them, thought Gerard, not you. But he said nothing.

“A few days on the rack, a few hours with the fire and tongs—”

“Would have produced nothing,” interrupted Gerard. “They wouldn’t have talked, or they would have told you lies.”

Lamire wasn’t listening. “You killed the best of them! Those shelts knew more about the Cowry Catchers than you know about your minstrel girl’s tail hole, and now you’ve wasted them!”

“I killed the useless ones,” snapped Gerard, his temper finally piqued. “What they know doesn’t matter. It’s whether they will tell us that matters. The message I just sent is this: none of you are too valuable to kill, and you may not get a second or third chance to talk. Some of them are young. Let them think on death without their leaders to advise and encourage them.”

“You’re young,” raged Lamire. “It might behoove you to think on death.”

“Are you threatening me?” asked Gerard.

“I’m still your superior officer. I don’t need to threaten.”

Gerard bit back a retort. He turned to the guard, standing with eyes downcast against the wall. “Do I have an office?” he demanded.

The guard smiled. “You do.”

“Then let’s go see it.”

He was relieved that Lamire did not try to follow. 
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Chapter 4. A Dead Shelt’s List
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Maijha Minor has been a thorn in the side of the High Priestess time out of mind. It is the only place left in Wefrivain where shavier, gazumelle, zeds, and other non-grishnards are allowed to live in relative freedom. It is also thought to be a sanctuary for Resistance pirates. Again and again the wyverns and their representative have sought to have the inhabitants of the island exterminated, but ironically grishnards themselves have prevented the wyverns from doing so. The situation is a political minefield. Maijha Minor is a holding of Maijha Major—arguably the most powerful of the six great island kingdoms. For ages, perhaps since the dawning of grishnard dominance in the islands, the kings of Maijha Major have maintained Maijha Minor as a game park. Like their griffin mounts, grishnards take a deep pleasure in hunting. This pleasure is not totally sated in the tame killing of captive fauns. Wealthy grishnards will pay a high price to hunt free, armed fauns in a natural environment. The risks make the venture all the more exciting. Grishnards disappear every year while hunting on Maijha Minor, but this never seems to stop the flow of traffic, and the island is a source of both income and prestige for the kings of Maijha Major.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard followed the guard back through the cells to the entrance of the dungeons. He wasn’t sure he’d done the right thing with the prisoners, but he didn’t think he had the stomach for Silveo’s style of interrogation. His subordinates would have been called in—shelts who did not yet know him—and it would not be wise to appear weak in front of them. The Police were often dredged from the lowest reaches of society and might decide to dislike him for his background, just as Lamire seemed to. Besides, Gerard knew that shelts lied under torture. He had an idea that intimidation, if handled correctly, would produce better results.

The guard unlocked a door in the antechamber of the dungeons. “This is the traditional office of the captain of Temple Police. If it is not suitable, other arrangements can be made.”

“I’m sure it’s suitable,” said Gerard. The guard preceded him into the room, lighting lamps. Gerard saw a small, cluttered office, bookshelves, a desk. 

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Marlo Snale, sir.”

The lamps were burning brightly now, and Gerard stared with dismay at the piles of paper and rolls of vellum around the edges of the room. “How long have you worked in the dungeon?” he asked. 

“I was recruited as a child of six,” said Marlo, who looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. 

Gerard frowned. “Better than starving?” Better than being hanged as a pickpocket, more like. At least you seem to know when to keep your mouth shut, and you aren’t afraid of Lamire.

“As you say, sir.”

“Are you interested in working for me, Marlo?”

Marlo looked momentarily confused. “I already do, sir. All the dungeon guards are part of the Police.”

Gerard nodded. Obviously, I don’t know much about my new command. Hopefully I was right about this one keeping his mouth shut. “What I meant is that I will need a secretary. All this paperwork should be catalogued, preferably by someone who knows the history of the Police better than I do.”

Marlo inclined his head. “I would be happy to assist, sir. As a matter of fact, I did something of the kind for your predecessor on occasion.”

“On very rare occasions by the look of it.”

Marlo smiled crookedly.

“Let me look through the papers first,” said Gerard, “and then I’ll tell you what I want done.”

“Very good, sir.” Marlo withdrew and closed the door. 

Gerard went to the desk. Montpir... He would not have even remembered the name of his predecessor, had Silveo not mentioned it. What kind of shelt were you? Just a thug to strike at random? A rumor of fear to keep shelts obedient? Or were you smarter than that? Did you know what you were looking for?

On an impulse, he called Marlo back into the room. “How many captains have you had in the last five years?”

Marlo thought for a moment. “I believe we’ve had six, sir, and more than a dozen since I’ve served in the Police.”

Gerard shook his head. “More than one per year. And how did they all die?”

Marlo considered. “Perhaps half were killed openly in fights with the Resistance. The other half...” He shrugged. “The Police investigate, sir. They go into hostile places. Sometimes they don’t come back.”

“Were any of these captains killed in non-hostile places? I mean, were they murdered?”

Marlo hesitated. “Captain Ranon was shot in the streets of Dragon’s Eye two years ago. Captain Hal died in a brothel on Sern, presumed poisoned, last year. Captain Ando died in his bed in Dragon’s Eye. No one can say what took him, except that he was not ill a few days before.” He paused. Gerard was pacing the room, his black tufted tail twitching. “Am I distressing you, sir?”

“No. What about the Police themselves? Are they dying in unusual numbers?”

Marlo looked uncomfortable. “Being in the Police is a dangerous job, sir.”

“You seem to have survived.”

“I’m...careful, sir.”

“Does anyone leave the Police alive, Marlo?”

“There is Arundel, sir. He was our captain four years ago.”

Gerard was surprised. One of Silveo’s lieutenants. I did not know. “And he was transferred into the Sea Watch?”

Marlo nodded. “Some viewed it as a promotion.”

“What happened to my immediate predecessor, Montpir?”

“He disappeared on Maijha Minor. He was part of a registered hunting party, so no investigation was made.”

Gerard snorted. “Was he really hunting, or was he looking for something?”

Marlo shrugged. “Montpir was a very private person. He did like to hunt. His family was from Maijha Major.”

Gerard nodded and dismissed his new secretary again. He sat down at the desk and began sorting through the stacks of paper. 

*  *  *  *
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BY THE TIME GERARD returned to his room at the inn, it was well past midnight. Thessalyn had waited for him. She was sitting beside the fire in the peculiar stillness that came over her when she was composing music in her head. Her face cleared as he entered.

“You shouldn’t have waited up,” he said.

“I’m a minstrel. We’re supposed to be able to harp all night.”

Gerard stripped off his coat, glad that she could not see the bloodstains. “I’ve been killing shavier. A couple of grishnards, too.”

Thessalyn’s white eyes grew luminous and sad. “You saved them from Lamire, then?”

Gerard sighed. She knew him too well. “I doubt that’s how they saw it.”

“They will see everything on the Shores Beyond the World, and they will understand.”

Gerard shook his head. “I’m not concerned with the Shores Beyond the World just now, only with Maijha Minor and my last predecessor in the Police, Montpir. He disappeared there. I think he was looking for Sky Town.”

Thessalyn strummed her harp thoughtfully. “So you really think Sky Town exists?”

Gerard shrugged. “The Priestess seems to think so. Montpir did, too, I think.” Gerard told her about Marlo Snale and what he’d said. He also mentioned Silveo’s parting words.

Thessalyn shook her head. “What is wrong with him? Doesn’t he see that you’re both on the same side?”

Gerard hesitated. He’d never told Thessalyn all of the rumors about Silveo. “They say he clawed his way up from the slums around Slag on Sern.” He watched Thessalyn’s face. The harbor town of Slag was perhaps the roughest and ugliest in Wefrivain. The town had a reputation for brothels that catered to all tastes, and foxlings were especially prized because of their fine features and child-like proportions. Gerard would have pitied any such creature, except that Silveo had a way of dissipating pity as a summer sun dissipates dew. In Gerard’s experience, Silveo would have been more likely to sell such children than to have been one. 

Thessalyn was quiet a moment. “Poor thing.”

Gerard made a face. “No one can say whether it’s true, as he seems to have killed nearly every shelt who knew him as a child.” He hesitated. “However, it might explain his taste in clothes.”

“Gerard!”

“He is cruel, Thessalyn. He hasn’t the honor of a mud leech.”

“And you are intimidating, especially to someone like that.” 

Gerard drew a hand across his eyes. “Alsair can talk of nothing but eviscerating him since that business with the Foam. I don’t want to talk anymore about Silveo Lamire.”

She smiled. “Then let’s not. Judging from what Marlo Snale had to say, you’ve taken on a dangerous job, love.” 

“Frightened for me?”

Thessalyn stood and walked to him, fearless now that she’d memorized the layout of the room. Gerard took her in his arms. “My dear,” she said, “you could vanquish hydras and cross the deserts of fire.” 

Her boundless optimism was one of the many things he loved about her. “You have more faith in me than I do.” Gerard started to kiss her. 

“I want to hear about the Police,” said Thessalyn. “What’s got you so curious about Montpir and Maijha Minor?”

They curled up on the bed, and he told her about the office and the stacks of paper. “Something wasn’t right with that office,” said Gerard. “Every document I found was dated at least three red months ago. Montpir only disappeared last month. Judging by what I saw, he kept meticulous records. I even found evidence of a filing system, but nothing was in order.”

“You think someone searched the office?” asked Thessalyn.

“Yes,” said Gerard. “I think someone stole a lot of paperwork. They hoped I’d confuse ransacked with messy. I went through the fireplace, and I think a lot of paper was burned there recently. I found a bit that had fallen under the grate, a list.” Gerard took the charred fragment out of his pocket and read it to her. 

Sky Town

Misnomer?

Tea cups—tea leaves?

Who is Gwain? At the center of the web

Cowry Catchers—the winged wolves

Maijha Minor

The diving spiders

Thessalyn grinned. “Cryptic!” Gerard could tell that her minstrel’s mind was already making poetry or prophesy of it.

“Yes,” he said, “but that list meant something to Montpir, and I’m going to find out what.”
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Chapter 5. A Traitor and A Child
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Maijha Minor is home to all kinds of creatures that have been eradicated from most other parts of Wefrivain. The exact nature and habits of these creatures are kept secret by the gamekeepers of the island in order to preserve the mystery of the place. The diving spiders are one of the more feared elements of Maijha Minor. They can grow a quarter the size of the average griffin, and they make their homes in coral reefs. The kings of Maijha Major claim that the spiders prevent the islands’ inhabitants from escaping by sea (small boats are easy prey in the spider-infested reefs). Air traffic is forbidden and monitored from the watchtowers around the island. The only safe and legal approach is overland from Maijha Major during low tide. The journey requires a skillful sand pilot with knowledge of the tidal flats. Ironically, many of these sand pilots are fauns from Maijha Minor, who receive a level of protection and trade goods for their services.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard arrived at his office early the next morning. A new guard stood at the dungeon entrance. At the desk in the anteroom in front of his office, an older shelt, whom he took to be a warden, was sleeping. Gerard pretended not to notice. “I want you to bring the prisoners to me one by one,” he began in a loud voice. The warden jerked awake and blinked up at him. Gerard was still talking. “But first, send someone out to get hot food—something that smells good, something a faun would eat.” He looked down at his officer’s bewildered expression. “That means no faun meat,” he said in case it wasn’t clear. 

“Prisoners?” repeated the warden. Gerard could smell alcohol on his breath.

“Yes! Prisoners! The ones who arrived yesterday. Their cell is a bloody mess. I ought to know; I made it. Get food, get prisoners. Can you handle that?”

In spite of appearances to the contrary, the officer had the good sense to nod and lurch to his feet. Gerard strode past him into his office. I was here late last night. They probably didn’t expect me this morning. 

He sat down to another stack of papers—this one a catalogue of shelts the Police had interrogated six years ago. These were the Police of Gerard’s memory—the ugly stories he’d heard growing up. They don’t seem to have been as active in recent years. Is it because they had more humane captains? Or have the constant assassinations been slowing them down? He suspected the latter.

Some time later, one of the younger guards came in with a tray of steaming meat pastries from a street vendor. Gerard thought at least one of the little pies looked suspicious. He ate that one, judged the rest suitable, and sent the guard for the first prisoner. They had languished all night in the dark without food or water, with the bodies and blood of their comrades all around them. They’d been in the hold of a ship for four days before that, during which time they’d had nothing but a little water. They ought to be hungry enough and frightened enough by now. 

The first prisoner they brought him was the little gazumelle. His hands had been tied, which annoyed Gerard. Do they think I can’t protect myself from a starving, unarmed faun, barely grown, and half my size? He had straightened the office, put all the loose paper in drawers. The place was clean and well lit, and it smelled pleasantly of food. 

“Sit,” he commanded the faun. The chair in front of the desk was small, uncomfortable, and plain, while the desk chair was an angular throne of leather and blocky wood. Gerard had no doubt it had been designed to intimidate. However, he preferred to stand. He loomed over the unfortunate gazumelle, whom he guessed to be no older than fourteen. “What is your name?”

The faun said nothing. He had the dark hair and olive skin of his race. He was wearing nothing but a white linen shirt, much stained. His fur, too, was matted with half-dried blood. He stared straight ahead, trembling like a rabbit in the claws of a hawk. He was so bony that Gerard wondered whether he’d been getting enough to eat even before he was captured.

“You have a choice,” said Gerard quietly. “You can eat some food, talk to me, and leave here alive. Or you can refuse to talk to me, and I’ll give you to my officers and their griffins.” Griffins had a cat-like love of sport. The gazumelle shuddered. Gerard thought, belatedly, that he should have brought Alsair along for this exercise. “Or perhaps the temple is running short of sacrifices this month,” he continued. “The gods seem to have an insatiable appetite for tender young things. They love variety, and they can’t have enjoyed many of your kind.” The faun leaned forward suddenly and retched. He had nothing but bile in his stomach, and the spasms wracked his small body like a hand wringing out a rag. Tears of pain and terror stood in the corners of his eyes against his long lashes.

Gerard didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone so frightened, and the sight made him feel ill. He walked around behind the chair, so that the prisoner could not see his face. He leaned close to the faun’s quivering ear and put claws into his voice. “My point is: once you leave my office, your fate is sealed. If you want to live, now is the time to tell me.”

“I don’t know!” wailed the faun, his voice breaking.

“You don’t know your name?”

“I don’t know where Sky Town is,” whispered the gazumelle wretchedly. “I’ve never been there. They never told me. I only worked on a ship. That’s all. I only worked on a ship.” He was sobbing now. 

Gerard wanted to put an arm around his shoulders and give him a meat pie. Instead, he said, “I haven’t asked you where Sky Town is. I repeat: what is your name? I already know the answers to some of my questions, so you better not lie. The Police have many resources.” In truth, he had no idea of the answers to any of his questions, but he’d seen his father use this technique with diplomats, often to good effect.

“My name is Paiter,” said the gazumelle faintly. 

Gerard cut off a small wedge of one of the pastries and gave it to him. The faun devoured it, hiccupping through his tears. His fingers were clumsy, and Gerard saw that his wrists had been tied tightly enough to restrict circulation. He resisted the urge to cut them loose.

“How old are you? How long did you work on the ship? Who ran it?”

Paiter was twelve. (So, thought Gerard, I have stooped to tormenting children.) He had worked on the ship for two years. He had been born on Maijha Minor, and the pirates had offered him an opportunity to escape the fate of all but the craftiest fauns on that island. “It is forbidden to kill fauns under ten,” he explained. “But most are killed by a hunting party before they reach thirty. My mother wanted me to join the pirates. She wanted me to live.”

So when he turned ten, Paiter was bundled off in the dark to join a pirate ship. Gerard interrupted him, “Which side of the island did you sail from?” The waters around Maijha Minor were considered all but unnavigable, due to the combination of reef, diving spiders, and rough sea.

Paiter shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t understand how we got there.” He had been taken into a tunnel, in which he and several other fauns traveled for what seemed like more than a day. They had surfaced in a place that he did not recognize, walked to a beach he did not know, and found a rowboat waiting to take them to a ship—the pirate ship, Foam, which Gerard had helped to capture. In the next two years, the ship had taken seven prizes—four merchant vessels and three Temple treasure ships laden with offerings for Lecklock. “The pirates target Temple ships,” said Paiter. “We met many merchant ships that we left alone. I never learned how the captain decided which to attack and which to let go.” 

The captain was a shavier faun, and Paiter had never heard him called anything except “Captain.” Gerard had killed this person himself, and he remembered the fight on deck with the ship pitching and burning all around them. Samarin Mel had been his second-in-command. 

Gerard questioned Paiter closely about the tunnel and the beach from which he sailed, but Paiter had nothing to add, although he tried. “No light was permitted in the tunnel. It was tall enough for us to stand, and we walked very rapidly for a long time.”

Could the fauns of Maijha Minor have dug a tunnel to another island? It seemed utterly fantastic. Or did they sail from some secret cove on Maijha Minor? Could the tunnel have been a ruse to impress and confuse recruits in case they were ever caught? He even wondered whether the entire story was a fabrication, memorized for such an occasion. He couldn’t bring himself to believe it, though. The young gazumelle’s desperate, frightened eyes and babble of information seemed authentic. 

Throughout the tale, Gerard handed him pieces of pastry, and at one point he gave him a large mug of water, which the faun drank greedily. At last, Gerard cut his hands free. When Paiter had told everything and was beginning to repeat himself, Gerard went to the door and told the guard outside to bring a tunic and  trousers. “I don’t care where you get them,” he said in response to the guard’s question. “If we don’t have any here, buy them on the street. Give them to this prisoner, and put him in a cell by himself. Give him a meal and all the water he can drink, and when it’s full dark, release him.” 

Gerard wasn’t sure where Paiter would go or how he would get there. That wasn’t Gerard’s problem, but releasing him in the daylight in Lecklock would be cruel. Gerard would at least give him the small comfort of darkness to find his way to safety.

He glanced over the tray of food. If they all talk to me at this rate, I’ll have to send for more. However, his worry proved premature. The next prisoner was a shavier of perhaps twenty-five—Gerard’s own age. He had the marble stare of a shelt who had already resigned himself to die. No amount of threats or promises could induce him to utter a word. At last, Gerard walked around behind the chair, took the faun’s head quickly in his hands and broke his neck with one snap. He’d seen cooks on Holovarus do this to fauns intended for the pots. It was harder than it looked. In spite of his threats, Gerard had no real intention of giving any of the prisoners to griffins or wyverns.

Gerard had no better luck with any of the next four. They have been well-schooled, he thought, and found that he respected them immensely.

The sixth was a shavier faun with shifty eyes and twitching fingers. Gerard disliked him at once, but the faun clearly had no intention of dying. “What will you give me for what I know?” he asked as soon as they were alone.

Gerard offered him the same thing he’d offered the others. The faun shook his head. “That’s not good enough. The Resistance will kill me if your own shelts don’t. I want protection.”

Gerard was surprised. “If you tell me what you know, my shelts, at least, will not kill you.”

The faun looked at him narrowly. “You’re new at this.”

You’re the first to notice. “You think so?”

“Let me tell you something you may not know about the Police, Captain. They never let anyone go. Accidents happen to shelts they release.”

Gerard decided to try a new tack. “You’re right. I am new. I do things differently.”

The faun looked almost sorry for him. “You may want to, but you won’t. The Police are controlled by more powerful forces than you. Now, I repeat: I want protection.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “I will arm you before I release you, and I will give you sufficient cowries to buy passage off Lecklock.”

The faun looked surprised. 

He wasn’t expecting me to acquiesce so quickly or so completely, thought Gerard. I’ve already given more than he had any right to expect. 

“I want an armed escort,” shot the faun. “I want a signed document from you.”

Gerard shook his head.

The prisoner argued weakly for a little longer, but it was already clear that he intended to talk. “We both know I’m not going to tell you my real name,” he said at last, “so why bother making one up? I’m a smuggler. I have many clients, but the Resistance was never one of them until recently. They wanted me to transport certain materials to and from Sern and Haplag.”

“Materials?” echoed Gerard. 

The smuggler shrugged. “Passengers, sometimes, but also things in boxes. I never knew what they were. I never asked. I never went to the Great Islands, just the smaller holdings, mostly numeraries.” 

Gerard nodded. Tiny islands with no appreciable grishnard population sometimes had no names, only numbers. They were called numeraries. “So far, you’re not telling me anything worth the price I’m paying.”

The smuggler held up a hand. “It’s true that I don’t know where Sky Town is or even if it exists. I don’t have a list of names to give you or a secret code or maps. However, I do have one name, and it’s an important one: Gwain.”

Gerard leaned forward. At the center of the web.

The smuggler grinned. “I see you’ve heard of him.”

“Perhaps,” said Gerard. “Continue.”

“I don’t know whether he’s their leader,” said the faun, “but I think he might be. I transported him once. I saw him.”

Gerard looked skeptical. “The Resistance is secretive. Why should I imagine they introduced you to this person?” Trustworthy individual that you so obviously are.

“Oh, they didn’t introduce us,” said the smuggler. “I don’t think I was intended to see him, but the passage was rough and longer than expected. He came on deck rather sick, and I got a look at him. He’s a shavier faun about my height with light brown hair, brownish eyes, and gray-blue feathers.”

Gerard shrugged. “That description would fit any number of fauns in Wefrivain.”

The smuggler smiled like a gambler playing his trump. “But Gwain is supposed to be half grishnard.”

Gerard’s eyes widened. Normally, matings between panauns (shelts with paws) and fauns (shelts with hooves) produced no offspring. Some claimed that very rarely a child could result, but Gerard had never seen one. 

“Half grishnard,” repeated the smuggler, “and I believe it. He has dewclaws above his hooves. I saw them, and that’s how I know he was Gwain.”
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Chapter 6. Mystique
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The relationship between the Temple Sea Watch and the Temple Police is ambiguous. Traditionally, the leader of Police is ranked as captain, so that the admiral of the Sea Watch (and his lieutenants, for that matter) outrank him. This reflects the importance of the sea in the politics of Wefrivain. However, the Police are the administrators of the Priestess’s will on land, and they receive their orders directly from her.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard left the Temple complex feeling bleak and vaguely dirty. He’d spent the day questioning and executing shelts whose courage he could not help but admire. More than any shelt I’ve met in the Sea Watch or Police.

He was grateful when Alsair swooped into the street in front of him. “I need to ride,” he said, without so much as a greeting. 

“Where?” asked Alsair.

“Anywhere.” Soon they were climbing, climbing—up over the dome of the Temple, over the streets and markets of Dragon’s Eye. Lecklock was the smallest of the Great Islands, and Alsair climbed rapidly to a point where they could see half the island. 

There in the harbor stood the three tall ships of the Sea Watch—the Fang, the Dark Wind, and the Sea Feather. The Fang was Silveo’s flagship and the place where he lived, even when he was not on assignment. Gerard had heard that when Silveo took over the Sea Watch eight years ago, he’d wanted to gild the entire ship silver. Vain fool. Gerard could not think of a more unfortunate color for a ship chasing a prize. Apparently, even Silveo’s supporters thought so, and he’d been persuaded to paint the ship scarlet and gold instead.

Gerard had to admit that no amount of gaudy paint could hide the beauty of the vessel—an elegant three-masted ship with four decks and a bronze wyvern figurehead, gleaming with gold leaf. Like many ships in Wefrivain, she had a slave deck with rowers. 

She had been Gerard’s home on and off for the last year. However, he’d learned today from Marlo Snale that he had a house in town—the traditional residence of the captain of Police. Marlo had been careful to add that the last three captains had chosen to purchase their own lodgings, and the house had not seen use in some years. Gerard knew the last three captains had been younger sons of wealthy families. He suspected the house was a humble affair, but it would get Thessalyn out of the inns, where she was continually badgered for performances. It would give Alsair a safe place to sleep. Silveo had a low tolerance for griffins aboard ship. The nest box where he’d put Alsair doubled as a storage room and was so crammed with boxes that Gerard feared a crate might fall on Alsair during rough weather. The house would also mean that Gerard would never again be a permanent resident of Silveo’s flagship, a prospect that lightened his spirits considerably. He told Alsair all this as they flew, as well as the story of the traitorous smuggler and the frightened gazumelle youngster.

Alsair listened with uncharacteristic silence. When Gerard finished, he laughed. “So that’s what really happened.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, you’ll never believe what they’re saying about you in the streets. The local griffins are all gossiping about it, and half of them heard it from their masters.”

Gerard could feel his tufted ears prickling. “Heard what?”

Alsair imitated a fluting girl’s voice. “That new Captain of Police is a terror! They say he took a pirate ship single-handedly and—”

“Single-handedly?” interrupted Gerard. “I had six capable—”

“He hacked the pirate captain to pieces and took his tail as a trophy.”

“Took his—?”

“It gets better. Last night you killed half the prisoners in a rage as soon as the Priestess put them into your custody. The cell was blood from floor to ceiling.”

“That sounds like a Silveo rumor,” growled Gerard. The accusation that he’d killed the prisoners because he’d lost his temper, not as a calculated move, irked him.

Alsair was choking on giggles. “Then you cooked them up and fed them to their hungry comrades as bribes the next morning.”

“What?!”

“You so enjoy your new job that you wouldn’t even let the other Police help you question and kill them. Prisoners went into your office alive, and one by one the bodies came out. You had their tails made into a wreath and mounted the heads on your wall.”

Gerard was momentarily speechless.

“They say you’re a prince with a dark and tragic past.”

“Well, that, at least, is true—”

“They say you committed some terrible crime, for which you can never go home. The ladies are all cooing about you—tall, dark, and oh so dangerous.”

Gerard could not understand how any lady could both believe these stories and find him attractive. “Are they all mad?”
Alsair shrugged. “I think it’s the mystique of the Police combined with your own that’s prompting the rumors.”
“I don’t have a mystique,” said Gerard. “I’m very non-mysterious.”

“Oh, but you do, master of mine. You don’t know it, but you do. It makes shelts either love or hate you.”

Gerard couldn’t argue that. His fellow sailors had liked him well enough to elect him their watch master. They were the only thing he would miss about the Fang. “I suppose the gossips can think whatever they like as long as they respect me. A little fear won’t hurt.” He sighed. The sun was setting, he was tired, and he had one more chore this evening.

“I want to get something to eat, and then we need to pay a visit to the Sea Feather.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to talk to Lieutenant Arundel. He was the Captain of Police four years ago. As far as I can tell, he’s the only one in the last ten years who’s left the Police alive.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 7. Insult and Injury
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The Temple Sea Watch is about a thousand strong. They are led by an admiral who is appointed by the High Priestess. The admiral, in turn, appoints lieutenants, which have numbered from two to a dozen in the past, and often command their own ships. These lieutenants each appoint captains of hundreds. Captains have ten officers called watch masters, each commanding ten shelts. Watch masters are elected by the sailors themselves. 

—Gwain, The Truth about Wyverns

By the time Gerard and Alsair swooped down on the deck of the Sea Feather, it was dark, and torches were burning on deck. Gerard was relieved to learn that Silveo was not there. He found Arundel in his cabin, dictating to a secretary. The lieutenant, it seemed, had heard of Gerard’s promotion. He sent his secretary out of the room as Gerard began to speak. “I trust you are enjoying your time in port, sir?” Alsair came in and lay down along the back wall.

“In my own fashion,” said Arundel. He had a toneless pattern of speech and one of the most expressionless faces Gerard had ever seen.

Gerard’s tail twitched involuntarily. Arundel was the only one of Silveo’s lieutenants who made him uneasy. He was the quietest of the group—a black-furred grishnard with hair as dark as Gerard’s own and eyes as yellow as any hawk’s. For a time, Gerard had thought him the most honest and humane of the group...until Gerard stumbled upon Arundel with a shavier pirate woman whom he was supposed to have executed. The memory still made Gerard a little sick. 

“What can I do for you?” asked Arundel, his spider-like fingers flickering over the papers on his desk. 

Gerard forced his tail to stop twitching. “I understand that you were once Captain of Police. I have been recently appointed to that role, and I’d like to ask you some questions.”

Arundel watched him impassively.

Gerard plunged on. “Were you able to learn anything about Sky Town? Do you believe it exists?”

Arundel sat back. “It existed. I found Sky Town—a pitiful tree fort on Haplag-34, full of ragged fauns with old weapons and older leaders. We burned the whole island. I’m told it’s still bare.”

Gerard was confused. “The Priestess seems to think Sky Town still exists.”

Arundel nodded. “I’m sure it does, but it’s just a name—a banner for Resistance pirates and their sympathizers to rally around. They tell each other that they have clever leaders operating out of some unfindable hideaway called Sky Town. Undoubtedly, the Resistance does have leaders, but, like the place itself, those leaders are periodically killed. The names are passed on to give the illusion of permanence and invincibility. Sky Town is more an idea than a place.”

Gerard thought about that. “What about Gwain? Montpir mentioned him in his papers.”

Arundel’s emotionless face twitched. “A name that gets passed around. There have been many Gwains.”

“One of the prisoners said he’s distinctive,” said Gerard. “Gwain is supposed to be half grishnard. He looks like a shavier with dewclaws. The prisoner saw him. How many such shelts can there be?”

“Your prisoner lied to you,” said Arundel. “Or perhaps he was tricked.”

“It’s possible,” agreed Gerard. But I don’t believe it. I don’t think you do, either. “Montpir also scribbled the word ‘misnomer’ on a sheet of paper headed ‘Sky Town.’ One of my prisoners talked about being taken by the pirates down an incredibly long tunnel from Maijha Minor to a beach he didn’t recognize. Could it be that Sky Town is actually underground with the name intended to mislead?”

Arundel shrugged. “As I said, the name means nothing. I’m sure the original Sky Town was a tree village. However, the Resistance could easily be operating out of an underground fort these days. They may even have no central location anymore. Sky Town is just an idea, Captain.”

If that’s true, then it’s an idea you fought hard, thought Gerard, and lost. Aloud, he said, “And what about the Cowry Catchers?”

Again that curious twitch of the lip. “What about them?”

“Resistance pirates these days are calling themselves the Guild of the Cowry Catchers. It’s an odd name, don’t you think?” The name was, in fact, so odd that Gerard had once believed that grishnards and their allies had bestowed it in contempt. However, his preview of Police papers had made him increasingly certain that pirates had chosen the name themselves. It had a curious double meaning.

“Cowry catcher” was the common name for the despised manatee shelt—a creature that could not even speak. They were dull, spiritless nauns, easily enslaved. Most harbors had a team of cowry catchers, used to repair ships and scrape their hulls. Long ago, they had been used to retrieve the cowry shells from the ocean floor, which were then used as currency. Now most islands used coin, though money in Wefrivain was still called cowries.

The Resistance had chosen to identify itself with these humble creatures. Of course, Resistance pirates were quite literally cowry catchers. But they caught their cowries from merchants and Temple treasure ships, not from the sea. 

“Shelts have been talking about Sky Town since I was a child,” Gerard told Arundel, “but the Guild of the Cowry Catchers is new. I don’t remember hearing about it until a few years ago, and I can’t find any mention of it in Police papers more than ten years back.”

Arundel nodded. “Perhaps their leaders decided they needed a fresh focus, a new rally cry.”

“It seems to me,” said Gerard, “that the Resistance shows an increased level of organization since they’ve been calling themselves the Cowry Catchers. I’m wondering whether this Gwain person has anything to do with that.”

Arundel shrugged.

Why don’t you want to talk to me? thought Gerard. Whatever else you may be, you’re not one of Silveo’s pets.

Arundel interrupted his thoughts. “If you have nothing else to discuss, Captain, I will bid you good evening.”

“There is one more thing,” said Gerard. “You are the only captain in living memory to leave the Police alive. In the last ten years, the average length of survival has been less than a year. This seems to coincide approximately with the advent of the Cowry Catchers.”

A thin, mirthless smile curled the corners of Arundel’s mouth. “Nervous, Gerard?”

“Well, yes. Mainly, though, I’d like to know how and why they’re being killed so efficiently and so rapidly. Did anyone try to kill you?”

“Several times. If you really want to survive the Police, I advise you to follow my example and get promoted out as quickly as possible.”

Gerard frowned.

“Learn to get along with Silveo Lamire,” said Arundel. “He makes an excellent alternative to dying.”

Gerard wasn’t sure he agreed. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your taking the time to talk to me.”

He left the cabin with Alsair, feeling dissatisfied. He was about to take his leave of the Sea Feather when two of Arundel’s captains came bumping and laughing up the side. “We sail tomorrow!” they cried to a comrade who’d just come from below deck. “The silver fox has had his way at last!”

“What, you caught one?” asked the other grishnard. “And me not there?”

“Caught one what?” asked Gerard sharply.

The group turned, saw him, and grew instantly silent. Gerard walked towards them, his long shadow preceding him in the flickering torchlight. “Exactly what did the admiral catch? Where are you sailing tomorrow?”

The group glanced guiltily at each other. “Well, you see, Your Highness—” began the cheekiest. But Alsair’s warning growl cut him short. 

“My name is Captain Holovar,” said Gerard quietly, “of the Police.”

The captains were technically his peers, but the Police had special status. Another cleared his throat. “Don’t mind him, sir. He’s had too much to drink. We went with the admiral to question a suspicious faun. We had a bit of sport. In the end, the faun told us the location of a Resistance hideout on Sern. We’re supposed to sail tomorrow.”

“’Suspicious faun,’” repeated Gerard. “He wouldn’t have been one of my recent prisoners, would he?”

Gerard saw their eyes flick away. He didn’t wait for the answer. “Alsair!” The griffin was beneath him in a moment, and they fairly leapt between the ships. Gerard landed on the deck of the Fang, a growl already forming in the back of his throat. He was furious.

There was Silveo on the quarterdeck, chatting and laughing with his other two lieutenants, Farell and Basil. Gerard strode towards them, his hand curling around the hilt of his sword. It had been a long time since he’d felt this angry.

“Lamire! You have overreached yourself. How dare you!”

He was bellowing and certainly close enough for them to hear. Farell and Basil glanced at him, but Silveo kept talking. At the foot of the steps to the upper deck, two burly sailors—part of Silveo’s personal guard—stopped him. Gerard shoved away from them and pointed his drawn sword up at Silveo. “Those were my prisoners! They gave information, and they were promised freedom in exchange. You had no right!”

Silveo had finally stopped whatever he was saying. “Do I hear a yapping?” he asked his lieutenants, still not looking at Gerard. “Is there a griffin cub on the ship? Someone go and drown it.” There was a titter of polite laughter. 

“You are a coward and a fool,” snarled Gerard, “still as much a dock rat as the day your mother sold you.” It was a low thing to say, and he regretted it at once. Yet he was still angry, and he could not take it back.

Silveo’s head snapped around. He stared at Gerard as though he could not quite believe what he’d just heard. Then his face twisted, flushed with rage, and his hand shot beneath his tunic. 

Gerard had just enough time to think, He’s going to kill me. Silveo was indifferent with a sword, but he was deadly with a knife. Then something iridescent shot over the side of the ship in a spray of foam and landed between them. Gerard heard the sharp tink as Silveo’s throwing knife struck the wyvern and bounced harmlessly across the deck. The beast stood there dripping, its scales like mother-of-pearl, dazzling in the torchlight.

Gerard could not see its expression when it looked at Silveo, but when it turned to him, it was clearly annoyed. “My mistress,” hissed the wyvern, “would like a word with you both.” 
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Chapter 8. Reprimand
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The grishnards think they are the dominant species on Wefrivain. They are wrong. One need only look in the Temple on every island to find the true dominant species.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

“The gods have informed me that I had better do something with my officers before they kill each other.” Morchella spoke without amusement from her throne. “Explain yourselves!”

Gerard bowed his head. He’d never in his life expected to ride a wyvern, had certainly not expected to be picked up like a mouse from a field and flown away. He felt a little shaken, but the rage that had driven him onto the deck of the Fang was still burning in his chest. He stabbed a finger at Silveo. “Admiral Lamire picked up my prisoners without my consent or knowledge. He tortured and killed shelts whom I promised freedom in exchange for information. I gave my word.”

“A shelt,” grated Silveo. He was wearing an absurd yellow hat with a lavender plume large enough to choke an elephant seal. Gerard noted perversely that his earrings alone looked heavy enough to drown him, should he somehow fall into the sea. “You will be pleased to learn that the grasshopper escaped.” 

Gerard felt a measure of relief. “Grasshopper” was uncomplimentary slang for gazumelle, who had unusual jumping abilities.

“He released them,” Silveo continued, addressing the Priestess. “I picked up a faun off the street who seemed likely to provide me with information. The Police appeared to have finished with him. It has never been Police policy to let traitors escape. I have killed several ‘released’ shelts for other Police captains.” By the end, he was almost pleading. 

Gerard glanced sideways at him. It was strange to see Silveo neither laughing nor sneering.

Morchella steepled her long fingers before her face. “We are getting off the point. The gods inform me that you threw a knife at my officer.”

Silveo dropped his gaze. “I might have.”

“Admiral Lamire, perhaps you are unfamiliar with my policy on such things, as we have not had this problem before. Let me enlighten you. As my admiral, you are free to discipline shelts whom you appoint and administer. If you find them insubordinate or incompetent, you are free to execute them. However, you are not free to either discipline or execute officers whom I appoint and administer. The Police fall into this category. If you kill one of my officers, you will lose more than your station. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And you.” She turned to Gerard. “I am told that you arrived on the Fang and drew a sword on your superior officer. Is that correct?”

“It is,” said Gerard. He drew a deep breath. Silveo’s explanation made more sense than he had expected. The smuggler was right; I am new at this. “But,” he continued, “it wasn’t the sword that provoked the incident. It was what I said.” He turned to Silveo. “I apologize for my...comment. It was dishonorable and insubordinate.”

Silveo shot him an expression of loathing, conveying the general sentiment that the only apology he would accept from Gerard was one written in arterial blood.

“However,” continued Gerard to Morchella, “my point stands: any organization which you put in my care will be not only feared, but respected. How can the Police be respected if they fail to keep their promises? How can I bargain or parley with an enemy if I am considered untrustworthy, if every shelt I release is killed in an alley?”

“Bargain with them?” echoed Morchella. “A curious notion. The Admiral is right about the traditional treatment of prisoners by the Police. Those who escape warn their comrades of what they’ve seen, heard, and told. For this reason, they are not normally allowed to leave alive. However, I trust your judgment enough to let you play out this experiment. In the future, your wishes will be honored, so far as they pertain to the province of the Police.”

And there’s the problem, thought Gerard, because the province of the Police and the Sea Watch overlap. 

Silveo was glaring down at his bright yellow boots. Morchella rose and walked down from her dais to stand between them. “My fox and my lion...you will compliment each other’s strengths if you will only work together.”

Her voice grew harder as she turned to Silveo. “In the future, if you have a problem with one of my officers, you will bring it to me. Now go back to your ship.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Gerard expected to be dismissed as well, but she spoke before he could move. “Stay a moment, Captain.” When Silveo was gone, she continued, “How do you find your new command?”

Gerard hesitated. “I hardly know how to answer that yet, Mistress. I have had less than two days with them.”

“I told you on your last visit that you have permission to use my name.”

He inclined his head stiffly. She was standing very close, and Gerard wished suddenly that Silveo were back in the room. He caught a faint scent of salt and sandalwood. Was it only incense, or was it her perfume? 

“If I have put you in an untenable situation, you may tell me so,” she continued. “I have other positions to fill with capable shelts. You may serve me elsewhere.”

Gerard felt his fur bristle uncomfortably against his clothes. “I do not quit that easily, Mistress Morchella. It is true that the Police are in a pitiful state. They have been leaderless for a red month, and it does not seem to me that they have had firm leadership for some time before that. Their captains have been yearly assassinated, as have many of their officers. They are hated by the citizenry of Wefrivain, both grishnard and non-grishnard. They are distrusted. In addition, I find it difficult to work with Admiral Lamire. This is my own problem, and I will deal with it.”

Morchella nodded. “I’m sure you will. However, the Police will never be a gentle organization. This would undermine their function. Can you do what I’m asking, Gerard? If you can’t, now is the time to tell me.”

“You mean, can I torture and kill if necessary?”

Her aquamarine eyes bored into him. “Can you? Will your honor let you?”

“I can.” Firebird forgive me. “I can be cruel when I must, but not to no purpose.” He told her about his treatment of the prisoners, the reasons he had killed the leaders at once, the things that the youngster and the smuggler had told him.

Morchella folded her arms. She thought for a moment. “You’ve impressed me. This is unconventional behavior for the Police. I have no doubt that torturing the prisoners would have produced more information, but not of the same quality. I think you’re right: what they told you is probably true and the best they had to tell.” 

Feeling a little bolder, Gerard said, “I’m certain that youngster knew no more than he told me. The smuggler, on the other hand, was an unscrupulous bastard—”

“Exactly the sort of morals desirable in an informer,” interrupted Morchella.

Gerard shrugged. “Perhaps. However, he was the sort of faun who would highly resent being made to die for a cause. I would treat any information he gave under duress as suspicious.”

Morchella nodded. “You have a point. Please present it to Admiral Lamire when you sail with him to Sern.” She watched Gerard grimace. “You were planning on going with him, weren’t you?”

Gerard said nothing.

“The Police have no ships,” said Morchella softly. “The Sea Watch administers the ships. A journey to Maijha Minor or any other place you wish to investigate must be coordinated with the Sea Watch. I expect you to work together.”

Gerard shut his eyes. He had not thought that far ahead. He felt suddenly tired.

“Try to get along with Silveo,” said Morchella. “I realize that you find him distasteful, but he has his uses. Learn to exploit them. Silveo can be made to do almost anything once you know how to steer him. You, on the other hand, are a delightful enigma.” And she leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed him. Gerard thought for one panicked moment that she was going to kiss him on the mouth, but she only touched her lips to his forehead in a vaguely maternal gesture. 

Then she brought her lips down to his ear in a way that was not maternal at all, tickling his skin with her breath. “Now, you need to go home and love your minstrel girl and sleep. You lost your temper this evening because you are exhausted. Go home, Gerard. I’ll be watching over you.”
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Chapter 9. Mine
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The High Priestess of Wefrivain is a mysterious, but stable figure for most of her subjects. She is ageless—as beautiful and terrible as their grandfathers remembered her. Some believe that there have been a long line of High Priestesses, each chosen in great secrecy. They point to the fact that she does not often appear in public, and some say that her appearance has differed over time. Others claim that she is deathless—a personification of the will of the gods, not a true person at all. A few claim that she is a wyvern shelt, although those who have worked with her closely swear she is a grishnard. Her life and work are surrounded by secrecy, and while her Sea Watch or Police may perpetrate atrocities, these acts are rarely attributed to the Priestess, who is supposed to spend most of her time in communion with the gods. The minstrels of the old school (of whom very few remain) call her a servant of the Firebird. This is curious, as the wyvern-gods of Wefrivain have completely eradicated all monuments to that ancient deity.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Alsair met Gerard on the Temple steps. “I’ve never seen a wyvern pick up a shelt that way. I thought perhaps they’d sacrificed you.” He nosed Gerard this way and that, as though to make sure he was all in one piece. “Lamire came out looking like he’d just eaten a live eel, which gave me a bit of hope.”

Gerard sighed. “Silveo probably hates me more than ever for earning him a reprimand from the Priestess.”

“Oh? Does our silver tadpole fear something, then?”

“Loves and fears, I think,” said Gerard. “But neither will stop him from trying to kill me after what I said on the deck of the Fang in front of his officers and crew. I should not have lost my temper.”

Alsair shrugged. “I wish I’d said it for you. Don’t worry; I’ll kill him before he gets another shot.”

Gerard took a fistful of Alsair’s ruff. “No, you won’t. You’ll stay out of it. Please, this is already too complicated.” He was feeling more and more confused by the Priestess’s behavior, and he hated feeling confused. Perhaps I am just tired. He’d slept less than a watch last night, and it was already late. Thessalyn would be worried.

Gerard told Alsair the gist of what had happened in the Temple as they flew back to the inn. He did not say anything about Morchella’s kiss. 

“We have to go to Sern?” whined Alsair. “With those conniving sea rats?”

“You don’t have to go,” said Gerard. “In fact, I’d be pleased if you’d stay and help Thessalyn settle into the house.”

“Oh, no. No offense to your lady, but my place is with you—now more than ever.”

“I don’t need you to protect me, Alsair.”

The griffin made a mock whimper. “You wound me!”

Gerard refused to be drawn. “Silveo has an order not to kill me. He has no such order about you.” Or, he thought with a chill, about Thessalyn. “Can we go any faster?”

When they reached the inn, Gerard tore up the stairs three at a time and unlocked the door to his room. “Thess!”

She sat up in bed, her golden hair tousled and gleaming faintly in the stream of light from the hall. “Gerard? What’s wrong?”

He sagged against the doorframe. Everything. “Nothing.”

“Yes, it is,” she insisted. “Are you hurt? Please come here.”

He shut the door and came to her in the dark (it made no difference to her). “Your heart’s beating like a bird’s,” she whispered. “What happened today? Did someone hurt you?” Her hands were running all over him in a very distracting way. 

“No one hurt me. I had a fight with Silveo. We almost attacked each other. The Priestess interfered. I thought Silveo might think of hurting you to get at me.”

“No one has bothered me, unless you count asking me to sing “The Tale of the Maiden’s Pearl” eleven times. I suppose that could count as harassment.” Gerard smiled. Thessalyn was undressing him with expert speed. “What were you and Silveo fighting about?” 

“I’ll tell you tomorrow,” he said, and then growled in her ear, which had the usual effect of making her try to crawl inside his shirt. 

*  *  *  *
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GERARD DREAMED THAT night that he stood on the shores of a starless sea, with only a fingernail of yellow moon shining through the clouds. He was lost and alone and very cold. He was looking for something, but he did not know what. 

Then light exploded in front of him. It struck him like a hammer, so that he sank to his knees. Squinting into the heavy brilliance, he saw a huge eagle with feathers so bright they looked like flame. Gerard struggled to his feet. He did not want to appear afraid. 

The Firebird looked at him with warm, golden eyes, and Gerard knew that he could hide nothing from this creature. He also knew that the Firebird saw his courage in the face of his fear and loved him for it. The huge eagle bent his head until his beak brushed Gerard’s forehead and uttered one word. “Mine.”

Then the light went out, except for one tiny spark on the sand. Gerard picked it up—a golden feather, warm and glowing. He saw a trail, then, leading away into the caves beside the beach. He followed the trail, carrying the golden feather. The darkness seemed to press against him. Darker and deeper he went, until he could see nothing except the feather. He clutched it in both hands, terrified that he would lose it, that he would lose himself in the darkness.

*  *  *  *
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“THESS, HOW DOES THE Priestess know things?”

Thessalyn stopped her tactile exploration of their new home. “What do you mean?”

“Her wyvern probably saved my life last night.” Gerard had already told Thessalyn about the fight. “It happened so fast, yet she seemed to have sent the wyvern.”

“Perhaps the gods have been watching over you,” suggested Thessalyn.

Gerard had thought of that. It made his skin crawl. “But,” he persisted, “she knew things about the fight when we arrived in her Sanctum. I don’t see how even a wyvern could have gotten there ahead of us.” He hesitated. “And yet, she doesn’t know everything. She didn’t know what I’d done with the prisoners or what they’d said to me.”

“She is a goddess, love,” said Thessalyn, “a servant of the Firebird. She may have once been a grishnard like you or me, but now she is something more, something different. Perhaps the Firebird himself speaks to her. Who can say?”

The Firebird. That reminded him of something. “I dreamed of him last night.”

Thessalyn looked interested. She believed in dreams. “Did he speak to you?”

“Yes...” The details were coming back. “He came to me on a beach on a dark night. He said...” What did he say? That I was brave? That he loved me? No, he didn’t actually say any of that. “‘Mine.’ He touched my forehead with his beak and said, ‘Mine.’”

Thessalyn smiled. “I told you, Gerard: you are good. The light claims you.”

Gerard shook his head. It was the darkness, he thought. The darkness was trying to claim me. Who won? Did I keep that golden feather? He couldn’t remember.
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Chapter 10. Silveo Gives Advice
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The islands of Wefrivain were once home to a rich variety of shelts and creatures, and there is evidence that they once lived and worked (and sometimes fought) on equal terms. However, grishnards eventually subjugated all the other races. They believe that panauns (shelts with paws) are the natural rulers of fauns (shelts with hooves) and nauns (shelts with neither hooves nor paws). Grishnards believe that fauns are fit food for panauns. However, grishnards were not the only panauns in old Wefrivain. Wolflings once inhabited the islands, too, and the grishnards slowly eradicated them as competitors. Foxlings were more circumspect, more willing to serve and work with the grishnards, so they were allowed to survive, though viewed as a lesser species. Their animal counterparts did not fare so well and have been largely exterminated from all but the deepest jungle. A few pockets of other rare panauns still exist on some islands, such as the ocelons of Sern.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

The traditional residence of the Captain of Police was, indeed, a humble place compared to the homes of most government officials in Dragon’s Eye, but there was a small griffin nest house and a garden. Thessalyn began at once to memorize the layout of the rooms, and Gerard knew that by the time he returned, she would be navigating the house as though she could see. He asked Marlo Snale to look in on her daily and buy anything she required. “I’ll be back soon,” he promised.

Gerard debated over whether he should take any Police with him to Sern and if so, how many. He was appalled to learn from Marlo that the Police currently consisted of only fifty-five individuals. In the past, their numbers had ranged from five hundred to more than four thousand, with offices on several islands. Gerard’s fears of inheriting a bloodthirsty army of thugs were replaced by fears of inheriting a tiny band of ineffectual cowards. It seemed to him that the only Police to survive their service in recent years were the lazy, the young, and the incompetent. Those the Resistance didn’t think worth killing.

His officers consisted of three wardens, who currently commanded less than twenty shelts each. I had better get to know them, he decided. Now is as good a time as any. So, very early that morning, he sent a messenger to each of their homes with orders to report to the dock prepared for a journey to Sern by the first watch of the day. 

He left Marlo Snale in charge of the Police on Lecklock, in spite of his ardent protests. (“I have never wanted to be an officer, sir.” “With all respect, I am too inexperienced for this, sir.” “Sir will please note that I take this position under protest.”) 

“I’ll be gone for a red month at most,” said Gerard. “As far as I can tell, you’ve been in the Police longer than anyone and, you know how they work. Besides, there are no prisoners in the dungeon and virtually nothing to do. You’ll spend more time running errands for Thessalyn than managing the Police.” As an afterthought, he add, “Should you become bored, you have my permission to do some recruiting.”

“Yes, sir,” said Marlo miserably. 

Gerard kissed Thessalyn good-bye and left his new house about mid-morning. He did not think Silveo could possibly sail before noon on such short notice, and if he had somehow gotten away earlier, Gerard would catch up on Alsair. If his wardens arrived as instructed, they should already be aboard.

“I wonder what our dear admiral thinks about going to Sern,” said the griffin as they flew low over the rooftops of Dragon’s Eye. “Home sweet home, eh? Shall we ask him the way to the best restaurants?”

“Only if we want our throats cut,” said Gerard. In the time he’d been sailing with Silveo, they’d visited every one of the great island kingdoms except Sern. A small, mean part of his mind hoped Silveo was uncomfortable. If he’d left my prisoner alone, we wouldn’t have to go there now.

When he reached the dock, he found his three bleary-eyed wardens with unwelcome news. Only the Fang was intended to sail to Sern. This meant that he would have no choice but to sail with Silveo and Farell.

Farell was the lieutenant who commanded that ship, and one of Silveo’s sycophants. Gerard suspected they were sleeping together, though he had never cared enough to puzzle it out. Silveo was sexually omnivorous and as restless as the sea, the only common denominator in his relationships being that they always involved shelts over whom he had complete control. This disgusted Gerard.

“Ah, and here are the Police,” said Silveo brightly as they came onboard, “come to bring order to the vessel! I see you’re already whipping them into shape, Holovar.”

Gerard glanced at his wardens. One of them—the one he’d met in the prison foyer yesterday—looked as though he might already be drunk. Of the other two, one was hardly older than Marlo Snale, and the other was a white-haired shelt of perhaps seventy who looked mildly confused and was wearing boots that didn’t match.

“What makes you think we have enough extra victuals for these mouths,” asked Silveo, “useful as they appear.” 

“I sent a messenger early this morning,” said Gerard stiffly. Don’t even try to tell me you don’t have enough food. Silveo and his crew ate like kings aboard ship. It was one of the things the sailors liked about him. “The Priestess ordered us to come,” he added, in case that helped.

Silveo looked doubtful. “She may have ordered you to come. These fine specimens, on the other hand—”

“They will do their part aboard ship,” snapped Gerard. “I know you can always use more deckhands.”

His wardens looked alarmed. Gerard guessed they had not served on a ship in a very long time, if ever. 

“Deckhands,” repeated Silveo. “Why not? They’re breathing and everything. Farell, give them assignments.” He turned back to Gerard, his pale blue eyes bright with scorn against his black kohl. “And yourself, Captain? What do you intend to do aboard ship?”

“‘Myself’ would rather be employed than idle,” retorted Gerard. What are you going to do? Make me mend sails like a seamstress? 

Silveo must have taken Gerard’s words to heart, for he proceeded to make certain that Gerard was, indeed, idle. No one would let him help with anything. He was housed in one of the guest cabins, away from the regular sailors with whom he’d served the last year. His new position, combined with Silveo’s apparent orders, made his old comrades shy and awkward around him, and his placement on the ship isolated him.

Gerard should have been taking his meals with Silveo and Farrell, but they did not invite him, and he did not ask. Instead, he dined alone in his cabin with Alsair. Without the griffin’s company, he would have been lonely indeed. They made long forays away from the ship, hunting on nearby islands and visiting small towns. Alsair seemed entirely pleased with the arrangement, but Gerard was not. He had spent half his life sailing, rowing, and fishing. None of his previous vessels had been as large as the Fang, but he’d certainly not come aboard her ignorant of ropes, sails, knots, or navigation. Gerard was a good sailor. He was willing to be useful, even to Silveo, and the waste of his time and talents chafed him.

Late on the night of the tenth day, he came out of his cabin (lack of activity made it difficult for him to sleep), and found Silveo alone on the quarterdeck. The rail was about the right height for him to cross his arms and rest his chin there. In keeping with his new policy, Silveo completely ignored Gerard when he rested his elbows on the railing a few paces away.

“Do you want a public apology?” demanded Gerard. He was tired of this. Besides, he had a direct order. Priestess, I am trying to get along with him.

Silveo sniffed. “Would that make you feel better? Appeals to your honor, eh?”

“In this case, it’s what appeals to yours that matters.”

Silveo made a face. “My honor?” He looked down at the churning wake. “Do you have any idea how hard I worked to get here?”

We’re having a conversation, thought Gerard in surprise. This had never happened before. “No,” he said truthfully. “But I know it can’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t,” said Silveo, almost in a whisper. “You, who’s had everything handed to you—shelts like you can afford honor. Shelts like me—” He shook his head, his turquoise earrings flashing in the moonlight. “Holovar, I’m going to give you some advice. You may not trust most of what I say to you—and you shouldn’t—but this, at least, is well-meant: take that apology you want to give me, and give it to your father. Get down on your hands and knees and beg him for forgiveness. Foreswear your minstrel girl; trust me, there will be others. Do whatever it takes, and go home. Your place, princeling, is back on your island.”

Gerard could feel a knot of anger in his belly. “Never!”

Silveo’s lip curled. “What I just told you to do is nothing to what I’ve had to do to get here. You have wealth and power at your fingertips, and for the sake of your absurd ideas of honor, you come into my place and try to usurp it. Well, I won’t let you! I will kill you if you persist.”

Gerard stared at him. He thinks I’m a threat to his position.

And why shouldn’t he? asked another voice in his head. The Priestess obviously likes you. You’ve been promoted with great speed. You’re the first son of a royal house, with all the training that entails. Temple service rarely sees a shelt like you, and when they do, they put him in charge. 

He remembered a conversation with Thessalyn. “And you are intimidating, especially to someone like that.” Always wiser than I credit her.

“I don’t want your job, Silveo.”

“Want has nothing to do with it. I don’t think you wanted the Police, but there you are. Now, I’ve given my advice and my warning. Don’t expect to hear it again. Goodnight, Holovar.”

“Wait,” growled Gerard. “Personal differences aside, I need to talk to you about this trip. That smuggler was not the sort of person to willingly die for a cause.”

Silveo turned back to him with his usual sneer. “No, thank the gods. He was bleating like a sheep before we finished.”

“That’s not what I meant,” said Gerard. “He was the sort of person who would say anything he thought you wanted to hear. He would especially delight in leading you into a trap. It would not matter to him if some Resistance died as a result, so long as his tormenter suffered.”

Silveo quirked an eyebrow. “I’m touched by your concern.”

“I am concerned for the organization I serve,” said Gerard, willing himself to patience.

Silveo examined his fingernails. “I find that in general, the first things a shelt throws out during an interrogation are the truest. After that—” He shrugged. “You take what you hear with a stiff dose of reservations.” 

“I’m glad to know it. Because that smuggler struck me as devious and cunning—”

“So am I,” interrupted Silveo, “and I’m sure he thought there was something in a particular warehouse in Ocelon Town. He suspected weapons. Of course, our smuggler might have been mistaken, or the Resistance might have moved, or the materials might not turn out to be very impressive. I’m not actually stupid, Holovar; I know these things. But I think there’s an excellent chance we’ll find something in that warehouse if we move fast enough. Of course, your bellowing and parading the night before we left didn’t do much in the way of keeping things quiet. Rumors may already have reached the Resistance, and they may have moved their stash.”

“Thank you for telling me that,” said Gerard. 

“Don’t thank me,” growled Silveo. “I am not doing you any favors. I’m not your friend, Holovar. I have given you my one and only piece of good advice: go home.”
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Chapter 11. Ocelon Town
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One might think, after visiting an island like Lecklock, that Wefrivain is utterly hostile to all non-grishnard species. This is not the case. Wefrivain is not a nation. It is a loose confederation of highly autonomous island kingdoms, frequently at odds and occasionally at war with each other. They are held together not by a central government, but by a central religion. Attitudes towards non-grishnards vary widely. Haplag is probably the most tolerant of the Great Islands. There, free shavier born on the islands receive a brand at birth. They are permitted to own property and some are successful business shelts. A skilled non-grishnard sailor may find employment on merchant vessels everywhere, and most harbors in Wefrivain have laws against violence to sailors of any species in port. Some kingdoms afford the rarer faun species, such as gazumelle and zeds, the same treatment as the more populous shavier. The rare panaun species, such as foxlings and ocelons, are frequently treated like lower class grishnards. Nauns do not fare so well. Grishnards consider cowry catchers to be little more than beasts. Selkies (seal shelts) are often treated like cowry catchers if they can be caught. 

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

They reached Sern two days later and docked in Slag harbor. Sern was the westernmost of the Great Islands and the closest to the Lawless Lands beyond Wefrivain. If Silveo was uneasy about revisiting the place, he never showed it. He sent a messenger to notify the city magister of his arrival, left Farell in charge of the ship, and started off to the warehouse district with fifty armed sailors. Gerard’s wardens were left aboard ship and Gerard was, as usual, ignored. 

Gerard did not feel like fighting for the company of his wardens. Silveo’s estimation of them had been unfortunately correct, although Gerard thought that actual work was doing them good. However, he did not intend to be left behind himself. Alsair was determined to come, but Gerard shook his head. 

“I don’t want you in a situation where an arrow could be said to have fired wildly.” Before he could protest, Gerard continued. “Fly over the city. Look for suspicious activity—shelts running from the area where we’re going, large groups of fauns, that sort of thing. You can watch me and come down if it looks like I’m in trouble.” The griffin reluctantly agreed, so Gerard followed Silveo’s party alone.

They were heading for the warehouse district, which bordered Ocelon Town. Gerard had been on Sern only once before during his coming of age tour of the islands, but he had retained strong memories of the area. Ocelons were ocelot shelts—a rare breed of panaun indigenous to Sern. They were protected by law, but tended to fill the lower ranks of employment on the island. Sern had the largest wineries in Wefrivain, powered primarily by ocelon labor, and the brothels loved them almost as much as foxlings. They were good sailors—small and agile, with an innate sense of balance on a rolling deck. 

Ocelons stood a little taller than foxlings and, like zeds, some of their fur patterns continued onto their skin. They frequently had markings on their arms and faces. Their eyes were striking—faintly almond-shaped, slitted, and often an arresting shade of green or gold. They were exotic, beautiful creatures. Perhaps their beauty had saved them from the fate of other non-grishnards in Wefrivain, but it could not save them from the poverty in which they lived. Their animal counterparts lived with them—small cats about thigh-high to most grishnards, whose spotted pelts were as gorgeous as their masters’. Only an ocelon could legally sell an ocelot pelt on Sern, the claim being such a cat had died a natural death. However, desperate or indebted ocelons were frequently pressured into killing their own animal blood kin for the expensive pelts. Silveo had been joking to Farell that morning about whether he could get away with wearing ocelot fur into Ocelon Town—an idea that Gerard found perfectly revolting.

Now as they left the harbor, the buildings changed from the wooden sheds to shacks and finally to semi-permanent tents of leather and sailcloth. The tents were clumped so closely together as to seem like one mammoth structure, and the dirt streets between grew narrower as they went deeper into the shantytown. They passed open dung pits buzzing with flies. The stench mingled with odors of wine, cheap perfume, food, sweat, rotting meat, and unwashed bodies. Gerard didn’t remember coming to this part of the shantytown on his coming of age tour. He felt sick.

The place seemed eerily quiet, with only the occasional golden eye peering from behind a leather flap or skinny spotted cat darting down an alley. Yet Gerard saw evidence of recent activity. A children’s jumping game had been scrawled in the dirt, with small pawprints all around. A table stood outside what must have been a restaurant, cups of tea still steaming beside the plates. He guessed that Alsair was seeing a wave of ocelons retreating from the area occupied by the Sea Watch. Curiosity made him wish he’d flown with the griffin. Are these shelts guilty about something? Or are they just frightened of the Watch? He knew that several kings of Sern had taken it into their heads to eliminate the eyesore of Ocelon Town, and Gerard suspected that the ocelons were wary of grishnards in general.

Wooden shingles with a meaningless scrawl of lines hung above some tent doors. Gerard stared at the shingles. Ocelons have a different language, he remembered. His father had mentioned it briefly in their tour of Sern. Looking closely, he saw that many tents had small signs in the strange, sparse writing. He even thought he saw street signs. It’s a world unto itself, a world grishnards can’t even understand—a perfect place for the Resistance! 

A street vendor’s cart had been left standing, full of roasted fruits. Gerard saw some of the sailors helping themselves and resisted the urge to discipline them. He looked around at the shacks. The bone-gnawing sense of want was almost tangible. Give them a future, and they would give us anything.

On their right, the tents gave way to a series of blocky stone and mortar buildings, heavily locked and sometimes guarded by unfriendly looking grishnards and griffins. Silveo stopped before a squat, smallish building with an intimidating grishnard guard. He proceeded to have an argument with the guard, most of which Gerard could not hear from his position in the back, although his height allowed him to see most of what happened. 

Silveo was hard to miss. He had apparently elected not to wear ocelot fur. Instead, he was dressed in a black and white striped cape,  trousers, and boots which gave every indication of having once been the pelt of one or more zeds. The leather had been cunningly sewn so that the furless sections formed a pattern between the furred pieces. Gerard had always been taught that wearing the pelts of shelts, even fauns, was tasteless and perverse. Silveo had completed the outfit with a white linen shirt, heavily frilled at the sleeves and a red hat bristling with feathers. 

“He looks like he’s wearing half a pegasus on his head,” Alsair had commented. “Is he trying to look taller? Because it isn’t working.”

“I can’t unlock it,” Gerard heard the guard say. “I don’t have a key. I only patrol for the owner.”

“Gerard!” Gerard turned to see Alsair dropping into the street, panting with excitement. “Shelts are fleeing out the back of the building! I think some of them are shavier. Quick or you’ll miss them!”
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Chapter 12. The Contents of a Warehouse
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The status of griffins in Wefrivain is strange, considering they are the animal counterpart of the supposed dominant species. Although they are treated with respect and allowed to hunt other sentient species, such as pegasus and even some shelts, griffins are not considered equal with grishnards. Alone, they are not permitted to participate in government, to own property, or to vote on those islands where voting is part of the governmental system. As the partner of a grishnard, they may influence all these things, but only indirectly through their rider. They are treated much like underage grishnard children. In fact, although they cannot be bought or sold, the griffins of Wefrivain are essentially chattel. 

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Everyone heard Alsair’s excited shout, and Silveo reacted immediately. “Hold this one!” he bellowed and shoved the warehouse guard at two of his followers (or tried to; Silveo was a bit small to be shoving grishnards). “Around back! Now!” 

Gerard was already away, following Alsair, who evidently thought that taking to the air would require too much time. The griffin dashed along the wall of the building. Without breaking stride, he leapt over a sunken road, spreading his wings a little to clear the gap. Gerard jumped over it as well. Silveo will never clear it. Gerard was sure that at least a few of the other sailors could jump the gap. The rest would have to either climb down into the sunken road and back up, or they would have to find a way around it. But there will be enough of us to fight.

As it turned out, no fight was necessary. Alsair slid to a stop, growling in front of the open backdoor. “Wyvern piss! I should have followed them. Or attacked them.”

Gerard shook his head. I should have stayed with you. “It’s not your fault. You moved as fast as you could.” 

He turned to the handful of sailors who’d followed him over the road. “Spread out and search all the surrounding buildings. Arrest anyone who’s running or out of breath, anyone who hides from you. Look for shavier. Go!”

They wavered a moment, clearly uncertain of his status. 

“I am a captain!” barked Gerard, thankful that no shelt above the rank of watch master was present. “That’s an order!”

They went, then, running into the maze of warehouses.

“What’s an order?” snarled Silveo, coming around the corner. He had somehow negotiated the sunken road well ahead of most of the grishnards.

“I sent them after the shelts who ran,” said Gerard. Belatedly, he realized that he was confirming Silveo’s paranoia of losing his command. “If you don’t want that, I’ll send Alsair to call them back. They haven’t gone far.”

“In the future, bring your own shelts to order,” snapped Silveo, but he did not attempt to call them back. His tail was bristling, and he was openly toying with a throwing knife. 

Is that for me or the rebels?

Gerard turned away with an effort, drew his sword, and started into the building. “At least we know they didn’t have time to hide much.” The warehouse, however, did not seem to contain much that needed hiding. Gerard had expected to find boxes of swords or spears or knives. He had thought that perhaps they would find coins or sweet leaf—an addictive drug grown in the mountains of Sern and some of its holdings. He had thought they might find medicine or food or other essential supplies of an army. 

Instead, they found grape presses, close to a hundred of the smaller variety, which could be operated by one or two shelts. Even Silveo would have a difficult time finding anything treasonous about grape presses. They were exactly the sort of thing one would expect to find in a warehouse on Sern.

A few crates were discovered against one wall. When they were pried open, they turned out to contain a great many small, randomly shaped bits of metal. “Scrap,” Silveo pronounced. He tossed one of the pieces across the room in disgust. “Scrap of no great worth. This warehouse must have been a meeting place. The shelts were the only things of value here.” Nevertheless, he set half a dozen sailors to disassembling several of the presses to make sure there was nothing hidden inside.

Gerard examined one of the machines minutely. “These presses look a little strange to me,” he said at last. “Has anyone here worked with them before?”

No one spoke. Gerard forced himself not to look at Silveo. If you really did grow up here in the kind of conditions shelts claim, there’s a good chance you’ve used one of these things or seen one used. But if that were so, Silveo had no intention of volunteering the information to Gerard.

Alsair was batting a piece of scrap metal around the floor. “Holovar, please send your creature back to the ship,” said Silveo. He was peering into one of the grape presses, not even looking at Alsair.

Gerard frowned. “He was helpful, sir.”

Silveo waved his glossy tail. “And now he’s just making a mess. Please send him away before he wets on the floor.”

Gerard heard Alsair’s outraged hiss and half ran to get between the griffin and the admiral. Alsair was bristling to his tail-tip, his eagle’s eyes dilated and murderous. Silveo was talking to one of his captains now and didn’t appear to be paying attention. Gerard caught a fistful of Alsair’s ruff and pulled the griffin’s feathered ear close to his own mouth. “Don’t you dare!” he whispered. “He is baiting you so that he can kill you! Keep your temper, Alsair!”

Alsair’s throat was throbbing on a kettledrum growl. He was still straining against Gerard’s hold on his ruff. Gerard shook his head. “You’ve done everything you can here. Go back to the ship.”

Alsair’s golden eyes shifted to Gerard’s face. Gerard winced at the hurt and anger he saw there. I can’t defend you in this! he wanted to say. The only defense is to swallow your pride and stay out of his way. 

Abruptly, Alsair jerked free, leaving some of his tawny feathers in Gerard’s fist. He gave a harsh scream that echoed in the building and made everyone’s ears flip back against their heads. Then he whirled and stalked from the warehouse. 

Gerard watched him go, wondering for the hundredth time whether he should have forced Alsair to stay on Holovarus. He wasn’t sure that he could have done it, but he could have tried. It was selfish to bring him with me into exile. 

Alsair had been raised as the bond animal of a crown prince. He had been groomed from cubhood to be the companion of wealth and power. He could read—something almost unheard of in beasts. He not only knew how to fight, but how to compliment the fighting of a shelt. He could fly like a gull and not throw his rider. He could speak four languages—most of them better than Gerard—and he knew the correct etiquette for a griffin in every great island of Wefrivain and a number of the smaller ones. He was more than a friend. He was a weapon and a tool, and he was being largely wasted in Gerard’s present situation. A year ago, Alsair could have shredded the likes of Silveo for a wrong look, and no one (except perhaps Gerard) would have done more than chide him. Now he had to swallow insults without even a reply. And all because of my choices.

Gerard felt suddenly tired. He had been planning to wait until the sailors he’d sent away returned from searching the area for the fugitives, but now he changed his mind. Silveo will do what he’s going to do, whether I’m here or not. Gerard left the party to their disassembling of grape presses and started back towards the ship. 

This time he found more activity in Ocelon Town. Evidently one lone grishnard was not as intimidating as fifty Sea Watch. Gerard was wearing civilian clothes (the Police did not have an official uniform, a fact Gerard intended to remedy when he got around to it). Most of the ocelons coming and going in the dirt streets paid him no attention, although the children stopped their games to peer shyly at him. Their facial markings were delightfully varied—some having almost none and some with heavily lined eyes and stripes on their foreheads and cheeks. Silveo should have been born an ocelon, thought Gerard. No need for all that kohl. On an impulse, Gerard stopped outside a tent with tables where two ocelons were eating. He opened the flap and stepped inside.
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Chapter 13. Tea with Flag
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The grishnard written language is an ancient and cumbersome pictographic text. Each word is a little picture with no clues to pronunciation. It requires years to learn to read and write these characters with any skill, and they serve to perpetuate Wefrivain’s rigid class system. Shelts without the means to begin early training in the written word are hopelessly outmatched by shelts who’ve been trained from childhood. Oddly enough, phonetic characters have been known in the islands for ages. They can be taught in a day to a willing shelt and would greatly increase efficiency in almost every area of business and learning. However, the beauty-cult of the wyverns dismissed phonetic characters long ago as barbaric, crude, and ugly (the worst sin). The wyverns and their Priestess may, indeed, find the phonetic characters ugly, but I believe that they also find them dangerous. The class system is to their advantage. They do not want a reading public.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The tent was a teahouse. Gerard could smell the tea as soon as he entered, but the interior was so dark that he could see nothing for a moment. He stood there, his head brushing the top of the low roof, fighting a sense of claustrophobia. Gerard took a step forward, and something dangled in his face, tickling his nose and making him sneeze. Gradually, he became accustomed to the gloom and saw that the tent had been constructed of raw pelts, fur-side inward. They made a crazy pattern of spots and stripes. A number of the pelts had feet or faces of animals still attached to them, and a couple of paws were dangling in Gerard’s face. 

In addition to the pelts, the owner of the teahouse had unaccountably sewn random bits of ribbon, bone, and feathers into the walls. The whole effect was a bewildering array of colors and textures. Gerard glanced over the tables. There were only four, each large enough for two or three shelts. A leather curtain partitioned the back of the room, which must be the kitchen. The place was lit by only two censers, which gave off a pleasant odor.

A lone ocelon sat at one of the tables with a book and a cup of tea. He was wearing  trousers and boots and had a few facial stripes. His hair was light brown. Gerard wondered if he might be a sailor, as his  trousers appeared to be made from sailcloth.

Gerard sat down across from him. The ocelon’s eyes lifted slowly from his book, hazel in the muddy light. Gerard was surprised. The ocelon was wearing little wire-framed lenses. Eye-lenses were rare on Wefrivain, though Gerard had seen them a couple of times before. They were expensive and difficult to make. Most of the shelts who could afford them didn’t need them (grishnards had legendarily good eyesight), and shelts who might need them couldn’t afford them.

“Where did you get those?” he asked. 

Gerard had intended nothing but honest curiosity. However, the ocelon took off his lenses and slid them across the table. Gerard felt ashamed. Have these shelts been so trodden upon that they immediately roll over every time a grishnard points a finger at them?

Gerard forced himself to pick up the lenses and examine them. The frames were only cheap wire, but the glass itself was good work. He set them back on the table in front of the ocelon. “I wasn’t accusing you of theft. I was only curious.”

The ocelon quirked a smile. He put his lenses back on. “You must be Gerard Holovar. Welcome to Sern, Captain.”

Gerard tried to cover his surprise. “Am I already so famous?”

“You have something of a reputation, yes. And you’re hard to miss.” 

Gerard sat back. It was true that his height set him apart in a crowd, but usually only to shelts who’d met him before. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

The ocelon shrugged. “I was on Holovarus once—just a ship’s clerk. I doubt you remember me.”

Gerard didn’t, but he would not make the mistake again. “Can you read?” he asked with interest.

For answer, the ocelon showed him the book in his hand. Not only read, thought Gerard with a jolt. Write. The book was a blank of vellum sheets produced for scribes who copied manuscripts. Gerard spied an inkwell and pen at the ocelon’s elbow. A moment later, his surprise turned to puzzlement. The characters on the page were not grishnard. They were the strange, spidery script of the ocelons.

“It’s the phonetic,” said the ocelon as Gerard examined the book. “Bookkeeping for a merchant vessel.”

The owner of the teahouse appeared at that moment and asked Gerard what he wanted. She spoke haltingly, with downcast eyes. Gerard was still looking at the book. “Whatever he’s having.” 

He stared at the dense lines of script. They didn’t look like any bookkeeping he had ever seen, but Gerard had no experience with the phonetic. He returned the book. “Do you read and write grishnard also?”

“Not as well, but, yes, I can.”

“And other languages? Hunti? Mountain grishnard? Maijhan?”

The ocelon smiled, his lenses flashing in the censer’s light. “I speak a little of everything.”

Gerard drew a deep breath. As far as he knew, what he was about to suggest had never been done before. Still, the Priestess has a foxling leading her Watch. I don’t see why she should object to an ocelon in the Police. “Would you like a job?” he asked.

The ocelon nearly choked on his tea. Gerard took a moment to realize he was laughing. “Forgive me,” he said after a moment. “I was only thinking of what my master would say. I have debts I cannot abandon, but thank you for your offer. I realize it’s a high compliment.”

The mistress of the teahouse had brought Gerard’s drink. She passed it to the ocelon, who handed it to Gerard. “I could arrange for payment of your debts,” Gerard persisted. “I’m in need of a shelt who speaks Maijhan.”

“I’m sure you are,” said the ocelon, gathering his supplies into a bag. “But I’m not the one to help you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go.”

“At least tell me your name and the name of your ship.”

The ocelon hesitated in the doorway. “Flag,” he said, “and my ship is the Defiance. Good-bye, Captain.”

Gerard frowned. Defiance was a strange name for a merchant ship. Something was tickling at the back of his brain. Almost, he got up and went after the ocelon, but he couldn’t think of a way to detain him except by force. He didn’t have a good reason, just a gut-level sense of wrongness. At that moment, he remembered Montpir’s list. Tea cups—tea leaves?

Gerard glanced down at his cup. It was ordinary clay. He reached across the table and picked up Flag’s empty cup, but the sodden leaves told him nothing. He sniffed at them, then sniffed at his own cup. I thought I told her to give us the same kind of tea. He was fairly certain that the teas were not, in fact, identical, but he couldn’t be sure.

Grishnards and griffins did not possess a keen sense of smell, a trait they shared with fauns. However, other panauns did have extraordinary noses, including foxlings. On an impulse, Gerard tipped out his tea onto the dirt floor, keeping the leaves. As he did so, he noticed something under the ocelon’s chair and picked it up—a scrap of downy, blue-gray feather. It could have come from anywhere, but... Gerard stood up all at once. He picked up both of the small cups and put one in each pocket. The owner was still nowhere in sight, so he deposited several cowries on the table—more than enough to pay for both his tea and the cups—and ducked out of the tent.

He had not gone far when he ran into Silveo’s party returning from the warehouse. Gerard fell in with them. His eyes! he realized suddenly. I don’t think they were slitted. I was so busy looking at his lenses that I didn’t notice. Of course, the teahouse had been dim, and any shelt’s eyes would have been dilated. Even a slit-eyed shelt’s pupil might look round in that light, but Gerard thought he was right.

He picked up his pace and reached the front of the group. “Silveo, are these teas different?”

Silveo leapt back as though Gerard had tried to hand him a live snake. In his excitement, Gerard realized he’d been over-familiar. He was also asking Silveo to do in public something that set him apart as a non-grishnard. It might make him angry, but at the moment Gerard didn’t care. “Teacups,” he said impatiently, waving them in the air. “Different—yes or no? It’s important.”

For a moment, Gerard thought Silveo would refuse, might even spit in his face. Then he took the teacups, moving with deliberate slowness. “Has anyone ever introduced you to the concept of verbal communication, Holovar? Sentences, perhaps?”

Gerard was thinking again. The face spots could have been paint or kohl. And he was wearing boots. Normally, only panauns wore boots. They were unnecessary and uncomfortable for fauns, but a faun wishing to disguise himself as a panaun could construct padded and reinforced boots. Did he have a tail? Gerard didn’t remember seeing one. Of course, long-tailed shelts sometimes tucked their tails into their  trousers to keep them out of the way, and a tail could be amputated in an accident. Picturing the shelt standing up made Gerard think of something else. His height! Flag had been tall for an ocelon, but he was about the right height for a shavier faun.

Silveo broke into his thoughts. “You could say they’re different, yes. Did you actually drink any of this, Holovar?” He was holding out Gerard’s cup.

“No.”

Silveo clicked his tongue. “A pity. It’s poisoned.”

Gerard started to laugh.

Silveo raised an eyebrow. “I had no idea you would find the idea so entertaining. This is really crude work; I can do much better. Priestess knows I’ve exercised self-restraint in the matter of your food.”

Gerard hardly heard him. “I think I just met Gwain.”
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Chapter 14. Flirtation and Chocolate
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In many cases, minstrels are essentially the priestesses of the courts they serve. However, a few minstrels choose to dig deeper than their basic training. Their school houses the oldest library in Wefrivain. Some of the old ballads and epics contain kernels of truth that make our High Priestess and her dragons uneasy.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Silveo stopped his banter at once. “You met whom?”

“Gwain.” Gerard started away. “In a teahouse.”

Silveo had to trot to keep up. “Which teahouse? Where?”

“You know who Gwain is?” asked Gerard. 

“Of course, I know who he is. He’s a nuisance. I’d love to carpet my library with his pelt.”

“Arundel didn’t seem to think he’s a real person.”

“Arundel doesn’t think anyone but himself is a real person,” retorted Silveo, and then he seemed to remember who he was talking to and that his command was listening. “Holovar, I demand that you stop and explain yourself. That’s an order. Then, you’re going to lead us to this teahouse.”

Gerard stopped walking. He realized belatedly that the price of Silveo’s help was Silveo’s interference. “Listen: they think they’ve poisoned me. They don’t know that I know. Let’s not kick the hornet’s nest yet. I think we can learn a little more.”

“What you’ll learn,” growled Silveo, “is that the whole arrangement is up and gone by tomorrow. You don’t poison a Captain of Police and then stay in town to see what happens.” His eyes lit up. “We could burn Ocelon Town for this. It’s been a nest of Resistance traitors for ages. This would give us the perfect excuse. The magister will whine about it, but the king won’t care.”

Burn it? Gerard thought of the children staring up at him shyly from their jumping game scrawled in the dirt. He took a deep breath. “So we’ll make enemies of every ocelon in Wefrivain? They’ll hate us, and they’ll never help us.” 

“They already hate us,” said Silveo. “Besides, not many will survive the fire to hold grudges. If you think you can make friends out of them, you’re dumber than I thought.”

They were about to have a full-blown argument, and Gerard had the sinking feeling he would lose. The sailors with Silveo had backed off to a respectful distance. Gerard understood their nervousness. When superiors fought, the loser often took out his frustration on the nearest subordinate. However, before either of them could say another word, a messenger came running up the street. He bowed.

“Magister Alvert says that he is honored at the presence of both the Temple Sea Watch and Police on his island—”

“Honored,” muttered Silveo, “more like scared witless.”

“—and he would like to invite sirs to dinner at his city estate. He also begs me to tell the Captain of Police that his wife is here to see him.”

Gerard’s breath caught in his throat. “Thess is here?”

The messenger kept his eyes downcast. “She said that you would not be pleased. She asked me to tell you that she is blind, not crippled.”

Silveo started to laugh. “I like her already.”

Gerard shot him a look. If you come anywhere near her, I will break you in half.

“Would sirs come with me now?” asked the messenger.

“Yes, yes,” said Gerard, “lead the way.”

*  *  *  *
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THE MAGISTER’S CITY estate was a lavishly manicured garden fortress at the top of a hill. They were met halfway there by a wind-carriage drawn by four purple and gold pegasus, their feathered manes twined with flowers. The carriage had foldable, kite-like wings attached to its sides, and a balloon of light gas attached to the rear. It was constructed to skim along above the rooftops when the wings were opened. The market area at city center provided space for take-off.

Farell and several of the captains from the ship met them there, brought by messenger. Silveo sent the rest of the sailors back to the ship with permission to take the evening off and enjoy themselves. Gerard thought of Alsair. The griffin would have been entirely at home in such an environment, and Gerard wished he hadn’t sent him away. 

They had a pleasant ride over the rooftops with the wind in their faces and arrived at last at the hilltop estate amid spreading trees and rich archways of flowering vines. Nothing could seem further from Slag Harbor or the squalor of Ocelon Town, but Gerard noticed that most of the retainers were ocelons. They looked better fed than those in the streets, immaculate in white and gold livery that accentuated their exotic stripes and brilliant eyes. They padded around the estate, bootless on their spotted paws, quiet as shadows and as ornamental as the flowers.

The light had almost faded when they arrived. Torches had been lit in the garden. Gerard heard harp music coming from the pavilion at the center and strode towards it. “Thess?”

The music stopped at once, and she came tripping down the steps, as light-footed as a gazumelle. She ran into his arms. “Gerard!”

He hugged her hard. “Thess.” His voice almost broke. “You cannot follow me around. How did you get here?”

She laid her head against his chest. “An airship. We had a favorable wind. I’ve sailed that route before.” During her touring days as a minstrel student, Thessalyn had been all over Wefrivain. She’d traveled more than Gerard. “You seemed so unhappy about coming; I thought I’d beat you here and surprise you.”

“You did.” He wanted to lecture her, but it felt so good to have her in his arms.

Marlo Snale came slinking out of the pavilion. “Sir, I tried to stop her—”

Gerard shook his head. “I understand.”

“There was nothing to do but come with her,” continued Marlo.

“Thank you for that,” said Gerard.

“I am sorry, sir.”

“It’s alright,” said Gerard, although it wasn’t. But there’s nothing Marlo could have done. If I can’t keep Thess from walking in harm’s way, he certainly wouldn’t be able to. He remembered a time he’d found her strolling alone on the beach on Holovarus, how he’d chided her about tides and pirates and wild animals, and she’d just kept talking about shells and ballads and the smell of the ocean. The trouble was that she’d never been able to see. A shelt who’d gone blind later in life would know the world as it was, would fear their vulnerability in it, but Thessalyn knew only the world as she perceived it, the world in her mind. Gerard had never been able to convince her that it was a deeply dangerous place.

“They have giant butterwort flowers here,” continued Thessalyn. “They’re very interesting. They eat insects. They don’t grow anywhere else. Come and see!” She used that word blithely, knowing that for her it meant to touch, and for him it meant something else.

“Thess!” Gerard took her by the shoulders. “Listen to me: you really can’t follow me around Wefrivain. It—is—dangerous. Please!”

She frowned and brought out her practical voice. “You don’t really expect me to sit at home and worry about you like a sailor’s wife? I am a professional wanderer; you can’t take that away from me, Gerard.”

Gerard bowed his head. There was the trouble. Thessalyn could sing her way to almost any place in the islands. Shelts would not charge her a cowry, and they’d thank her for coming. Normally, her blindness would not put her in much danger—not in the company that would patronize her talents. The title of minstrel gave her a great deal of protection as well, especially to the devout or those who simply feared the gods. 

“Yes,” he said carefully, “but I am making enemies.”

Someone cleared his throat, and Gerard turned to see Silveo standing at his elbow. “What he’s trying to say, in his inarticulate fashion, is that the world is not a safe place because there are shelts like me in it.”

Gerard glared down at him. 

Silveo kept looking at Thessalyn. “He’s right about that. However, when it comes to me, he worries needlessly. I would not harm someone so lovely and so talented—or, at least, I’d need a better reason than Holovar.”

Thessalyn smiled. “Silveo Lamire?” 

“For better or for worse.”

She crouched down so that she was on eye level with him. “Are those your earrings tinkling?”

Silveo gave an exaggerated bob of his head. He actually had a bell in one ear.

Gerard rolled his eyes. At the same time, his hand found his sword hilt. If you hurt her...

“May I touch them?” asked Thessalyn.

Silveo hesitated for a fraction of a second. He clearly wanted to say “no,” and Gerard almost said it for him. But then he gave an easy laugh that did not match his expression and said, “Why wear bells if I don’t want people to ring them, eh? Go ahead.”

Thessalyn’s fingertips danced over his face and ears, making the bell chime softly. Silveo did not flinch, even when her thumb swept his eyelid. Thessalyn giggled. “As Gerard says—too much kohl.”

Silveo grinned. “Is that all he says?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.”

Her fingers whisked over his hat, lingering on the silky plume. “You love pretty things, don’t you?”

“To a fault, as I’m sure your husband has commented upon.”

Thessalyn smiled in the way she did when she was about to say something funny—so that her whole face crinkled up. “I think Gerard is pretty.”

Silveo seemed momentarily startled, then barked a laugh. He kept laughing helplessly for several seconds, then wiped a tear from his eye. “Lady, you have rendered me completely without comment, and that’s not an easy thing to do.”

“Please be nice to my husband, Admiral.”

“I have already told your husband what he needs to do to procure my goodwill, although I see now why he doesn’t want to do it.” Silveo reached into his pocket, and Gerard reached for his sword again.

Silveo glanced at him and very deliberately brought out a little tin. It turned out to contain some kind of candy. He took out a piece and bit it in half. “Now, your husband will note that I have eaten part of this to demonstrate its lack of poison.” He handed the other half to Thessalyn. “It comes from the Lawless Lands, and they sell it sometimes on Sern. I believe it’s called chocolate.”

Thessalyn put the candy in her mouth and chewed for a moment. She shut her eyes in an expression of bliss. “Hmm...”

Silveo handed her the tin. “If Holovar wishes, I will bite them all in half, or he can. Otherwise, they’re yours. Have a lovely time on Sern, Lady.”

Gerard watched him go, frowning. Flirtation was the last thing he’d expected when Silveo crossed paths with Thessalyn. But I really don’t think he would hurt her. The idea filled him with immense relief. 

Thessalyn interrupted his thoughts. “Is he gone?”

“Yes. Well, he’s across the courtyard.”

“Is he always like that?”

Gerard snorted. “That was as gentle as I’ve ever seen him.”

“He’s not all bad.”

“No. Only mostly.”

She hugged him again. “Are you less afraid for me now?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s dance. I want to dance.”

She could dance very well, provided her partner made certain they didn’t run into anyone. Several other musicians had begun to play in the pavilion and they went round and round in the twilight with the torches burning and fireflies glowing over the grass.
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Chapter 15. More Talking
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Cartographers disagree over whether the Lawless Lands are an island or whether they are a large land mass like the Pendalon mountains, which lie half a year’s journey to the East. If the Lawless Lands are an island, then they are larger than any in Wefrivain. They are sometimes called the Godless Lands by the cult of the Priestess, because wyverns have not been able to penetrate the interior. 

—Gwain, The Truth about Wyverns

Later, when Thessalyn had sat down to sing and Gerard had been introduced to the magister, after he’d eaten, after he’d been sitting alone, sipping a local wine, Silveo came and sat down at his table. The admiral did not speak, but proceeded to help himself to most of the small sweets. A moment later, Farell and several of his captains walked by, talking loudly like shelts who’d had too much to drink. Gerard thought they were all going to sit down and make cunning, inappropriate remarks about his wife, but Silveo waved them off. “Go play somewhere else; go on. Grown-ups are talking.”

But we’re not talking, thought Gerard. We’re listening to Thess. And as the thought occurred to him, he realized it was true. 

Silveo listened with absolute attention until she finished the song. He shook his head. “I would hate to make a creature like that cry, Holovar.”

“Then don’t,” said Gerard. He decided he’d better eat the last of the sweets if he wanted any at all.

“Why in the name of all that’s holy couldn’t you have waited?” asked Silveo.

Gerard was lost.

“On Holovarus—make her your mistress and then when you were king, make her your wife? Or just poison your father and be done with it!”

Gerard scowled.

Silveo waved a hand. “Oh, wait, don’t tell me; that wasn’t honorable. It was more honorable to drag her into exile and adopt a dangerous profession that will likely leave her a widow. Then she’ll be totally without protection in this dangerous world of ours. That was more honorable than keeping your intentions a secret or poisoning your father.”

“I would have poisoned the island deity,” spat Gerard, “if I had known how.” Did I say that out loud? Perhaps I’m the one who’s had too much to drink.

Silveo’s eyebrows rose. “So, the rumors are true. You did lose a child.”

Gerard said nothing, only glared into his glass. If you make a joke, I will break your jaw, superior officer or not.

“Girl or boy?” asked Silveo.

“A girl,” whispered Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. “A shame, if she took after her mother at all.” Gerard tried to decide whether this had actually been a joke and if so whether it was worth breaking all codes of conduct over. “Wyverns can be killed,” continued Silveo. “I wouldn’t advise it, though. The gods hold long grudges.”

Gerard glanced at him. “I thought they were invincible and immortal. Thess thinks so, and she’s studied on Mance.”

Silveo shrugged. “They may be immortal in the sense that they don’t sicken or age, but I know they can be killed. We’ve found the pelts in Resistance hideouts.”

Gerard was fascinated. “You found wyvern pelts?” That would be a sight. Wyverns came in as many shades as jungle butterflies, but they were all lustrous.

“Yes,” said Silveo sorrowfully. “The Priestess made us burn them. They were splendid, though.”

Gerard laughed. “Wouldn’t let you make a hat, eh?”

“Not even one. Now, tell me about your supposed meeting with the infamous Gwain. I’ve chased him on and off for years and never laid eyes on him, but dumb luck seems to be your strong point, so maybe you really did see him.”

Gerard told Silveo about the teahouse and his conversation with the shelt who called himself Flag. Silveo interrupted when he got to the book and Flag’s explanation of it. “Impossible. The phonetic is not a recognized form of writing in any court in Wefrivain. No merchant vessel would dare keep records in it. If they found themselves in a legal dispute, those records would be useless.”

“Do you read the phonetic?” asked Gerard, before he realized that he might be asking something insulting.

Silveo glared at him. “Of course I read it. They use it all over Slag for unofficial purposes.” He hesitated. “And if you’d like to learn, I have a couple of books on the subject. Although...” He smiled sweetly. “I doubt you’ll be around long enough.”

Gerard decided to ignore that. He must have taught himself grishnard characters as an adult, or at least a teenager. It was no mean accomplishment. He almost said so, but decided Silveo would probably throw the compliment back in his teeth. Instead, he finished his story about the teahouse. When he got to the part where he asked the shelt’s name, Silveo laughed. 

“Flag. Oh, that’s cute.”

“What does it mean?” asked Gerard.

“You should ask Thessalyn. She’ll know, if she’s the professional I take her for.”

“What does it mean?” Gerard repeated.

“Flag is a mythological hero from the very old ballads. His stories are somewhat controversial. The originals call Flag a servant of the Firebird who fought wizards and shape-shifters, but they also mention him killing wyverns.”

Gerard sat back. “Ah.”

“And Defiance,” continued Silveo, “is definitely not a merchant vessel. I’d bet a heap of speckled cowries it’s a pirate ship.” He shook his head. “How did he get away?”

“He walked out of the teahouse. I couldn’t think of a good reason to detain him.”

Silveo stared at Gerard. “He walked out? You just let him walk away?”

“I didn’t know who he was. I just had a general suspicion, and—”

Silveo groaned. “What was the Priestess thinking? She has put a lamb in charge of the Police! Holovar, you do not need a ‘good reason’ to detain anyone! You serve an organization renowned for arresting shelts without a ‘good reason’! Next time you get pricklies in your tail or twinges from whatever passes for thought inside your head, take the shelts responsible into custody. If you don’t have the stomach to question him, I will!”

That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. “What did you do with the guard at the warehouse?”

Silveo shrugged. “Took him inside, broke a few fingers; he didn’t know anything. I think he really was just hired to patrol.”

“And afterward?”

“Killed him, of course.” Silveo watched Gerard’s expression. “I know you think I’m just bloody-minded, but I’ve been doing this a long time. Acts of mercy have a way of coming back to haunt you. If you question a shelt—frighten him and hurt him—and then let him go, he will not thank you for your mercy. He will hold a grudge. His family and friends will hold a grudge, and they’ll have a name and face to go with it. If you kill the shelt and you do a good job of it, his family and friends may never even find the body, and they can never be certain what happened.” He sipped his drink morosely. “There were a few shelts on Sern who should have never let me go. They regretted it very much in the end.”

“Was the magister one of them?” Gerard knew he was treading on dangerous ground, but he was curious. The magister had seemed as nervous as a cat in a cage when Gerard met him. His hands fluttered like frightened birds, and he kept bowing and simpering.

Silveo laughed. “No. But I put him where he is, and I could take him away. He knows he’s here not because I like him, but because I hate him less than any of the others qualified for the job.”

So that’s it. Gerard wondered whether the fear in Ocelon Town had been fear of the Sea Watch in general or of Silveo in particular. 

“I left Sern a mess,” said Silveo, “but, then, Sern left me a mess.” He spoke lightly, but Gerard detected an undercurrent of pure rage. “I would set fire to the entire island if I thought I could get away with it. Gods, I hate this place.”

Gerard decided he’d better change the subject. Silveo was suddenly drinking much too fast, and the little ocelon servants kept refilling their glasses. Silveo spoke again before Gerard could think of anything to say, “Do not think that just because I’m talking to you you’re safe, Holovar. You should not trust me. You really shouldn’t.”

Gerard watched Thessalyn retune her harp for a new song. “You keep saying that.”

Silveo shook his head. “Yes, I must like you. I’ve given you more than fair warning.”

Gerard surprised himself by saying, “You didn’t give me much warning the first two times you tried to kill me.”

“Half-hearted experiments—poking a rat in a cage to see how hard it bites. But when I decide to break its back, I won’t just poke.”

“Your own officers,” continued Gerard, “are nothing exceptional.” Because you don’t trust anyone who’s as smart as you are.

“Of course they’re not,” said Silveo. “They’re obedient, moderately intelligent, unambitious, and ruthless—exactly the traits desirable in an officer.”

“And good in bed?” asked Gerard, and then he knew it was time to put down his glass.

Silveo, however, took the insolence in stride. “Well, it never hurts,” he said with a smirk. “But it’s not a prerequisite. Look at Arundel.” He shuddered. “You, on the other hand, are none of these things—well, the first things, anyway. I’d have to ask Thessalyn whether you’re anything other than pretty.”

I suppose I earned that, thought Gerard. “My point is: for all you keep sniping at me, I’m better than what you’ve got to work with. The Priestess was right. We could eradicate the Resistance if we worked together.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Holovar, the Resistance is something to be controlled, not eradicated. As long as we make faun pies on Wefrivain, there will be fauns—and some other shelts, too—who object. The only way to eradicate the Resistance is to kill every single faun in the islands. We won’t do that, so we’ll keep controlling them.”

“But you’re not controlling them,” said Gerard. “They are getting better, more organized, more dangerous. The average lifespan for a Captain of Police in the last ten years is less than a year.”

“Noticed that, have you?”

“Unless you’re killing them all, I’d say the Resistance has become very efficient.”

Silveo spread his hands. “Not me. The Police are land-based, which means they have potential to come into contact with a lot more hidden dangers. Still, I’ve suspected for some time that there’s a spy somewhere in their organization. Could be one of your wardens on the ship. That’s one reason I haven’t encouraged their participation.”

Gerard thought about that. And someone searched my office.

Silveo grinned. “I bet you thought it was just to slight you, but that was only an added bonus. I’ve treated everything and everyone from the Police as suspicious for years. I suspect it’s kept me alive.”

“You treat everyone as suspicious anyway,” said Gerard, deciding that he’d been reckless enough already in this conversation that he might as well speak freely. “It sounds to me like the Resistance’s attack on the Police was even more effective than I thought—it’s kept the Watch and the Police isolated.”

Silveo shrugged. “Could be. You obviously understand the situation so well, after examining it for an eighth watch.”

Gerard sighed. “Trying to talk to you is like trying to climb a hill with someone at the top throwing rocks.” Before Silveo could say anything, he continued. “Those grape presses—”

“Ah, yes, the grape presses. You were right; they’d been modified. The block that does the pressing had been made to hold some kind of tray or panel. It didn’t look like anything that could be called a weapon. I think the Resistance were probably just using the warehouse as a meeting place. I’ve already asked our dear magister to detain the owner. His shelts are searching, but I doubt they’ll find anything.”

Gerard was about to ask if they knew the name of this person, when he looked up to see Thessalyn coming towards them, walking carefully with her hands out as she threaded between the tables. Gerard jumped up to help her, but she’d already navigated most of the distance. “I want to speak to the admiral,” she told him. “I thought I heard him over here.”

Gerard would have liked to tell her she was mistaken, but Silveo piped up. “Keen ears, a sense of humor, and a voice like a goddess. The lady has it all.”

“All except for sight,” said Thessalyn with a smile. 

“Sight is overrated,” said Silveo. “Any fool can have it and often does. What may I do for you?”

“I’d like to sail back to Lecklock aboard the Fang, if that’s alright.”

Gerard shook his head. “Not a good idea, Thess.”

“Ah, but she asked me, not you,” said Silveo, eyes dancing, “and I would be happy—more than happy—to have you aboard, Thessalyn. I’ll even refrain from trying to drown Holovar for the duration.”

Thessalyn hesitated and then seemed to decide this was a joke. “How very generous of you.” In fact, Silveo’s threats were becoming more difficult to distinguish from his jokes, and Gerard thought that was a good sign.

“I know, I know,” he said. “I am willing to pay a high price for your company.”

Gerard cut in. “I would like to return to that warehouse this evening and take one of those presses back to Lecklock for further inspection. Will you loan me a few shelts to carry it?”

Silveo stood up, stretching like a cat. “I am beset by requests from Holovars. A grape press. Why not? We have more useless things aboard ship—yourself, for instance.”

“I would not be useless if you would let me do anything!” exclaimed Gerard.

Silveo tutted. “Don’t lose your temper in front of the lady, Captain. As it happens, you will be useful this evening. I’ll give you your grape press if you take me back to that teahouse. I promise to try very hard not to light anything on fire.”
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Chapter 16. Lost Ground
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The most populous species of shelts in the Lawless Lands are the hunti—hyena shelts. They are fierce, barbaric warriors, continually fighting with each other and everyone else. They are renowned slavers and supply many of the trained slaves of Wefrivain, as well as the poor wretches who row the galleys. The Lawless Lands have a population of panauns that includes lion shelts—called leons. Leons are a little smaller than grishnards but are in other ways similar. It is legal in Wefrivain to employ leons as slaves, so long as they come with a certificate of inspection, verifying that they are not grishnards. Lion and leon pelts can be so difficult to distinguish from griffin and grishnard that many furriers in Wefrivain refuse to work with them.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

It was not quite midnight when they left the magister’s estate. After many farewells and a number of little gifts, they were given the loan of thirteen trained pegasus to carry them back. Their party consisted of Silveo, Gerard, Farell, and Farell’s ten captains. Thessalyn pleaded time to pack her things and said she and Marlo (who was apparently functioning as page and messenger) would meet them the next morning. 

On pegasus it took no time at all to reach Ocelon Town. They dismounted in the main street, and Gerard traced his route back to the teahouse by lamplight and the faint radiance of waning yellow moon. From the air, Gerard had seen light and heard music in parts of the shantytown, but on this street all was quiet.

“Gone,” murmured Silveo, “fled or hid.”

He was right. The teahouse was completely empty, save for a lingering odor of tea. The admiral set a lamp in the middle of the main room, then stalked around the whole place several times, including the tiny backroom. He sent Farell and his captains outside to stand guard, then crouched near the floor and sniffed. He proceeded to work his way slowly around the room on hands and haunches. It was a very foxling thing to do—a very un-grishnard thing. He shot a glance at Gerard as though to say, “Not a word out of you.”

Gerard busied himself examining the walls. “Are these kind of walls traditional?”

“What, the fur?” asked Silveo in a distracted voice.

“Yes.”

Silveo grunted. “Traditional is deer and giant cony from the mountains, but in Slag they use whatever is cheapest. I’m not sure what the ribbon is about.” He stood up and dusted off his  trousers and hands. “There have been fauns here recently. I don’t know Gwain’s signature scent, and even if I did, the smells are too mixed up to track one individual, but there have been shavier fauns in this room in the last day, and...” He shook his head. “Something else—an animal of some kind. Not a griffin or a pegasus or an ocelot. Canine, I think.” He shrugged. “Could even be a fox, but I doubt it.”

Gerard was impressed. “You can tell all that from sniffing the floor?”

Silveo glared at him.

Gerard held up his hands. “I didn’t mean it as an insult.” 

Silveo gave a little dismissive huff. “Here—” He made an X with his boot on the ground. “—is where you dumped out your tea. It reeks of deathcap mushrooms. Flag must have figured he needed a lot to kill something the size of you. That, or he couldn’t handle his dosing properly with you sitting there talking to him. Anyway, I’d say he could have killed you thrice over with that much drug. Wasteful, really.”

“Perhaps he’s not accustomed to poisoning shelts.” Gerard was still looking at the walls. “Silveo, are these pelts really lion?”

Silveo looked miffed. “I am not a substitute for your inadequate nose or eyes, Holovar! If you want your own personal smell-tester, indebted ocelons can be purchased for the right price.”

Gerard had taken out his belt knife, and he proceeded to slice off a piece of the pelt in question. He passed it wordlessly to Silveo, who took it in spite of himself. He glanced at it, then looked a bit more closely. Finally, he examined it minutely with nose and fingers. “Grishnard,” he said at last in a flat voice. “You’d have a hard time proving it in court, but if you’re willing to take my word, then, yes, it’s a grishnard or griffin pelt.”

Gerard nodded. He took a few steps back from the wall, looking at the bizarre twisted bits of ribbon, feather, and bone (What kind of bones? he wondered) amid the crazy patterns of stripes and spots. He took another step back. “It’s a map,” he breathed.

Silveo did not argue, although he did not immediately agree. He came to stand beside Gerard, looking at the largest wall of the teahouse. From this angle and with the idea of a map in mind, the bits of ribbon, feather, and bone no longer looked random. Even the stripes and spots of the pelts formed part of the pattern, differentiating the outline of an island from the rest of the wall. The island had a large cove where someone had pinned a single bright, red feather. 

“I don’t recognize that island,” said Silveo after a moment. “It could be any of thousands of numeraries.”

“Maybe that’s why they didn’t bother taking it down,” said Gerard.

Silveo fished inside a pocket. “Nothing to write on or with,” he muttered. None of the sailors outside had anything, either. Silveo took one last look at the wall. “I suppose we’ll just have to remember it.”

Outside, they retraced their steps to the warehouse. Silveo had broken the bolt on the back door before he left and nothing but a major carpentry job would make the building secure for some time. Gerard gave a hiss of frustrated anger as the light of his lamp penetrated the room. 

Empty. Every press and crate had disappeared. Silveo tried to show little concern, pointing out that common thieves could have taken them. Gerard didn’t think anyone believed it, though. You could have taken one or destroyed them all. Instead, you left them for the Resistance to carry away. Then again, I didn’t do much better in the teahouse with Gwain. There was nothing to do but start back to the ship empty-handed.

They sent the pegasus home when they reached the harbor. Gerard noticed that a crowd had gathered on the pier near the Fang. As they drew nearer, he realized it was composed mostly of Sea Watch sailors. They were all shouting, their attention fixed on something in their midst. Must be a fight, he thought.

Apparently, Silveo thought so, too, because he cursed and started walking faster. “Back, you selkie spawn! What is the matter with you? I leave for two watches and you develop the discipline of a pack of hunti? I said, back!” Those who saw him grew instantly quiet. Gerard noticed several begin to slink away, although shelts on the far side of the group were still yelling.

And then Gerard caught a glimpse of what was at the center. His heart sank. Oh, no.

It was Alsair. At first, Gerard thought he was fighting with the sailors, but the truth was worse. Alsair had caught a little foxling—undoubtedly an urchin from around the docks. The foxling was perhaps eight, but tiny, no bigger than a grishnard toddler. He was like a mouse between Alsair’s paws, struggling in blind panic. His clothes were shredded rags, and he was bleeding. Gerard couldn’t tell how badly he was hurt.

Alsair would let him escape to run or crawl a few steps, only to pounce on him again. He tossed the child in the air, eliciting terrified screeches. Gerard caught some of the words the sailors were shouting. 

“A hand! Let’s have a hand!” 

“I’ll give him another turn of the glass.” 

“No a half turn.” 

“A paw, a paw!” 

“Take an ear!” 

“No, tail, tail, tail!”

Gerard realized that they were offering suggestions as to what should be the price of escape and also taking bets on how long the foxling would survive this treatment. At his elbow, Silveo gave a strangled gasp. Gerard glanced at him. His eyes were so dilated they looked black. Gerard had seen Silveo angry, but apart from that moment on the deck of the Fang before they left, he’d never seen him lose control. He looked like he might now.

“Let him go!” Silveo screamed. “He’s a panaun for Priestess sake. Let—him—go!”

Alsair turned to face him, the foxling firmly under one paw. He grinned, his eyes wild. In the sudden silence, he said, “Perhaps I’ll snip off his pretty tail and cram it down his throat. Then we’ll see whether he’s got anything clever to say.” With that, he reached down with his beak and severed the foxling’s scrawny brush of a tail. The child’s shriek of agony mingled with Silveo’s cry of fury. A knife flashed in the air, but Alsair had already shot into the dark sky, taking the tail with him and leaving the foxling child in a puddle of blood.

Gerard was so shocked and horrified that for a moment he couldn’t move. He glanced at Silveo, trembling with rage. He has to know I didn’t plan this. He strode forward in the silence and scooped up the whimpering foxling. He struggled for a moment, pleading inarticulately through tears. He was so thin and tiny, he felt lighter than the coat on Gerard’s shoulders. Gerard walked away from the cluster of shelts on the dock, feeling Silveo’s eyes on him as he passed. Was this you twenty years ago? Were you ever this small, this helpless?

He walked until he was almost back to Ocelon Town. Then he knelt and set the little foxling on his feet. The child stood there shaking, eyes downcast. He was still sniffling, and mucus dribbled off his chin. Gerard wiped it away with his sleeve. He tilted the child’s face up. The round eyes met his, frightened, infinitely distrustful. “Are you hurt?” he asked. “Anything broken?”

The foxling did not answer him, so Gerard felt his arms and legs. The child flinched at every touch, but he seemed only bruised and cut, apart from the bloody stump of his tail. It was oozing, but not gushing. Gerard had seen shelts lose tails, and he knew the foxling would probably live, even without medical attention. However, the wound would heal better with a few stitches and he said so. “Anyone could do it,” he told the child, “Just use thread and a needle boiled in water. Cut the stitches out when the skin has closed over the bone.”

The foxling nodded, his huge eyes never leaving Gerard’s face. “Where can I take you where you’ll be safe?” asked Gerard. “I’ll take you anywhere; just tell me.”

The foxling shook his head. Gerard didn’t know whether this meant he didn’t want Gerard’s help or he knew of no safe place. Suddenly, he seemed to realize that no one was holding onto him. He leapt back, nearly stumbled, then darted away into the night.
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Chapter 17. Aftermath
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Paper is used in Wefrivain only for the most ephemeral purposes or for documents never intended to leave a safe, dry place. Paper deteriorates and warps too rapidly in the sea air. Books are never constructed out of paper. They are too expensive, as each one must be copied by hand. Book pages are made of heavy vellum, which can survive brief submersions in salt water and prolonged submersion in freshwater. Vellum is specially crafted leather, which can be made of any creature, but in Wefrivain is most often taken from sheep or zebra skins.

—Gwain, The Truth about Wyverns

For the next three days, Silveo drove everyone on the ship mercilessly. He set the rowers to work, and Gerard heard that one slave in the hold died from the strain of their frenzied pace. It was true that they were tacking into the wind and oars would increase their speed. However, there was no emergency that required it. Silveo snapped at everyone, even Farell, who was normally exempt from his more cutting remarks.

Nothing pleased him. He caught at the smallest mistakes of knotting or sailwork, berated anyone responsible, and sometimes those who were not. He managed to make one of the ship’s boys break down in open tears over a tiny error in sanding the deck. In addition, he did not appear to sleep, but paced the ship at all hours, looking for someone to upbraid.

He’s punishing them, thought Gerard. Because half the ship participated in Alsair’s little stunt. Alsair wisely failed to make an appearance. Without him, Gerard had no way of leaving the ship to relieve the tedium, but at least this time he had Thessalyn. He convinced her to stay in the cabin those first few days, reluctantly outlining what had happened on the pier. 

For a long time afterward, she sat in silence. “Poor little foxling,” she said at last, and Gerard heard genuine tears in her voice. “I wonder if something like that happened to Silveo. Is that why he hates griffins?”

Gerard shrugged. “Perhaps.”

She was silent again for a long time. “Alsair is out of control,” she said at last.

“Yes.” Gerard would not have admitted it to anyone else. “Silveo was almost...well, not quite friendly, but we were almost working together. And then this. I think he blames me, may even think I set Alsair up to it.”

“Give him a few days to calm down,” said Thessalyn. “Have you apologized?”

Gerard shook his head. “‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t mean anything to Silveo. I tried to apologize for what I said to him before we left, and he just sneered.” Gerard took a deep breath. “I realized something when I was talking to him at the estate—a lot of his apparently frivolous behavior is actually quite calculated. This pushing for speed, for instance. He wants shelts to think it’s because he’s lost his temper, and partially it is. However, he also wants to work them so hard that they don’t have time for gossip. Ships are gossipy places—nothing else to do. Silveo was humiliated on that pier, and if they have time to embellish the story, he stands to lose a lot of respect. The Watch doesn’t like serving under a foxling, but they respect his wit and they fear his cunning. They’re proud of him in a way. He makes them laugh, makes their enemies look ridiculous. But they’d also turn on him. He knows that.”

Later that day, Gerard cornered one of his old subordinates and demanded to know what the sailors were saying. Silveo had not managed to totally quash talk of the incident. Alsair’s behavior was too sensational not to talk about, and Gerard didn’t need anyone to tell him that the sailors considered him the victor of some kind of contest. He learned from his old shipmate that the general opinion of the lower deck was that Gerard had planned the demonstration and that the threat had been most clever. It had been directed at the little foxling, not at Silveo, though the real intent was obvious. 

Silveo has to know at least some of what they’re saying, thought Gerard. Faster and faster they sailed, until four days out, with barely a watch of sleep per night, the sailors were saying very little.

It was Thessalyn who brought things to a halt. She came out of her cabin on the evening of the fourth day, in spite of Gerard’s protests, and set up her harp on the deck. She’d spent much of the last few days carefully oiling it to protect the instrument from the salt air. Her strings had been perfectly tuned and the elegantly curving wood shined to a lustrous gloss. In the dusky light, with blue moon rising over the water, and the ship skimming along like a bird, she began to play. Gerard sat down beside her, where he could actually feel the vibrations of the harp coming up through the deck.

She did not sing, just played a rich and complicated piece that mingled with the creaking of the sails and ropes and the occasional call of a sailor or a sea bird. None of the sailors came on deck to listen. Sleep was too precious, but all superfluous noises ceased as they strained to hear. Silveo had been up in the rigging, and he jumped down onto the deck a few paces from Thessalyn. Gerard thought for a moment he would tell her to stop playing, but then he paced away to the upper deck, down again, around the mizzen mast, down below deck, where he was gone for quite a while.

He kept coming back, though, and finally he stopped leaving and just leaned on the rail to listen. Thessalyn played one song after another—no words, just music. When Gerard looked at Silveo again, the admiral had sat down against the side of the ship, leaned his head back, and shut his eyes. A moment later, he slumped onto his side and curled up, his tail wrapped around his body. Farell came over, saw him, and practically tiptoed away. Gerard heard him mutter, “Thank the gods. Finally!”
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Chapter 18. Maps and a Library
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Wefrivain is a crescent of thousands of islands, many of them tiny. There are six Great Islands—Maijha Minor on the eastern edge, followed by Maijha Major, Mance, Haplag, Lecklock, and Sern. Each of these island kingdoms have hundreds of smaller holdings. In addition, there are several dozen small, independent kingdoms, most of them near the center of the crescent, well away from the Great Islands. The sea is rougher outside the crescent, and outer islands are more likely to be uninhabited. 

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Half a watch later, Farell had gone around the ship reducing sail, slowing their pace, and redefining the lengths of the sailors’ shifts so they could rest. He stopped to talk to Gerard about some points of navigation—the first acknowledgement that Gerard was more than a passenger. While they were talking, Silveo twitched and sat up. Farell looked instantly on edge. The admiral struggled to his feet and came over to Thessalyn. She looked up from retuning her harp.

“Silveo?” Gerard still didn’t understand how she sometimes knew who was approaching her. She claimed to recognize footfalls, but if so, she could hear many sounds beyond his ears.

Silveo smiled dozily. “Thessalyn.” He yawned. “I think I owe you more chocolate.”

“There’s more?” she asked in delight.

“Yes. Goodnight.” 

He went slowly off to his cabin, and Gerard heard Farell breathe a sigh of relief. 

*  *  *  *
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THE NEXT MORNING SOMEONE knocked on Gerard’s door very early. Reluctantly, he left his warm nest, composed of three parts blankets and one part Thessalyn, and answered the door. It was one of the ship’s boys. “The admiral wants to see you, sir. He says to bring the map. He said you would know what that means.”

Gerard was momentarily lost. Then he remembered the map on the wall of the teahouse. One of the first things he’d done when he got back to his cabin was draw the outline of the island as he remembered it. “I’ll be there in a moment,” he said and closed the door to dress.

Thessalyn stirred in the bed. “What’s happening, Gerard?”

Gerard hopped around for a moment in one pant leg. “Apparently, Silveo’s speaking to me again. I think you fixed him.”

Thessalyn giggled into a pillow. “Oh, good. The price is chocolate.”

Gerard smiled. He had a hard time thoroughly hating anyone who was kind to his wife. He wondered if Silveo knew that. Probably. Nearly everything Silveo did seemed to involve several layers of intent. 

Gerard had never been in Silveo’s cabin, only the outer office, where he’d been berated several times as a watch master. He knew from others’ accounts that the inner office was also a library, but he was unprepared when he entered to find floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Like all ship libraries, they had cabinet doors that could be closed during rough weather. Several chests stood along the walls, overflowing with scrolls and loose-leaf documents. Several books were open on the floor. Through the far door, Gerard could see that the same clutter continued into the bedchamber beyond.

A large map table took up one side of the inner office. It had obviously been intended for a shelt of Gerard’s height. Silveo was sitting on it, his back against the wall, one knee drawn up, and a snowstorm of maps strewn around him. He was wearing a sailcloth tunic and britches so ordinary that Gerard might not have recognized him at a distance.

“You wanted to see me, sir?”

Silveo didn’t look up from the chart he was studying. “Did you draw that map from the wall of the teahouse?”

For answer, Gerard came over and laid it down. Silveo rocked forward and crouched over the paper. Then he slapped another down beside it. “There’s mine. Looks about the same.” 

Gerard nodded. Silveo had actually caught more of the details of the coastline. “I was talking to Farell last night,” Gerard said carefully. “We’re not heading for Lecklock.”

“No.” Silveo looked up and grinned. “We’re headed for Mance. I think I found the island.”

He had, more accurately, found three islands—all in the vicinity of Mance—that bore a remarkable resemblance to the one on the wall of the teahouse. With reference to Gerard’s drawing, they were able to eliminate two of the islands with fair certainty, leaving a single candidate. It was Mance-94, a small numerary on the outer side of Wefrivain’s crescent. 

“It’s basically just a volcano and a cove,” said Silveo. “The cove might have become a grishnard harbor, in spite of the island’s small size, except that it’s an outer island, and the cove faces directly into the open sea. It’s too isolated to make a convenient port and too exposed. It would make a good harbor for hiding ships at the right times of year, though.”

Gerard frowned. “It could be a trap.”

Silveo gave him a look, making it clear he’d said something very stupid. “Of course it’s a trap! The Resistance aren’t such fools as to leave maps lying around, not even obscure ones. But it’s still a bold move for them, a risky move. Any trap they construct must be in a place where they have resources. They are exposing themselves, and their trap can backfire. I intend to see that it does.”

“I don’t want to bring Thess into a fight,” said Gerard. “Can we stop somewhere and put her off?”

Silveo sat back. “I’m stopping on Mance to send a message for Arundel to join us with the Sea Feather. The Dark Wind is too slow, but the Sea Feather can catch us up. Thessalyn should have friends on Mance. She went to school there, didn’t she?”

Gerard nodded. “She’ll probably be excited about it.”

Silveo looked pleased. “We’ll pick her up on the way back. I’m also putting all your Police ashore. No one knows yet where we’re going, and I don’t want the spy in your organization to spread it far and wide.”

Gerard frowned. “My Police—”

“Are infected,” cut in Silveo. “If I were you, Holovar, I’d have every one of them executed. Make up a charge. Incompetence—you wouldn’t even have to make that up! At the very least, I’d execute all those who’ve been in the Police for more than two years. Then you’d have the weed out by the root.” 

He flicked his tail at Gerard’s grimace. “Of course, this is you we’re talking about, so you won’t do the smart thing because it’s too sticky. I suppose you could retire them all with full pension. Then your traitor will be running loose to do more mischief, but at least he’s not hiding in your closet.”

Gerard thought about that. While he was thinking, Silveo went back to sorting maps and replacing them on shelves or in chests. He had an enormous collection, even for an admiral of the Sea Watch, and he seemed to have looked through every single one. He had his back to Gerard when he said, “I hope you killed that little foxling.”

Gerard’s head snapped up. “I certainly did not!”

Silveo clicked his tongue. “What did I tell you about acts of mercy, Gerard?”

Gerard was momentarily stunned. He has never called me that. “Well, they seem to have earned me a first name.”

Silveo glanced around at him with an expression of irritation. “There are two Holovars on this ship. Speaking of which—” He clambered up one of the bookshelves, pulled out a volume and tossed it to Gerard. “Does she have that one?”

Gerard stared at the book. It was a beautifully copied and illustrated collection of old legends and ballads. Such a book might have easily cost a quarter of his year’s wages for a watch master. The stories were exactly the sort of thing Thessalyn loved to use as raw material for songs.

Silveo seemed to misunderstand Gerard’s expression. “I do realize that someone has to read it to her, and maybe she already has one like it.”

Gerard found his voice. “No, no, my father made her leave her little collection on Holovarus. He said that because he paid for her schooling—” Gerard could feel the old anger welling up in his chest and didn’t finish the sentence.

Silveo hopped down from the bookcase. “There’s a tin of chocolate on the desk in my outer office.”

Gerard crouched down to look at Silveo squarely. “Thank you.” Thank you for not holding Alsair against me. Thank you for being kind to my wife.

Silveo’s lip curled. “It’s for her, not you.”

But it’s the same thing, thought Gerard. When she’s happy, I’m happy. “Nevertheless, thank you.”

Silveo turned away again. “If you can think of anything else she’d rather have...”

Well, she’s fairly fond of me in one piece. “She will be delighted with this,” said Gerard. “She will probably come over here herself and thank you.” He stood. “Where did you get all these books?”

He half expected Silveo to reply with an insult, but instead Silveo said, “About half of them from Resistance hideouts. Gwain or Flag or whatever his name is likes to read. Every trail I’ve ever followed of his has led to books. Of the rest, I inherited about a quarter. The other quarter—” he shrugged. “You’ve got to do something with your wages.”

Gerard was walking around looking at titles. No wonder you knew about the name Flag. You probably read it in the same book Gwain did. The titles covered every conceivable topic. Quite a few were in the phonetic, several even in hunti. “Do you read hunti?” asked Gerard. 

“No, but apparently Gwain does. I’ve taught myself a little.”

“You’ve taught yourself a lot. When you learned to read, you made up for lost time.”

“No more than you when you learned to think,” snapped Silveo.

Gerard turned to look at him. “I didn’t mean that as an insu—”

“You never do. Go on; take that to Thessalyn.”
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Chapter 19. What Happened in a Closet
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Most sailors in Wefrivain do not use advanced instruments of navigation. They are aware of such tools, but they believe them to be cumbersome and unnecessary. Sailors in the crescent are rarely out of sight of land, and their navigational skills consist of an intimate knowledge of the coastlines of thousands of islands and their accompanying sandbars, tides, and reefs. In addition, grishnard sailors rely heavily on griffins to fly up and look around.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Thessalyn did want to thank Silveo in person. She had been given many fine objects over the years, but she’d left most of them on Holovarus. Since that time, she’d made a point of asking for payment either in room and board, traveling expenses, or cowries to buy those things. She ran her hands over the pages of the book, sniffed its leather, and listened with shining eyes as Gerard read her the titles of the stories. She loves stories, thought Gerard. She always tells them to everyone else, and no one tells them to her.

Nothing would do, but that they should go to the admiral’s cabin at once. When he answered the door, Gerard thought she might have hugged him if he hadn’t taken a swift step back and offered a hand instead of a shoulder to her questing fingers. 

“You are very welcome, Lady,” he said in response to her thanks. “You more than deserve it. Last night I was...”

Half mad? thought Gerard.

“Tired,” continued Silveo. “I don’t always sleep so well.”

“Neither does Gerard,” said Thessalyn, busily feeling her way around the outer office and into the library. Gerard frowned, not appreciating the comparison. Silveo noticed and was instantly amused. Gerard could tell he was about to say something embarrassing when Thessalyn spoke again, her fingers flickering over the books. “Gerard said a lot of these are Gwain’s.”

“Were, yes,” said Silveo. “I’d like to bring him to join them as...I don’t know—a lampshade, perhaps. I think he’d make a fine lampshade.”

“That’s not very nice, Admiral,” chided Thessalyn, sniffing delicately at one of the parchments. For a grishnard, she had an extremely good nose.

“As Gerard may have mentioned,” said Silveo, “I’m not a very nice person.”

“You’re nice to me,” said Thessalyn.

“I make a very great exception for you. Don’t be surprised if I occasionally slip. Nice is not a part of my skill-set.”

“I’m not sure I believe you.” Thessalyn was examining a shelf of navigational instruments. Silveo had an unusually large collection, as he liked to navigate without the aid of griffins or pegasus—something almost unheard of in Wefrivain. “By the way, there’s a storm coming,” said Thessalyn, “a big one. I’d like to sit on deck a bit before it gets here. I haven’t been in the sun much these last few days.”

“A storm?” repeated Silveo. “How do you know?”

“She always knows,” said Gerard. “It’s part of being a prophetess.”

“I am not a prophetess,” said Thessalyn with a flick of her tail. “It’s not a feeling. I’m not guessing; I know there’s a storm coming—the same way you two know what’s on the far side of the room without walking over and touching it.”

Silveo looked at Gerard quizzically. 

Gerard shrugged. “If she says there’s a big storm coming, then there’s a big storm coming.”

Silveo considered this. “In that case, I have things to do. Out of my office, little lambs.”

So they went and sat on the quarterdeck in the sun. The day was clear and bright without a trace of clouds. Thessalyn had put on a sailcloth shirt and breeches to go about deck. She went bare-pawed, her heavy gold hair whipping in the breeze, her cheeks turning pink in the sun. Gerard thought she looked adorable. She stretched out on the warm boards and laid her head in his lap, her hair pooling around them, and he read to her. 

Meanwhile, the bewildered sailors began the process of preparing the ship for a storm—securing or removing everything on deck, furling sails, and preparing a sea anchor. Below deck, Gerard knew they were just as busy. He wondered how long it would take the ship’s boys to go around Silveo’s library, putting every book in place so that the doors of the cabinets could all be shut. The oars would be stowed and all portholes shut tight. Preparing for a major storm involved quite a bit of work, and Gerard was surprised Silveo had decided to act on Thessalyn’s statement. He won’t be sorry, though.

About noon, Gerard went below decks to get them something to eat. As he navigated the dim labyrinth of corridors, a shape stepped out of the gloom and tugged him gently into a closet. “Hello, Gerard.”

For a moment, he couldn’t process what he was seeing—the Priestess, dressed in what looked like dark silk, her deep blue eyes glinting in the half-light. “M-mistress,” he stammered. “How did you—? I mean—” He became aware that he was staring rudely and dropped his gaze. Of course, she flew here on a griffin or pegasus or even a wyvern. She probably just arrived. 

She tilted his chin up, a smile playing around the corners of her mouth. “I’m sorry to have startled you, Captain.”

No, you’re not. You’re enjoying it. Gerard became aware of how very close they were standing in the small space. He started to back out of the closet, but she put her hands on his elbows and stopped him. She was only a little shorter than he and much stronger than he would have expected. 

“I won’t keep you long,” purred Morchella. “I only wanted to warn you that a severe storm is coming.”

“We know,” said Gerard. “Thess told us.”

Morchella raised an eyebrow. “Did she?”

“Yes, she always knows when a storm is coming—ever since she was a little girl.”

“Interesting. I suppose being blind makes other senses keener. Still, it makes me wonder whether she’s kin of mine.”

Gerard didn’t know what that meant or whether he should ask. “How are you getting along with Silveo?” continued Morchella.

“Better.” Gerard thought for a moment. “He’s still threatening to kill me, but I’m not sure he really would. He likes Thess, but Alsair did something nasty on Sern that upset him.” He told her about the foxling.

Morchella laughed. “That would do it—especially on Sern. Probably gave him nightmares. He can be annoyingly sensitive about a few things.”

Gerard frowned. “Sensitive” was the last word he would have applied to Silveo. “He thinks I want his job,” said Gerard.

Morchella ran a finger down the front of Gerard’s jacket. Her voice was playful. “Do you?”

“No.” Gerard tried again to step out of the closet. This time she leaned up, put one hand around the back of his head and the other around his waist, and kissed him full on the mouth. Gerard was surprised, almost frightened, and he didn’t know what to do. Morchella pushed up the back of his shirt and ran a hand along his bare spine. The shock made him gasp, and her tongue flicked inside his mouth.

She stepped away from him suddenly, and Gerard stumbled back against the doorframe. He could feel his face burning. He wanted to run. Morchella pushed past him out of the closet and stopped to whisper in his ear, “You’re doing fine, Gerard. I heard that you talked to Gwain. That’s very good. But next time try killing him. I’ll be watching.” 

Gerard raised his head a moment later and looked around. The corridor was empty. He drew a shuddering breath. He felt sick and guilty and profoundly confused. He couldn’t remember where he’d been going or what he’d meant to do. He visited the head. He thought he might vomit, but he didn’t. When he came on deck again, clouds were rolling in from the South, but the sun was still shining. Silveo was talking to Thessalyn. He was wearing brilliant blue wool, hoop earrings, and a fur cape made of what looked like wolf fur—an extinct species in Wefrivain, though their pelts could still be bought on occasion. Silveo had had food brought up, but no table or chairs, due to the increased motion of the ship. “Well, Gerard, it appears that your wife has many talents. In addition to making you almost tolerable, she can also predict the weather. Perhaps I shall make her my pilot. The one I’ve got isn’t entirely satisfactory.”

Gerard smiled faintly and put an arm around Thessalyn, who snuggled against him. The wind had grown cold. 

“Have some faun pie,” continued Silveo. “It’s not Gwain, but we can pretend.” 

“Thank you,” said Gerard. “I’m not hungry.”

Silveo looked at him narrowly. “Sick already? These waves will get worse.”

Gerard glanced at the bank of black clouds approaching from the south. “Is the Priestess up here?”

“No... Why do you ask?”

“Because I saw her a little while ago below deck. She spoke to me.”

“Ah,” Silveo looked at him even more closely, and Gerard couldn’t quite meet his eyes. “She does that sometimes. It’s always startling. We didn’t see her up here.”

“She’s done it before?” asked Gerard. “To you?” 

Silveo pursed his lips. “She’s turned up unexpectedly, yes. I’ve always assumed she came on a wyvern. The gods are swift and secretive.”

“What did she say to you, Gerard?” asked Thessalyn, real concern in her voice. “You don’t sound very happy about it.” 

Gerard sighed. She can read me even without eyes. “She just asked about what happened on Sern.”

It began to rain at that moment. Silveo looked at Thessalyn. “Lady, I think you’d better go below deck. Gerard, I want to talk to you in my office.”

A short time later, Gerard was back in Silveo’s outer office. Everything had gotten a lot neater since his last visit. Silveo had a single map on the desk, along with a compass and several other instruments. “Am I in trouble, sir?” asked Gerard.

Silveo looked up. “I don’t know. Are you?”

Gerard said nothing. He felt sick again.

Silveo sighed. “I’m going to give you some more of that useful advice you never listen to: be careful of our mistress. I’ve survived by doing several things. One of them is staying well away from the Police. Another is making sure that I am liked, but not loved, by Morchella. I’m her pet—a vicious little pet that bites every hand but hers, and she likes that. You don’t want to be more than a pet, Gerard.”

Gerard shifted uncomfortably. “Why are you—?”

“She was extremely fond of Arundel,” continued Silveo, “but she devours things she loves. She can’t help it; it’s her nature, like the wyverns. She ate him up inside. He should have been put out of his misery after that, but instead she gave him to me. He always had a cruel streak, but now...” Silveo shrugged. “There’s practical-mean—that’s me. And then there’s sadistic—that’s Arundel. I’m not saying I’ve never been there, but I don’t live there, and he does.”

Gerard stared at the floor. “Why are you telling me this? I thought you wanted me killed, Silveo.”

“Killed, sure, but I don’t want to deal with you in that condition. You’d be worse than Arundel. Now stop acting like a wounded animal. Whatever she did to you, it can’t have been worse than what was done to me when I was no bigger than that foxling you rescued. Go get some sleep. I’m sure we’ll need you to haul on a rope soon enough.”
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Chapter 20. A Knife and a Rope
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Foxlings are born with a loose scruff, much like that of a fox kit, by which they may be carried. Many retain a remnant of this scruff into adulthood. However, no foxling beyond the age of two would appreciate being lifted in this way.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

They did need him. By midnight, the waves were as high as Gerard had ever seen them in the crescent. Thessalyn kept an admirable calm, in spite of the fact that they were being more or less flung about their cabin. She and Gerard had both been raised to the sea, and although Thessalyn threw up her supper, she did not stay sick for long. Gerard had not been seasick since he was a small child. He was not surprised when a beating on their door turned out to be a sailor, saying that the boatswain was asking for help. 

Gerard put on sealskin breeches and coat. He did not wear his boots, preferring to have his claws free to grip the deck. He saw that Silveo had wisely put up the smallest possible scrap of sail, and they were running before the wind. Gerard could not see any islands in the driving rain, nor could he hear breakers. That was a good sign. Their worst danger would be running aground on one of the innumerable reefs, rocks, and sandbars that surrounded the smaller islands. 

Gerard helped babysit the sail. He was bigger and heavier than most of the other sailors, and he’d had plenty of experience in storms, as Holovarus was near the mouth of the crescent. He glanced at Silveo and Farell up on the quarterdeck and shook his head. Sailing without griffins in these conditions is just foolish, Silveo. 

Morning brought a measure of relief. In spite of the driving rain, they could see an island off to their left and were able to ascertain with fair certainty that it was Mirmouth—one of Lecklock’s distant holdings. The gray seas were as high as ever and the wind fierce. Gerard took turns with everyone else on deck, tied with a long rope to the mainmast. Thessalyn insisted on coming out briefly, and Gerard made her tie a lifeline around her waist as well. He was surprised at how the sailors welcomed her and how respectfully they spoke to her. Although the Sea Watch enjoyed the company of women as much as any sailor did, they believed that a woman aboard ship was bad luck.

In spite of this, Gerard knew that Silveo had managed to keep a number of women at various times over the past nine years—the last being a gazumelle, who had apparently sailed with them for about half a year and then run off one day on Haplag. The rumor was that several of the sailors had encouraged her departure with rocks while the admiral was away. This story, combined with Silveo’s enmity, was the reason Gerard had never even tried to bring Thessalyn aboard during his days as a watch master. 

Now, however, he sensed an undercurrent of awe in the way the sailors spoke to her. After asking some questions, he discovered that the lower deck thought Thessalyn nearly as lucky as a cured selkie tail hanging from the mizzen. The idea had blossomed the day she charmed the admiral out of his black humor, and when word circulated that she had predicted the storm without a cloud in the sky, they had all become convinced that she was a seer. Her blindness and white minstrel’s clothes only added to her mystery and appeal. 

Gerard told her all this as they lay lashed in a hammock during one of his breaks. She giggled against his chest. “Sailors are silly, aren’t they? Like children.”

“They’re only honest,” said Gerard with gravity, and she punched him in the shoulder. “If you’re not good luck,” he continued, “then nothing is.”

“I was talking to Silveo while you were away,” she continued.

“I saw that,” said Gerard. “Has he told you all his troubles yet?” Sympathetic minstrels made good counselors for many reasons. Because they traveled widely, they were viewed as impartial and experienced. Any passing minstrel might be asked for confidential advice about marriage, investment, or children. Thessalyn was special, though. Shelts who would not normally trust their own mothers would find themselves telling her their life stories after only a brief meeting. Gerard doubted that even Silveo was immune.

Thessalyn shook her head. “Nothing like that. I told him you were really sorry about what Alsair did on Sern. I told him you’d been fretting about it for days.”

Gerard squirmed. “Thess, that wasn’t—”

Thessalyn laid a finger on his lips. “He said he knew. He said to forget about it. I asked him whether he would let Alsair back on the ship if Alsair apologized.”

Gerard opened his eyes in the darkness. “What did he say to that?”

Thessalyn frowned. “He changed the subject, made a lot of jokes. A few minutes later, he said, ‘I don’t like griffins. I just don’t. No Holovar is going to change that.’ I asked him why, but he wouldn’t tell me. I think he might eventually, but I’m not sure it will help.”

Gerard ran his fingers through her hair. “Thess, you are amazing.”

“Not really,” she said sadly. “I didn’t get permission for Alsair to come back.”

“I haven’t given permission for Alsair to come back,” growled Gerard. “He has a lot of explaining to do.”

They tried to make the port in Pyrnon that day, but the wind and waves were too wild. They could not get into the lee of the island, and the opportunity was lost. Night fell again, and they proceeded on their frightening journey through the darkness. Gerard knew that Silveo had been able to take fairly accurate readings of their location, so in theory they should be headed in a safe direction. However, the wind veered several times that night. The waves actually grew higher and rougher, crashing over the bow each time the ship plummeted into a trough. By the time the gray dawn broke, Gerard was sure that no one had the slightest idea where they were. The day was very dark. Everyone strained for sight of an island—anything to identify their location.

The sailors' shifts grew longer as crews worked to pump out the water accumulating in the hold. The ceiling of Gerard and Thessalyn’s cabin also began to leak. Gerard mentioned it to Silveo—not as a complaint, but as a statement about the condition of the ship. Silveo immediately moved them into his own cabin and moved himself in with Farell—not that Silveo slept much. Gerard didn’t think he left the deck all day. 

By the third night, everyone was exhausted, and still they had no idea where they were. Gerard heard some of the sailors whispering that they weren’t in the crescent at all, that they’d been driven into the open sea to be lost forever in its vastness. Gerard knew that wasn’t true. In fact, they had to be getting close to the center of the crescent, into the region of the Small Kingdoms. These were his home waters. He knew them well, and this did not ease his mind. The thick sprinkling of islands near the center of Wefrivain were laced with deadly reefs.

The morning of the fourth day dawned darker still. Just as the gray light began to illuminate the mountains of water around them, lightning struck a spar and sent it crashing down on deck, hanging half over the side of the ship. Everyone ran to cut the trailing pieces. The ship had just started up a wave, and the deck was sloping steeply. Several sailors slipped in their hurry, but they were clipped into the lifeline, so they weren’t in much danger. Silveo, who had been below decks only moments before, had not yet tied his rope, and he went bounding up the deck without one. Gerard came up beside him just as the fallen spar slipped completely into the sea and caught the pull of the wave. The ship jerked almost broadside to the swell. Suddenly they were nearly sideways on an almost vertical slope. The wave crested over the side of the ship and crashed waist-deep across the deck. We’re going to broach, thought Gerard. We’re going to die.

He slipped, but his claws splayed and caught him, gouging deep furrows in the wood. He looked to his right and saw the flash of Silveo’s hair beneath the water. Without even thinking, Gerard reached out, caught Silveo by the scruff, and dragged him to his feet just as they started down the far side of the wave.

Gerard yelped as something sliced into his forearm. He dropped Silveo and they stared at each other, the deck now free of water and sloping crazily in the opposite direction. A knife flashed briefly as it toppled away across the deck and over the side. You cut me! thought Gerard, too amazed to be angry. You actually cut me!

Silveo bounced up again and launched himself across the deck towards the trailing spar. Gerard followed him. There was no time to think about what had just happened. The ship would not survive another wave in its present state. Three other sailors had already reached the spar and were hacking desperately at it with axes. Gerard took an ax and with three blows he managed to sever the main mass of the spar. Still it clung to the ship by its ropes, attached to the upper rigging. Looking up, Gerard saw that Silveo had climbed up and out onto the perilously splintered section. He was probably the only person other than a ship’s boy light enough to do what had to be done, but it was still a near suicidal act without a lifeline. They were hurtling sideways towards the trough of the wave now, and Gerard didn’t know if the ship would have time to turn, even if the spar could be freed. 

Then Silveo sliced through the last of the ropes, the spar fell away, and Farell was leaning on the rudder, and they were turning...turning... Then they crashed into the trough of the wave—not completely broadside, but near enough. Gerard was thrown through the splintered railing and over the side of the ship. He yelped as the lifeline bit into his ribs, and then he was under water in darkness and terror, clawing for air. The rope wrenched him out of the water again, and his ribs were on fire, but he was clawing his way over the side of the ship. 

Gerard saw with relief that they were straightening out, preparing to take the next wave head on. He looked up to see Silveo standing over him. Gerard thought he might have been pulling on the rope, but couldn’t be sure. Silveo was shouting orders to trim the sail, but he paused to crouch down and bellow in Gerard’s ear. “Ship’s healer! Now!” Gerard looked down and saw the blood streaming over his arm from the knife wound. In his excitement, he’d hardly felt it, but the cut was deep.

“Now!” repeated Silveo. He walked with Gerard to the head of the stairs and took his lifeline when he removed it. Gerard watched him tie the rope. All you had to do was cut it, he thought, and you would have been rid of me.
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Chapter 21. Home Waters
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Panamindorah’s three moons play a complex role in sailing and in the life of the inhabitants of Wefrivain. The temple festivals are centered around lunar events. Most islands use red moon, with its predictable sixty-day cycle, to measure the months. However, some islands and many hunti still use fifteen-day yellow months. Blue moon is sometimes called Sailor’s Plague, because of its unpredictable behavior. It can influence the tides in unexpected ways, and a great deal of ink is expended each year on almanacs that claim to predict the patterns of blue moon. Most of them are useless.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

The ship’s healer was a smallish grishnard of about sixty—a sour creature, overfond of sweet leaf. He washed Gerard’s wound in stinging salt water, smeared nettle paste on it, and bound it up tight in boiled linen. By this time, Gerard’s ribs were aching worse than the knife wound. He knew he was going to be black and blue where the rope had caught him and wondered if he’d broken ribs. He was swaying in a hammock, watching the healer finish the bandage, when his eyes fluttered closed.

Gerard awoke to the sound of voices. The lantern on its chain in the ceiling was still swinging crazily, but Gerard thought the motion had diminished a bit. Several other sailors had crowded into the room. One was the youngest of his wardens, whimpering as he leaned against the wall. He appeared to have a dislocated shoulder. Silveo was talking to the healer. When he saw Gerard stir, he gave a brisk motion with his hand. “Come.”

Gerard struggled to his feet and followed Silveo unsteadily out the door and along the dark passage. “How’s your arm?” asked Silveo over his shoulder.

“Alright, I suppose,” said Gerard.

“Don’t ever do that again,” said Silveo.

“Don’t ever do what again?”

“Pick me up like that!” They had reached the hatch to the upper deck, and Silveo climbed into the dusky light. 

Gerard saw that it was almost dark again. “I thought you were going overboard! You didn’t have a lifeline! Why did you stab me?”

Silveo turned to glare at him. “I...panicked.” He spat out the word as though he hated it, but couldn’t think of any more appropriate. “Just don’t do it again.”

Gerard nodded. You never say ‘thank you,’ do you? Or ‘I’m sorry.’ “My ribs hurt worse than where you cut me.” 

Silveo grunted. He was scanning the dark sky.

“You could have cut my lifeline,” said Gerard.

“Ran out of knives,” said Silveo, who was famously never without a sharp object. “Besides, I think you’re about to be useful. There it is. Look.”

He was pointing at something in the sky. Gerard squinted. A griffin! He skidded down to the main deck. The rain had slackened, but they were still running before a strong wind in heavy seas. 

Gerard ran up and down the deck, waving his arms. The circling griffin dropped at once, struggling to control his descent in the high winds. Gerard knew well before he hit the deck that it was Alsair. He was soaking wet and shivering. He looked thinner, and Gerard’s heart lurched at the sight. He was angry, too, but he kept his face neutral. This was not the time to discuss what had happened on Sern.

“Where are we?” demanded Gerard.

“Almost home,” shouted Alsair. “I lost you three days ago. I’ve been looking and looking.” 

Gerard knew Alsair would have been following the ship, and he had suspected that the storm had separated them. He nodded. “Where is ‘almost home’?”

Alsair ducked his head to their right. “Malabar is off that way. Scorp is back behind you.”

Gerard’s eyes opened wide. “That means we’re headed straight between Malabar-3 and Malabar-5!”

Alsair nodded. “That’s what I came to tell you.”

Gerard drew a deep breath. “There’s still time. Get out there and look for the buoys. You can guide us through.”

Alsair didn’t argue. He turned, ran along the ship, and launched himself into the air. For one moment, it looked like he might be driven into the sea, but then he gained height, beating madly, jerking this way and that in the high winds.

Gerard turned and ran back towards Silveo. “We’re near Holovarus,” he began when he reached the quarterdeck.

“I guessed that,” said Silveo impatiently. “We need a port. We’re leaking badly, and we’ve lost so many spars and so much rigging that we’d be crippled even in a calm sea. We’re on our third and last sea anchor. Maps of the Small Kingdoms are abysmal. I’ve never sailed here without a local guide. Also, my coxswain seems to have gotten himself swept overboard. No one can find him.”

Gerard nodded. “We could probably make port on Malabar if we survive the night. The problem is we’re headed between Malabar-3 and Malabar-5. There’s a solid line of reef between those two islands. It’s a ship graveyard. My brother and I used to pick up trinkets that washed up from the wrecks after every storm. There’s one place to cross, and it’s marked with a couple of buoys. If Alsair can find them, he can guide us through.”

Silveo considered this, looking out at the darkening sea. “How big are these buoys?”

About as big as you. Gerard almost said it aloud, but opted to hold out his arms instead.

Silveo made a face. “And how long until we reach them? Could we try to veer away?”

Gerard shook his head. “We’d run aground on the sandbars around the islands. We’ve been lucky to keep away from them without knowing where we were. We’ll reach the reef in perhaps half a watch. That should give Alsair plenty of time to find the buoys.”

But he did not find them. Twice Alsair returned to the ship to report. Gerard could hear the breakers now, crashing across the horns of coral. The rain had picked up again, and the night was black. 

The third time he returned to the main deck, Alsair looked wild. “The buoys must have washed away!” he panted. He leaned over and spoke in Gerard’s ear, “Please, let me take you off. This ship is going to founder!”

It was all Gerard could do to keep from cuffing his ear and shouting at him. “And leave Thessalyn?”

“I’ll come back for her,” said Alsair. “Please, Gerard; you don’t know how bad it is out there. The rowboats will never make it. I saw another ship already grounded on the reef. I couldn’t find a single shelt alive!”

“No,” said Gerard. “We’re not leaving anyone.” He thought for a moment. “Take me up.”

Alsair stepped away from him, shaking his head violently. “Oh, no!”

“Yes!” shouted Gerard against the wind. “You’re too busy trying to stay airborne to look properly!” Gerard saw that Silveo and Farell had come down onto the lower deck, but they did not try to interfere. He jumped forward suddenly, grabbed Alsair’s ruff, and vaulted onto his back. He knew there was a danger of Alsair trying to take him away, as he’d wanted to, but Gerard didn’t think Alsair would act against a direct order. He’d been too well trained.

Alsair responded by lying down on the deck. “Gerard, no, no, please. You don’t understand. I flipped four times just now. I almost went into the sea. Gerard, we’ll both drown!”

“I said go!” bellowed Gerard, but Alsair only whimpered. 

“You’re just punishing me,” he whispered. 

Gerard ran a hand under the griffin’s throat and along his lower beak. He tilted Alsair’s head up to look at him upside down. “Have I ever taken you into a situation I couldn’t get you out of?”

Alsair looked at him for a long moment. Finally, he shook his head. 

“Trust me,” said Gerard.

Alsair drew a shuddering breath. “I suppose I’d rather die with you than with anyone else.” He stood and leapt into the wind.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 22. A Local Guide
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The Small Kingdoms of Wefrivain survive by being too distant and too unimportant for the Great Islands to want them. Their rulers know this and keep a careful distance from greater island politics. Even the Priestess often takes only a passing interest in the Small Kingdoms, allowing their own local deities to control events, meddling as much or as little as they wish.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard thought for a moment that he and Alsair would die before they even started looking for the buoys. The wind punched them back and forth like an unseen fist. Gerard had been riding Alsair without a saddle harness for years, but in this weather they should have had one. Alsair flipped once in spite of his best efforts, but he managed to right himself before Gerard lost his grip. Below them, the waves heaved like migrating mountains, lit by strobe lightning.

Gerard caught sight of the ship Alsair had mentioned—a boat about half the size of the Fang, its hull almost upside down now. It was caught on the reef, only visible in the troughs of the waves. It was definitely a fresh wreck. Gerard doubted any of it would be there by morning. 

The way the hull was appearing and disappearing gave Gerard an idea. He leaned close to Alsair’s ear and bellowed, “Get lower! Follow along in the troughs.”

Gerard had not been seasick in years, but their unsteady dive brought the bile into his mouth. Almost, Alsair hit the water. He gained just enough height to escape the crest of the wave; then they were flying low along the trough. Gerard strained his eyes down the line of it. There! 

He saw the yellow-painted shape in a flash of lightning just before a wave swallowed it. “I saw it!” he shouted and Alsair nodded. The wave passed, and Gerard spotted it again. This time, he saw the other one further on. Gerard looked back towards the Fang. They weren’t too far off course. There was still time to get it right. 

Alsair screamed in his eagle’s voice—a sound that cut through the storm and nearly deafened Gerard. Silveo, please know what that means.

He must have, because the next instant, the ship began to turn. Gerard could see the sailors trimming the sail, angling towards the place where Alsair was circling over the waves. He watched as the ship came on, her tattered sail straining. Below, in the waves, Gerard thought he saw something flash beside the buoy—an iridescent streak that glimmered and was gone.

I’ll be watching you, Gerard. 

He shut his eyes and hung onto Alsair, shivering in the cold rain.

*  *  *  *
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THE STORM BLEW ITSELF out by morning. Gerard went off to bed just as light began to gleam across the water from under the clouds. He woke some time later to a strangely level cabin. Alsair was sleeping against one wall, and Thessalyn had her head on his shoulder. The way it should be, thought Gerard. He didn’t move for a while, enjoying the peace and quiet. They were still in Silveo’s cabin, and he could see light shining from under the door of the inner office.

At last, he got up quietly, without waking Thessalyn. He threw on the driest of his clothes—damp and smelling faintly of mildew—and padded out the door into the inner office. Silveo was sitting on his map table, reading. He was wearing serviceable linen in bizarre shades of orange and lavender. Gerard laughed. He stopped immediately when Silveo looked up, one eyebrow raised. “Something amuses you?”

Gerard was thinking about the first time he’d walked in here and seen Silveo in ordinary sailcloth. “I just figured out why you dress like that.”

Silveo’s eyebrows rose even higher, and he shut his book. “It’s not complicated. I like shinies. As an added bonus, I get to make shelts like you uncomfortable.”

Gerard shook his head. “You never do anything for only one reason.”

“Well, that would be terribly inefficient.”

“Shelts who have never seen you before, never even seen a drawing—they all know what you look like. They at least know you dress like a—” Gerard decided to rephrase.

Silveo smiled sweetly. “Like a what, Gerard?”

Gerard tried not to squirm. “Flamboyantly.”

“Somehow I don’t think that’s what you were going to say.”

“What I mean is, when you do decide to wear ordinary clothes, you’re practically invisible. When you don’t want to be recognized, all you need is sailcloth and no kohl. It doesn’t even matter that you’re a rare panaun in an unusual color. Shelts don’t see that. They only see the shinies.”

Silveo smirked. He hopped down from the table. “Well, you’re starting to think, but you’re still mostly just pretty. I found three kids on griffins circling the ship this morning, asking if we needed a local guide, but I’ve got one, don’t I?” He pointed to the table. “I have half a dozen maps there, all of them significantly different. Pick the best one and meet me up on the quarterdeck after you’ve removed that creature from my bedchamber.”

“Thessalyn?” asked Gerard innocently.

Silveo scowled. “You know what I mean. Keep it out of my sight and I’ll try not to shoot it.”

Gerard sighed. “Would it matter if he apologized?”

“What do you think?”

“He saved the ship last night.”

“You saved the ship last night,” said Silveo and stalked out the door.

An eighth watch later, Gerard was standing with Silveo and Farell on the quarterdeck, holding three maps. “Well, you’re right that none of them are very good,” he told Silveo. “It depends on where you want to go which you should use.”

“We need a port,” said Silveo. “We couldn’t keep up with the leak last night, and all the slaves drowned. We’ve got no rowers and not enough spars left to hold up a decent set of sails.”

Gerard winced. Normally he tried not to think about the slaves, because there was nothing he could do about them. “Did no one think of letting them out?”

“What, so they could kill us all?” asked Silveo. “Besides we were too busy trying to get over that reef. No one even knew they were underwater until they were dead. I’ll be happy to give you an oar if you want to do penance.”

Gerard decided it was too late to have this argument. “I suggest Malabar as a port.” He spread a vellum map in his hands and pointed to one spot. “This one shows the area of our location fairly accurately.”

Silveo studied it. “Looks to me like we’re just as close to Holovarus as Malabar.” 

“Perhaps.” Gerard had been hoping he wouldn’t notice.

Silveo grinned up at him. “You want to lie, but you just can’t, can you?”

“I repeat,” said Gerard. “I think we should go to Malabar. I do not want to go to Holovarus.”

“I know,” said Silveo. “That’s probably why I do.”

Gerard’s tail lashed. He wanted to say a lot of things and didn’t know how to phrase them. “Silveo, please.”

Silveo’s pale eyes glittered through his kohl. “Oh, we are definitely going. Now stop looking wretched and make yourself useful. As long as that creature is here, you might as well use it to fly over to Malabar and get us some decent food. Everything in the hold is wet, and nearly all the jars are broken. I spent enough of my life eating bad food; I refuse to do it aboard my own ship. Be a good guide, Gerard, and go find us some local cuisine.”
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Chapter 23. A Debate about Choices
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Wyverns are venomous. Curiously, first exposure causes only mild illness, while a second bite is nearly always fatal. A few old stories make reference to an antidote, but if such ever existed, its source has been carefully expunged from all records by the wyverns and their servants.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard left a quarter watch later. He had been wanting some time alone with Alsair, and this seemed as good an opportunity as any. Before he left, he took stock of his meager followers. Apparently, the oldest of his wardens had been swept overboard in the storm. No one was sure how or when. Three shelts from the Fang had vanished, two of them experienced sailors, so the loss of his ancient warden was no surprise, but it did make Gerard feel guilty. 

I should never have brought them. Silveo was right; I should retire them all. The drunk was turning out to be a very unsatisfactory sailor, and the youngster was hurt so badly that he wouldn’t be able to use his arm for a red month. Marlo, on the other hand, appeared to be thriving. He had no expertise on ships, but he had learned quickly and he was amiable enough to make the sailors like him. Gerard intended to make him his permanent secretary as soon as he had anything worth keeping track of. 

Alsair said very little as they left the ship. He was wearing a light harness that Gerard had made out of rope. When they passed the little knoll that was Malabar-3, Gerard told him to stop. Alsair circled reluctantly. “Why? There’s nothing down there.”

“I want to talk to you.” I don’t want anyone else around, and I want to be able to look you in the face.

“I shouldn’t have done it,” said Alsair. “I won’t do it again. Can we forget about it?”

“No,” said Gerard. “Please land.”

Sea grass was whipping in the salt breeze. Fluffy clouds raced overhead. It was a day like Gerard remembered from his childhood—the kind of day he’d spent exploring these little islands with Alsair. Gerard got down and walked around in front of the griffin. “Alsair, how could you?”

Alsair met his eyes with a hint of defiance. He didn’t look sorry, only sullen. “How could I catch a street brat? Easier than catching rabbits, actually.”

Gerard couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “He was a child, Alsair!”

“Things like that turn into things like him, Gerard.”

“Only when they have encounters with things like you!” Gerard fairly bellowed.

“I wish I’d saved the tail,” said Alsair nastily. 

Gerard cuffed his ear. “Are you even listening to me? I find your behavior horrific and unacceptable!”

“I’m not an extension of you!” shot Alsair. He was actually bristling now and nearly screaming. “I’m not bound by your honor, Gerard!”

Gerard stepped back. “I should never have brought you from Holovarus. I wonder if father would take you back.” 

“Silveo is still saying he intends to kill you, isn’t he?” snarled Alsair. “Has he retracted that threat? Tell me he has, Gerard, and I’ll take back everything I just said. I’ll apologize in public.”

Gerard said nothing.

“No,” said Alsair, “he hasn’t. He’s told you over and over again that he’s going to stab you in the back. If you don’t believe me, believe him! I have never scrupled to kill for you, Gerard, but I will not stand by and watch you die. Please—” His voice broke. “You are too trusting. You and Thessalyn both—you think any shelt can be made into a friend and ally. It’s just not true.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Alsair—”

“I won’t go back to Holovarus! I belong with you, Gerard. I belong to you. Either forgive me or kill me. You’ll never stop me from following you, and I won’t stop trying to protect you.”

Gerard could feel tears stinging his eyes. He pulled Alsair towards him and cradled the griffin’s head in his arms. What am I going to do with you? “I forgive you. I already forgave you. It’s just—” He was not satisfied, but he didn’t know what else to say. They stood like that for a long time, and Gerard thought of all the days that he’d spent on these islands with this friend. He and I were closer than Jaleel and I ever could be.

At last, he let go. “Will you trust me enough to let me make my own decisions? Unless you see me in actual physical danger?”

“I’ll try,” whispered Alsair. They lay in the sea grass for a while and watched the clouds. Then they flew on to Malabar. 

Silveo had not overstated the damage to the Fang. They were limping so badly that it took three days to make what should have been a half day journey to Holovarus. Thessalyn sat on deck every evening and played her harp in the sweet, clear air, and they feasted on indigo duck and jackfruit and plum wine from the Small Kingdoms. 

Gerard could not tell what Thessalyn thought about returning to the place where she’d lost a baby. She was quiet, and he did not press. Gerard wondered what would happen if Thessalyn herself begged Silveo not to go to Holovarus. He almost asked her to, but decided it wasn’t his business. Silveo talked to Thessalyn often during meals and in the afternoons. If she wanted to ask him such a thing, she would do it on her own.

Gerard didn’t know whether Silveo and Farell had had a fight or whether Silveo had just gotten bored, but he’d clearly taken up with one of the ship’s boys. Gerard came in on the morning of the third day after the storm to discuss navigation of the reef around Holovarus and caught the youngster slinking out. 

Silveo came out of his bedroom yawning, still in his nightshirt. “Is he flavor of the month?” asked Gerard as the door closed behind the boy.

“Mm-hm.”
Gerard frowned. 
Silveo opened his coat closet—a huge affair intended to hold much more than coats. He went in and started to get dressed. “Did you have a point, or were you just making noise to hear yourself echo?”

Gerard was lost for words. “He doesn’t have a choice. Doesn’t that bother you?”

Silveo made an indignant huff. “Have you noticed I’m a foxling? You think he can’t fend me off?”

“You’re his admiral,” said Gerard. “He’s got to be all of fourteen, Silveo.”

Silveo stuck his head out of the closet abruptly. “And I was all of six,” he spat. Gerard realized he’d inadvertently crossed a line. Silveo stalked out of the closet glaring. “He’s old enough to say yes, and I’m not hurting him. Besides, you seem to be suffering from your perennial illusion that I’m a nice person. I’m not! Now get over there and draw me some reef lines.”

Gerard obeyed. Silveo still seemed miffed. “How old was Thessalyn the first time you ‘got lost’ on a walk, oh honorable one? How much choice do you think she had? You were her boss’s eldest! You were her prince!”

Seventeen, thought Gerard. She was seventeen, but that was different. I actually cared about her. I gave up everything for her. “I love Thess,” said Gerard aloud. “She’s my friend. I think to you, sex and friendship are mutually exclusive.”

Silveo’s ears flicked back. “Wyverns preserve us,” he said with as much sarcasm as he could cram into a sentence. “I’m all upside-down and backwards. Poor Silveo. Are you volunteering to fix me, Gerard? No? Then shut up; I’m tired of this conversation.”

Gerard mentioned the episode to Thessalyn that night.

She nodded. “I don’t think sex means anything at all to Silveo.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” muttered Gerard.

Thessalyn shook her head. “Not in the way you think. I mean that to him, sex is just the price he has to pay for...I’m not sure—comfort, security, reassurance. Silveo wants more than anything to feel safe, and he never feels safe, Gerard. I think the closest he comes is when he’s with us.”

That made Gerard laugh. “Thess, you see good in everyone, even when it’s not there.”

“Not true. I just think it’s never too late for anyone.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that he’s cruel to all kinds of shelts?”

“Cruelty always bothers me, Gerard. Pain always bothers me. I fix it whenever I can reach it.”

He stroked her head. “You’re better at picking your battles than I am.”

“Comes of being blind and a woman,” she said.

That made him think of something else. “Thess, did you feel like you had a choice when you made love to me the first time? Or when you married me?”

“Hmmm.” He could feel her frown against his neck. “Did I have a choice? I suppose it would be easier to answer that question if I hadn’t been madly in love with you.”

Her response didn’t make Gerard feel any better. It occurred to him that Silveo and Thessalyn had both grown up in the lower echelons of society—a place that was foreign to him. 

Thessalyn broke into his thoughts. “Silveo doesn’t think anyone has any real choices—or not many, at least. He thinks maybe shelts like you have a few choices, although he’s skeptical.”

“But you don’t think that, do you?” persisted Gerard. “I mean, I didn’t make you feel that way...did I?”

“You make me feel alive,” said Thessalyn, hugging him tight. “You make me feel like I can fly, like I can see, like I can walk on water. Please don’t be sorry for loving me, Gerard.”
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Chapter 24. Port Holovarus
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The so-called winged wolves of Maijha Minor are not wolves, nor are they quadropedavia—creatures with four legs and two wings. They are sometimes called blood bats, and this is perhaps more accurate, as they do live exclusively on blood. The creatures can grow nearly as tall as a shelt’s waist, and they have a long fifth toe, which folds upwards when they are running along the ground. A thick flap of skin connects this toe to a point near their hips, forming a “wing.” Although they prefer to glide for short distances, they are capable of true flight, via a double-jointed shoulder that allows them to lock the wing in place. They can speak, but have no shelts as far back as history and their own legends record. They are shy and secretive and usually live in large colonies in the cliffs of Maijha Minor.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

They arrived in Port Holovarus on the fourth morning after the storm. The little bay looked smaller than Gerard remembered it—the castle, just visible on the hilltop, grayer. He doubted that the port had ever seen a ship the size of the Fang. Peasants in their fishing boats stood to gawk as Farell maneuvered in around the reef. Gerard knew almost all of them. He doubted he could avoid being recognized, so he didn’t try. 

They anchored well out from the shallow edges of the bay and waited. Several of the fishing boats came up cautiously to learn the identity of their visitor. It didn’t take long for an official sloop to put off from the pier and come gliding over the water towards them. Gerard could feel a knot in his belly. He’d never wanted to come back here. He glanced at Silveo up on the quarterdeck. This is a fine way to repay me for saving the ship! 

The knot in his belly turned to ice when he saw the first shelt to come over the side. Jaleel.

“Gerard!” cried the other. “Come home at last, have you? With your tail between your legs, I hope.”

Gerard said nothing. His hand was itching for his sword.

“I hope you didn’t bring that whore with you,” continued Jaleel. He was a little shorter than Gerard with the same large dark eyes, but lighter hair. 

Silveo came strolling down from the quarterdeck at that moment, wearing his most dangerous smile. “I don’t usually let shelts call me that on my own ship,” he said cheerfully. “In fact, come to think of it, I use shelts who call me that as fishing weights.”

Gerard glanced at him. For Silveo to willingly own an insult intended for Thessalyn made him feel absurdly grateful.

Jaleel blanched. “S-sir,” he stammered, “I didn’t mean— I meant—”

“You doubtless have confused us with another ship,” continued Silveo. “As anxious as you may be for whores, we are not that kind of merchant. In fact, we’re not a merchant at all. As any fool who didn’t grow up in a wyvern-forsaken backwater could see, this is the Fang of the Temple Sea Watch, and we are in need of supplies. Please go tell your harbormaster that my quartermaster will wait upon him shortly, and if your king isn’t a complete fool, he might think of inviting us to dinner. Now get off my ship.”

Jaleel tried again to apologize, but Silveo had already turned and stalked away. “Is he still talking?” he said loudly to Farell. “Someone go toss him overboard.”

The sloop departed in some haste, and Gerard watched them sail away. Silveo was grinning from ear to ear. “Your brother?” he asked Gerard.

“My brother,” said Gerard with a faint smile.

“Charming.” Silveo was positively gleeful. “Did you see the color he turned when I came down on deck?”

“I saw,” said Gerard, who was beginning to realize that Silveo’s purpose in coming here might not have been to torment him after all.

“Is your father anything like you at all, Gerard?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “He looks like me.”

Alsair piped up behind him. “Yeah, but you’re not a total bastard.”

“A good point,” said Silveo.

It was all Gerard could do to keep from gaping. You just said something to Alsair! You never say anything to Alsair! Gerard licked his lips. “My father only thinks in terms of what’s good for Holovarus. Usually that means cowries, but sometimes other things. Public relations, appearances—”

“Marriages,” supplied Silveo.

Gerard nodded. 

“Good enough. He’ll invite us to dinner. He’ll have to. It would look terrible otherwise.” Silveo walked off to his cabin humming. 
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Chapter 25. Shinies and Lord Holovar
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Zeds are zebra shelts, and evidence suggests that they are not long-time residents of Wefrivain at all, but were imported from the Lawless Lands for hunting on Maijha Minor. They have some traits in common with the hunti, including a female-dominated warrior culture. Of all the creatures living on Maijha Minor, the zeds seem to embrace their predicament most readily. They regard themselves as hunters of grishnards, rather than game animals.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Silveo reappeared half a watch later dressed in his zed-skin  trousers and frilly, white silk shirt. He wore a red felt hat with a monstrous canary yellow plume, a pegasus-skin cape of brilliant purple and gold feathers, and his bright yellow boots. He had three earrings in one ear and five in the other, in a variety of shapes and colors. He’d braided tiny golden bells on golden thread into his tail and re-kohled his eyes so that the pale blue irises flashed in the fading light.

Gerard stared at him. Silveo grinned back. “Do I look like a more expensive version of something from the pleasure districts of Sern?”

“I wouldn’t have said it that way.”

“No, of course you wouldn’t. You would have just grimaced and given me that look.”

“What look?” asked Gerard, but Silveo only sniffed and flipped his tail.

Thessalyn had come cautiously up on deck to stand in the late afternoon sunlight. “Let me see,” she said. Silveo let her fingers dance over his attire. Thessalyn giggled when she got to his earrings. “Silveo, this is a lot even for you.”

“I know,” he said. “I jingle every time I turn my head.” He demonstrated. “And you didn’t ‘see’ my tail. Listen.” He waved it, and the bells rang merrily. 

“Are you trying to annoy Lord Holovar?” asked Thessalyn.

“The lady is brilliant. I am trying to be completely shocking and offensive.”

“I think you’ll succeed,” said Gerard. 

“Are you coming with us, Thess?” asked Silveo.

Thessalyn hesitated. “I—I’d rather not. Unless you really want me to.”

Silveo shook his head, earrings tinkling. “No, stay here. I will order something edible brought to your cabin and someone to read to you while you eat it. Or you can play and sing. Whatever suits. You don’t have to touch this island if you don’t want to.”

Alsair wanted to come, but Gerard shook his head. “Father will regard you as a weapon. I might as well walk in there with a drawn sword.”

“I am a weapon,” growled Alsair. “Weapons keep you safe.”

“Not when they’re seen as a threat. You’ll only end up in a fight with some of the other house griffins. There are lots of them and only one of you. Please honor what I told you earlier.”

A quarter watch later, a lantern-lit boat put out from the pier and glided towards them. Farell and his ten captains were all dressed in quieter clothes, ready for a formal dinner. “I’ll tell you something else about shinies,” said Silveo to Gerard while they waited. “I’m not just invisible when I’m not wearing them. I’m invisible even when I am.”

Gerard thought about that.

“I poisoned a shelt one time while he was looking right at me,” continued Silveo. “I was wearing these earrings, in fact, and he just couldn’t get his eyes off them. I reached over and dumped felbain in his glass, and he didn’t even notice.”

“You’re not planning on poisoning my father?” asked Gerard in some alarm.

“Probably not,” said Silveo. “What’s his name anyway?”

“Mishael. But no one ever calls him—”

He saw Silveo’s grin and shook his head. “He has a temper, Silveo. Be careful.”

“Does he have a wife?”

“Not unless a lot has changed. Mother died when we were young, and he never remarried.”

Something in Gerard’s voice must have betrayed him, because Silveo turned to look at him. There was a long pause, and then Silveo thumped his bells against the side of the ship. “Very occasionally I am slow, but I do catch on in the end.”

You’re never slow, thought Gerard. You are annoyingly not slow.

“He wanted Thess, didn’t he?”

Gerard said nothing.

“Yes, yes,” Silveo continued. “No wonder he paid for her schooling—pretty, talented girl. He probably thought he’d bought her.”

Gerard scowled. He drew a deep breath. “Most minstrels are sons or daughters of great houses, and they marry well. Women of humble birth are in a tough position and often end up as court mistresses to some great lord.”

Silveo shrugged. “One could do worse than Lord Holovar.”

Gerard looked up at the night sky. I loved her, and he didn’t. But you really don’t know what that means, do you? “One day, I remember we were walking on the beach—he and Jaleel and I and several of his councilors. Thess had come, and she was trailing behind, feeling with her paws for shells, the way she likes to do. She was wearing an expensive gown, and it would trail in the sand every time she bent over to pick one up. My father saw her, told her to stop; the gown was too expensive to be doing that. She protested, and he hit her—casually across the face, the way you might slap a dumb animal that was misbehaving.” She looked so surprised, so lost, so hurt.

Silveo’s eyes had narrowed to slits. Gerard couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Finally, he said, “Did he ever hit you?”

Gerard was taken a little off guard. “Sometimes—not often and never to wound. He would never have married Thess. That might have confused the succession. He would have cared for her children, of course, and for some women that would have been enough. But Thess...symbols mean a lot to her, and being hit—”

“I know all about being hit,” snapped Silveo. He said nothing else for the rest of the ride to the pier.
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Chapter 26. Thank You
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The wyverns did something clever when they came to Wefrivain. They chose the largest, most aggressive shelt species in the islands and helped them subjugate all the other creatures. They made sure that the grishnards would control everyone else. Then all the wyverns had to do was control the grishnards.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Servants had been sent to bring them up to the castle. Again, Gerard knew them all. They stared at him curiously, but when they saw Silveo, they almost forgot about Gerard. By the time they reached the end of the little harbor town and started up the castle hill, Gerard thought that half the population of Holovarus must have turned out to have a look.

“Embarrassed to be seen with me, Gerard?” asked Silveo, chiming with every step.

“No,” said Gerard, and found that it was true. He didn’t belong on this island anymore. The knowledge came as a shock and a relief. 

Formally dressed servants met them at the castle entrance. They were too polite to stare, but they kept shooting little glances at Silveo out of the corners of their eyes. Lord Holovar was waiting in the antechamber outside the dining hall. “Oh, look,” said Silveo softly, “it’s you in thirty years—if you live that long.”

Lord Holovar was slightly taller than Gerard. He had the hard profile of an active shelt, a face prematurely lined with sun and wind, and iron gray hair that had once been black. He was not the kind of person who smiled often. Gerard could feel his stomach knotting again. He felt as though he were twelve years old and being called in to account for mishandling of the island’s resources or neglect of some duty. Jaleel was standing slightly behind his father, looking sullen. He whispered something as they entered.

“Stop that,” snapped Silveo, and Gerard realized he’d been slapping Silveo on the back of the head with his own lashing tail. “Don’t fidget,” hissed Silveo. “Hold your head up, stay with me, and keep your mouth shut. If you must talk, remember that you are the captain of the Temple Police.” 

He strode to the front of the group. “Mishael,” he said just as the king was opening his mouth to speak. “You have the honor of hosting the Temple Sea Watch and the Police this evening, and I’m sure you’re charmed. No doubt your little dining hall is delightful, but I have been on my ship for days and would like to stretch my legs first. May we have a tour of this...uh...fort...castle...whatever...first?” Silveo flipped his hand languidly as he spoke, jingling and glittering with every move.

Gerard watched his father, who was staring in open horror at Silveo. His mouth twitched. His teeth were fairly on edge as he said, “I take it you are Admiral Lamire.”

Silveo yawned. “Yes, yes, my fame precedes me throughout the Lesser Kingdoms.” 

Gerard forced himself not to smile. Silveo had hit a nerve. The lords of these little islands preferred “Small Kingdoms,” not “Lesser,” and his father was prickly on the point.

Jaleel made a hiss, and the king’s tail lashed once. “The food,” said Mishael Holovar with studied calm, “will be cold if we do not proceed to dinner. I will be happy to take you on a tour after we have eaten. However, there is one point we must discuss first.”

Silveo raised an eyebrow. “If the food congeals, I’m sure the servants can reheat it. They can probably re-poison it, too; I hope you didn’t use anything expensive.”

Jaleel made another little noise. “I can assure you that nothing you eat in my castle will be poisoned,” said Lord Holovar.

“Good, good,” said Silveo. “My Mistress takes a dim view of those who poison her servants. Now what was this point of yours?”

“My son,” said Mishael Holovar, “is not welcome here unless he has come to apologize on his knees and make appropriate restitution. Otherwise, he is not to set foot on this island.”

Gerard glanced sideways at Silveo. He remembered the advice Silveo had given him on the way to Sern. Is this what you brought me here for, Silveo?

Silveo twirled a bracelet. “It may be the practice of the lesser kingdoms to air family squabbles over dinner, but I find it very dull entertainment.” He gestured at Jaleel. “If he has offended you, surely you can find another place to beat him into submission.”

Lord Holovar’s mouth hardened to a granite line. Gerard could tell he’d had just about enough. “I don’t have to put up with this,” he snarled. “Gerard, either get over here or get out. You were banished, and if you don’t understand what that means, my guards will educate you.” The castle guards dutifully stepped into view on either side of the room.

“Excuse me.” Silveo’s voice was still insipid, but Gerard saw that he was playing with a gold-hilted throwing knife that had magically appeared in his hands. He was flipping it over and under his fingers. “I don’t know what you’re nattering on about, but let me assure you: if you have another son besides that specimen behind you, he is not here. The Watch and the Police are here.” He jerked a finger at Gerard. “If you haven’t met our new Captain of Police, then perhaps you should. I realize that news reaches these little forts rather slowly. Now I have a sudden, intense desire to see your library. Do take us there at once.”

Lord Holovar made a slight and very stiff bow. “I will humor your request against my better judgment. This way.”

Gerard heard Jaleel mutter nastily behind his father, “We’d hate to leave any of his sudden and intense desires unsatisfied.”

“Oh, I know you would,” cooed Silveo loudly. “Come see me when you’re old enough.”

Gerard rolled his eyes to the ceiling. Silveo, he really might kill you if you keep this up.

As they proceeded along the hall, Silveo dropped back a little and murmured, “We’re looking for Thess’s books. You did say she left them here, didn’t you?”

So that’s what this is about. “Yes,” said Gerard. 

Silveo nodded. “Just go around and start pulling them out. I’ll handle your delightful family.”

“You’re making them very angry,” whispered Gerard. “My father really might try to throw us in the dungeon, and Jaleel really might try to stab you.”

Silveo nodded. “Gods, I hope so!” He was practically skipping. “Oh, just give me an excuse...!”

“I take it you don’t want me to apologize and foreswear Thess anymore.”

Silveo shook a knife at him. “You apologize, and I’ll hamstring you. Just keep your mouth shut.”

They reached the library, and Gerard began scanning the shelves. He knew his father might have sold or burned Thessalyn’s books, but he doubted it. Mishael was not the sort of king to waste resources, and books were rare and valuable. At first he thought he might not remember the titles, but soon he spotted one and then another. I ought to know them, thought Gerard. I read most of them to her. 

Behind him, Silveo was keeping up a banal chatter to his father, his brother, and an assortment of castle guards who’d trooped in behind. Gerard stopped suddenly. He was looking at a book called The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain. The author’s name was Flag. 

Gerard plucked the book off the shelf and leafed through it. He was sure he’d never seen it before, and he’d read every book in this library. He rounded on Jaleel. “Where did this come from?”

Jaleel stepped back, his jaw working at something Silveo had said. “What?” he snarled.

Gerard shook the book in his face. “This book was not here before I left. Where did it come from?”

Jaleel snatched the book, glanced at the title, and tossed it down on the table. He’d never had much use for books. “I have no idea. Perhaps that storm crow left it. He spent a few hours in the library.”

“Storm crow?” repeated Gerard. It was what they called the shelts who washed up from wrecks.

“Shavier faun. He was here two days ago. Probably stranded by the same storm that ripped apart your precious ship.”

Silveo spoke before Gerard could. “Did he have lenses?”

“Lenses and an ugly pet,” said Jaleel. “A winged wolf.”

Gerard and Silveo looked at each other. “He was here!” exclaimed Gerard.

“I told you there was an animal in that teahouse,” said Silveo. “Winged wolf. That sounds about right.”

Lord Holovar did not seem interested in discussions about their previous guest. He had walked over to the table and examined the pile of books Gerard was pulling down. When he turned back, his eyes were murderous. “You ungrateful, dishonorable whelp,” he snarled at Gerard. “So you’ve come to rob me? You think that just because you’ve made friends with some two-cowry dock rat from the Sea Watch, you can come home and plunder my library for your peasant wife?”

Silveo was strolling along looking at the shelves behind Gerard. “Do I hear a yapping?” he asked. “Or perhaps it’s a squeaking—some small vermin amongst the books.”

Lord Holovar’s face had turned purple. “You and this mountebank have tried my patience long enough!” he roared. “Do you think I can’t take that half-broken hulk in the harbor? Do you think I can’t execute this rabble? You’re not my son, and you’re not under my protection.”

“Excuse me,” came Silveo’s voice, still sweet, but Gerard detected something boiling underneath. Lord Holovar turned. Silveo had hopped onto one of the reading tables, so that Lord Holovar had to look up at him. 

“Get off that, you wretched squirrel. I should give you to my guards and let them treat you as what you look like.”

Silveo’s smile solidified, and his eyes turned as cold as glass marbles. When he spoke again, his voice had razor blades in it. “Let me explain something to you, Mishael: you are nothing. If you think you own this island, you’re a fool. If your god thinks he owns it, then he’s a fool, too. I know who owns every island in Wefrivain, and she’s my Mistress.

“If she finds you’ve injured—or even threatened—her servants, let me explain what she can do to you. Your neighbors consult their local deities for omens, signs, advice. If those deities tell them to go to war with you, they will. If the wyverns tell them not to trade with you, they’ll do that, too. My Mistress can strangle your little island, and that’s only the beginning.”

Silveo paced the length of the table. His tail had bristled until it was nearly as big as the rest of him. The bells had disappeared. “You may have heard what I did on Sern when I took over the Watch. She gave me that island like a newborn pegasus colt for the pots, and I took it to pieces. Eight years later, they’re still putting themselves back together. I happen to know she’s very pleased with her new Captain of Police. If Gerard said, ‘Mistress, I’d like to burn Holovarus and sow it with salt,’ I’m sure she’d say, ‘Do you need any extra firewood, dear?’”

There was an echo of footfalls in the hall at that moment, and three frightened guards raced into the room. “Sire,” panted one, “four wyverns are circling the castle. What shall we do?”

Silveo’s eyes glittered. “I hear you’re fond of sacrificing royals around here. Perhaps the gods would like another. Shall we ask them, Mishael?”

Lord Holovar had gone gray. Gerard had never seen his father look like that before. Silveo slapped him hard across the face. Every guard in the room reached for his sword, but Lord Holovar reeled back and held up his hand. He did not raise his head or look at Silveo. He gave no order. The guards hesitated.

Silveo hissed. “Don’t you dare threaten me, you pathetic little king. I’ll take what I want when I want it. Now get out! I’ll ask for you if I want you. Get—out!”

Moments later, they were alone in the library. Silveo had sent Farell and his captains to eat. “No point wasting good food,” he told them. “Bring some back to the ship for us; I think we’ll be busy.”

Gerard cleared his throat. “Well, that was nasty.”

“Felt good, didn’t it?” Silveo was leafing through the book Gwain had left. He shook a finger at Gerard. “Don’t think I’m doing this for you.”

Gerard smiled and looked at the floor. “Of course you’re not.”

“I’m doing this because it amuses me.”

“And for Thessalyn.”

“Yes,” said Silveo, entirely willing to admit favors for Thessalyn. He gestured around the library. “Shall we take all of them? I suppose we could burn what we don’t want, but I’m not sure I can bear it. Burning books is just vile.”

Gerard shook his head. “Silveo, it’s so hard to get books out here. They’re at least two or three times more expensive than in the Great Islands. This collection is the work of at least six generations of Holovars. I don’t want to plunder his library. I really don’t. Let’s just take Thess’s books and go.”

Silveo shook his bells in annoyance. “Didn’t you hear what he said to you? What does it take to make you angry, Gerard?”

“Well, you’ve managed to do it a few times.”

“He killed your daughter.”

Gerard shut his eyes. He took a deep breath. “Hoepali—the local god—killed my daughter. My father did nothing to stop it, but it wasn’t his idea. I’m sure that no matter what he says, he will feel guilty about it until the day he dies. This is enough, Silveo. I don’t want to wreck Holovarus.”

Silveo stared at him curiously. “What did you do to make the god so angry?”

Gerard shrugged. “He gave omens that I shouldn’t marry Thess, and I defied him. I should never have asked for the omens, but she wanted me to.” Gerard rubbed his eyes. I don’t want to talk about this, Silveo.

For once, Silveo didn’t press. “He was, mostly, a good father,” said Gerard, trying to change the subject. “At least when I was young.”

Silveo shrugged. “Well, he would have to be an improvement on my mother. Very well, then. We won’t take all his books.”

“Did you not have a father?” asked Gerard.

Silveo hopped down from the table. “I’m sure I did. Nearly everyone does.”

Gerard smiled. “And your mother wasn’t much of a mother?”

“Well, you said it before we left Lecklock.”

Gerard took a second to process this. You are a coward and a fool, still as much a dock rat as the day your mother sold you. He groaned. “If I had believed for a moment— I am so sorry I said that, Silveo. I know words don’t mean much to you, but—”

Silveo was grinning up at him. “It is so pathetically easy to make you squirm, Gerard. I keep thinking I’ll get tired of it, but it’s too much fun. Stop being sorry. Did Thess leave anything else she valued here?”

“Lots of pretty things that my father has probably sold.” And she loved shells and smooth stones and flower petals. I’m sure he dumped those out on the back step. “Nearly all her clothes,” said Gerard. “She had some glorious clothes.”

“He made her leave her clothes?” exclaimed Silveo in horror. “Why didn’t you just take them?”

Gerard spread his hands. “We left in the middle of the night! I thought the god might ask for her next. We just scooped up what we could carry and ran.”

“And you ran to the Temple Watch.” Silveo shook his head. 

Gerard shrugged. “It was the only honorable way out I could think of—the only thing that might put us beyond the reach of the gods.”

Silveo had started to sneer at the word honorable, but he stopped when Gerard finished. “Well, you’re not wrong there. If Morchella values you, no wyvern will touch you. You just might not like the price.”

Gerard felt suddenly cold. “How did you get those wyverns here?”

“A messenger came to the ship this morning. He wanted to know if we needed anything. I asked for a demonstration this evening.”

Gerard could feel himself bristling uncomfortably. He didn’t want to owe Morchella anything.
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Chapter 27. The Meerkat
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Maijha Minor is a strange place for all kinds of reasons. The keepers of the island claim to make the hunt fair by limiting the quality and type of weapons hunters can carry. Of course, this is mainly to limit the kinds of weapons the fauns get hold of. Their best weapon, however, is the island itself. A more dangerous place for the unwary does not exist in Wefrivain.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

As Gerard had suspected, none of Thessalyn’s other possessions remained to be claimed. He managed to corner the butler, who confirmed that her clothes had been sold. Gerard also questioned him about the shavier faun who’d been there two days ago. The butler had noted that his feathers below the hem of his  trousers were “sort of a grayish color.” He’d also worn lenses while reading. He had a winged wolf. “Well trained,” the butler added. “It heeled perfectly and never said a word.” 

The faun claimed to be a merchant’s bookkeeper whose ship had been damaged in the storm. His master—a wealthy grishnard—was in Malabar procuring a new vessel. In the meantime, he’d sent his bookkeeper to have a look at the local libraries. The merchant was thinking of bringing in a shipload of books, and he wanted to know what titles were held and valued in the region. The guest had met briefly with the king and prince, exchanged news items, and then been given the run of the library for half a day. 

Gerard asked whether it was possible he was still on the island, but the butler shook his head. “I heard he stayed one night in town and left yesterday for Malabar on a pegasus.”

“And if that’s what he told them,” said Silveo, “you can bet it’s not where he went.”

“Why would he come here?” muttered Gerard as they were walking back to the ship. 

Silveo shrugged. “He could have left Sern about the same time we did, headed in the same direction. He got blown by the same storm to the same place. That could have been the wreck of his ship you saw on the reef.”

“Even if that’s true, it’s unlikely he was the only survivor. If he survived, then there should have been others. If he came straight here from the wreck, he should not have been dressed in decent clothes with cowries to spend in town. He had to have landed somewhere else after the storm and then chosen to come here. Why?”

“I have an idea,” said Silveo. 

“Which is?”

Silveo shook his head. “I’ll tell you tomorrow if I’m right.”

They returned to the ship with Farell and company, who were in high spirits. Any prestige Silveo had lost on Sern had been completely restored by his victory over Lord Holovar. Many of the sailors came from humble backgrounds, and they’d suffered at the hands of such shelts in the past. They liked nothing better than to see one brought low. The whole ship was babbling with the story for half the night, and Silveo let them talk. He’d also let Farell’s party bring back every scrap of food from the dinner table. They’d plundered the kitchens as well, and the entire ship made merry.

Alsair made Gerard repeat the story twice, and then he went around asking the sailors more questions. He was perfectly giddy with the news that Silveo had slapped Mishael Holovar, and seemed almost willing to forgive all past offenses. 

Gerard wasn’t so pleased about it. “Although,” he said to Thessalyn in their cabin, “I’m sure it was Silveo’s idea of saying thank you.”

The next morning, everyone got down to the serious business of repairing the ship. Silveo visited the harbormaster in person and explained what they needed. “Do we have enough cowries on hand to pay for it all?” asked Gerard when he returned.

“Pay for it?” echoed Silveo. “My dear Captain of Police, we do not pay for things intended for the service of our Mistress. Any shelt who does not make an offering of anything you need to perform your function is asking for trouble with the gods.”

Gerard shook his head. “You may have to introduce my father to this concept.”

“I suspect he was called to the temple last night and frightened out of his wits,” said Silveo. “The Harbormaster more-or-less said so. In any case, they will give us whatever we want so long as we leave as quickly as possible.”

Below them in the water, a team of trained cowry catchers was already scraping the hull and beginning repairs to the leak. Gerard could see their fat manatee tails flip above the surface periodically. Their overseer stood a little way off in his flat barge with tools and supplies. Another boat was putting off from the wharf, heavy with sailcloth, rope, and planking. 

Silveo watched it. “Did you leave anything here, Gerard?”

My childhood? My identity? Gerard shook his head. “The only thing I wanted off this island was Thess.”

Alsair gave an indignant little sputter behind them. “The Meerkat,” he said with a cough. 

Silveo looked at Gerard. “What’s the Meerkat?”

Gerard glared around at Alsair. “A little boat,” he said. “Nothing I need to go looking for.”

“Oh, Gerard!” exclaimed Alsair. “You loved that little boat! We went all over the Small Kingdoms in it.” He turned to Silveo. “He built it when he was thirteen.”

“And fourteen and fifteen,” said Gerard.

“And then we practically lived in it for another three years,” said Alsair happily.

“Well,” said Silveo, “one of our small boats was damaged in the storm, so obviously we are in need of another.”

“It’s a little big for a jolly boat,” said Gerard doubtfully. 

“I’ll be the judge of that. Where is it?”

It was in dry dock in the royal boathouse. Gerard saw with relief that Jaleel hadn’t done anything nasty to it. When it came to hobbies, Jaleel had always preferred hunting to sailing. He liked being a prince and had never wanted the responsibilities of kingship. He and Gerard had fought occasionally as children, but mostly they were just different and rarely together after the age of eight. Gerard doubted anyone had touched the Meerkat since he left it, except to put her in storage. 

Silveo walked around the vessel. It was over twice the length of Alsair, with a mainsail and a jib. Gerard had designed her himself and put her together as carefully as Thessalyn constructed her ballads. Silveo whistled. “I bet this boat can sail as close to the wind for its size as anything in Wefrivain.”

Gerard smiled. “She is very maneuverable.”

“She’s beautiful,” said Silveo. “And as we’ve established, I like pretty things. We’re definitely taking her.”

An eighth watch later, they were slipping through the doors of the dock house into the breeze and sunshine. Gerard could have sailed the Meerkat in his sleep, and Silveo didn’t try to do anything—just climbed up on the gunnel with his face in the wind and wrapped his tail around him. He was wearing sailcloth today and only a trace of kohl. He hadn’t even bothered with boots. About halfway to the Fang, he stood up and walked back to where Gerard sat with his hand on the boom. “Do you want to sail her?” asked Gerard. He was proud of the way the Meerkat handled. She was a responsive little skiff.

Silveo shook his head. “I’m not that good with small boats—never needed to learn about them. I was going to tell you: when I went to see the harbormaster, I asked some questions in town. Gwain stayed in an inn. He seems to have been busy about town. He asked a lot of questions about you.”

“Me?” Gerard was surprised.

Silveo nodded. “It’s what I suspected. He found himself in this vicinity and thought he might do some research on the new Captain of Police—maybe figures you’ll be harder to kill than the last dozen (although I can’t think why). Maybe you made him curious in that teahouse.”

“I tried to recruit him,” said Gerard.

Silveo laughed out loud. “For the Police?”

“Well, yes. He was obviously bright. He speaks a little of every language in common use if he told the truth, including Maijhan. I need someone who speaks Maijhan. I want to investigate Maijha Minor.”

“I speak Maijhan,” said Silveo mildly.

“Well, you weren’t exactly volunteering.”

“I’m still not. Every Captain of Police wants to investigate Maijha Minor, and I think it’s a dumb idea.”

“Why?”

“Let’s think about this,” said Silveo with mock patience. “What is the Resistance anyway? Fauns killing panauns. We don’t like it, and we make it illegal. Now, what is Maijha Minor? Fauns legally killing panauns. They are at a disadvantage, but if they manage to kill hunters, it’s perfectly alright. The way I see it, the Maijhan king has made the Resistance legal on Maijha Minor, and until that changes, you’re never going to be able to do anything about the island. Sure, Pirates use it. They’d be stupid not to, although the controls in place make it difficult.”

“But if they’re basing themselves there—” began Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. “Gerard, the Resistance is not organized. We talk about them as one entity, but that is misleading. They are a group of factions, often in disagreement, and that’s part of what keeps them from being successful.”

He sat down on a bench. “Panauns have the advantage because they are mostly one species. There are a few odd ones like me tossed in, but mostly, grishnards are in charge. They’re just one type of creature who wants more or less the same sorts of things. The Resistance is heterogeneous—many kinds of fauns, some nauns like selkies, various talking beasts, and some sympathetic grishnards. They disagree on their goals and how to achieve them. This is why they will never be more than a nuisance to grishnards.”

“They’ve been more than a nuisance to the Police,” said Gerard.

Silveo nodded. “As I said before, I think you have a spy. He’s probably working for one particular Resistance cell. They can be highly organized on a small basis. I think Gwain is their leader.”
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Chapter 28. A Picnic
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Foxlings seem to have originated mostly on Maijha Major—at least, that’s where their largest populations are located. Quite a few can also be found in the pleasure districts of Sern, and although it is supposedly illegal to hunt them, they are occasionally kidnapped and turned loose on Maijha Minor for sport. Their cleverness, small size, and adaptability make them interesting quarry.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

It was late morning when they got back to the ship. Silveo paused before climbing up the side. “How many holdings does Holovarus have?”

“Technically nine,” said Gerard, “but only four of them are inhabited year-round.”

“And which did Thessalyn come from? Is it within sailing distance in the Meerkat?”

“Number two.” Gerard thought about the wind and weather. “It’s not far. The Meerkat could be there in a half watch. Thess’s parents aren’t on the island, though. Her mother died when she was in school, and her father lived just long enough to see her installed on Holovarus as court minstrel. She does have some siblings living there.”

“Would she like to see them?”

Gerard shrugged. “Ask her.”

As Gerard had suspected, Thessalyn was reticent about going to Holovarus-2. She’d had little contact with her siblings after leaving at a young age for school, and her education and lifestyle had put even more distance into the relationships. Her abduction, as they saw it, of the crown prince had lowered their opinion of her rather than raised it. Gerard had been a favorite with many of the peasants. He spent more time around them than Jaleel did, and they resented Thessalyn for disturbing the succession. 

“You’d like to walk on the beach, though,” said Silveo. “Lots of shells on the beach. Come, we’ll bring food—get off the Fang for a while.”

Thessalyn smiled slyly. “I’ll come...if you tell me why you don’t like griffins.”

All the playfulness went out of Silveo’s expression. He crossed his arms and drummed his fingers against his shoulder. “I don’t know why you want to hear about that. It’s just a sad story.”

“Some sad stories are important,” said Thessalyn.

For a moment, Gerard thought Silveo would tell her to have a good day aboard ship, but then he shrugged. “I’ll think about it. Are you coming or not?”

Gerard had assumed they would take several of the sailors and make a small tour of Holovarus’s holdings, perhaps buy provisions. He was surprised when he realized that Silveo did not intend to take anyone but Gerard and Thessalyn. Silveo didn’t even comment when Alsair dropped lightly into his accustomed place in the rear of the boat. 

The day was splendid, and Gerard was glad to be out of Port Holovarus. They skimmed along in a warm wind over a gently rolling sea. The water was a striking blue. Normally, they would have been able to see all the way to the bottom, but the storm had stirred things up. Still, they could see a good bit of the reef and the brilliantly colored fish and coral. Flying fish skimmed along the surface, sometimes whirring over the boat. Alsair sat up and batted at them until Gerard told him to either fly or sit down before he capsized the vessel. It was an old argument and made them both smile. Thessalyn trailed a hand in the water, her face in the wind.

Silveo made no attempt to tell Gerard where to go or what to do. He sat in the bow, taking readings with a couple of small instruments. When they’d almost reached the island, Alsair half stood and carefully made his way to the front of the boat. “Gerard wants me to apologize for what I did on Sern,” he said, laying his head on the bench beside Silveo.

Silveo glanced at him with distaste. “Gerard knows I don’t value apologies. What you did on Sern was vicious and effective. It was exactly what I would have done.” He gave a small, bitter smile. “But I’ll kill you if you ever do anything like it again.”

Alsair couldn’t seem to decide whether he’d been complimented, insulted, or threatened. Finally he said, “I still don’t trust you—”

“You hear that, Gerard?” called Silveo. “The griffin is smarter than you!”

“—but,” continued Alsair, “I appreciate what you did on Holovarus, so thank you for that.”

Silveo shook his head. “Your first idea was better.”

Gerard had decided to take them to Holovarus-4, an uninhabited little gem of an island that could be crossed in a quarter watch on foot. It had a tiny cove where he’d loved to fish, as well as some small game that Alsair had used to hunt. They landed on the beach opposite the cove and hiked up into the dunes along a little ridge of cliff that gave a decent view of Holovarus-2, 5, 8, and 9. Silveo asked questions about everything he saw, but he still made no attempt to lead them. Gerard had spotted a nautilus shell on the beach and given it to Thessalyn. She was exploring its surfaces like a child admiring a beautiful new trinket. Alsair flew off to look for rabbits and mice in the dunes.

“So this is where you should be,” commented Silveo, after Gerard had pointed out the distant spike of Holvarus-9 and explained its political relationship to the other holdings.

“Pardon?” 

“I mean, this is where you fit and what you were trained to do, as opposed to wandering around Wefrivain taking orders from a foxling who dresses like ‘a flamboyantly.’”

Gerard shrugged. He glanced at Thessalyn a little way down the slope, who was alternatively examining her nautilus and unpacking their lunch. “She’s worth it.” He sighed. “No matter how I try to speak to you, I seem to say things that in retrospect appear ungracious and unkind.”

Silveo laughed. He seemed truly amused. “‘Ungracious.’ Gerard, you are so very far from the right job.”

He started down the hill. “Did you hear what happened at the castle last night, Thess?”

She raised her head from the nautilus shell and gave a hesitant smile. “I heard you made Lord Holovar extremely uncomfortable.”

“Oh, yes,” purred Silveo. “He’d never had to be polite to something like me before.”

Thessalyn frowned. “You’re not a something, Silveo.”

“Oh, I am a something,” he said cheerfully. “I’ve gotten along very well as a something.”

“You haven’t,” said Thessalyn. “You’ve survived.”

“That’s getting along well, at least where I come from. What was Holovarus-2 like when you lived there? I hope you didn’t have any siblings as charming as Jaleel.”

So Thessalyn talked about her girlhood while they ate roasted fish brought from the Fang and nibbled on pastries left over from last night’s feast. Gerard felt a mixture of strangeness at Silveo’s presence and profound peace. He was with Thessalyn and Alsair on islands that he knew and loved with his own boat on the sandy beach. When the meal was finished, he stretched out in the sun in a nest of sea grass with Thessalyn absently running her fingers through his hair. He never knew quite when he drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter 29. A Sad Story
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Non-grishnard panauns such as foxlings and ocelons are in some ways the most powerless group of creatures in Wefrivain. The Resistance does not trust them because they are panauns, and they do not have the monetary and physical clout to force their way into the Resistance by being needed as some sympathetic grishnards do. For better or for worse, non-grishnard panauns like foxlings and ocelons are usually stuck trying to make the best of what grishnards will give them.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Gerard woke by degrees. Thessalyn and Silveo were talking, and their voices drifted in and out of his dreams. 

“My mother,” said Silveo, “loved sweet leaf a good deal more than she loved me. But at least I was pretty, so I wasn’t totally useless.”

Gerard felt Thessalyn shift. “Oh, Silveo—”

“Oh, no. No, ‘Oh, Silveo’s. You asked for the story. Now I’m telling it. Be quiet and listen or I’ll stop.”

Thessalyn was immediately quiet.

“She disappeared when I was eight,” continued Silveo. “The brothel where she’d been selling me promptly claimed me, and for the next five years I was essentially their prisoner. They had a griffin that watched the grounds—mean, mangy thing. We were all terrified of it. The master told us it would kill us if we tried to leave.” 

“Did anyone try?” asked Thessalyn. 

“No, we weren’t that stupid. There were about a dozen of us kids—mostly ocelons. You would think that being in the same wretched situation, we’d have a lot of sympathy for each other, but they thought they were better than us foxlings. They looked more like grishnards, and when they grew big enough, the master might sell them to a ship, and they’d get out. Foxlings, though, he’d keep indefinitely, because we just don’t get very big. There weren’t many of us, and customers thought we were exotic.

“There was one other white foxling, a girl named Nix. We used to pretend we had the same father. Maybe we did, too—no way of knowing. She and I both had sharp tongues. We used to make up nasty nicknames for the customers. We’d joke about them, about each other, about everything. We made the others laugh, and it kept us all sane. 

“The master, though—he didn’t like it, especially since we didn’t exempt him from the sport. One of the ocelons snitched about some of the stuff we said, and he didn’t feed either of us for three days. He didn’t want to kill us or beat us too badly, though, because we were valuable.”

Silveo paused, and this time Thessalyn did not attempt to say anything. “You sure you want to hear this, Thess? It’s not very...nice.”

“Yes,” she said solemnly. “Silveo, I’m not unaware of what goes on in the world beyond the common rooms and courts where I sing. I grew up in poverty, and there were shelts who counseled my father that there was only one way to make use of a pretty, blind daughter. Thank the Firebird he didn’t listen.”

“Yes,” said Silveo thoughtfully, “we could thank him for that, I suppose. Anyway, what I’m trying unsuccessfully to think of a nice way to say is that there are plenty of things an adult grishnard cannot do to a little foxling if he wants to do anything to him tomorrow. The customers had rules they were supposed to follow, and for the most part, they did. However, we’d get one periodically who thought that once the door was closed, the rules didn’t apply to him. If the money was good enough, the master didn’t want to turn those shelts away. However, he also didn’t want to lose valuable merchandise—us. 

“He discovered fairly early that I was good at handling these customers. I could talk them down, make them laugh, convince them not to hurt me.”

“So you got the dangerous ones,” said Thessalyn.

“Yes.” Silveo’s voice carried an acid hint of mock pride. “Silvy got to handle the crazies. I was good at it, too, but I did depend on the master to use some measure of common sense. A grishnard came in one day—fellow about Gerard’s size. His idea of a good time was beating one of us senseless. We’d had problems with him before, and he’d killed a kid from a place down the street earlier that year, but he laid down a few speckled cowries, and the master let him in. I’d gotten in trouble earlier that evening for saying something snippy, and the master was angry at me. 

“He shoved me into a room with that brute, and nothing I said or did made any difference. He nearly killed me. For anyone else, the master would have stopped it, but not for me. Afterward, when the bastard had fallen into a drunken sleep, Nix crept in and smothered him with a pillow. I told her not to. I told her the worst was over, but she was so angry. She’d listened to me getting knocked around for a quarter watch, and the master doing nothing. She wouldn’t listen.

“When our master found the body, he was livid. I told him I’d done it, but I could barely crawl, so he didn’t believe me. He staked her out in the yard and let that griffin at her. He made me watch.” Silveo bit off the last word. 

“Silveo,” whispered Thessalyn.

“I said none of that!” he snapped. “You asked me. I told you. The end. If there’s one thing I cannot abide, it’s pity. And quit pretending to be asleep, Gerard. I know perfectly well that you’re not.”

Gerard sat up, feeling a little guilty. Silveo had his knees pulled up to his chin, his tail wrapped tightly around his body. Thessalyn leaned over suddenly and hugged him. Silveo gave a startled hiss like a scalded cat, and Gerard leapt up in alarm. “Thess, he’ll—”

“Lady,” growled Silveo against her shoulder, “it is extremely unwise to seize me unexpectedly.” Gerard saw, though, that his hand had stopped halfway inside his pocket. “Let go of me,” said Silveo.

“Let go of him,” agreed Gerard.

Thessalyn released him with a sigh. “Well, you won’t let me say what I want to say.”

“Maddening, isn’t it? Let’s see if I can tell you some things that will make you feel less like throwing your arms around me. The priestess got me out of that place—turned up when I was twelve and asked me to kill someone for her. I still don’t know whether she picked me at random or whether she knew something about me. She gave me a knife—first good weapon I ever had. I killed a lot of shelts for her over the next few years—mostly political assassinations. You wouldn’t believe how much she likes to meddle. One day, she said, ‘You’re good at surviving, Silveo. How would you like to survive my Sea Watch?’

“I thought she meant as a regular sailor, but she put me in as a lieutenant. I have no idea what she said to Admiral Mornay to make him do it—he certainly didn’t like me—but two years later the Resistance shot him, and she made me admiral.”

“Did you really try to gild the Fang silver?” asked Gerard.

Silveo snorted. “I was nineteen and giddy. I knew I needed a legend, needed to keep everybody guessing. They’d never serve under a foxling unless I stayed so far ahead of them they never knew what I was going to do next.”

Silveo leaned back in the grass. “The Priestess gave me Sern, too. I declared the island a nest of Resistance traitors and went through it like a scythe. Even the king was nervous by the time I was finished. My old master—” He stopped. “You don’t even want to know what I did to him. Or to that griffin. I hunted down every one of our regular patrons, killed the ocelons, too.”

“Even the ones who weren’t cruel to you?” asked Thessalyn.

“Even those,” said Silveo. “It certainly felt therapeutic, but I also knew I couldn’t have shelts running around talking about things that happened back then. It doesn’t do for an admiral of the Sea Watch to have anyone able to say... Well, it just doesn’t do. If there’s anyone left in Wefrivain who knew me back then, they certainly aren’t talking about it.”

There was a moment’s uncomfortable silence. Then Thessalyn said, “Did Nix sing?” 

Silveo smiled. “Yes, she sang. Not like you. She hadn’t had the training. She might have been terrible; I don’t know. I was only a kid. She could make me sleep, though. Not much else could make me sleep back then, except exhaustion.”

He hesitated. “They used to carry us around sometimes by the scruff. It’s difficult for a little foxling to fight when he’s being carried that way. There’s a powerful instinct that tells your body to curl up and submit.”

“But you didn’t,” said Thessalyn.

Silveo gave a little huff. “Oh, some days I did. You can’t fight the system—not if you want to win. You have to find a way to work from inside of it. ”

“Even if the system is wrong?” asked Thessalyn.

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Everyone’s wrong. Everyone cheats. Everyone will sell you for the right price. There are no real choices. That’s the world according to Silveo Lamire. I realize that the world according to Thessalyn Holovar is quite a bit different. You’re a sweet fool.” He got up and dusted himself off. “Story time’s over, little lambs. I need to get back to my ship.”
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Chapter 30. Mance
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Traffic on and off of Maijha Minor is closely monitored. Supposedly it is a closed system, but everyone knows that smuggling does occur. Shavier slaves sometimes escape to the island, judging the risks of constant hunting worth the benefits of relative freedom among their own kind. Even some grishnard smugglers are willing to trade rare items from the island for the weapons and steel that the inhabitants desperately need.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

They left Holovarus three days later, bound for Mance. Gerard didn’t think he’d ever seen a ship repaired so quickly. Neither his father nor Jaleel put in another appearance, for which he was grateful. The Fang still needed a number of small things that Holovarus’s dockyard could not provide on short notice. Silveo opted to pick them up on the way, rather than waiting. 

During those three days, Gerard spent a considerable amount of time walking around town, confirming what Silveo had said about Gwain. Their resistance pirate had certainly asked a lot of questions, most of them about Gerard. Why would he have left a book in the library? 

Even Silveo didn’t seem to have an answer to that, although Gerard suspected he’d read the book in its entirety the night they got back to the Fang. But whenever Gerard asked about it, he said, “Give me a few more days.”

Gerard also decided to do a little recruiting. He had no trouble finding a dozen shelts on Holovarus and its holdings whom he’d known for a long time and who were able and willing to leave with him. Gerard suspected that if he put out a public announcement, he could in one stroke staff the Police with trustworthy shelts and take the cream of his father’s military. He didn’t dare mention the idea to Silveo for fear he’d do it. 

They were a day out of Holovarus when Silveo finally handed him Gwain’s book. “You won’t be able to read it,” he said. “It’s written in the phonetic, and it’s on some kind of very durable paper. I was hoping I could figure out where it was made, but I’ve never seen anything like it. The content seems to be an encyclopedia of the non-grishnard species of Wefrivain. It’s informative and has some details that are not common knowledge. There’s a whole chapter on Maijha Minor.”

“Why do you think he left it?” asked Gerard.

Silveo hesitated. “A mistake? I really don’t know.”

Silveo did not seem to object to Gerard’s recruiting, although he did talk to each of the new Police himself and had Farell assess their maritime abilities. He made jokes about pulling the better sailors out of the Police into the Watch, but Gerard didn’t think he’d really do it. Restocking the galley slaves turned out to be more of a problem. Mishael Holovar kept very few slaves and no rowers. Even the larger port in Malabar only had a slave auction every other red month. Gerard doubted they would find a decent complement of rowers before returning to the Great Islands. 

Still, they were not badly off as they sailed toward Mance. Their sails, rigging, and masts were in excellent condition, and they continued to make small, nonessential repairs as they went. Most days the Fang echoed with the pounding of hammers and the scrape of saws. Silveo even insisted on retouching the paintwork, and he found gold leaf for the figurehead and trim.

He occasionally took the Meerkat and sailed with Farell and a few officers to nearby islands. He came back from one with a collection of gaudy mother-of-pearl earrings, necklaces, and bangles, with which he was absurdly pleased. He brought Thessalyn so many beautiful shells that their cabin soon grew cluttered with them. 

Gerard worked with his new recruits in the mornings, read to Thessalyn in the afternoons, and listened to her play in the evenings. His arm healed where Silveo had cut him during the storm, and the bruises around his ribs faded. Sometimes he flew with Alsair to nearby islands and brought back interesting edibles—specialties of various regions. Alsair was no longer trying to hide aboard ship, although he often went off alone to hunt or stretch his wings. Silveo usually ignored him, but twice Gerard overheard him ask Alsair to fly ahead and look for something. 

Gerard had not attempted to tell Alsair the story Silveo had told them on Holovarus-4. He didn’t think it would change Alsair’s opinion. Also, although Silveo had never said so, Gerard felt that the story had been related in confidence and he had no right to share it. Silveo had worked hard to kill everyone who knew that story, and Gerard doubted that anything other than Thessalyn’s magic could have drawn it out of him. 

She mentioned the picnic from time to time in reference to other things. One day she said thoughtfully, “Silveo can’t stand to be touched, can he?”

Gerard would not have thought of it, but as soon as she said it, he knew she was right. For all Silveo’s vaunted promiscuity, Gerard couldn’t remember ever seeing anyone lay a hand on him in public. He remembered how the admiral had recoiled the first time Thess tried to hug him and how he’d nearly stabbed her the second time. Gerard’s attempt to pick him up in order to save his life had ended in blood.

“He’s afraid of so many things,” said Thessalyn, “but he’s so good at hiding them, no one ever knows.”

“Shinies,” said Gerard. “Make it flashy enough, and no one will look too closely.”

As they neared Mance, Gerard spent more and more time with Thessalyn. He’d grown accustomed to having her nearby, and he was dreading her imminent departure. She seemed to understand this, while at the same time feeling excited about revisiting her school. She had many friends there and Gerard doubted she would miss him as much as he would miss her. Their days slipped away in sun and salt and sweet, and then they were back among the holdings of the Great Islands. 

They stopped in Mage—a holding of Mance—and procured what Silveo described as “a splendid team of wave beaters”—about half of them leons and the other half big shavier. They arrived in Mance’s largest harbor town, Solamade, in fine form with even the minor damage from the storm repaired and the ship sanded and gleaming. Mance was the premiere island for learning in Wefrivain, with eight different schools. It was also the banking capital, with more cowries stamped there than anywhere else. One could trade a variety of other currencies for cowry coins in Mance, including the flat cocoa bean from the Lawless Lands and the strange velum currency of the Sunkissed Isles. 

Thessalyn’s school was on the far side of the island, and Gerard took her there himself early on the second day after their arrival. Silveo handed her a large package before they left. “Open it later,” he said, and turned away before Thessalyn could even try to hug him good-bye.

Alsair was small for carrying two, although he could do it in an emergency. Gerard hired a big pegasus for Thessalyn and himself, and put her belongings on Alsair, who grumbled about being treated as a pack animal. As Gerard expected, Thessalyn’s friends and teachers welcomed her with excitement. They had not been on the school grounds for a quarter watch before she’d received half a dozen invitations to stay at various homes. Several of her younger classmates admired Gerard as though he were a new and attractive accessory, which made Alsair snicker and Thessalyn blush. 

They stayed the night in the home of a favorite instructor. Thessalyn remembered the school grounds and surrounding town well enough to walk them almost as though she could see. She took Gerard to several favorite spots and introduced him to so many enthusiastic scholars that departure the next morning was almost a relief. He kissed her good-bye, told her to enjoy herself and he would see her again soon. Then he started a leisurely journey back to the Fang with Alsair. Gerard did a little recruiting in one of Mance’s small towns. He thought he’d managed to generate some interest with a number of educated shelts and encouraged them to visit the docks the next day or to apply in Lecklock within the next few months. 

He got back to the Fang late on the second day after he’d left and went to ask Silveo how long they would be in port, so that he would know what to tell the shelts he was recruiting. Silveo, however, was not in his cabin, and Gerard noticed that the ship was unusually quiet and tense. Upon questioning Farell, he learned that Silveo, who never spent the night ashore, had disappeared two days ago.
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Chapter 31. Missing
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Selkies are seal shelts. There are several subspecies, but they are all secretive and have as little to do with fauns and panauns as possible. They avoid the wyvern-infested waters of Wefrivain, even though its islands and reefs make good habitat for them. Harbormasters love to enslave selkies. They can speak, and they are very intelligent, so they are more useful than cowry catchers. Panaun sailors say that selkies have tasty meat, and their skins make good waterproof clothing.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Silveo had left a few hours after Thessalyn and Gerard. He’d been dressed in blue and white linen with only one set of earrings—quiet by his standards. He’d exchanged a few comments with the sailors on deck. One had ventured to ask where he was going, and he’d been heard to respond, “Looking for trouble.” He had not come back to the ship that night. It was now after dark of the second day, and he’d still not returned. No one, including Farell or his ship’s boy, knew where he’d gone.

Gerard had served with Silveo long enough to know that this was highly unusual behavior. Silveo considered the Fang his home and never slept ashore unless some urgent need required it. In spite of Silveo’s take-no-prisoners policy, there were still many shelts in Wefrivain who had reason to hate him, and, of course, there was always the Resistance. It was the general opinion aboard ship that he was probably dead. He’d already survived far longer than most admirals of the Temple Sea Watch. 

“Skipper’s finally run into more trouble than he has knives,” muttered a sailor on deck. “S’pity. He was a good skipper, for all he was a foxling and a dock rat.”

The sailors had lit more torches on deck than was customary. They should have been in town enjoying themselves, but mostly they weren’t. They weren’t singing or dancing, either. They weren’t playing flutes or fiddles or carving or scribbling letters. They were just waiting. Gerard paced the deck of the Fang as the night grew later. He felt as though he should be doing something, but he didn’t know what. He could tell that Alsair wanted to say “good riddance,” but Gerard’s manner must have made him think better of it, because he went off to their cabin without saying anything.

Gerard racked his brain, trying to think of where Silveo might have gone looking for trouble. They had no reason to think Gwain was on Mance. As far as Gerard knew, Silveo did not know of any suspicious persons on Mance. But Silveo knew all kinds of things he didn’t tell me. 

There’s nothing I can do, thought Gerard. I should go to bed. But he didn’t. One by one, the sailors left the deck, all except the night watch. Around midnight Gerard climbed into the maintop and found Farell there alone, looking out over the lights of the city. Gerard leaned against the mast beside him.

They were quiet for a long time. Finally Gerard said, “Where would he go, Farell? You were his lover; surely you have some idea.”

Farell laughed bitterly. “I’ll tell you a secret about our admiral, Gerard. I’ve been sailing with him since he came to the Watch. I’m not saying Silveo doesn’t have his frisky moments, but mostly what he wants from a ‘lover’ is a warm body to curl up against at night. He has horrific nightmares when he sleeps alone. Sometimes he just wants someone in the room—a nightlight, another set of ears to hear an assassin’s footfall. He’ll give what he thinks he needs to give to get that, but nothing more.”

Gerard remembered something Thessalyn had said. It’s just the price he thinks he has to pay. 

“I don’t ask anything of him,” continued Farell. “I don’t even like men, but I’ll keep him company. He’s gone away and come back to me several times. I have known shelts to leave him out of boredom, but that doesn’t usually happen because he takes good care of his bed-warmers. I have a son on a merchant ship; Silveo got him an excellent position. I’d be a friend if he’d let me, but Silveo doesn’t want friends. He doesn’t like it when shelts get attached, and he fears being a nuisance. He changes his lovers like other shelts change bed linen, but he’s not nearly as busy as he likes the sailors to think.”

Farell paused. “If he comes back, please don’t tell him I said any of this. He’d kill me. I mean, he really might. Silveo values his legend; he guards it.” 

“Why are you telling me?” asked Gerard.

Farell turned to look at him in the moonlight, his expression almost envious. “He trusts you. Silveo doesn’t trust anyone. I mean, no one, Gerard. He has followers and audiences and the occasional real lover; he does not have friends. But the way he behaves with you and your wife—that’s the closest I’ve ever seen him. You probably know him better than I do, and if anyone can figure out where he’s gone, it’s you.”

Gerard felt sad and ill. This is not helping me, Farell.

He went off to bed in the last watch of the night. Alsair stirred and yawned as he came in. “Has he come back?”

Gerard shook his head. He lay down on the bed fully clothed. Alsair sighed. He hopped up on the bed, making it creak dangerously. He rested his head and one paw on Gerard’s chest. “He was a mean, unscrupulous, dishonorable tyrant who only kept you around because you were useful and hard to kill. You’re making him into something he wasn’t, Gerard, because you’re lonely, and you’re already missing Thess.”

Gerard shook his head. 

Alsair nuzzled his cheek. “Alright, so disagree with me. Say something. Talk to me.”

“I’m thinking.”

“About what?”

“Where would he go?”

“A brothel?” suggested Alsair.

Gerard shook his head. “Silveo doesn’t patronize brothels.” He’d never thought about it, but it was true. After what Farell had said and knowing Silveo’s background, Gerard doubted that any of Silveo’s relationships were actually coercive, at least as Silveo saw them.

“Looking for trouble,” muttered Gerard. “What does that mean?”

Alsair snorted. “From Silveo? Not much.”

Gerard sat up and looked at him. “You’re right.”

Alsair seemed confused. “What—?”

Gerard drew a deep breath. “What if he wasn’t looking for trouble? What if he just said that to be silly?” The more Gerard thought about it, the more he knew he was right. It was exactly the sort of thing Silveo would say when it wasn’t true. It was the kind of thing that he would not have said if it was true. Gerard lay back down. Where would Silveo go if he was just out to stretch his legs, out for amusement?
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Chapter 32. Final Warning
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We are told that wyverns protect us from wizards and shape-shifters, but where are these monsters? They appear as nothing but legends in old ballads. No living person has seen such a creature, because they do not exist.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard woke with the answer. He sat straight up, knocking his chin against Alsair’s beak. “Clothes or books!”

Alsair growled and pricked Gerard with his claws, but Gerard shoved the paw off his chest and got up. “Mance is famous for books. Gwain and Silveo both like books. I don’t know why I didn’t see it earlier.”

He strode out of the cabin rubbing his eyes and running his fingers through his hair. The sun had just risen, and the harbor was a sea of mist. Gerard had been on Mance several times briefly when he was a watch master. He’d been here a little longer on his coming-of-age tour, and he had a vague memory of Scrivener’s Way—the area of Solamade best known for books. It was on the far side of town, a long walk from the docks. He had to ask several shelts how to get there, but he did arrive about midmorning. The district was large, full of bookshops and items related to the making and maintenance of books.

Gerard bought some food from a street vendor, consumed it in a few bites, and started looking through the shops. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, only that he would know when he found it. About noon, he stepped into a shop that specialized in old books. Gerard walked along the shelves, scanning the authors and titles. When he came to the back of the store, he turned and saw something in a chink between the wall and a bookcase. It was just a glimmer of metal, but Gerard had sharp eyes. After glancing around to make sure no one was watching, he unsheathed his sword and used it to lever the item out of its crevice. 

It was a throwing knife—a very plain specimen. Gerard had no way of proving that it belonged to Silveo, except that his gut told him it did. Silveo owned every conceivable kind of throwing knife, and he lost and replaced them regularly. He had a few “shiny” knives, but he only pulled them out when he was seeking to impress. Gerard re-sheathed his sword and tucked the knife into his boot sheath.

He looked again at the chink. In order to have landed there, the knife had to have been thrown from the very back wall. Did someone corner you here, Silveo?

He stalked around the bookshop several times. He thought he saw scratches on one wall that could have come from a knife glancing off, and he found stains on the stone in one place that could have been blood. Of course, the scratches could have come from a piece of furniture, and the stains could have come from almost anything. I wish I had your nose, Silveo.

A grishnard clerk sat at the desk near the bookstore’s entrance, reading. She looked up as Gerard leaned over the desk. “Was there a foxling in here any time in the last few days?”

The clerk shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve only been here today.”

“Who was here yesterday? And the day before?”

She inched away from him. “Just another girl. We don’t own the bookstore. We just work here.”

“Who owns it?” asked Gerard. He realized he was being menacing, and he didn’t care.

“Marsh and Fin,” said the clerk. “They own all the stores on this block.” She stood and took a step back. “Now I have to close for the afternoon. Please leave.”

Gerard leaned over the desk and collared her with one hand. “What have you done with him?” he snarled.

The girl looked truly frightened. “I-I-I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir. Please let go of me. I’ll scream.”

Gerard released her in disgust and stalked out of the bookstore. None of the others were closing. He proceeded down the entire block, asking every clerk whether they’d seen a foxling. One admitted that he might have seen him two days ago. “He has silver-white fur and hair,” said Gerard in annoyance. “How many silver foxlings do you get through these shops?” Several shop owners on other streets positively admitted to having seen Silveo. One said he’d sold Silveo a book—something about Maijha Minor.

Gerard stopped in the late afternoon to eat. Silveo is probably dead. They’ve probably dumped him in the harbor by now. I’ll be lucky to even find his body.

A half watch later, most of the shops started closing. Lanterns were lit in the streets. Gerard had noticed a few urchins and vagrants during the day, but with nightfall, he began to see more. This is not a good part of town after dark. I should go back to the ship. Maybe he’s even there.

But he kept walking up and down the streets. Once or twice, he thought someone was following him, but when he turned to confront the culprits, they disappeared. Gerard wished he’d brought Alsair. He was just thinking that he really should go back to the ship when he saw a shadow drop from the roof of a building and duck into a stairwell. The shape had been black without a hint of white, but the profile had seemed familiar. Gerard picked up his pace and almost ran to the spot where the shadow had vanished.

Gerard peered into the recess of the alcove. At first he saw nothing but then he thought he saw a shape huddled in the far corner. “Silveo?” 

Nothing. Gerard wondered whether his straining eyes had deceived him. He also thought that if it really was Silveo and he was frightened, he might try to kill any intruder. Gerard would make an easy target, outlined against the lantern light from the street. 

Still, he came on into the small space. He crouched down a few paces from whatever was huddled in the corner. The creature opened its eyes, and Gerard saw the light reflected off them—pale blue. He gave a sigh of relief. “Silveo. What happened to you?”

Silveo coughed. “Gerard,” he grated with every sign of annoyance. “I would have thought you’d have taken over the Fang and sailed for Maijha Minor by now.”

Surely you know me better than that. Watching him, Gerard guessed two things: he was unarmed and hurt. Gerard doubted that Silveo trusted anyone under those circumstances.

“I’ve been looking through these shops all day,” said Gerard. “I thought my friend might have gotten himself into trouble.”

Silveo closed his eyes. “Then you’d better go find him.”

“Can you walk?”

“Of course, I can walk,” said Silveo without moving.

“What can I do to help?” 

“You can shut up and go back to the Fang,” snarled Silveo, pulling himself up against the wall.

Gerard said nothing.

“The correct answer, Gerard, is ‘Yes, sir.’”

“Yes, sir,” said Gerard and waited.

Silveo stood there for a moment and caught his breath. Finally, he turned a little unsteadily and made his way out of the alcove, one hand on the wall. Gerard stood to let him pass and then came out behind him. He realized then why Silveo was black. He was covered in soot. 

“Were you up a chimney?” asked Gerard.

“No,” he snapped, “I thought if a little kohl is good, why not bathe in it?”

They proceeded for a distance in silence. Periodically Silveo would stop and crouch down against the side of a building. Gerard watched to make sure they were not attacked. The third time it happened, he heard a soft whimper. 

“Silveo, what’s wrong? Please, let me help.”

Silveo shook his head. He got to his feet again, carefully, as though he were treading on shards of glass. “Thirsty,” he said softly.

Gerard handed him his half-empty water skin. Silveo drank it as though he’d never seen water before and then sat down on a doorstep. He buried his face in his arms and rocked back and forth. Finally, he raised his head, his pale eyes almost white in the moonlight. “Gerard, you should not have come looking for me.”

Gerard sat down beside him. “You’re probably right. You usually are. Do you want me to find some more water?”

Silveo shook his head. “I’m going to say this slowly so that you can follow along: don’t trust me. Please.”

“Are we back to this again?”

“Yes!” Silveo seemed to be searching for words. “I have been living with myself for quite a while, and I know me better than you do.”

Gerard flicked his tail—an impatient, cat-like gesture. “Oh, so you have some plan to dispose of me? Been working on it, have you?”

“No! I don’t. But I’ve killed shelts before whom I liked because they were in my way or I thought they jeopardized my survival. I survive, Gerard; that’s what I do.”

“And you’re doing such a good job of it this evening.”

Silveo ignored that. “You are just not vicious enough to do the job you’ve been hired for. The Priestess is...” He bit back whatever he’d been going to say. “There is still time. Take Thessalyn and get out of here. Go anywhere—out of Wefrivain, to the Lawless Lands, to the Pendalons—away from her, away from me.”

Gerard crouched down in front of him. “Silveo, you’re tired. You’re hungry. And no matter what you say, I think you’re hurt. You’re babbling, and that’s really not like you.”

Silveo looked at him, then gave a great sigh. He started to say something else and then didn’t. 

“At this pace, we’ll be all night getting back to the ship,” continued Gerard. “I think whoever tried to kill you may still be looking. If you would let me carry you, we could cover ground a lot faster.”

The idea was practical, and Silveo was pragmatic if he was anything. Still, he had a collection of very impractical phobias. On impulse, Gerard reached into his boot and pulled out the throwing knife. He handed it to Silveo. “There. You’re armed. You’re not helpless. You can stab me if you need to. Now will you let me pick you up?”

Silveo looked at the knife. For one second, Gerard thought he might actually cry. “I’ll ruin your coat,” he said faintly.

You would think of the coat! Gerard bent forward and scooped him up. Silveo trembled once and then he was still. Gerard shifted him so that Silveo’s head was against his shoulder. It was like carrying Alsair as a cub; he weighed less than Thessalyn. Gerard had to loop his tail over one arm to keep it from dragging. Then he started off at a brisk pace.

“Don’t carry me onto the ship,” whispered Silveo.

“I won’t.” Silveo might lose respect with the sailors if they thought Gerard had gone out and rescued him. It wouldn’t even be true. I’m almost sure he would have made it back without me.

“Poisoned,” said Silveo after a moment. “Muscles keep cramping.”

“I figured. You’re not bleeding, though?”

Silveo shook his head.

They walked for a long time in silence, and at last Gerard realized that he’d gone to sleep. Do you feel safe now, Silveo? Every now and then, he’d twitch and whimper, but he never really woke until they were back to the docks. Gerard considered wrapping Silveo in his coat and carrying him onto the ship that way, but he knew the sailors would figure that out unless he was very lucky about who was on duty. 

While he was trying to decide, Silveo stirred and raised his head. He sniffed the air. “Put me down, Gerard.”

Gerard did, but he thought for a moment Silveo wouldn’t let go of him. Then Silveo straightened up and walked away. Gerard peered around the side of the building. Silveo didn’t flinch or crouch as he approached the Fang, and he called a greeting in a normal voice to the sailor on watch. He must have made a joke as he came up the gangplank, because Gerard heard the sailor laugh—a relieved sound. 

Gerard waited a quarter watch. He took his coat off so that no one would see the soot on it and then went aboard just before dawn. Later, he would remember the incident as the last time Silveo tried to warn him, and he wished bitterly that he had listened.
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Part II
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Chapter 1. Silver and Black
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Wyvern sacrifices vary a great deal from temple to temple. Some gods prefer victims of certain ages. Some will accept animals. Some desire mainly one kind of shelt, although most seem to appreciate variety. The method and ritual of preparation varies as well. Many gods prefer shelts who are drugged or drunk. Some insist that their sacrifices be fed specific diets or lead specific lifestyles for periods prior to the offering. For obvious reasons, most grishnards seek to appease their gods with fauns or nauns, although such offerings are not always accepted. Wyverns use the sacrificial system as a method of control as well as sustenance. Any shelt they call must come, from the lowliest cowry catcher to the loftiest king.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Silveo did not stir from his cabin for three days. He put two guards on his door and would see no one—not even Farell or his ship’s boy. Gerard tried twice to get in and was turned away both times. “He says, ‘No one means no one,’” explained the guards.

Gerard could understand that Silveo wished to recuperate in private, but he was a little miffed when, on the fourth day, he discovered that the admiral had gone out early to “shop.” Gerard returned to his cabin in disgust, to read a book he’d purchased on the phonetic. It had been difficult to find and included large sections deploring the actual use of the characters in all but the most unofficial documents. Gerard suspected these sections had been added later by scribes fearing retribution for selling the book. The text spent more ink denouncing the phonetic than teaching it.

Late in the morning, someone knocked on his door. It was Marlo Snale, who solemnly handed him a large package. “I am told to give you this, sir.”

Gerard took the package. “What is it?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Who sent it?” 

“I assume the admiral, sir. His ship’s boy brought it to me.”

Gerard took the package inside and opened it. The box contained three layers, each carefully wrapped. The first was a hat. It was ink-black, with a black plume of appropriate size. The plume had the faintest dusting of silver on the feather tips. Beneath the hat was a coat, also black with silver trim. It was made of extremely fine wool and lined with heavy silk. Gerard didn’t think he’d ever had anything so nice, even when he was a prince. Beneath the coat was a pair of black boots, also with silver trim, in thick, soft leather. The clothes fit as though they’d been tailored for him—which, Gerard suspected, they had. 

He put them on over his shirt and trousers and went to Silveo’s cabin. Silveo was sitting on his map table with his back against the wall and his lap full of vellum documents. He was wearing plain sailcloth and looked a little gaunt, but otherwise well. “Morning, Gerard.”

“You did not need to do this.”

Silveo smiled down at his chart. “Well, I did ruin your coat.”

“There was nothing wrong with my boots!”

“There was, actually; they were ugly.”

Gerard shook his head. “I don’t wear hats.” I knock my head against enough doorframes as it is.

“You should.” Silveo looked at him critically. “You’re intimidating without even trying. Dressed like that, you’re truly terrifying. If you just don’t open your mouth, no one will know any better.”

Gerard shook his head. “Thank you for the clothes. They’re beautiful. They’re even...” He searched for the right word.

“Tasteful?” supplied Silveo, grinning. “Didn’t think I could do it, did you?”

Gerard looked at the ceiling. “I was going to say, ‘something I might have selected myself.’”

“As opposed to something I might have selected.”

Gerard decided to let it go. “How did you know my measurements?”

“I asked that secretary of yours; I assumed he does your mending.” Silveo’s voice turned all business. “Speaking of which—I don’t like him and I don’t trust him. Would you mind if he had an accident?”

Gerard was taken aback. “Yes, I would mind! He’s very competent.”

“Way too competent to be where he is. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he’s your spy. How long has he been with the Police?”

“Since he was a child,” said Gerard. “He’s where he is because he tries to get out of leadership positions—seen too many shelts killed.”

“Or because it’s easier to kill them from a low profile spot,” said Silveo. “I want him off my ship.”

Gerard’s tail lashed. “Will you let me think about it?”

To his surprise, Silveo nodded. “And while you’re thinking—I know this may take some time—do you want to hear what happened in the bookstore?”

“Yes.” Gerard came over and sat down in one of the two chairs in front of the table, so that Silveo didn’t have to look up at him. He noticed then that Silveo’s hands below his cuffs were covered with small cuts, and he had a few on his face, too. “I thought you said you weren’t bleeding.”

“I wasn’t—not so it mattered. Chimneys have a lot of sharp, crusty stuff inside.”

“How did you end up in one?”

Silveo took a deep breath. “I went out that morning looking for a few books. I went into one shop and at the very back something caught my eye—a book called The Truth About Wyverns. You couldn’t get a more potentially treasonous title than that, and the author’s name was Flag. I picked it up and opened it.”

“What did it say?” asked Gerard with interest.

“I don’t know. It was poisoned—a topical revenge poison, probably seraciad or something in that family. I should have taken a sniff first, but I just wasn’t expecting it. I dropped the book almost as soon as I’d opened it. I didn’t get much contact, but the Resistance had been liberal with their drug. I knew I had only a very short time before the cramps and the vomiting started. Just as I dropped the book, I heard the front door of the shop close and lock. They shuttered the windows and turned out the lamps.

“I figured they would wait until their poison took effect and then attack me, so I had a little time. I thought, ‘If this is a Resistance hideout, there’s no way they have only one entrance. There’s got to be another way out.’”

No one will ever say you don’t have nerves, Silveo. “Is that common?” asked Gerard.

“Yes, but unfortunately not the case here. They didn’t have an exit, just a hiding place. They’d walled off the back of the shop—your basic secret room. I found the doorknob. It was behind a cabinet and covered with something strange—perhaps some kind of silk. It looked just like the wall, but it gave when I touched it, and I could turn the doorknob underneath. 

“The shelts in the shop must have heard or seen something, because they came after me as soon as I turned the knob. I didn’t have time to get inside the room; I barely had time to throw some knives. The shop was dark, and I doubt I killed any of them, but I hit one and they backed off for a moment.”

“I found your knife in that shop,” interrupted Gerard. “It was wedged behind a bookcase. I found bloodstains on the floor, too.”

“Not mine,” said Silveo with satisfaction.

“You ran out of knives?”

Silveo scowled. “I don’t actually have a limitless supply, you know. Usually if I have to throw more than three, I figure I ought to be either running or sending in someone with a sword.”

Gerard kept his face an attentive blank. He was well aware of the amount of trust this piece of information represented.

“I threw enough to make them pause, which was everything I had, and then backed into their secret room.”

He hesitated. “I wish I’d had more time and more light. I got an impression of some kind of office, but it was completely dark. I smelled and felt my way around. I know Gwain’s signature scent now, and it was in there.” His eyes narrowed to slits. “He’s made a very big mistake, that one. Trying to kill you is one thing. Trying to kill me is quite another.”

“There was a fireplace?” asked Gerard.

“A small one. I’m sure it was there when they walled off the backroom, and no one bothered to close it up. No grishnard would have fit. I barely did. After that, it was all climbing through ductwork and getting lost and throwing up and hurting. Gods, that stuff is nasty. It hurt to move, hurt to breathe, hurt to think. They kept lighting fires, too. They must have gone all the way down the street doing it. I needed water. That’s the cure. It’s counterintuitive with a topical poison, but you need lots of water to push it through your system. Fortunately, I didn’t get much exposure, so even without water the effects didn’t last long. I was getting better by the time you found me.” Silveo smiled sweetly. “Gerard, you look as though you actually feel sorry for me.”

“I do. That’s awful.”

“I’ve done it to others,” said Silveo. “On purpose,” he added.

Not a nice person—you have to keep reminding me or I might forget. “Would you again?”

“I certainly would! I’d like to do it to Gwain. He’s tangled with the wrong foxling.”

They were quiet a moment. Gerard pulled something out of his pocket. “Did I ever show you Montpir’s list?” No, of course I didn’t. We weren’t speaking then. Gerard told Silveo about his office and his suspicions, as well as the scrap of paper in the fireplace. He’d copied it onto a bit of parchment and had a habit of carrying it around with him.

Silveo clicked his tongue when Gerard told him about the office. “For the love of all that’s sacred, get rid of your old Police!”

“I will,” said Gerard. “I won’t kill them, but I will retire them.”

“Better than nothing, I suppose.” Silveo looked at the list.

Sky Town

Misnomer?

Tea cups—tea leaves?

Who is Gwain? At the center of the web

Cowry Catchers—the winged wolves

Maijha Minor

The diving spiders

Silveo tapped the second item. “That’s nothing new. I’ve known for a while that they were using tea houses as a mail service. Sern has lots of them, as does Maijha Major and Mance—not so much Lecklock or Haplag.”

“Did you ever raid any tea houses?” asked Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. “Not my problem. The Watch is sea-based. I’ll show you my list. It’s not nearly as mysterious, but a lot more useful.”

He hopped down from the table and pulled out a worn, leather-bound book. It had originally been a blank of fine vellum writing sheets. About half of it had been filled with a list of ships, each with a detailed description, sometimes a drawing, and a list of dates and places sighted. Some had the word “sunk” or “captured” in the margin. Out of curiosity, Gerard flipped through until he found the Foam—the pirate ship he’d helped to capture after Silveo had stranded him on the wrong side of the enemy in a small boat. In the margin were the words, Captured—summer, 1694.

Silveo stepped from the chair to the table and sat on the edge. He glanced at what Gerard was looking at and grinned. “You should thank me for getting you promoted.”

“Thank you for nearly getting me killed,” muttered Gerard.

“Nearly. I knew I should have put a hole in that boat.”

Gerard gestured at the book. “These are all known pirate ships?”
“Pirates or smugglers. They tend to go together.”
Gerard glanced through the book again. The handwriting was all the same. “All your work?”

“Yes and no. My predecessors had a disorganized stack of notes, and they’d kept the best information in their heads, which were no longer available. I put it all together and added my own findings. Here—” He laid down a second book. “—are the persons.”

Gerard opened the other book and found a similar list of shelts and a few talking animals. Beside each were descriptions, occasionally drawings, a list of sightings, and notes on whether they were alive or dead. Gerard leafed over to Samarin Mel. The list of sightings was lengthy. In the margin, Silveo had written, Killed by Gerard Holovar—Temple dungeons, Lecklock, 1694.

Silveo shook his head. “That was a very stupid thing you did.”

“Thessalyn didn’t think so.”

“There’s a reason Thessalyn isn’t admiral of the Sea Watch or captain of the Police!”

Gerard sighed. “I did learn some things from those prisoners. Do you want to hear them?”

“Forgive me if I don’t manifest an abundance of faith in your abilities to tell truth from falsehood.”

Gerard said nothing.

Silveo rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “Alright, tell me.”

Gerard told him what the little gazumelle had said, as well as the smuggler. Silveo seemed especially interested in the gazumelle’s story. “Do you believe him?” asked Gerard.

“I don’t know. The story corresponds with several I’ve heard about the Resistance having tunnels between islands. I’ve talked to a lot of engineers and ship builders, and they all swear it’s not possible. You couldn’t get deep enough to avoid having your tunnel full of water. Nevertheless, the stories persist, and some of them are hard to ignore.

“I’ve also heard the one about Gwain being half grishnard. I’m skeptical. It sounds too convenient—a ploy to encourage grishnards to participate, someone to bridge the gap between panauns and fauns. Still, I suppose it’s possible.”

Gerard found the entry in Silveo’s book on Gwain. Nearly every detail of the description had a question mark after it. “You really think he’s the one who tried to kill you?” asked Gerard.

“Positive. His scent was in that secret room, and he used his book as bait. He’s going to be sorry.”
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Chapter 2. Flagship Dinner
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Mountain grishnards are one of the last remnants of several distinctive races of grishnard that used to inhabit Wefrivain before easier travel and interbreeding erased most of the differences between islands. Mountain grishnards may still be found in the high country of Haplag and Sern, and scattered throughout the Small Kingdoms. Their shelts are taller and darker than other grishnards, but it is their griffins that startle strangers. Some are larger than mountain pegasus, standing head and shoulders above lowland griffins. 

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Gerard wanted to investigate the bookstore. “It’s a waste of time,” said Silveo. “If there’s one thing I know about Gwain, it’s that he moves. He and his shelts were probably gone before I found my way out of the ductwork.” 

Nevertheless, Gerard took a group of his new recruits and went to see. He was somewhat relieved that Silveo didn’t bother coming. Before he left, however, Silveo cornered him on the quarterdeck. “If you question anyone in a remotely threatening way, you kill them. Is that understood? I am not joking about this.”

“I understand,” said Gerard.

Silveo flicked his tail. “Will you do it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Silveo growled. “Don’t patronize me, Gerard.”

“I can’t be you, Silveo.”

“No, but you can follow orders.”

I don’t think you have the authority to give me orders on land, thought Gerard, but he didn’t say it. In the event, Gerard did not question anyone in a remotely threatening way. The secret room in the bookstore was no longer secret when he arrived. The door looked new, and there was no trace of an alcove around the knob, or of the silky material Silveo had described. The room was stacked with books. “Storage space,” the clerk informed him.

Gerard asked who owned the shop and who had worked here the last few days. “Funny you should ask,” said the clerk. “It’s been rented to a merchant group for the past year, but I understand that they sold it a few days ago with all contents. I’m here doing inventory.”

“I thought Marsh and Fin owned all the shops on this street,” said Gerard.

The clerk nodded. “They do now.”

Back on the Fang, Silveo gave Gerard his I-told-you-so expression. “You can probably trace the money,” he said, “and after a lot of work and bother, you’ll find some merchant who was bought, and you can kill him as an example. The ones who are causing the trouble, though—they don’t sit still to be caught. You have to figure out where they’re going and get there ahead of them.”

They sailed the next day, ostensibly for Haplag, although Gerard knew they were headed for the island they’d seen on the wall of the teahouse. Silveo had sent messages to his lieutenants days ago when the Fang reentered the Great Islands. As a result, they sailed from Mance with both the Dark Wind and the Sea Feather. The Dark Wind was the largest of the three ships and also the slowest. The Sea Feather was the smallest and swiftest. 

Silveo had all three of his lieutenants to dinner aboard the Fang the first night out of Mance. He ordered Gerard to come and “try not to look as though you’re dining on ground glass.”

Basil had, according to rumor, been one of Silveo’s serial affairs some years ago, and he tended to copy Silveo’s style of dress. He was louder and sillier than Farell, with a sense of humor that Gerard considered both inane and vicious. Farell was usually quiet and polite until he started drinking, and then he could be as bad as Basil. Arundel continued his usual brooding silences and long, blank stares no matter how much alcohol he consumed. 

Mercifully, a few of the captains had been invited as well, two of whom Gerard knew and liked. He spent most of the evening talking to them, but Basil finally managed to catch his eye from across the table. “Gerard,” he purred, “I heard you got to visit your daddy this trip. Sweet home waters, eh? What did he call you? Oh, I know someone told me...”

He glanced at Silveo, but the admiral had turned and started talking to Farell. Gerard’s eyes flicked to the two of Farell’s captains who were present and could have repeated what had happened on Holovarus. Both of them suddenly had something very pressing to tell their neighbors.

Well, I seem to be generating loyalty of a sort.

Basil looked mildly annoyed. “‘Dishonorable whelp’—was that it? And I heard he called your wife a peasant whore; I do hope you boxed his ears for that.”

No, but Silveo almost did. “I was banished from Holovarus,” said Gerard mildly. “Why would I have even gone ashore?” Across the table, Arundel was staring at him with that oddly vacant expression. It made Gerard bristle uncomfortably against his clothes.

After the meal had finished and they’d seen the visitors back to their boats, Silveo walked over to where Gerard was leaning against the stern rail, enjoying the cool, clean air after the close stuffiness of the dining cabin. Silveo was all flash and dazzle tonight, with a turquoise and cloth of silver coat and a hat of heavy white selkie leather with a single iridescent feather. Gerard was wearing the clothes Silveo had given him. He was thinking of adopting a simpler version as uniforms for the Police.

“Well, that didn’t kill you,” said Silveo. He hopped up and sat on the rail, which put him at about head height with Gerard, facing in the opposite direction.

“I can see why you put Farell over your flagship,” said Gerard.

Silveo flicked his tail, braided tonight with a turquoise ribbon. “Farell never disagrees with me, which I’m sure you find repulsive.”

Gerard did, but he felt bad that it showed. 

Before he could say anything, Silveo continued, “Basil will sometimes offer his own opinion, which is occasionally useful. However, he imitates me in ways I find annoying. I should never have let him into my bed. He asked for too much and always more, and he thought it gave him privileges it didn’t. He wants to come back, and I’m not interested.” Silveo glanced at Gerard’s expression and grinned. “Am I making you incredibly uncomfortable, Gerard?”

“Not quite incredibly.”

“Oh, good. Baseline level of Silveo-related discomfort, then. Arundel is intelligent, or at least he used to be. He so enjoys torturing things that it sometimes gets in the way of his better judgment, and there are moments when I just wonder whether anyone’s home in his head.”

That stare, thought Gerard. 

“I’ve decided you can keep Marlo Snale,” continued Silveo, “on one condition.”

Gerard had been half hoping Silveo had forgotten about Marlo. They were, after all, already away from Mance. “That I keep him as a pair of gloves?”

Silveo actually laughed. Gerard had been laughed at by Silveo more times than he could remember, but never when he intended to amuse. “Aside from my sense of humor, can I interest you in any of my other bad habits?”

“Doubtful,” said Gerard.

“Probably a good idea. I wouldn’t recommend Basil anyway.”

Gerard grimaced. 

“What I was going to say: I’ll have him watched. It’s risky to keep him here, but it would be worth the risk to see how they’re communicating. We could even feed them false information.”

“And if he doesn’t do any communicating?” asked Gerard.

“Then I’ll buy you another hat,” snapped Silveo. “That grishnard has an agenda. I don’t know what it is, but I know his type. Did you see him at sword practice with the rest of your recruits? He’s easily twice as good as any of them.”

“He ought to be good with a sword,” countered Gerard. “He’s been in the Police long enough.”

“Skill and apparent dedication without even a hint of ambition?” sneered Silveo. “I find that hard to believe.”

Gerard was thinking about something Silveo had said a few days ago: “Usually if I have to throw more than three, I figure I ought to be either running or sending in someone with a sword.”

“No one has ever taught you to use a sword, have they?”

“It wasn’t high on the priority list where I worked as a kid, no.”

“I was just thinking that you can learn to throw a knife all by yourself, but it’s pretty hard to teach yourself swordplay.”

Silveo shook his head, making his earrings dance and flash. “Says the person who had actual instructors for everything from dance to the putting on of underclothes. For your information, someone did teach me to throw knives.”

“I’ve seen you use a sword,” continued Gerard patiently. “You’re very quick, which almost makes up for the fact that you don’t know what you’re doing.”

He half expected Silveo to respond in anger, but he only shrugged. “I see where you’re going with this, and it’s kind of you to offer, but, Gerard, your sword is nearly as tall as I am.”

Gerard glanced down. It was true.

“I will never have your reach,” continued Silveo. “Weight counts, too, in close fighting, and as you surely noticed, I don’t have much. It may surprise you to learn that I have actually thought about this, and I’ll stick to my knives and my poisons. They may not be very honorable weapons, but they work for me.”

“And when you run out of them in a tight place?”

“Then I’ll improvise. I’ve been doing it for some time.” He hopped down from the railing. “Goodnight, Gerard.”
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Chapter 3. A Lesson in the Phonetic
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The airships of Wefrivain are owned almost exclusively by the wealthiest merchants and royalty. They are too fragile to use in war, and they do not operate during winter or rough weather.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Gerard was enjoying working with his Police. He’d been trained on Holovarus to recruit and drill soldiers and sailors. His father had involved him in military work from a young age, and the process came back to him now. He felt like he knew them well enough to begin selecting officers. What was more, he felt that they liked and trusted him enough to follow him into danger. He wanted them to know how to sail and entirely agreed with Silveo’s policy that they make themselves useful aboard ship. 

Silveo estimated it would take ten days to reach the island if the wind held. They were heading into the season of the winter storms. The monster that had nearly destroyed the Fang had been an early visitor, but more would follow. The sailors would be especially nervous when they learned that Silveo planned to sail into Mance’s outer islands—an exposed region with heavier seas. 

Gerard soon realized that not even Farell knew where they were going, certainly not Basil or Arundel. Every two or three days, Silveo had them to dine aboard the Fang. Gerard noticed that, while Silveo did a lot of joking and improbable storytelling, he also did a lot of listening, especially when they’d had too much to drink. He never told Basil or Arundel what he was thinking and rarely Farell. Gerard was certain Silveo knew far more about every one of them than they knew about him. Although Silveo never visited the Dark Wind, he did occasionally visit the Sea Feather. Gerard doubted that Arundel gave Silveo an accurate idea of its state, and Silveo wanted to see for himself.

“Well, it’s not the happiest ship in the world,” Gerard heard him say to Farell after returning from one such visit. “But I don’t think we’ll have a mutiny, and they can certainly chase a prize.”

Silveo had not replaced his coxswain, and Gerard was unofficially filling the position, as well as the position that would have been called ship’s scout on any other vessel. The scout was the person who flew with a griffin or pegasus to investigate the surrounding area, but since Silveo didn’t usually sail with griffins or pegasus, the Fang didn’t have one. Neither did the Dark Wind. The Sea Feather did have a ship’s scout—a thin grishnard teenager with a perpetually nervous juvenile griffin. They were inexperienced and untrained, and Alsair had nothing but contempt for them. 

“Did the Watch have griffins before Silveo came?” Gerard asked Farell.

He nodded. “About ten, some of them quite good. Silveo got rid of them or chased them off. He taught Basil and me how to use navigation instruments. We’re both competent; Basil is better than I am, but neither of us is as good as Silveo. Arundel doesn’t care to learn, and Silveo doesn’t seem anxious to teach him, so he’s kept some kind of scout since he came. They don’t seem to last long, though—always running away. The Sea Feather is not a happy ship.”

They were five days out of Mance when Silveo caught Gerard on deck with the book Gerard had purchased on the phonetic. Silveo plucked the book from his hands, flipped through it, and sneered. “You know, don’t you, that this is calculated to discourage learning?”

“I’ve noticed,” said Gerard, “but it’s what I have.”

“I told you I have a couple of books.”

Gerard vaguely remembered the conversation. He had an idea Silveo had been threatening him at the time and Gerard hadn’t taken his offer very seriously. 

Silveo waved a hand. “My books are marginally better than this, but not by much. A merchant can get into trouble for selling anything on the phonetic. I’ll just teach you; it’s not difficult.” Then he saw something he didn’t like in the rigging and went off to yell at someone about it.

Gerard went to Silveo’s cabin later that evening before dinner. He knocked on the door, but got no answer. He knocked harder, but when that produced no results, he just walked in. He’d been doing that lately, and Silveo hadn’t tried to stop him. Gerard had an idea that if Silveo really wanted to keep him out, he’d either put a guard on the door or lock it. The door to the inner office was closed as well, and again Gerard knocked. He heard Silveo call, “Come!” and stepped inside.

The admiral was flicking knives at a mobile he’d set up on the far side of the room. It was composed of a number of colored leather balls of different sizes, made to rotate on several levels. The sea was calm today, but the natural motion of the ship still caused the mobile to rotate in dizzy patterns. Silveo had a handful of knives in one hand and was going through them very fast, muttering under his breath before each throw. Gerard realized he was naming the color of the ball he intended to hit. He got them, all but one. It was an impressive display and Gerard said so.

Silveo growled something about the one he’d missed and crossed the room to remove them from his mobile. He’d shut the doors of the bookcase behind, and Gerard saw that they were scratched and dented, probably from years of target practice.

“Did the Priestess teach you to throw knives like that?” asked Gerard.

Silveo laughed. “Not her, not likely. That was Malpin.”

Gerard waited, but Silveo didn’t say anything else. He replaced his knives carefully in a drawer and then pulled down a scrap of sailcloth—cheaper than writing paper—and a charcoal pencil. “Sit,” he commanded, and Gerard sat down at the table. Silveo stood beside him and started scribbling phonetic characters. It was a good thing that Gerard was a quick learner, because Silveo was not a patient teacher. He expected to make each point once and only once. He explained everything clearly, but he seemed to regard any repetition as a waste of words. No wonder Farell and Basil didn’t become more than “competent” with their navigation instruments. 

About halfway down the list of characters, Gerard asked. “Who was Malpin?” He said it as much to stop Silveo firing words at him as because he wanted to know.

Silveo paused. “I’ll tell you after you’ve memorized this alphabet and examples for each sound. There, I’ve written them for you; you don’t even need me. Go on, go memorize.”

Gerard took the paper and returned to his room. He had the list memorized by dinner time. He ate with Silveo, Farell, and several of Farell’s captains. However, he would have felt awkward reciting the list in front of the others like a child reciting his lessons, and Silveo didn’t mention it. When Gerard tried to visit Silveo’s cabin afterward, he found the door locked.
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Chapter 4. Malpin
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The Firebird is the old deity of Wefrivain (and perhaps of all Panamindorah). He appears to have been a benign deity, requiring from his worshipers a balance of mercy and justice. These two attributes were symbolized by the feather and the flame.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

It wasn’t until the afternoon of the next day that Gerard managed to catch Silveo in his office again. They were sailing now in well-charted waters. The weather was fine, and there wasn’t a lot to do. Silveo was throwing knives at his mobile—somewhat viciously, Gerard thought.

Gerard came in and watched him for a moment. “You don’t have to tell me.”

Silveo didn’t look at him. “Of course I don’t have to tell you. What exactly am I not telling you?”

“Who Malpin is.”

Silveo threw another knife.

Gerard looked at the ceiling. He recited the phonetic alphabet, making only one mistake, which Silveo corrected with evident satisfaction.

“So, I made a mistake,” said Gerard. “So you don’t have to tell me.”

Silveo scowled at him as though he thought Gerard might have made the mistake on purpose, which in fact he had. “I have learned how to say no, Gerard,” said Silveo, his voice heavy with sarcasm. “I don’t have to do anything.”

What happened to no choices?

Silveo went back to throwing knives. “Customer came into our place one day, asked who was everybody’s favorite trick. Marginally, that was me. He put down a dozen speckled cowries and said no one was to disturb us. I was terrified. The master probably would have let him kill me at that price. He was a smallish grishnard—wiry little Maijhan. He shut the door of our room, made himself comfortable on the bed, and took a book out of his bag—first time I ever saw someone read for pleasure. He didn’t say anything to me. After a while, I crawled up on the bed and asked if he wanted anything. If he complained, the master would punish me. He said, ‘Rest. You’re safe.’ I curled up in the crook of his arm and went to sleep. He let me stay there all night while he read his book.”

Silveo shook his head. “No one had ever done anything like that for me. He came back several times—always the same thing. I’m not sure when I figured out he was an assassin. The smells on him, maybe—things I knew were poison, sometimes blood, perfume, strange smells. He had a funny little bag with hidden pockets. He let me look through it once. Lots of sharp things and vials. I wanted to be just like him.”

“Why was he kind to you?” asked Gerard with real curiosity.

Silveo gave a thin smile. “Malpin had an odd sense of...well, I guess you’d call it honor. Much later, I found out that whenever he killed someone or crippled them or hurt them, he had this rule that he had to perform an unexpected act of kindness. It was how he purged the nightmares.”

“So every time you saw him, he’d just killed someone?”

“Probably. He was a secretive person—very soft-spoken, very polite. Later, when the Priestess set me loose, I found him. We worked together on and off until I was sixteen, and then he disappeared. I looked for him for years, but I’m sure he’s dead. If you think my behaviors are risky, they’re nothing to his.” He shook a knife at Gerard. “There were a number of shelts who would have liked to see him dead. Most of them were shelts he let go when he shouldn’t have.”

So that’s where you got that rule.

“Acts of mercy always come back to haunt you,” continued Silveo. “I tried to tell him that.”

Gerard was fascinated. “So you would describe him as a merciful person?”

Silveo laughed. “You’re asking me whether he was nice? No, he wasn’t. I mean, he would have killed anyone for the right price, but he never killed in anger or for revenge, and he liked to kill neatly—no extra victims. He was good at his job. He taught me a lot of things, including how to throw knives, although most of that is just practice. It’s like you said—you can learn to throw a knife by yourself if you have enough time on your hands.”

Silveo flicked another knife at the mobile. “He liked women, thank the gods. I felt almost safe with him. I wasn’t an easy kid to work with, though—smart, mean, and angry.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you’ve gotten over all that.”

Silveo grinned. “Sarcasm does not suit you, Gerard. I have mellowed a lot. While you were learning to rule an island, I was running around Wefrivain learning how to kill shelts and trying to catch up on all the things I should have been learning before. I worked on a hunti slaver, figured out the basics of sailing there. Being an assassin is ninety-nine percent waiting and one percent terror. I was amazingly ignorant of politics. Morchella sent me in to kill some fairly important shelts, whom I should have known something about, but I didn’t. I was lucky to survive my first year.

“I doubt I would have survived my second if I hadn’t tracked down Malpin. He taught me what I needed to know. He never hit me, even when I deserved it.” Silveo paused. “He didn’t like the Priestess—didn’t like me working for her. It was something we never agreed on.”

Gerard felt an uncomfortable suspicion, like a brick in the pit of his stomach. “You don’t think she—?”

Silveo shook his head. “I asked her once. She said she didn’t.” He took a deep breath. “Malpin did a lot of dangerous things. He disappeared one day. I’m sure I will, too.”
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Chapter 5. Two Pirate Ships and an Island
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The foxlings of Wefrivain were once at least three distinct species—the red, the gray, and the white (sometimes called silver). As has been stated, the red and gray seem to have lived on Maijha Major for a long time. The white foxlings are more of a mystery. They do not appear in old records, and there is some evidence that they were imported from the frigid lands to the distant north, probably for their fur. They have denser coats than their red and gray cousins. Their tails are often longer and fluffier than those of other foxlings, serving as a second layer when wrapped around their bodies.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Over the next few days, Gerard read Gwain’s book. It was not long, but at the beginning he had to sound out every word. He noticed that the book said very little about diving spiders, but it did have a section on winged wolves. He was also interested in what the book had to say about foxlings. “Gwain wrote,” he told Silveo, “that they hunt foxlings sometimes on Maijha Minor—illegally, of course.”
Silveo scowled. “Yes, and?”
“Is that why you don’t want to go?”

“Well, as much as I like hats, I’m not anxious to end as one.” He smiled. “Although there’s a certain attractive irony in that. I suppose there are worse things to end as.”

“I’m serious, Silveo.”

“You’re right; there’s probably not enough of me. A pair of mittens, perhaps?”

“Silveo!”

“Gerard, I have willingly gone into situations much more dangerous than that of a foxling on Maijha Minor. I don’t want to go because I think it’s a dangerous waste of time, but I’ll sail you there if you’re determined to pry. It is a place for grishnards, that’s true—not for foxlings, and I’m not even sure they allow griffins. The size of the hunting parties are limited; the idea is real hunting with something approaching a fair fight.” His voice was heavy with contempt. “It’s not, but it’s a lot more dangerous than any hunting you’ve ever done.”

“I’ve never hunted shelts,” said Gerard stiffly. And your next line is, “Then where did Alsair learn to?”

But Silveo didn’t say it. “I have,” he quipped, “but I never had the gall to pretend it was fair. I worked very hard to make sure it wasn’t.”

Next morning, Gerard woke to find that Alsair had already gone out, and the ship had the smooth, steady creak of speed. He found Silveo on the quarterdeck, looking excited and restless. “Are we chasing something?” asked Gerard, although he saw no sign of another ship. He didn’t see the Sea Feather either, and the Dark Wind was well astern.

“More or less,” replied Silveo. “At dawn, there was a ship to our east, and I’m all but positive she was the Watersprite—a known pirate ship. She’s small and quick, and she had the weather gauge. The Sea Feather might be able to catch her, so I sent Arundel to chase. 

“We’re almost out of the lee of Mance. I think that ship has been waiting for us. She’ll send messages to whoever is on Mance-94 so that they can set their trap. She’ll lead us a little chase and take us there, just in case we didn’t correctly identify the island. I don’t intend to give them any preparation time. We’re going straight to Mance-94 while Arundel chases the Watersprite. The Dark Wind will fall behind a bit, but they’ll catch up. I borrowed your griffin to convey some of this. I could do it with flags, but...”

But Alsair is so much easier, thought Gerard. This is why normal shelts sail with griffins, Silveo.

“I told Basil to circle around the inner side of the island, while I take the outer. I don’t want any surprise pirate ships popping out of hidden coves. Between the two of us, we’ve got more swords than any three pirate ships I’m aware of, and Arundel will show up eventually. If there are too many of them, we’ll wait for him, but I doubt it will come to that.”

“What if you don’t find any ships at all?” asked Gerard. “Will you go ashore?”

Silveo frowned. “That would be your job, wouldn’t it?”

Gerard thought about his new Police. He had about thirty of them now. “Alright.”

Silveo grimaced. “I suppose I’ll come with you, make sure you don’t drink any poisoned tea or recruit any assassins. Or leave anything alive.”

“Have you ever tried to talk to any of them?” asked Gerard.

“The Resistance? On the point of a sword, yes. If you mean parley with them, no. I told you: they’re not organized enough for that to be meaningful. You could make an agreement with one, and twenty others would break it.” He paused. “I actually rubbed shoulders with them more than you would think before I joined the Watch. Morchella sent me after grishnards, mostly. I killed more of your kind than of theirs.”

“Then you know some of them?” asked Gerard.

Silveo shrugged. “Know of. Gwain, not so much. He started showing up mostly after I joined the Watch.”

“Will you object if I try to talk to them?”

Silveo scowled. “You’re going to do what you’re going to do no matter what I say.”

But you can get in my way. You can make everything harder. “I’d rather have you on my side.”

Silveo threw up his hands. “I am! Gerard, they’re not honorable. Especially the zeds. They don’t think they need to keep promises made to panauns. You—they’d chew you up and spit you out. Now I need to talk to Farell about where we’re going.” He went off muttering under his breath. 

Alsair returned to the Fang about noon. As Gerard had suspected, he’d been following the Watersprite—well out of arrow range, of course. He’d gotten close enough to see details that positively confirmed the identity of the ship, which pleased Silveo. “I think she is just leading them a chase,” Alsair said to Gerard. “I think she could go faster and get away.” A little after noon, another ship sailed out from behind Mance-56 ahead of them. Silveo suspected immediately that it was a pirate, and Alsair flew up to confirm the details. 

“I don’t know her,” said Silveo. “But she’s the kind of ship they like—small, fast, shallow draft.” 

“The Defiance?” Gerard wondered aloud. Gwain’s ship did not appear in Silveo’s pirate registry.

Silveo shrugged. “Might as well call her that.” 

She had conveniently appeared upwind of them, and she stayed there, maintaining the distance. Silveo refused to chase her, although that was clearly what she wanted. The Dark Wind was now far behind, and as the sun set, Gerard lost sight of her.

The night was clear. Silveo had no difficulty navigating by stars, and both red and yellow moon gave good light. He did not slacken the Fang’s pace as they sailed on. They had been tacking into the wind for days, but now that they were heading out of the crescent, the wind had become stronger. The waves grew higher and rougher. Gerard could sense the uneasiness of the sailors. Outer waters were poor sailing and bad luck, and winter was coming.

The other ship remained clearly visible to their right. Alsair went out and circled her several times. “She’s definitely holding back,” he said. “She could go faster.” The fourth time, he got a little too close. Gerard knew something was wrong as soon as Alsair hit the deck. He didn’t land properly, and he was limping. 

“Arrow?” he asked as he approached. 

Alsair nodded. “Someone on that ship is a good archer. I was barely in range.”

Gerard clicked his tongue. The arrow was in the back of Alsair’s right foreleg. Silveo came striding over while Gerard was easing it out. “I told you to stop going over there,” he snapped at Alsair. 

Alsair hissed. “I’ve been running your errands all day, Admiral I-don’t-need-griffins. You don’t own me, and I can amuse myself as I please.”

Silveo took the arrow from Gerard. He sniffed it. “Does getting poisoned amuse you?”

Gerard looked alarmed. “What is it?”

“Black tang.”

“I’ve had that one,” said Alsair with a hint of smugness. The royal griffins of Holovarus were expected to participate in war, and they were exposed to common arrow poisons in small doses to produce immunity. 

“It’s been over a year, though,” said Gerard. “Go lie down in my cabin.”

“Gerard, I’m fine.”

“I said, go lie down. No more flying this evening. The last thing I need is you dropping into the sea.”

Alsair went, grumbling.

Silveo watched him go. “Temperamental, unpredictable, and frequently insubordinate—and you wonder why I don’t use griffins.”

That, and you’re deeply afraid of them. “They don’t always get treated as well as they should,” said Gerard. “It makes them bitter.”

“Not getting their way makes them bitter. Not getting to make sport of anything small and furry on a daily basis makes them bitter. They’re practically cats.”

So am I. So is Thess. But he didn’t say anything.

About midnight, the other ship pulled away suddenly and disappeared around a numerary. Clouds rolled in from the west, but Silveo didn’t think the air smelled like a storm. A light rain began to fall. Just before dawn, they sighted the island. It appeared suddenly out of the rain ahead, and Silveo cursed. “Closer than the maps said. The outer islands were never well-mapped.”

The Fang stood off and on until dawn. Alsair had been mildly ill that night, but by morning he said he felt well and flew out to have a look at the reef. Between Alsair’s observations and Silveo’s soundings, they decided it was safe to get a little closer as they began to circle the island.

They encountered a sharp jetty as they traced the windward side, and when they rounded it, there stood the Defiance. The pirate had clearly been lying in wait. A small fireship had been sent ahead, empty of shelts and piled high with kindling. It was coming at the Fang at a good clip, pushed by a strong wind. Flames billowed from its sides, licking up the mast and threatening its small sail. The Defiance was already a little upwind of the Fang, and now she moved to better her advantage, while angling to close the distance between the two ships. 

Gerard realized at once that he should have been a better scout and gone ahead. Silveo wasn’t used to having griffins aboard and hadn’t thought of it, but Gerard should have. Silveo began shouting orders to prepare for boarding. He gestured at the fireship and told Gerard and Alsair to, “Go do something about that.”

Moments later, Gerard was in the air, the light rain stinging his eyes as Alsair picked up speed. They reached the fireship and Gerard managed to drop a noose that caught on its prow. However, they were in a bad place—between the Fang and the rapidly closing Defiance. At this rate, she’ll overbear the Fang, he thought. Take the wind right out of our sails and close at her leisure. Gerard felt an arrow stir the air near his shoulder and he remembered what Alsair had said. Someone on that ship is a good archer, and I’m not immune to black tang. 

He looked up. He was close enough with his sharp, grishnard eyes to pick out figures on deck. There. A shelt with a longbow, a zed—his black and white stripes clearly visible against the dark, wet wood. And beside him... Gerard squinted at the other shelt. In the roll of a wave his head turned, and the watery light reflected off his lenses. Hello, Flag.

Alsair was working hard to tug the fireboat out of the way of the Fang. The flames were spitting and popping in the rain, but they’d been well-fed and weren’t going out. A properly equipped griffin war ship would have had large rocks for scouts to drop on fireships and sink them.

Alsair hissed suddenly and dropped a little in the air. “Where is it?” asked Gerard at once.

“Right shoulder,” growled Alsair, faintly breathless.

The arrow was in the lower portion of his flight muscle—an excellent shot, especially from that distance and in the rain. Gerard didn’t dare pull it out with Alsair in flight. He needed to line it up and ease it out in order to do less damage to the muscle. Alsair could fly like this for a long time, but every moment in the air would increase the time it would take him to heal. 

Gerard looked back at the Fang. Silveo had set the rowers to work, and they were backing water at a considerable pace. He’d also reset the sails nearly full to the wind. This would send the Fang away from the Defiance at speed, but it would also take the ship perilously close to the jetty in her attempt to avoid being trapped between the Defiance and a leeward shore. Silveo and Alsair had both thought that this side of the island had deep water and not much of a reef. Let’s hope you’re right.

The fireship was no longer in imminent danger of running into the Fang. Gerard let it go gratefully, and they shot away. The Defiance was already out of arrow range, and Alsair stayed well away from it as he circled back to the Fang. Just as they dropped down on deck, Gerard felt the ship shudder. 

Reef, he thought. If we ground now, they will eat us alive. At that moment, another ship sailed from behind the jetty. It was the Watersprite. There was no sign of the Sea Feather.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 6. Sea Fight
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Firedancers are devotees of a combat style little known in Wefrivain, in which fighters use their feet and hands to attack and defend. They may or may not use weapons. Grishnard firedancers use their claws to slash their opponents. Faun firedancers often wear a thin metal shoe with a sharpened edge. 

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

The Fang shuddered again, her hull scraping the reef. Still, she moved. Silveo was standing with Farell at the helm, watching the Defiance and shouting occasional orders, which were echoed by the boatswain. Gerard made Alsair lie down on the deck and relax his wing. Then Gerard removed the arrow and dressed the wound. He had the supplies with him, but it was still awkward, and involved wrapping a linen bandage tightly all the way around Alsair’s chest. When he looked up again, he saw that the Watersprite had sailed behind the Defiance and was trying to get upwind of them.

Silveo had come down onto the lower deck. Gerard didn’t feel the hull scraping anymore, and they were almost around the side of the island, the shore no longer to leeward. “You see what they’re trying to do?” asked Silveo.

Gerard nodded. “The Defiance will take the wind out of our sails, and the Watersprite will swoop down on us.”

Silveo growled. “Where is Arundel?”

Based on Alsair’s observations, Gerard suspected that the Sea Feather had been led well away from the island and then left suddenly behind. She would not arrive in time to help, and even the Dark Wind didn’t seem likely to arrive in the next quarter watch.

If we board one of those ships, the other will join in. Can we take both at once? He wasn’t sure, and clearly Silveo wasn’t, either.

The pirates did not intend to give the Fang the option of biding her time until help came. They were faster, more maneuverable, and they were upwind. The two angled away from each other, one to either side of the Fang, and Silveo made up his mind. “Tack seaward!” he called. “We’re going to board.” 

And we’ll board the Watersprite, thought Gerard. She’s smaller, and if we can put her between us and the Defiance, we’ll have that much more time, as well as the weather gauge.

It would be a close thing. The other two ships were already changing directions in response to the Fang’s new tack. They were very quick, but they didn’t have rowers. Trimming the sails, turning, turning... Silveo had the sails double reefed now. They were sailing nearly directly into the wind at an angle only possible with rowers. He’d opened the hatch to the grate that communicated to the slave quarters. Every now and then, he’d shout an order to their warder.

For a quarter watch, they struggled to flank the two pirate ships. Gerard could feel the tension building in his neck and shoulders. He paced the deck, scanned the horizon, helped with the sails when he could, although every sailor was either on deck or trying to be. The boatswain kept sending extra bodies below. Soon we’ll need you all. Soon. 

And then, they got a little luck. The wind veered slightly to their advantage. The Watersprite fell off a little, and then she was scampering away, but she was finally leeward. Now, thought Gerard. Silveo opened the sails to the wind, stopped the rowers, and the Fang closed like a dream. They came up to the Watersprite broadside and fully in control of the encounter. Silveo didn’t even wait to shoot arrows. The Defiance would be on them as soon as she could tack upwind. They had to take the Watersprite now.

In the ordered confusion of throwing grappling hooks, of too many shelts on deck, of excited shouting, of arrows from the other ship, Gerard saw Alsair take to the air. You shouldn’t be flying! he thought, and then lost himself in the immediacy of the moment. Gerard leapt the gap between the two ships a fraction ahead of the others. He cut down a faun who tried to put a sword in him. Turning, spinning, blood and bodies underfoot, reacting, the sound of clashing steel, the sound of screaming, contorted faces, pulling his sword from a corpse, striking so hard that he broke an opponent’s blade. And then he was below decks, and half a dozen of his Police were behind him, and they were going room to room—slower now. Gerard chose a room, designated it for prisoners, and started shoving disarmed fauns inside. He put a couple of guards on the door and ordered that the fauns be stripped when time allowed. He searched the hold, found a few hiding down there and sent them up. 

The Watersprite was only about a third the size of the Fang, but she fought hard. Gerard found a few shelts still struggling in the dark, bloody corridors as he made his way back through the ship. It took him some time to fully clear the area below decks. Silveo must have figured he was up to the job, because Gerard saw neither him nor Farell. When he emerged back on deck, he was treated to the unwelcome sight of the Defiance just scraping up against the bow of the Watersprite. She was at an awkward angle to board, but she was clearly going to do it anyway. 

Looking across at the Fang, Gerard saw that a number of the sailors from the Watersprite had decided to take the fight to their enemy, rather than try to defend their own ship. Their efforts would render the Fang less able to counter the attack she was about to receive from the Defiance.

Gerard caught sight of Silveo on the far side of the Watersprite’s deck. He had his personal guard of half a dozen large sailors with him, and he was carrying the short sword he used for these encounters, as well as a bandolier of throwing knives. He was shouting at the Grishnard sailors on the Watersprite to rally in order to meet the attack about to come from the Defiance. Gerard counted twenty Police with him, including Marlo. All told, they had maybe fifty Sea Watch and Police on the upper deck of the Watersprite. Gerard glanced again at the Fang, still struggling to clean up the pirates on her deck. This could be bad.

And then the Defiance closed and her shelts poured onto the already blood-slick deck of the Watersprite. Some of them didn’t even wait to fight with the Watch there, but attempted to cross straight to the Fang. Gerard set about to make that as difficult as possible. He could hear Silveo shouting at Farell to cut loose from the Watersprite, which was making a bridge to the Defiance. Gerard doubted Farell could hear him—and, even if he could, he doubted the maneuver could be performed in time to make a difference. An archer from the Defiance had shot a fire arrow into the Fang’s mainsail, and the Sea Watch sailors were further distracted by their efforts to put out the flames.

Too many of them, thought Gerard as the fauns continued to stream from the Defiance. They’ve got far more shelts here than they needed to sail the ship. Many of the fauns were zeds, and they were vicious fighters—their black and white striped faces startling and terrifying, their hair braided and beaded, dressed in what was almost certainly grishnard and griffin skins, and screaming at the tops of their lungs. Gerard saw one of his Police go down, smacked across the deck and pinned to a mast by a spear.

And then he caught sight of Gwain. The shavier faun was not even pretending to be anything else. His gray-blue, feathered tail fanned and folded as he turned, his hair a long braid down his back, no sign of lenses now. He had a curved sword, but he wasn’t using it much. Mostly he was using his feet. Gerard saw him whirl at blinding speed to kick a grishnard attacker in the chest. The grishnard staggered, crumpled. Gwain stabbed him and moved on. His hoof lashed at one grishnard’s forearm and left a wound so deep that Gerard saw the gleam of bone before the blood bubbled up. He didn’t learn that from a book.

Gwain was shouting at his zeds. Gerard caught one sentence clearly: “Kill their officers!”

And then he was fighting four zeds at once, and he lost track of what Gwain was doing. He sliced the head off a spear, ripped it out of someone’s hands, and used the butt to clobber the shelt behind him while parrying another thrust with his sword. He rained blows at them, killed them, nearly tripped on their bodies, and still they came. Too many, too many!

At last, high above the fighting, Gerard heard an eagle’s scream. Alsair! The griffin dropped like an avenging god into the mass of zeds on the deck of the Watersprite, his beak slashing a trail of blood, his paws slapping shelts over the side. Gerard looked up and saw another ship coming alongside the Watersprite. He had to blink blood and sweat out of his eyes to be sure, but he already knew by the cheers coming from the Fang that she was the Dark Wind. Their enemies knew it, too. Looking to his left, Gerard saw zeds and shavier fauns from the Defiance working to free their grappling hooks. 

Basil was standing with one foot on the gunnel of the Dark Wind as she closed on the Watersprite, waving his plumed hat and grinning. “Hello, Silvy! Hello, Gerard! Can I play, too?”

“Better late than never!” barked Silveo. Gerard turned and saw that Silveo had backed up against the wall of the quarterdeck behind him.

The shelts from the Dark Wind were not so much jumping across as jumping down onto the deck of the Watersprite, which lay literally in their shadow. Gwain and many of his zeds had retreated back onto the Defiance. “Don’t let them get away!” roared Silveo, but it was already too late. Before the first of the shelts from the Dark Wind could cross the deck, the Defiance had cut the last of her lines, abandoning the grappling hooks and a sizeable portion of her crew, who were still fighting on the decks of two ships. The Defiance spread her sails and shot away with the wind. 

“Do you want me to follow her?” Basil asked Silveo. 

Silveo shook his head. “Just help us clean up this mess.” 
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Chapter 7. The Trap
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Firedancers are so named because their art was developed in the region of Maijha Major laced with lava flows. The secrets of their training are carefully guarded by several noble houses, where they serve as bodyguards and occasionally as warriors and assassins.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

The remaining pirates surrendered rapidly once it was clear that their leaders had abandoned them. When the last of the prisoners had been stripped and tossed into a locked room, the sailors set to work repairing the damage to the Fang and making the Watersprite secure to bring home as a prize. They also needed time to dress their own wounds and see to their dead. Gerard had lost three of his Police, and six more were wounded. The Watch had lost about twenty shelts, with thirty wounded. The fire in the Fang’s rigging had been extinguished, but not before it did considerable damage. Between the Fang, the Dark Wind, and the Watersprite, they had more than enough material for new sheets and lines, but it took time to reassemble. 

Basil suggested that they sail around the island and anchor in its little harbor while they worked. “It’s more sheltered than you would think,” he told Silveo. “Even though it does face the open sea, the jetty protects its mouth.” Silveo agreed to this, as the wind had picked up and the waves had grown higher. 

As Gerard suspected, Alsair had gone looking for the Dark Wind just as the Fang closed with the Watersprite. He’d found her doing as Silveo had ordered—approaching the island so as to circle it from the other side. Basil had picked up his speed at Alsair’s news and used every oar and sail she would bear to reach the fight in time to help.

Alsair insisted on going out once more to look for the Defiance. He didn’t find her. “At least, she’s not hiding around the far side of the island,” he said. At this point, Gerard threatened to tie up his wings if he didn’t stop flying. Alsair went to Gerard’s cabin and collapsed into an exhausted sleep.

As darkness fell, they were still working on the Fang’s sails. Silveo wasn’t worried about the Defiance. She was not large enough to take both ships, and he expected the Sea Feather to turn up soon. Still, he seemed dissatisfied. “This was not a trap,” he told Gerard. “This was just a fight.”

“It was an ambush,” Gerard pointed out.

Silveo shook his head. “I was expecting a little more.”

Gerard sat down on the quarterdeck in the torchlight with a whetstone to work out the scratches and nicks in his sword. Silveo was doing the same to his knives and shouting occasional directions to the shelts working on the rigging. “Did you see Gwain on the deck of the Watersprite?” asked Gerard. “He’s a firedancer or I’m a wyvern.”

Silveo nodded. “I saw him. I saw you, too. Gods, Gerard, no one would know you’re a lamb when you’ve got a sword in your hand. I remember now why you made me so nervous when you first came.”

“I made you nervous?”

Silveo looked at him suspiciously as though he thought Gerard was being coy. “We got into a fight with a smuggler a few days after you joined. You remember?”

Gerard thought back. He did remember—a confused fight by torchlight, short but violent. 

“You were the first one over the side,” continued Silveo, “so the sailors all followed you, and...well, you can use a sword. Those fights are chaotic; anything can happen. And you couldn’t stand me.”

Gerard frowned. “I would never have attacked you, Silveo.”

“I didn’t know that. All I knew was that you were dangerous, overqualified, and the Watch would follow you.”

And all I knew was that you did not lead by example. It was the chief reason Gerard had immediately labeled Silveo a coward. “If you want others to do a thing,” Mishael Holovar had told him, “you should do it first and do it better.” This was especially true if you wanted them to do something dangerous and frightening, like leaping onto the deck of an enemy ship. 

In retrospect, Gerard could see how unreasonable his expectations had been when applied to Silveo. While Gerard’s decision to lead a charge would be, at worst, rash, Silveo’s choice to do the do the same thing would be purely foolish and probably suicidal. He was too small. The amazing part was not that Silveo did not lead charges, but that he managed to keep the respect and admiration of his subordinates in spite of this. Sailors were still finding his knives in odd places from the fight, and whenever someone gave him one, he’d give them a red feather from his hat, which they wore proudly in a variety of ways. He’d been doing this for years—different colored feathers in different fights. Some of the sailors had quite a collection and a story to go with each.

“I don’t think they’d willingly trade you for anyone else,” Gerard replied to Silveo. “They were extremely unhappy when you went missing on Mance.”

Silveo waved his hand. “Shinies. Smoke and mirrors. Legend.”

That’s not completely true, thought Gerard. They do love the legend, but they know you better than you think.

“I do enjoy that kind of fighting,” Gerard said—which was odd, because Gerard did not like to cause pain. However, a pitched fight was one of the few times he never second guessed himself, never felt guilty or uncertain. He was facing other armed combatants in an honorable contest, and there was no shame in winning. The fight with the pirates had been voluntary on both sides, no quarter asked or given. Gerard felt no remorse for killing under those circumstances. 

“Well, we like what we’re good at, don’t we?” asked Silveo with a hint of sarcasm. “I am entirely willing for you to continue enjoying that kind of fighting while standing between me and a lot of screaming zeds. I think I see the attraction of attacking the Fang right now. Gwain saw a chance to leave both the Police and the Watch leaderless in one stroke. That’s not an opportunity I’ve given him before.”

Gerard nodded. “So, he ambushed the Fang and lost.”

“Looks like it.” Silveo still seemed dissatisfied. 

“Marlo was with me the whole time,” said Gerard. “Jumped over right behind me, stayed with me throughout the fight.”

“Made sure you didn’t kill Gwain,” said Silveo. 

“I never even got near Gwain!”

“I see that none of the Resistance hurt Marlo.”

“Or me. Like you said, he’s good with a sword. No one has caught him passing illicit communications, have they?”

“Not yet.”

Gerard went down a little later to have a look at the prisoners on the Watersprite. There were sixty-two of them crowded into a small room. A little over half were zeds. Most of the rest were shavier fauns, although Gerard saw three ocelons and a couple of gazumelle. He also saw a foxling—a red one, crouched sullenly in a corner. 

“We’ve got a strange mix of prisoners down there,” he told Silveo back on the Fang. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many zeds in one place.”

Silveo nodded. “They could have been recruited from the Lawless Lands.”

“Or they could have come from Maijha Minor.”

“We’ll find out,” said Silveo grimly. 

“Are you going to question them tonight?” 

“Strangely, no. There was a wyvern messenger up here a little while ago. He said the Priestess wants to see them all in one piece back on Lecklock.”

Gerard nodded. “There’s a foxling down there, too.”

“Is there?”

“A red one.”

Silveo sighed. “I’ll probably try to talk to him. I doubt it will do any good; the Resistance indoctrinate their shelts pretty thoroughly.”

“If you were caught alive, would you talk to them?” asked Gerard.

Silveo smiled. “You mean, how far does my spirit of self-preservation extend? Let’s just say that betraying Morchella would not be an act of self-preservation.”

In the event, they did not talk to any of the prisoners at all. Silveo was determined to have the sails and rigging in shape to sail in the morning, and everyone worked on them until the second watch of the night. When they were almost finished, Gerard went down into the hold of the Watersprite to see if they had any extra block and tackle in storage. The ship had already been searched for illicit or valuable cargo, but they’d found nothing but ordinary provisions. Gerard paced the hold several times, his lamp illuminating boxes and barrels of dried fruit, flour, vegetables, fish, tar, rope, planking, sailcloth, and other supplies. 

He found what he was looking for and returned to the Fang, which was still tied alongside the Watersprite. The sailors were starting to go to bed by watches. Already, Basil and his shelts had returned to the Dark Wind, anchored a short distance away. 

Silveo was up on the quarterdeck, talking to Farell. Gerard went up to tell them the results of his search and then stopped. Something niggled at the back of his mind. His tail was prickling. Gerard turned slowly and looked back at the distance he’d covered to reach the quarterdeck. He looked at the Watersprite, tied alongside the Fang. 

Silveo’s sharp voice cut into his thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

Gerard shook his head. He went back down to the deck and paced off the length of the Watersprite. Silveo followed him. “Gerard?”

Gerard raised his head. “It’s too short.” 

“What’s too short?”

“The hold of the Watersprite.”

A moment’s silence. Then Silveo screwed up his eyes. “Wyverns preserve us. Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

“Farell, send up the flags; get Basil back over here and, oh, maybe fifty of his shelts. Wake everyone back up.” He yawned. “Priestess’sake, Gerard, couldn’t you have noticed this half a watch ago?”

Silveo sounded annoyed, but Gerard saw that he was grinning. “You knew it was a trap.”

“Yes, but if we can spring it ahead of them, we’ll be alright, eh?” Silveo started across the plank bridge to the Watersprite. “Let’s see what kind of a secret room we’re dealing with.”
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Chapter 8. Sprung
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The Resistance has remained divided and largely ineffectual for years by aiming at the wrong target. They speak as though grishnards are their primary enemies, in spite of the fact that a sizable contingent of the Resistance is grishnard. They talk of unseating grishnard dominance and toppling grishnard control of the islands, but this is foolishness, because grishnards do not, in fact, have control. The sooner all the shelts and animals of Wefrivain see their true enemy, the sooner they will have a chance of winning. The parasitic species who has maintained Wefrivain’s abusive power system for years is the wyvern. Grishnards are only their lackeys.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard was right. The hold of the Watersprite was at least ten paces too short. Boxes and barrels had been arranged to make the room difficult to pace off without actually hiding or barricading anything. “Non-threatening,” said Silveo. “Misleading.” He examined both ends of the room, then announced, “The forward wall is newer. Very well stained and aged, but the smell is different.”

Gerard started pulling away all the boxes from the wall. He felt a little nervous, knowing that a horde of armed fauns might be packed in the darkness on the far side. Silveo, though, didn’t seem concerned. “They’ll wait until they don’t hear any sounds from outside. They’ll want to attack when we’re all asleep.”

He shook his head as he started going over the wall. “This is superb work. I’m really not sure how it opens.” He stopped for a moment, looking up. “Come here, Gerard.”

Gerard came, looking at the place high on the wall that seemed to interest Silveo. Next thing he knew, Silveo had kicked off his boots and scrambled up onto Gerard’s shoulders, stepping in the crook of his arm on the way and scratching Gerard’s neck with his little blunt claws. Gerard hissed in protest. “Silveo, I am not a ladder! If you wanted up, all you had to do was ask!”

Silveo laughed. He was standing with one foot on Gerard’s head and the other on his shoulder. “The entrance is here! It means there’s no suggestive seams where shelts would look, and there’s less likelihood of boxes being piled over the door. Very clever!”

Gerard reached up and took Silveo’s paws in his hands. “I’d appreciate it if you’d get off my head.”

“In a moment.” Silveo shook a paw loose. “Stop that.” An instant later, he said, “Alright, so I see how it opens. Another of those indented doorknobs with silky stuff. I wonder if I could get one of the prisoners to tell me what it is.”

Silveo hopped down from Gerard’s shoulders. “Let’s get some armed sailors down here and a ladder—not that you don’t make a good one.”

It was another eighth watch before Basil and his shelts arrived in their small boats, looking cross and bleary. “So you have an infestation of zeds and ocelons in your planking,” Basil complained to Silveo, “and you need us to hold your hand while you smash them? I bet there are at least a dozen in there, Silvy.”

“What, are you exhausted after killing both of the ones still fighting when you reached our deck?” returned Silveo. “Waving good-bye to the Defiance wore you out?”

“Exhausted from repairing your ship all day,” yawned Basil.

“There could be a hundred in there,” said Silveo. “I don’t want to have to repair the Fang again.”

Silveo had thirty armed shelts in the hold (more would have hindered each other) and about a hundred on the Watersprite before he consented to open the hidden room. He also had every sailor on the Fang awake and prepared for battle. Gerard supposed it would be the shortest fight ever seen on either ship. A ladder had been placed against the hull leading to the door high in the wall and the strange silk-like material torn away from the recessed knob. Silveo expected the door to be locked, and everyone was surprised when the knob turned and opened soundlessly on the first attempt. The sailor who’d opened it jumped down and took a few nervous steps back. 

The door yawned above them, a black hole into mystery. For a moment, the hold of the Watersprite was completely silent. Standing about halfway back, Gerard could see the sailors near the door fingering their swords. Lantern light flickered on the walls of the room. The sailors looking down from the upper passage strained to see in.

“It’s empty,” someone muttered. “They didn’t have time to fill it.”

“Just for smuggling,” another said. “Probably full of sweet leaf.”

“Can we go back to bed?” Basil asked from somewhere in the hall above.

Silveo was standing at the base of the ladder that led out of the hold. He turned suddenly and started up. “Everyone back on deck. Shut this room. Gerard, come.”

Gerard stared at him. Surely you intend to throw a smoking rag in there or something! The sailors nearest the exit ladder had started towards it, but they hesitated because Silveo had named Gerard. “You are not at a tea party, captain,” snarled Silveo. “I didn’t say stroll; I said get over here. The rest of you after him.”

Gerard picked up his pace and reached the base of the ladder. He climbed up. “What is the matter with you?” he hissed.

Silveo was breathing quickly, and his eyes were dilated. “I don’t want to panic them,” he said through clenched teeth. “I smell—”

Someone in the hold screamed, “Spiders!”
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Chapter 9. What Came from the Door
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The Firebird of old Wefrivain had a system of worship that involved golden winged Monuments, which were doused with oil and lit at certain times of the year. The Monuments have been mostly broken down and destroyed by followers of the wyvern cult, despite the claim in some texts that wyverns are servants of the Firebird. 

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard saw something enormous, black, and hairy skittering with terrible speed across the floor of the hold. Another hairy leg was already protruding from the secret door, followed by an explosion of legs and bulbous bodies. The sailors went mad. Those in the hall above tried to close the hold, while those below fought like crazed animals to get out. Some in the hall had friends in the hold, and they fought those trying to close it, so that in seconds, the sailors in the lower decks of the Watersprite were turning their swords on each other.

“On deck!” bellowed Silveo, but for once no one was listening to him.

Gerard was well down the hall when he turned and saw a shelt half out of the hold jerked abruptly down out of sight. A pair of jointed legs shot over the side, and then all attempts to shut the hold dissolved into flight and panic as the creature scrambled into the hall. It was about a quarter the size of Alsair and terrifyingly quick. It launched itself at the first sailor in its path, and Gerard heard the muffled scream as its venomous maw found flesh. Gerard turned and fled up the passage to the upper deck in the direction Silveo had already gone. He climbed a set of stairs and spotted the door to the deck standing open. He had almost reached it when he saw, outlined against the starry sky, a faun with a sword.

Gerard blinked. By the shape of the beaded hair, he thought it must be a zed, but that made no sense. And then he knew. We’ve been doubly ambushed. Either the prisoners had a prefabricated way of escape, or someone had let them out. In any case, they were loose, armed, and the Sea Watch was in chaos. No wonder the Defiance left so many behind. Silveo was right. We should have expected more from Gwain.

And then Gerard was in the open air, and the deck was a mass of struggling bodies—grishnards fighting fauns, grishnards fighting each other, grishnards pouring up from the hold, raving about spiders and desperate to get off the Watersprite. The fauns must have systematically destroyed the lanterns as they came on deck, because it was completely unlit, which added to the confusion. 

Gerard looked for Silveo and found him by the wall of the quarterdeck. He was wearing dark clothes, but his tail still flashed in the moonlight. He’d backed into a corner and had a knife in one hand. His personal guards had been lost in the chaos. 

Gerard moved to stand a little in front of him. For the moment, no one was paying attention to them. “What now?”

“Cut loose of this ship and set fire to it?” muttered Silveo. “Those things can swim, but I think they’ll mostly find dark corners and hide—after killing anything in their paths.”

Gerard grimaced. During his childhood on Holovarus, a peasant had appeared with the news that a diving spider had taken up residence in their reef. It had been seen scuttling over the coral, and it had killed one fisherman who inadvertently paddled too close to its underwater nest. A team of trained hunters had been hired from distant Maijha. They’d come with hooks and nets, chased the creature out, and put a spear in it. The body—perhaps the size of a large ocelot—had been dragged up onto the beach, where Jaleel and Gerard dared each other to touch it. Gerard realized now that it had been a rather small spider.

“We need to get to the Fang,” said Gerard. The sailors over there were putting up a more organized fight, although they probably didn’t understand what was going on. At that moment, Basil came leaping out of the nearby hatch, took one look at the chaos on deck, and nearly backed into Silveo and Gerard in their corner. 

“Priestess’sake, Silvy, couldn’t you have prepared a little better before kicking the hornet’s nest?”

Silveo scowled at him.

Basil held up his hands, his gold earrings flashing in the starlight. He had the classic wheat-blond hair of lowland grishnards, and honey-gold eyes. “Joking. You were right; I was wrong.”

Silveo looked back at the deck. “Not right enough.”

That makes two of us who can use a sword, thought Gerard.

Basil seemed to be thinking the same thing. “Let’s get off this ship. Gerard can go ahead, and we can just walk in the path of the falling bodies.”

Before Gerard could say anything in reply, two things happened at once. Several spiders skittered across the deck, adding a new level to the panic, and several fauns noticed the little knot of officers against the quarterdeck. Gerard cut down one and then he was fighting two, and then they were all running through the mass of struggling bodies. Something huge and dark reared up in front of him. Gerard slashed off a spider leg. He heard a high-pitched shriek, barely audible. The spider spat at him. Gerard reeled back, clawing at his face, and someone shoved him from behind. “Keep going!” shouted Silveo. “Move! I took care of it; go!”

Gerard cleared the mass of sticky web from his eyes and plunged forward. The spider was writhing somewhere off to their left, assuredly with a knife in its belly. Gerard looked up and saw that several fauns were already working to free the Watersprite from the Fang. Are they planning to sail her away, spiders and all?

“We can’t let them do that!” panted Basil. “We must have at least a hundred shelts still on this ship.”

“Need help?” Gerard turned to see Marlo at his elbow. 

“You’ve helped enough!” snarled Silveo.

Marlo reacted with almost preternatural swiftness, dodging backward, so that Silveo’s knife only grazed his cheek, rather than going through his eye. He opened his mouth to say something, but before he could utter a word, a spider fell on him from the rigging. There was a confused struggle of arms and legs, and then the spider scrambled away, dragging Marlo with it. The creature scampered over the side of the ship and was gone. 
Silveo shoved Gerard hard. “Caught in his own trap. Good riddance. Go!”
Gerard went. To his horror, he saw that the Watersprite was beginning to drift free of the Fang. Grishnard sailors were leaping the gap, abandoning any attempt at a fight, fleeing. The fauns stood in their way, cutting them down as they tried to escape. “Kill their officers,” thought Gerard with a chill. And here we are—more than half of us—on the wrong ship.

He pushed forward, bludgeoning the fauns aside. When he reached the gunnel of the Watersprite, he turned and found Silveo still behind him. Forgive me, but you’ll never jump this. He picked up the foxling and flung him across the gap between the two ships. He was dimly aware of Basil jumping beside him, and then Gerard was in the air. Something huge smacked into him from behind. He was struggling, falling, and then he hit the water, sinking.
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Chapter 10. Bitten
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A few Monuments to the Firebird survive in isolated places, such as Maijha Minor, where the fauns have developed an entirely new (and much more violent) form of worship. There is also some evidence that wyvern temples are built on the sites of old Monuments.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard felt an agonizing stab of pain in the back of his neck. He’d flipped over when he hit the water, the weight of the spider grasping him from behind, dragging him down. It was swimming with him—short, quick strokes not far beneath the surface. Gerard could see the blurry lights from the deck of the Fang, the shadows of grishnards still trying to jump the growing gap between the two ships. He could see the occasional body splash into the water and a few shelts swimming. He saw another spider scull by overhead.

Gerard tried to move and couldn’t. His limbs felt like deadweights. It’s paralyzed me, he realized. The Resistance probably starved these creatures for weeks. It’s going to take me somewhere and eat me alive. 

No, answered a voice in his head, it’s going to drown me first. This was the only positive thing he could think of.

Even Gerard’s chest felt heavy. He wasn’t sure he could breathe even if he weren’t under water. His vision began to darken. He saw another silhouette against the lights from above. Cowry catcher? Selkie? Dream? 

Thess, I’m sorry. Alsair, don’t blame Silveo; it wasn’t his fault.

Something else flashed across his fading vision—snake-like, iridescent.

*  *  *  *
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GERARD DREAMED OF VOICES—CONFUSED and hissing. 

He’s mine; I found him! He defied me. I’m his deity, and he’s my lawful prey!

He’ll be your last if you touch him. Back to your temple, little dragon.

I think we should start a war between Maijha and Sern. What do you think?

It would amuse.

Blood and bodies in the water.

Haven’t you got enough of that here?

Not with spiders! What a mess. 

Silveo’s losing his touch. 

It’s Gwain. Kill him and the problem will go away.

I think Gerard can do it; he’s good for pushing Silveo. He just needs more time. 

Sleep, sweet. Rest.

Gerard woke to firelight. He was warm. He was lying in a nest of furs. His head hurt. He tried to sit up, but couldn’t. For a moment, he thought he was tied down, but no. He was just weak. Spider bit me, he remembered.

He could hear the sea not far away. Judging by the sculpted rock overhead, he was in a beachside cave. He tried to move again and this time managed to struggle up on one elbow.

“Gerard?” 

He blinked. It was the Priestess, sitting on a rock beside the fire. Her pale, sleeveless gown looked out of place in the rocky cave—pearl white, spotless. “Mistress?” he whispered. 

She came padding over to him, bare-pawed on the cold stones. “Awake?” she murmured. “Good. Do you know where you are?”

He put a shaking hand to his head. “Mance-94?”

“Excellent.” She sat down beside him. “You were raving all yesterday.”

“Yesterday?”

“Yes, you went overboard last night—bitten by a spider, and then Hoepali had a go at you. He doesn’t like being denied.”

“Hoepali?” What’s my home island deity doing out here?

“Looking for you,” said Morchella as though she could read his thoughts. “But don’t worry; I sent him back to Holovarus. He did bite you, though—probably didn’t speed your recovery.”

Gerard’s eyes widened.

Morchella reached out and stroked his hair. “Don’t look so nervous. It’s only the second bite that kills. Usually. Here, eat.” She put a cup of water in front of him and some kind of roasted meat. Gerard felt too tired and sick to question where it came from. He consumed the food and water with a degree of returning strength, then fell back, exhausted, and slept.

*  *  *  *
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THE SECOND TIME GERARD woke, it was light outside, but raining—a hard, cold rain. Fortunately the wind was not blowing into the cave. Morchella was gone, but the fire was still burning. A water skin lay near his head and he drank from it greedily. He got up and found that he could stand. What little he could see of his sides were purple with an enormous bruise that seemed to have spread down from the spider bite on the back of his neck. He also found two neat little stab wounds in his thigh, barely visible beneath his tawny fur—fang marks, he guessed. The spot was a little swollen, but not very painful. 

His clothes had been laid out near the fire—dry and strangely not stiff from salt water. He put them on and sat down again, feeling a little dizzy. There was stew in a pot beside the fire, and he ate it, savoring each bite. I wonder whether Morchella told Silveo I’m alive. Does Alsair know? Will he know where to look for me? How many days has it been?

“Awake and walking. Better and better.”

Gerard looked up to see Morchella in the cave’s entrance, dripping in her ivory robes. He wondered suddenly whether they were made of wyvern skin. Silveo said he found wyvern pelts in Resistance hideouts. Morchella’s robes frequently had an iridescence, as well as the heavy sleekness of scales. Gerard shook his head. Sequins. White lapis. That’s all it is. Shinies.

That made him think of Silveo again. “Do the shelts on the Fang know I’m alive?”

Morchella sat down beside him and rung out her dark hair. “Not yet. Your griffin knows, but he doesn’t know where you are. He’s been searching ceaselessly—well-trained, that one.”

“Loyal,” said Gerard. 

“As are you.” She stroked the back of his neck.

Gerard flinched. Morchella’s fingers locked in his hair. Even his scalp felt bruised near the spider bite, and her touch was painful. “I did save your life, Gerard.” 

“Yes. Thank you, Mistress.” He squirmed minutely away from her. “I will try to be worthy of it.”

“Oh, you will be.” Her voice was a low croon. “I even made you food, and I’m not the nurturing type.” She was leaning against him. Her tongue traced the rim of his ear. 

Gerard was starting to tremble. He felt genuinely frightened and couldn’t understand why. She’s a woman and smaller than me. I could kick her across the cave! I could shred her!

Could you? asked another voice in his head. Could you really?

And then her mouth was on his. Gerard jerked away. She leaned into him, and they slid backward off the rock into the pile of furs. Even with the padding, Gerard yelped as he hit the ground on his bruised back. Morchella giggled. “Don’t be frightened. I won’t hurt you.”

She was on top of him—soft curves and sleek muscle, pushing him down into the dense tangle of pelts. Gerard struggled. Her mouth was on his throat, his collarbone. His body was responding to her warmth and weight, to his own agitation and fear. No, no, stop. Please. He could not seem to push her off. Is she so strong, or am I so weak?

“A little of both,” she said.

Gerard stared into her aquamarine eyes. I did not say that out loud!

“I am a goddess, Gerard. Let me show you what that means.”

“I love my wife,” he whispered.

Morchella smiled. “I don’t mind.” And inside his head he heard, “It makes you more interesting.”

*  *  *  *
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ALSAIR FOUND HIM THE next day, curled up in the nest of furs. The griffin danced around the cave, delirious with excitement as Gerard blinked up at him. “You’re alive! You’re alive! The wyvern said you were, but then it disappeared, and I looked and looked. Gerard, I thought at first— I was so sure you were dead.” Alsair flopped down beside him and draped his neck across Gerard’s chest. “I was going to kill Silveo, but then the wyvern talked to me, and I kept searching. I haven’t been back to the Fang since the night you disappeared.” 

Gerard hugged Alsair. He buried his face against the feathers of his ruff.

Alsair nudged him. “Gerard, are you alright? Say something.”

“I’m fine, Alsair. I’m alive.”

“You’re not fine. What’s this on your neck?” Alsair insisted Gerard take his shirt off and then exclaimed in horror. “Your neck and shoulders are black, Gerard, and you’re bruised all the way down to the fur line. Something else bit you, too, here on your right shoulder.”

Gerard put his shirt back on quickly. 

“You’re lucky to be alive,” continued Alsair. “Did the wyverns save you?” 

“Yes.” And no. Gerard struggled to his feet. He was stronger now than yesterday, but still a little unsteady. He found himself wanting to burrow back down in the furs and go to sleep. Just sleep for a long time. For a very long time.

“Gerard?” Alsair’s eyes were bright with worry. “You’re not well. Did they feed you here? I see what’s left of a fire.”

Gerard nodded. “They fed me and gave me water. I was almost too weak to lift my head when they dragged me ashore. I’m getting better. Let’s go back to the Fang, Alsair.”
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Chapter 11. The Riddle of the Grape Presses
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Most foxlings like bright colors. It has been surmised that they see the world differently than grishnards and shavier. This is all guesswork, since we cannot look through each other’s eyes.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

It was the third day since the disaster with the spiders. Silveo had sent a messenger running to Gerard’s cabin that night to wake Alsair with the news that his master had just fallen overboard. “At least he said you’d ‘just fallen,’” growled Alsair. “Although he probably waited until you were long gone.”

“I doubt that very much.” Gerard was glad to know that Silveo had survived being thrown between the two ships. Gerard hadn’t seen him land. 

Alsair had combed the black waters, full of spiders and drowning shelts, while the Watersprite raised her sails and shot away. “She almost didn’t make it,” said Alsair, “because the Sea Feather finally showed up and blocked the harbor mouth. The Watersprite only got out because she has a shallower draft and hugged the coast.”

The three ships had not lingered to see what other surprises the Resistance had for them on Mance-94. Within a quarter watch of the Sea Feather’s appearance, all three had sailed away in the direction of Mance and the crescent. Alsair had picked a few swimming shelts out of the water and dropped them on the deck of the Fang. He’d stayed only long enough to ask whether Gerard had appeared and then kept looking until dawn. At that point, he concluded that Gerard was dead, but he still wanted to find his body. He looked all day, and it wasn’t until dawn of the next day that a wyvern appeared and told him that Gerard was alive and on the island. The dragon then dove back into the waves amid Alsair’s excited questions. 

“I can tell you there’s nothing else interesting on that island,” said Alsair. “I went over it more times than I care to remember. I don’t know how I managed to miss that cave or the smoke from the fire. The gods hid you well.”

Gerard said nothing. He wanted to forget about the cave.

Even with the wind in their favor, it took Alsair most of the first day to reach Molou—the nearest holding of Mance with a sizeable harbor town. He and Gerard spent the night in a small coastal village where they made some inquiries and flew on the next day to Port Anastar. Just before dark, they arrived in the wide bay to the welcome sight of all three Temple ships at anchor. Farell came hurrying down from the quarterdeck as they landed on the Fang. “Gerard?” 

“Hello, Farell.”

Farell broke into a grin and clapped Gerard on the back as he slid down from Alsair. “Thank the gods!”

Gerard sucked in a hiss between his teeth, but Farell didn’t seem to notice. “Go and see Silveo; we will all be happier.”

“Is he alright?”

Farell considered. “He’s not injured. He’s been mostly locked in his cabin since the night you disappeared, although he does come out to snap at everyone periodically. He makes less sense every day. I don’t think he’s sleeping, and I know he’s not eating enough to keep a mouse alive.”

“What’s he doing in his office?” asked Gerard as they went below deck.

Farell shrugged. “Mourning you? Trying to figure out how to avenge you? I really don’t know, except that he’s made a huge mess.”

They’d reached the door, and Farell banged on it. “Admiral, there’s someone here to see you!”

No response. Farell banged louder. “Silveo, it’s Gerard. Open the door.”

Still no response.

“He’s probably got the inner door shut,” said Farell. “Sometimes he doesn’t hear anything when he’s concentrating.”

“When’s the last time you saw him?” asked Gerard.

Farell thought for a moment. “Yesterday afternoon when we got into port.”

That made Gerard a little worried. He took a few steps back, gauged the distance, and kicked the door. He hit it harder than he’d intended—all the pain and frustration of the last few days focused in one concrete action. The door flew open with a boom, the bolt ripping out of the wood. “Well, that will be one more repair,” said Farell.

The outer office was empty and unlit, but books were everywhere. There was paper and parchment, too—Silveo’s scrawl in several languages, drawings, notes. Gerard tried the door to the inner office and found it unlocked. He knocked, but got no response and finally pushed it open against the weight of something on the far side. 

The room beyond was lit and in even more chaos than the outer office. A chair with a book open on it had been blocking the door. Silveo had unrolled a number of large parchment manuscript scrolls, leaving them scattered like enormous ribbons around the room. He seemed to have dumped out his chests of loose-leaf maps, scattering them everywhere. 

Silveo was crouching on the floor amid the chaos, reading. He was wearing rumpled sailcloth, his normally gleaming hair and tail spotted with ink and lamp wax. He raised his head and stared up at Gerard, who carefully shut the door behind him. Silveo’s face was a complete blank of incomprehension. You didn’t even let yourself hope I was alive. 

“I’m sorry it took me so long to get back,” began Gerard. “A spider bit me. I nearly drowned. The Priestess and her wyverns dragged me up on the beach.” He stopped. Silveo was looking down at his papers. He hadn’t made a sound. 

“What are you doing with all this?” asked Gerard. He turned deliberately and walked around the room, trying to give Silveo a chance to recover. 

Silveo cleared his throat. “Figuring out what Gwain’s doing.” His voice sounded rough with disuse. Gerard heard him stand up and come padding over.

Silveo pushed a dictionary out of the way and gestured to a chart he’d tacked to the lip of a bookcase. “This is everywhere we’ve ever seen him, and I think I know what he was doing with those grape presses. I think— I think—” He bowed his head and crossed his arms. 

Gerard crouched beside him and waited. Silveo wouldn’t look at him. “Gerard,” he said at last, “you remember that advice I gave you on Mance?”

“About leaving Wefrivain?”

“If you decide to do that, would you—would you leave me a note or something?”

Gerard thought back to their conversation about Malpin. “He disappeared. I looked for him for years.”

“Silveo, I didn’t disappear on purpose.”

He didn’t say anything. 

“Will you panic if I give you a hug?” asked Gerard.

Silveo hesitated, then shook his head.

Even with the warning, he flinched when Gerard touched him. Then, very slowly, he relaxed. “I thought,” he whispered, “I was going to have to tell Thessalyn I got you killed.”

“Even if I had been killed, it wouldn’t have been your fault,” said Gerard. His back was protesting with the awkward angle. “Can I pick you up?”

Silveo sighed. He wrapped his arms around Gerard’s neck and buried his face against his shoulder. “Gerard, right now you can have anything you want.”

What I want is comfort. He scooped Silveo up, and the foxling curled against him, his tail wrapping around Gerard’s back. “I see why you don’t wear black often,” said Gerard, noticing the silver hairs already accumulating on his sleeves.

“Think I’ll ruin another coat?” Silveo’s muffled voice sounded almost himself again.

Gerard carried him around the room, looking at the collection of maps and books. Silveo had drawn the grape presses from the warehouse on Sern several times from several angles. He also had Gwain’s book opened on the table. You could have done all this a long time ago, thought Gerard. You just never had a good enough reason.

Silveo yawned. “Are you going to talk, because if not, I’m going to sleep.”

“What are the grape presses?”

“Machines for making books. It took me a while, but I figured it out. Here, put me down; I’ll show you.”

Gerard set him on his table. Silveo pushed Gwain’s book at him. “Notice anything odd about the text?”

Gerard looked at the book. He’d read it already. “It’s very neat?”

Silveo thumped the table. “Amazingly neat! Improbably neat!”

Gerard wasn’t sure what he was getting at. Any good scribe in Wefrivain cultivated excellent writing skills.

“Not only is it amazingly even, but some letters have the same tiny notches every time they appear.”

“Wood cut?” ventured Gerard. He had seen a few documents made with wood cut stamps. They were usually only one page, such as royal mandates or notices. The stamp had to be carved from wood or other material, which took a craftshelt some time. It could then be easily pressed into many sheets of paper or vellum. Making enough woodcuts to manufacture an entire book would be time-consuming indeed.

“That’s what I thought, too,” said Silveo, “but no. The inconsistencies appear on every page.”

Gerard frowned. A book stamped from wood cuts would require an entirely new stamp for each page. “How was it made, then?”

Silveo waved the picture of the grape press. “Do you remember those bits of metal we found in that warehouse?”

“The ones Alsair was batting around the floor?”

“Yes. I said they were scrap, but I was wrong. I think they were rough-cuts for phonetic letters. The tray in the grape presses had been altered—”

“To hold letters,” breathed Gerard. 

“Letters, words, pages,” continued Silveo. “It’s brilliant. You could move them around, make a new page rapidly, stamp it onto paper. This book we found in the library on Holovarus is an early experiment. He’s trying to find better paper, because vellum is too thick and, I suspect, too expensive for his purposes. He’s trying to mass-produce books. Of course, the phonetic is ideal for this—just a few letters. Standard grishnard characters would be much harder; there are thousands of them, and the shapes are more complicated.”
Gerard stared at the book and at Silveo’s drawings. “Why is he doing this?”
“There’s the real question. I suspect he’s got some propaganda he wants to spread. Of course, it would help if more shelts could read the phonetic. They use it a lot on Sern because the ocelons use it, and it’s infectiously convenient.”

“But it’s not well-known in the Small Kingdoms,” said Gerard.

“Or in Lecklock,” put in Silveo, “or in any other primarily grishnard population.”

“What were you doing with all these maps?” 

“Trying to trace Gwain’s probable movements over the last few years based on where he’s been seen. He moves around a lot. It would be easier to catch him if we could slow him down somehow.”

Gerard sat down at the table with Silveo’s list of sightings and a map where he’d drawn Gwain’s probable lines of travel. Silveo had painstakingly approximated the length of time it would take to reach each new point, using old ships’ logs to recreate the weather conditions and direction of the wind. He’d discarded some sightings as impossible, marked others with question marks. The trails crisscrossed Wefrivain, but they kept crossing and recrossing Maijha Minor. Like a spider web, thought Gerard. He looked up, about to say something, and saw that Silveo had curled up among his books and gone to sleep. 
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Chapter 12. Reputation

[image: image]


Grishnard characters are highly stylized, yet some of them are still pictures. It is interesting to note that the symbol still in use for “god” is recognizably a bird surrounded by flames.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard went to bed early that night, even though he’d been invited by Farell to go eat in town. Silveo had announced a ten day stay in Port Anastar and given the sailors permission to spend the time ashore when they weren’t on duty. The crew was exhausted and demoralized. Over sixty Sea Watch sailors had been killed or captured in the fight with the pirates and spiders. The Watch had managed to hang onto only five faun prisoners, two of which had already died of wounds. 

Gerard slept that night with Alsair. It was not something he usually encouraged, because the griffin had a tendency to crowd him off the bed. However, they’d slept together as children, and Alsair’s warm presence still made him feel safe. He wanted that feeling this evening. 

He dreamed, however, of the island and the cave. In the dream, he could see the Firebird’s golden feather, floating in a capricious wind. He could see it from where he lay, pinned on the floor, and he knew that if he could only reach it, everything would be alright. But he couldn’t reach it. 

Morchella was laughing at him. “Well, you liked that, no matter what you say.”

I didn’t. My body did, but I didn’t.

Or did you? asked another part of his mind. Are you choosing or just reacting? You could have kicked her off just then. You could have...

Alsair nudged him awake several times during the night. “Gerard, you’re whimpering. Gerard, what’s wrong?”

He got up late, feeling irritable and poorly rested. Silveo’s ship’s boy approached him as he came on deck. “The admiral said to ask you to breakfast when you woke.” 

Gerard yawned. “Tell him I’ll be there. Ask him what he’s done with my clothes.” Gerard’s closet had been completely empty. 

The boy bobbed his head. He hesitated, then said shyly, “Welcome back, sir.”

Gerard smiled. “Thank you...” he racked his brain for the boy’s name, “Arton.”

“The admiral is...nicer when you’re here.”

“Is he?” A voice in Gerard’s head insisted that this was none of his business, but curiosity won out. “In what way?”

“He doesn’t snap so much.”

“Ah.”

“And he doesn’t have nightmares.”

“I see.”

Arton reddened. “I’m not supposed to talk about that.”

Gerard frowned. “He doesn’t hurt you, does he—with or without me around?”

Arton glanced over his shoulder. “He doesn’t— He never— Forgive me, sir; I promised I wouldn’t talk about it.”

Gerard nodded. “You never said a word.”

When he got to Silveo’s cabin, he found a table set up in his inner office and a splendid breakfast laid out on fine silver dishware. “Gerard! Thin doesn’t suit you. Sit. Eat. I did take your clothes; I forgot to tell you last night. Everyone thought you were dead, and I didn’t want the sailors to creep off with them—wanted to give them to Thess.” Silveo clicked his tongue. “Some of that stuff has really got to go. Blood and sweat stains—yuck! Molou has excellent tailors; we’re going shopping.”

Gerard sat down and began putting food on his plate. “They were good clothes when I left Holovarus. I suppose they have taken a beating in the last year.”

“They’re fine for an Overguard,” said Silveo, “but you’re an officer. You need to impress.” He sighed. “I suppose you can just loom.”

Gerard smiled faintly. “I know I need new clothes, Silveo. I think Thess might have a baby next year, though, and children cost money.”

Silveo stared at him. “Do you really think I would let any offspring of yours or Thess’s go without necessities? Buy yourself some clothes—Thess, too—and don’t worry about it.”

“What happened to ‘not a nice person’?”

Silveo bristled. “I’m not a stupid person, either. I do attempt to reward loyalty, however misguided. I’m running out of things to give you that I think you’d want.”

“You don’t need to give me anything, Silveo.”

Gerard was picking at his food. Silveo watched him. “What’s wrong with you? Did you sleep last night?”

“I’m fine.”

Silveo got up and came around the table. “You said a spider bit you. Where?”

Gerard turned so that Silveo could see the back of his neck. “Good gods, Gerard!” He pulled back Gerard’s collar and looked down the back of his shirt. “Forget shopping; you’re going to see a healer.”

“I’m almost well,” protested Gerard. “I kicked down your door when I got here. I could never have done that two days ago. I was nearly paralyzed when they dragged me up on the beach.”

“Wyverns dragged you up on the beach?”

“Yes.” His memories of those moments were confused, dream-like. “I don’t remember much from the first day.”

“And after that? Who fed you? You can’t have survived without water.” Silveo’s bright blue eyes bored into his. 

Gerard looked away. “I told you, the Priestess came. She fed me and gave me water. She—”

There was a moment’s silence. Gerard knew he was not good at deception, certainly not with Silveo. But just let it go for once. Please. I don’t want to talk about this.

Silveo sighed. “Oh, Gerard.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “I knew this was going to be a problem. Look at me.”

Gerard raised his head, feeling miserable. “No choices,” said Silveo. “It will be so much easier when you figure that out. There’s no such thing as honor, because honor implies choices, and you just don’t have many—not about the things that matter.”

Gerard said nothing.

Silveo’s voice softened. “You’re no more to her than a little foxling to a grown grishnard. She is stronger and older and more cunning.”

Gerard looked down at the table cloth.

“I suppose I could try to pull you into the Watch.”

“Would that make her—?”

“Leave you alone? I doubt it, although it might make you a little harder to get at. I’m not even sure she’d let me.” 

Gerard swallowed. “Silveo, what you said about Arundel. Did you mean—? Am I—?”

“Is she in your head?” asked Silveo.

Gerard remembered the way Morchella’s voice had echoed inside his mind. He shuddered.

“All the time,” said Silveo patiently. “Is she in your head all the time?”

“No,” he whispered. “Oh, gods, Silveo, is that what you meant?” He buried his face in his hands. “I’ll go mad!”

“No, you won’t.” Silveo’s voice was almost gentle. “I didn’t know you well when I talked to you about her the first time. She could destroy you, but I don’t think she could change you—not to that degree. She’ll get bored. She always does. She’s got no reason to damage you; you’re useful to her. She’s just playing. She’s a collector. She’s a lot like me.”

“No, she’s not,” snarled Gerard. “Don’t say that, Silveo. It isn’t true.”

Silveo shrugged. “Maybe not. She’s a lot more selective than I am, although I doubt you’ll take that as the compliment it is. No, you’ll just have to be patient. If you wouldn’t be so incorruptible, she’d get bored quicker. Right now you’re a challenge.” 

Gerard took a deep breath. He did actually feel better talking about it. Silveo took sex so matter-of-factly. 

Silveo walked back around to his side of the table and sat down. He didn’t start eating though. He folded his arms. “Gerard, about last night...I meant what I said, but—” He glanced up. 

Gerard looked back at him. He wasn’t sure where Silveo was going with this.

“You know you can’t go picking me up in public, don’t you? You shouldn’t do it anywhere.”

Gerard was confused. “You looked like you needed it.”

Silveo scowled. “Have you been paying attention at all the last year? Do you think pride was the only reason I told you not to carry me onto the ship on Mance? As much time as you spend in my office— The sailors will say, 'Silveo’s found a new pet.' They already would if it weren’t for Thess.”

Gerard reddened. 

“Good, I’ve embarrassed you; maybe now you’ll remember. I have a reputation.”

Gerard’s ears had settled back a little against his head. “A well-cultivated one, I know.”

“A well-deserved one,” growled Silveo.

“Have you noticed you’re a foxling?” asked Gerard with more than a hint of sarcasm. “Think I can’t fend you off?”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Do not use my words against me; I’m better with them than you are. I am not only talking about how I perceive you, but how others perceive you.”

“I’ve always found that consistently honest behavior will eventually be perceived for what it is.”

Silveo shook his head. “Honest behavior,” he mocked. “Reputations aren’t about honest behavior. It’s not important that others believe the truth. It’s important that they believe what you want them to believe.”

“I think the truth is important.”

“Oh? Did you tell Morchella the truth? How important was that to her?”

Gerard shut his eyes and all the fight went out of him. 

Silveo spoke after a moment. “Gerard.” His voice was strangely meek. “I don’t care if the sailors add you to my legend; I just thought you might.”

“I do care,” whispered Gerard.

“If it makes you feel any better...” Silveo gave a choked laugh. “I’ve never had your current problem. Morchella likes...cleaner things than me.”

Gerard stared at him. Your pain does not make me feel better, Silveo! How could you think so? “She said that to you?”

“Not in so many words.”

“Silveo, she likes to cause pain. She told you that because she knew it would hurt.”

Silveo shrugged. “She already has me. She doesn’t need to do anything else.”

Gerard felt suddenly angry. She offered me your job. She’d probably let me kill you! But he couldn’t say it; it was too cruel. “She’s just using you like your mother and that master of yours. She’ll use you until you’re used up, and then she’ll throw you away.”

Silveo smiled faintly. “And the way to avoid that is to remain useful.”

“It doesn’t have to be like this.”

“Volunteering to fix me, Gerard?” 

Yes, I am. “Not every power relationship is abusive.”

“Yes, they are.” Silveo finally seemed annoyed. “Shelts like you don’t run the world. Shelts like you and Thessalyn are lucky to even survive in it. Morchella will protect us, which is more than I can say for those I served previously. She gave me power when I was helpless, and she has been loyal in her way. Of course, she’ll discard me if I’m not useful. That’s what authority does.”

Gerard shook his head. “I was in authority, and it’s never what I did.”

“And you didn’t last there, did you?” Silveo’s voice softened. “Eat, Gerard. I am taking you to see a healer. We’re getting you some kind of sleeping draught, and then you’re going back to bed.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 13. An Assassin, a Pirate, and a Smuggler
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While foxlings are often treated like second class grishnards in Wefrivain, they receive a peculiar respect as healers. Their keen noses allow them to detect corruption in a wound long before a faun or a grishnard would notice, and their small, nimble hands can assist in tasks ranging from difficult births to the extraction of an arrow head from behind a rib.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Silveo was uncompromising on his pronouncement. He took Gerard into town, where a little foxling healer examined his neck and back and gave him salve for the wound. At this point, Gerard finally thought to mention that he’d also been bitten by a wyvern, which produced a new round of exclamations, prodding, poking, and salves. “Couldn’t you have found any other venomous creatures to tangle with on Mance-94?” asked Silveo as they started back to the ship.

“Does Morchella count?” Gerard was beginning to understand why humor had been so important to Silveo as a child.

Silveo laughed. “Is she the one who bit your shoulder?”
“Yes.”
“That must have hurt on top of the bruise.”
“It did.”
Gerard finally plucked up his courage to ask something he’d been thinking about since the cave. “Silveo, have you ever thought about...about joining the Resistance?” He wasn’t sure what he expected. A little part of him thought Silveo might arrest him on the spot, but after Silveo’s recent behavior, Gerard doubted that. 

Silveo gave a nervous laugh. He glanced around. “You could have picked a less public place to ask me traitorous questions.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Haven’t I told you to stop that? The sticky stuff on the hidden doorknobs—I think it’s rendered spider web. I think the Resistance might be catching the creatures and trying to seed our reefs with them.”

They discussed this possibility until they got back to the ship. Gerard started for his own cabin, but Silveo tugged at his sleeve. “We’re not finished.”

So they went to Silveo’s cabin instead. “Join the Resistance?” he said when the door closed behind them. “Well, I was wondering how long it would take you to realize you’re on the wrong side.”

Gerard smiled faintly. “I just wondered. I wasn’t about to do anything.”

Silveo climbed up and sat on his desk, putting himself closer to head height with Gerard. “I tried once.”

Gerard was astonished. “You did?”

Silveo nodded. “Back in my assassin days. I was angry at Morchella. We had a dispute—I don’t even remember now what it was about—but she called me a squirrel.” He gave a crooked smile. “You’re probably too well-bred to even know what that is.”

“A small furry rodent with no shelts?”

Silveo shook his head. “In the pleasure districts of Sern, when a grishnard says he’s looking for a squirrel, he means he’s looking for a foxling child—particularly a white one.” Silveo waved his plume of a tail. “We’re so cute and fluffy.”

Gerard winced. 

“I was fourteen at the time,” continued Silveo. “She called me that, and I thought, ‘I’ll never be anything but a squirrel to you. No matter how skillful I am at my job, no matter how much I accomplish, you’ll always know exactly how much I’m worth—down to the last cowry.’”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Silveo—”

Silveo waved his hands. “It was long ago; I got over it. But at the time, I was upset. Fourteen, you know, that was probably most of it. I contacted some Resistance pirates and made an arrangement to talk to them. I’d run into them before—not quite at odds, but not on the same side, either. I knew of them.”

“They betrayed you?” guessed Gerard.

Silveo grimaced. “They promised me safe conduct to speak with them, and then they tried to shoot me. Nearly succeeded, too.”

“Zeds?” guessed Gerard.

Silveo grinned. “You’ve seen them.”

“Those striped  trousers you like to wear?”

“Yep. It’s not good for a professional assassin if word gets round that someone double-crossed him and got away with it. Not many shelts ever knew about that meeting. I’m not sure whether Morchella did. If so, she decided I’d learned my lesson and never said anything about it. Never called me a squirrel again, either.” 

Gerard sighed. “The Resistance would never trust me, would they?”

Silveo shook his head. “Once you’ve worked with Morchella, they just won’t. You might find one or two willing to bend their rules for you, but they would always have comrades waiting to poison you or stab you. You’d be dooming yourself and Thess to certain death.” He hesitated. “Also, if you’re going to leave Wefrivain, you might want to wait until Morchella’s interest slacks off. She can be very...focused. She might hunt you.”

Gerard went back to bed late that morning as he’d been ordered. He took the medicine the foxling healer had given him and slept deeply and dreamlessly. He woke in the early evening, feeling groggy but rested. He came on deck and was immediately greeted by several of his Police who’d come back from town to confirm the reports that he was alive. They seemed truly glad to see him, which improved Gerard’s spirits. 

Alsair had slept with him most of the afternoon, but he hadn’t been there when Gerard woke. Alsair had admitted that the muscle of his right wing was twinging whenever he used it, a revelation that did not surprise Gerard. “You’ve managed better than I would have expected, but now you’ve got to rest that wing.” Gerard was a little annoyed to find Alsair gone from the cabin. He suspected the griffin was out flying, but then he caught sight of him near the mizzen, happily devouring the carcass of a small pegasus. 

“Silveo ordered it for him,” said Farell, coming up beside Gerard.

“I’m not fond of his eating talking animals,” said Gerard.

Farell shrugged. “We asked him what he wanted; he said a pegasus.”

Gerard decided to let it go. He leaned against the rail and watched the sailors—the few who were on duty—returning from their evening meal. They seemed relaxed and happy. Someone brought out a flute and started to play a lively tune. 

Silveo and Basil were up on the quarterdeck—Silveo perched on the rail and Basil leaning against it. Gerard watched them. Basil was wearing white linen with heavy, dark blue silk, trimmed with too much lace, along with gold earrings and a collection of necklaces. He contrasted sharply with Silveo’s pale hair and fur.

“That’s the longest conversation I’ve seen them have in the last year,” said Farell. He hesitated. “You know Basil was a pirate, right?”

Gerard laughed. “You’re joking.”

“No, it’s true. Not a Resistance pirate, of course.” Farell grinned at the idea. “A strictly for-profit pirate. I think Silveo knew him from before. Basil came along within a year of Silveo’s promotion to admiral, and that was just as well because Lieutenant Jonsel hated Silveo and didn’t work well with him. Jonsel disappeared and Basil turned up.”

And hopped into Silveo’s bed. Gerard didn’t say it out loud, but Farell must have guessed what he was thinking.

“Silveo wouldn’t do more than banter with him for the longest time. Then about four years ago...I don’t know whether Silveo got bored or lonely or maybe he just thought he’d try everything, but he finally made the Dark Wind his flagship and gave Basil what he wanted. They went up like a flame and crashed like a kite.”

Gerard thought of Silveo’s wit and Basil’s perverse sense of humor. Silver and gold. “They must have been completely insufferable.”

Farell laughed. “They were, nearly. I don’t know exactly what went wrong, but Silveo came back to the Fang a year later, and as far as I know, he hasn’t set foot on the Dark Wind since. Apart from anything else, they don’t work well together on the same ship. Basil is not willing to let Silveo take over the way I do, but he can’t have been intentionally cruel or insubordinate, because Silveo never tried to kill him or demote him, and he still jokes with him. He just won’t be alone with him or go aboard his ship. Basil was not happy about it. He still isn’t.”

Gerard looked at them on the quarterdeck. Basil had a glass of blood-colored wine in one hand. He was obviously telling a story, making exaggerated sweeping gestures, and Silveo was laughing. “An assassin and a pirate,” muttered Gerard. I am a long way from home.

“And a smuggler,” said Farell and smiled down at the planks.

“You?”

“Long ago. Failed merchant, turned smuggler, actually. I was always a good sailor, but not a very good business shelt. I had a family to support, and smuggling sweet leaf paid better. I unwittingly helped some Resistance pirates and got into trouble with the Sea Watch. They gave me a choice—hang or join. They thought I was potentially useful enough to make the offer.”

“Looks like you were.”

“Looks like.”

Some of the sailors had brought women back with them from town. They’d brought out a stringed instrument to join the flute, and they were dancing on the deck. “Silveo attracts some strange shelts to the Watch,” continued Farell, “but the thing is...it works. My grandfather was in the Watch, and I can tell you that it wasn’t this stable for fifty years before Silveo came.”

You don’t have to convince me, Farell. I believe you.

At that moment, a little wyvern messenger flew over the side of the ship and landed on the rail beside Silveo, who turned at once to speak to it. Basil came strolling down from the quarterdeck towards Gerard and Farell. He had more of a prowl than a walk and a too-bright smile. He leaned on the gunnel next to Gerard, a little too close. “Well, you must be good for him. He’s actually talking to me again. Do be gentle, though, Gerard; he’s only a little foxling. You’re a bit mismatched for size.”

Gerard felt his tail lash before he had time to think about it. He was positive that Basil knew he was not sleeping with Silveo. To appear affronted would only invite further baiting. Still, if he said nothing, that might be taken for speechless indignation. Which it would be. “Do you know how to swim?” asked Gerard.

Basil raised an eyebrow. “Yes...”

“Then I suppose it wouldn’t do much good to toss you overboard.”

Basil laughed delightedly. “He’s not a more impressive version of Arundel, then,” he said to Farell. 

“Not even close,” said Farell.

“Good, good,” purred Basil. “Welcome to the Fang, Gerard.”

I have been here for more than a year, thought Gerard. I probably know the Fang better than you do. 

“And seriously,” continued Basil, “if you need any advice about Silveo, come and see me. I could tell you some things that might save you time and trouble.”

Gerard passed a hand over his eyes. “Is there anything I could say to stop you from sharing?”

“Such as,” continued Basil, waving his glass, “I’m not even sure he’s capable of enjoying a physical relationship.”

Gerard looked up at the stars. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. “Basil, I don’t sleep with men. I am happily married.” You’ve had too much to drink.

Basil flipped a be-ringed hand. “Whatever. Thing is, though, he sends a lot of confusing signals. Most of what other shelts interpret as signs of pleasure from him aren’t. They’re pre-programmed responses. Sern really messed him up.”

I could have guessed that. “Are you finished?”

“It’s all or nothing with him,” continued Basil. “Either he’s throwing knives at you, or he’ll let you do anything. Gods know I tried to help, but there are limits to my self-control.”

A reef shark would surpass you in self-control.

“He doesn’t usually pick shelts who really could hurt him. I didn’t mean to.” 

Gerard drummed his fingers on the gunnel. “You’re really not listening to me.”

Basil looked at Gerard with a lazy smile. “I guess what I’m saying is: if you hurt him, I’ll kill you.”
Gerard blinked. “Silveo is my friend. I wouldn’t hurt him.”
Basil grinned and downed the last of his drink. “Good, good. Like I said, welcome to the Fang.”

“Jealous,” pronounced Farell as Basil walked away. 

Gerard’s patience finally slipped. “He has nothing to be jealous of!”

Farell looked at him sidelong. “You sure you want to be friends with Silveo, then? Because you will get this sort of thing.”

Gerard shut his eyes. Well, he did try to warn me. 

Silveo came down from the quarterdeck. He looked annoyed. “We’re sailing tomorrow.”

Farell frowned. “I thought we were staying here another eight days.”

Silveo shook his head. “Send up the flag. Send out messengers, too. See if you can get most of the sailors back. The rest will have to report as they’re able. Mistress wants those prisoners and —” His eyes flicked briefly to Gerard. “—us at home.”

Gerard felt ill.

“We’re already under complement,” said Farell. “We’ll lose even more when we leave here. You promised them leave, and they’ve gone.”

“I know, I know,” snapped Silveo. “Just do what you can.” He sighed. “We should be home in time for the Moon Festival on Lecklock. That, at least, should put them in good spirits.”

“Will we still be stopping by Mance?” asked Gerard.

Silveo grinned. “Of course! We couldn’t leave Thess.” He turned and shouted across the deck. “Basil!”

His lieutenant came sauntering back, talking to one of his captains. Basil was telling a story, and Gerard caught the end of it: “Mistress, he followed Silvy home; can we keep him?”

Gerard still felt annoyed, and he couldn’t resist. “Talking about yourself?”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Do not encourage him.”

Basil grinned and slapped Gerard on the back, making him grimace from his bruises. “No, but you can stay! We’ll keep you—definitely. And whatever you’re doing with the admiral, you can keep on doing it.”

“Talking to him?” asked Gerard.

“Oh, yes, converse away. I’m sure those big hands of yours don’t hurt anything, either.”

“Are you naturally this irritating, or do you put forth a special effort for me?”

Basil threw an arm around his shoulders, making Gerard go instantly rigid with distaste. “Silvy, can we keep Gerard and send Arundel back to the Police?”

“I doubt it,” said Silveo, “but I’ll ask.”

Gerard smiled. It felt odd, but he was getting along with these shelts. I never thought I could. He looked up, and his smile froze. Arundel had just come up the gangplank. Gerard didn’t think he could have heard what the four of them were saying through the music and the thump of dancing feet. Still, he was looking at them with an expression of cold disgust. 

The expression cleared as he approached, and for one moment Gerard was looking into yellow eyes that were perfectly empty. Arundel came up to them and stopped, saying nothing, and looking directly at Gerard with that emptiness radiating off him. Gerard bristled down to his tail tip.

Silveo cleared his throat. “Evening, Arundel. I was just about to send someone to tell you that we’re sailing tomorrow.”

Arundel blinked. He glanced at Silveo. “I know. She wants those prisoners.” He turned and walked back the way he had come.

Silveo scowled. “Is she telling him before me now?”

Basil gave a little shudder. “If that’s what it takes to be first to know, I’d just as soon not.”

Farell was examining his fingernails. “Do you think he should have an accident?”

Gerard was startled. An assassin, a pirate, and a smuggler. Never forget what they are.

Silveo flicked his tail. “If I thought I could get away with that, I’d have done it a long time ago.”
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Chapter 14. Sleeping and Waking
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Some members of the Resistance entertain a superstitious awe of the Priestess and her wyverns. Even as they work to break the power of these predators, they perpetuate it by telling silly stories about the Priestess’s supposed powers as a mind-thief. 

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Silveo elected not to actually stop on Mance, so Alsair was dispatched as they passed to bring Thessalyn back to the Fang. To Gerard’s surprise, they swapped shelts—Thessalyn in exchange for Silveo’s ship’s boy. 

“Why are we leaving him?” asked Gerard when Silveo did not volunteer an explanation. 

Silveo cut his eyes sideways, the pale irises flashing against his kohl. “I don’t have to tell you everything, Captain.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything, Admiral.”

“He wanted to study,” said Silveo. “His family is poor.”

“And you’re sending him to school?”

Silveo’s jaw tightened. “As I think I’ve mentioned, I do try to reward loyalty.” He spoke with caustic sweetness. “I was taught to pay for things.”

Maybe if you make it sound slimy enough, I won’t say anything nice. “Which school?”

“The Bestiary. He wants to learn how to heal animals. I hear they also teach how to kill them—spiders, for instance.”

Gerard shook his head. “I know those schools aren’t cheap. Does Morchella really pay you so much?”

Silveo laughed. “She pays me enough, and I get a chunk of any prizes, but I didn’t come to the Watch poor. I was a good assassin, Gerard.”

Gerard spent a long time that afternoon talking to Thessalyn about everything that had happened since she’d been gone—Silveo’s disappearance on Mance, the clash with the Defiance and the Watersprite, the spiders and his own injury and near death. 

He did not tell her what had happened with Morchella in the cave. He had considered this from all angles and come to his decision reluctantly. Telling Thessalyn would ease his guilt. He knew she would forgive him. He had a strong suspicion she would agree with Silveo that he’d had no choice against the will of a goddess. It wasn’t so much his own betrayal that made him falter; it was the betrayal that he knew Thessalyn would feel from the Priestess—the representative of the gods she served. Gerard could apologize for himself, but not for Morchella. He knew she wasn’t sorry, and he thought something of the kind would happen again unless he could think of a way of avoiding her without offending her. The thought made him sick with dread. Thessalyn would accept the situation, but it would hurt and worry her, and Gerard couldn’t see what purpose that would serve except to make himself feel better.

That night, he made love to her with a heightened awareness of the fragility of their bond. “Gerard,” whispered Thessalyn, “you did miss me, didn’t you? Calm down. I’m not going anywhere.”

He was looking directly into her luminous white eyes when he was struck by a vision of the cave. It was not like a memory at all, more like a waking dream. Suddenly, he was looking into Morchella’s shining eyes—shifting blue and green in the firelight, her fingers digging into his upper arms as she leaned over him. “Why are you fighting so hard? I’d be offended if you weren’t so obviously enjoying this.” Her laughter mingled with an intense wave of humiliation and shame. And pleasure. There was that, too.

“Gerard?” Thessalyn’s voice—worried, frightened.

Gerard opened his eyes. Somehow, he’d scrambled away from her into the corner of the bed that was bolted to the corner of the wall. He’d curled into a protective ball. Thessalyn looked uncertain. 

“Thess,” he gasped. “I’m sorry.”

She crawled to him and put her arms around him. “Shh, shh... It’s alright. You’re alright.” She didn’t ask any questions. Gerard wished he could convey how thankful he was for that. After a while, she said, “Do you want me to sing to you?”

“As long as it’s not about wyverns,” whispered Gerard. “Or the Priestess.”

So she sang the lullaby she’d composed for their lost child. It had a bit of the Firebird at the end, but no wyverns.

*  *  *  *
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IT TOOK THEM FIVE DAYS to get back to Lecklock with the wind mostly in their favor. Silveo could have sent the Sea Feather ahead with the prisoners, but he elected not to. “We’re under complement,” he told Gerard. “I doubt the Defiance and the Watersprite kept quiet about that, but pirates will still hesitate to attack three ships together.”

Gerard wondered what the Resistance had done to the Sea Watch sailors they’d taken prisoner. “Well, you can bet they didn’t invite them to tea in Sky Town,” said Silveo. “I’ve certainly never gotten any back that they released.”

Thessalyn came out to play her harp on the deck the first night. She was wearing a gown Gerard had never seen before—long, dagged sleeves, heavy white velvet slashed with silk and embroidered with silver thread—and an intricately wrought silver belt, so that she flashed in the moonlight. “Where did you get that?” asked Gerard.

“Silveo. The package he gave me before I left.” She grinned and twirled. “Your coat and my gown—he put us in his color, didn’t he?”

Gerard hadn’t thought of it that way, but Thessalyn, for whom colors were only an abstract concept, had spotted it at once. Silveo came down from the quarterdeck grinning. “Fits?” he asked.

“Like a jig at a wedding,” she said. “It must be pretty; everyone keeps telling me so, and it feels like the softest thing in the islands.” She ran a hand over the velvet.

Silveo nodded. “I was looking for something that you could ‘see.’”

“You did a good job,” said Gerard. Few of the shelts who gave Thessalyn gifts seemed to realize how much an object’s tactile qualities affected whether or not she enjoyed it.

Silveo leaned against the rail with a satisfied expression. “Well, I can do clothes. Sometimes even tastefully.”

“You do a lot of things tastefully,” said Gerard.

Silveo laughed. “Oh, I’d love to see that list.”

Gerard was in Silveo’s cabin on the third day, looking at maps of Maijha Minor. They were maddeningly sparse. “You won’t find any with good detail,” Silveo told him. “The Maijhans regard them as a national secret.”

“Can they do that?”

“Of course they can. It’s their island.”

“I mean, from us,” said Gerard.

Silveo pursed his lips. “As servants of the gods? Well, yes, unless the Priestess decides it’s worth making them angry. She doesn’t have complete control. If she did, she’d never have needed assassins like me.”

Gerard thought about that. “She’s afraid that if she ordered the Maijhans to give up Maijha Minor, they’d defy her?”

Silveo shrugged. “They might. Some kings don’t put much stock in gods. They go along with the order of things because it keeps them in power. Maijha is a liberal place. It’s also rich and proud—the only island that’s kept its own language.”

Gerard had never thought of that. The Small Kingdoms were mostly very pious. He remembered something. “Malpin was from Maijha, wasn’t he?”

Silveo nodded. “He taught me the language. I was hired to kill the Maijhan prince once. Malpin told me it was a bad idea, but I didn’t listen.”

“Morchella sent you?”

Silveo shook his head. “I did anything she wanted, but I took independent contracts, too. Always asked her permission, of course. I didn’t succeed in killing the prince—one of my few major failures. I’m pretty sure it was his father who hired me—preferred his younger son for some reason.”

Gerard considered. He was sure his own father would never have stooped to hiring an assassin. He’d have just killed me with his own sword if it had come to that.

“Sometimes,” continued Silveo, “I think Morchella likes a little rebelliousness in the population. Maybe she doesn’t fight too hard to get rid of places like Maijha Minor because they amuse her. Life must get a little dull after so many years.”

“Then you think she’s immortal?”

“Well, I know she’s not a normal grishnard. She smells like one of her wyverns, although that may be because she spends so much time with them.”

“Does she—” began Gerard, and then he was gone. A beach. Waves. Morchella’s long curves and dark hair, her breasts pressing against his chest, her lips nibbling his ear. But it never happened! thought Gerard. Not that way.

Another voice: “A daydream, dear.”

Gerard started. Silveo’s office came back into focus. He put a hand to his heart, hammering wildly against his ribs. Silveo was staring at him.

Gerard put his head down on the table and groaned. He had wondered before. Now he was sure. “She’s doing it on purpose!”

Silveo scooted forward to sit on the edge of the table beside him. “Morchella?”

“Yes.”

“Your eyes went all funny for a moment.”

Gerard shuddered. Like Arundel’s.

“How are you sleeping?” asked Silveo.

“Not so well. I dream about her. I think...I think somehow she pushes the dreams at me, makes me remember. Thess helps. When she sings, it helps.”

Silveo nodded. 

You understand, thought Gerard. You probably understand better than anyone.

“Have you told Thess?” 

Gerard shook his head. “It would hurt her too much. She loves the gods. She sings about them. They asked for her child and now her husband? I can’t hurt her like that.”

“You’re not the one hurting her,” said Silveo. “I think you should tell her. She’s not stupid, Gerard. She knows something’s wrong. She’s been asking me.”

Gerard ran a hand through his hair. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

“You apologize more than anyone I know, and you have the least to be sorry for—certainly not Thess. She loves you. She wants you to be happy and safe. She’ll agree with me about this. Stop punishing yourself. Tell her.”

Probably good advice. “I’ll think about it.” He raised his head. “How are you sleeping?”

Silveo looked instantly defensive. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Well...I—” Gerard floundered. He’d asked the question on impulse out of genuine gratitude and concern. “You don’t seem to have replaced your ship’s boy.”
“Yes, and?”

“I didn’t think you slept well alone.”

“Who has been talking to you?!” exploded Silveo. His bristling tail looked nearly as big as the rest of him. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have sent Arton to school after all.”

Gerard held up his hands. “It wasn’t Arton. It was Farell—on Mance when you went missing. He was worried about you.”

Silveo looked truly miffed. “Farell needs to keep his mouth shut, or I’ll shut it for him.”

“He was trying to get me to look for you.”

“I fail to see how the two ideas relate.”

Gerard shook his head. You are ashamed of things that would make me feel better about myself, and you feel better about things that would make me ashamed. Upside down and backward—you did tell me. 

“All I ask,” said Silveo half to himself, “is that they don’t try to kill me and that they keep their mouths shut about what I do or don’t do. Is that so hard?”

“I won’t tell anyone,” said Gerard.

“Yes, you will,” growled Silveo. “You tell Thessalyn all kinds of things about me that I don’t want repeated.”

“Thess doesn’t count.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Oh, but then she mentions them over dinner—like there aren’t a dozen other shelts present.”

Gerard frowned. “I’ll talk to her about that.”

Silveo shook his head. “This is only going to reinforce this image you’re inventing of me as secretly harmless and fluffy. Gerard, I’m not. I can be very, very nasty. You say you value the truth, but I tell it to you, and you don’t believe me.”

“Well, you’re definitely fluffy.” Gerard patted Silveo’s tail, lying on the table between them. “I never thought you were harmless. Why do you want the sailors to think badly of you?”

“I don’t! They respect the myth I’ve given them. They would not respect the truth.” He said nothing for a moment, but Gerard could tell he was thinking. At last, Silveo said, “I don’t sleep so well alone. I never have. Every few years I give it another try, but I usually give up after a month or so.”

He paused. Gerard waited.

“You can’t ask shelts to sleep with you,” muttered Silveo. “I mean just to sleep with you. It’s embarrassing and doesn’t create respect. So I give them whatever they want. Most of them aren’t like Arton and Farell. With most of them, what they want is a lot simpler.” His eyes flicked up to gauge Gerard’s expression. “You can call that the name it deserves.”

I would never call you that, Silveo. 

Silveo gave a little laugh. Gerard thought it was a sad sound. “Not so much better than when I was a kid, eh? But at least now I choose them, and I can kill them if they try to hurt me.”

“I’m surprised the Resistance haven’t tried to put an assassin in your bed.”

Silveo laughed. “Oh, they have. There was an ocelon girl—tried to poison me. I tossed her over the side with a rock around her neck. There was a grishnard boy whose throat I cut while he was trying to stab me. That was years ago, though. I’ve gotten more careful. I come to them, not the other way around.”

“Why don’t you just stay with someone like Arton or Farell?”

Silveo looked at Gerard as though he’d said something very stupid. “Because Arton deserves a real mate someday, and Farell... It nearly killed him when his wife left. He should have seen it coming; I did. But she was some beauty from the minor nobility, and he wouldn’t hear anything bad about her. He would never have been smuggling sweet leaf if she hadn’t wanted more than he could give. When he landed in the Sea Watch, that put him away for even longer periods with fewer cowries in return. It was only a matter of time before she found some fat merchant. She more or less abandoned their oldest son; kid was only eight.”

And you rescued him, thought Gerard. Although if I said it, you’d get angry and say you were ‘paying for things.’

“It took Farell forever,” continued Silveo, “but I think he’s finally got a woman somewhere on Lecklock, although he doesn’t talk about her much. He doesn’t deserve to have me hanging around all the time, although I do occasionally take advantage of his patience.”

Gerard opened his mouth, but Silveo talked over him.

“’Taking advantage’ is exactly what it is. I told you I’m not a nice person; I don’t claim to be.”

That’s not how Farell sees it.

They sat a moment in uncomfortable silence. Then Silveo said in a quieter voice, “Gerard, why did you give me that knife?”

Gerard was confused. “What knife?”

“When you found me on Mance. Why didn’t you just pick me up? I couldn’t have done a thing to stop you. Why ask permission?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Because I believe in choices.”

“Lamb,” muttered Silveo.

“I don’t know why you call me that. You’re the one who’s small and white.”

Silveo flicked his tail. “It’s called irony, Gerard.”
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Chapter 15. Dance
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Worship of the Firebird of old Wefrivain involved a number of songs. Curiously, the pegasus flocks have retained some of these, together with pieces of the sky dances that once went with them. Sadly, the shelts’ parts in these dances have been forgotten.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard dreamed that night of Morchella, but this time the dream was different. This time they were lying in the sea grass on one of the little islands off Holovarus, and he was pinning her down. He had an idea she was letting him do it, and that made him angry. He bit her throat hard, went too fast, tried to hurt her. She scratched him and thrashed, but the noise she made was like a purr. “That was fun, Gerard,” she murmured when he collapsed panting against her. “We’ll have to do that again.”

“No, we won’t!” Gerard sat straight up in bed, snarling, fumbling blindly for a weapon. 

Thessalyn stirred beside him. “Dear,” she whispered when he’d stopped struggling, “you’ve got to tell me what these nightmares are about. They’re not getting any better. Silveo knows, but he won’t tell me. Why won’t you?”

Gerard covered his face with his hands. He felt so dirty and dark and lonely. “Thess, I did a bad thing.”

She was quiet a moment. “Did you sleep with the Priestess?”

Gerard dropped his hands and stared at her. “How did you—?”

She smiled faintly. “I’m not stupid, Gerard. You talk in your sleep. You cry. It doesn’t sound like you enjoyed it much.”

Gerard trembled. “I’m sorry.”

Thessalyn put her arms around one of his shoulders and kissed the back of his neck near the place where the spider had bitten him. The skin was still hyper-sensitive. It tingled, but didn’t hurt. “You’re forgiven,” she said in her gentlest voice. “I’m not really sure there’s anything to forgive, but if there is, then be at peace. Let it go.” She rubbed his back lightly, and he began to relax. “Can you talk about it? Will that help?”

Gerard swallowed. Thess, you could make anyone talk to you about anything. Bit by bit, she tweezed the story out of him. She listened, and she never seemed shocked or disgusted or angry. For a long time after he finished, she only rubbed his back and laid her head against his shoulder. “Thess,” he ventured at last, “what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking about what Silveo said to you on Mance.”

“About leaving Wefrivain?”

She nodded. “I’m worried about you.”

“He says she’ll get bored, that she won’t hurt me, that she might hunt us if we try to leave.” He’d told her already about Silveo’s attempt to join the Resistance. 

Thessalyn nodded. “I’ve been...wondering...about the Priestess for a while. I used to think she was better than the wyverns, that she helped control them, but now...I’m not sure what she is.”

Gerard was surprised. In retrospect he knew he shouldn’t have been. Thessalyn had a lot of time for thinking. She hated violence and conflict, and yet... Something has been festering in that gentle soul of yours ever since they took our baby. You’ve been trying to puzzle it out. 

“She hurt Silveo,” said Thessalyn aloud. 

Gerard nodded. I should have known you’d notice that, wouldn’t forget about it. “He thinks all power is naturally abusive. He’s so strange sometimes, Thess. He’s older than I am, and usually he acts it, but certain kinds of problems knock him down to a child’s way of coping. He really thinks the way she treats him is normal and appropriate.”

Thessalyn nodded. “In some ways, Silveo never had a childhood. In other ways, he never got beyond it.” She hesitated. “Do you think he’d come with us?”

Gerard hadn’t even considered it, hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I...I don’t know.”

“I’m afraid she’ll kill him eventually, maybe sooner than later—especially if we leave.”

Gerard thought about it. “I’ll ask him.”

Thessalyn giggled suddenly—her little girl laugh, completely out of place in the conversation. “I overheard the sailors talking. They were trying to figure out whether you’re having an affair with Silveo. Then they tried to figure out whether I was.”

Gerard groaned. “I was hoping you’d missed that.”

Thessalyn laughed out loud. 

“It’s not funny.”

“Gerard, forgive me if I don’t feel threatened by Silveo.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“I know you pretty well.”

“Yes, you do.”

She kissed him, and he kissed back. They made love—and, for the first time since the cave, Gerard did not feel guilty. He had no flashbacks, and afterward he slept without dreams.

*  *  *  *
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“YOU WANT ME TO DO WHAT?” Silveo and Gerard were standing on the quarterdeck on the evening of the fifth day out from Mance. Lecklock loomed on the horizon. They would arrive sometime late that evening. Even from this distance, Gerard could see the twinkle of festival lanterns on the island. Shelts took Moon Festival seriously everywhere in Wefrivain, but especially on Lecklock with the Priestess’s own temple standing on the hill. 

Gerard drummed his fingers on the rail. “I wanted to know,” he said in a barely audible voice, “whether you’d take your own advice.”

Silveo watched Thessalyn setting up her harp on deck. A number of sailors were loitering, waiting to hear her play. “Me? Leave Wefrivain?” Silveo laughed, but Gerard thought he sounded nervous. “Not a chance.”

“I know you’re comfortable here,” said Gerard. “You’ve made a place for yourself, and you feel mostly safe, but this isn’t a safe place, Silveo. You said it yourself: she gets bored.”

Silveo sneered. “Of toys. I’m not a toy. I’m a tool. She’ll keep me as long as I’m useful.”

“Then the Resistance will kill you,” said Gerard. “They came close on Mance.”

“We all die sometime.”

“I thought you said you were a survivor.”

“I am! I have authority here with hundreds of swords around me—good food, plenty of books, and a legend that earns me respect and keeps me safe. Out there—” He waved his hand in the direction of the outer crescent. “—anything could happen. Out there, they eat foxlings for all I know, or feed them to griffins.”

You’re afraid, thought Gerard, of being ‘only’ a foxling again. “I’m not saying you should go alone,” said Gerard softly. “I’m asking you to come with us.” I know you feel safe with me, Silveo. Trust me.

Silveo glanced at him, his face a mask of shadows and starlight. He started to say something and then didn’t. On the deck below, Thessalyn had begun to play. It was a very old song in High Grishnard so ancient that half the words were unintelligible to the unschooled. Nevertheless, it was achingly beautiful. She’d told Gerard long ago that it was a festival song, but he’d never heard anyone else play it.

“Gerard,” said Silveo softly, “you can’t fix me. I appreciate what you and Thess are offering, but I’m beyond fixing. Do whatever you have to do. Please don’t tell me about it. Just leave me a note.”

Gerard started to reply, but Silveo held up a hand. Thessalyn’s voice rose quavering in the open air—fragile and elegant. They were passing a little numerary of Lecklock. Suddenly, a flourish of movement erupted from the trees, and a flock of pegasus took to the air. They were jungle pegasus—small and nimble, with short wings in vivid colors. They flew over the ship—a riot of sunflower yellow, blood crimson, and royal purple. Gerard saw no riders. They’re migratory, he remembered. Every year about this time a large flock had used to pass over Holovarus, and every year Jaleel shot as many as he could. 

No one on the Fang raised an arrow this evening, though. They were all entranced with Thessalyn’s music, and the pegasus were a beautiful sight in the moonlight. Gerard expected them to soar over the ships and be gone, but to his surprise, a number of the creatures came back. They circled only the Fang, although the Dark Wind and Sea Feather were sailing nearby. 

They’re listening to Thess, thought Gerard. Then, to his wonder, they began to sing. Their voices harmonized, mingled, shifted, but the song was recognizably Thessalyn’s. She did not falter, but kept playing and singing while they flew around her—a whirl of brilliant colors and rich music. They were flying a pattern now—a sky dance. The pattern grew in complexity with the music.

Gerard saw Alsair come on deck. He spotted the pegasus, tensed, and Gerard bounded down from the quarterdeck. He grabbed Alsair’s feathered ruff. “No! Let them be!”

Alsair whined—a thwarted predator’s growl of annoyance—but Gerard kept hold of him. “They’re gorgeous and they’re not hurting anything. You’ve already had supper.” He had another reason, too, something he could hardly put into words. They’re trusting us right now. They know who we are, but somehow Thess has connected with them, and they’re trusting us.

Gerard felt a sudden twitch behind his eyes, a memory of the cave and the beach, a hint of laughter. No. He concentrated on the music, on Thessalyn—her hair shining like spun gold, like flame—the song so old and so beautiful and the pegasus’s voices in the starlight. Somewhere in the back of his mind something struggled, then recoiled and was gone.

“And stay out,” thought Gerard. He felt euphoric. 

His elation vanished an instant later when one of the pegasus arched in the air, screamed, and fell. The pattern wavered and broke. Gerard saw the second arrow flash from the deck of the Sea Feather. The song stopped like a living thing cut down, and the flock of pegasus scattered in all directions. In the sea, one of the animals was thrashing. Alsair jerked loose of Gerard’s hand. “Now it’s suffering. Can I go and finish it?”

Gerard nodded. He glanced up and saw that Silveo had come down from the quarterdeck. “Well, that was pretty while it lasted.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Gerard. “Have you?”

“Never in all my time at sea.” Silveo laughed bitterly. “I suppose it goes to show that Thess can get anyone talking. Too bad Arundel’s a good shot.”
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Chapter 16. The Deep Dungeons
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The lesser priestesses are a shadowy order who keep the temple grounds. They hardly ever come from the islands where they serve, which helps to keep them a mystery to the population. They come from all kinds of backgrounds—orphans, minor nobility, peasants, losers in political skirmishes. They are generally taken young—preferably at four or five, but never older than breeding age. They practice intensive meditation, assisted by a variety of drugs. A close look at their practices is difficult, because it is rare to find a priestess who has run away. It is unclear whether this is because the wyverns hunt them down or because they simply do not wish to leave. 

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The prisoners were two zeds and one shavier faun. The taller of the two zeds was a woman and as proud as any queen. She was tall enough to glare almost levelly at Gerard as the sailors led them out onto the deck early the next morning. The dock was quiet and foggy, the city exhausted from its evening revel. Moon Festival was in its third day of ten. Red, yellow, and blue lanterns hung everywhere.

Gerard led the prisoners up the main street towards the temple complex. This was technically his province, and his Police had taken charge of the prisoners as they left the ship. Silveo, however, had insisted on coming, ostensibly to report, although Gerard suspected some other reason.

Having Silveo along made him feel better, even though he knew it would make no difference to Morchella. He’d thought long and hard about what he would say when he met her, and he’d decided after talking to Thessalyn that a final try at diplomacy wouldn’t hurt. It was the season of the winter storms, and any extensive travel outside the crescent would be almost impossible until spring. I must find a way to live with things until then.

Also, Gerard reasoned, I was practically drugged in the cave. Now he felt strong enough to fight off a grishnard woman, although he recognized that Morchella was not like other grishnards. I will try to talk to her, try to make myself clearer.

They passed the market, just beginning its daily bustle. Lecklock might be small, but it had the largest mineral deposits in Wefrivain, including the only sizable sources of lapis lazuli. Even hunti from the Lawless Lands came here to trade for the splendid blue stones. They were said to be sacred to the gods and many shelts wore them at festival time. 

Silveo wasn’t about to miss an opportunity to wear something flashy. He was dressed in white samite and wearing a necklace of flat, polished lapis stones on a silver chain. They lay across his chest, each one as big around as his palm, shimmering deep blue with golden flecks like stars. He had lapis cuff-links and a lapis belt, and silver and lapis bracelets jingling on his wrists. His boots were blue leather trimmed with tiny scales of polished lapis and tooled with silver. Just enough, thought Gerard, to be too much.

Silveo was wearing his hat made of white selkie leather with an iridescent feather from some bird of the mainland jungles, or perhaps a pegasus. No wonder the Priestess picked him all those years ago. He’s certainly as colorful as a wyvern.

Silveo caught Gerard’s eye and grinned. “Think I could look any cheaper if I tried?”

That’s not what I was thinking at all. “You actually look fairly expensive.”

Silveo laughed and rubbed his hands together. “Good, good. I aim for expensive. Gods know I spent enough of my life looking cheap.”

“You didn’t put anything in your tail,” Gerard pointed out.

Silveo yawned. “Didn’t feel like waking up that early. Looking this expensive takes a bit of effort.”

Gerard was thinking about Basil’s rings. “You never wear rings, do you?”

Silveo shook his head. “They make my fingers clumsy.”

Gerard smiled. “Practical flamboyant.”

“I haven’t yet met a piece of jewelry worth dying over. Ah, here we are at the happy cages of the blessed. Wonder who’s on the menu this year.”

In spite of Silveo’s personal philosophy—everybody’s wrong, everybody cheats—Gerard still found his complete lack of piety startling considering his position. The “happy cages” to which Silveo referred were the quarters of the festival sacrifices—a different kind of shelt for each of the ten days. They had beautifully gilded enclosures, over which worshipers would throw flower wreaths and strings of colored paper folded into various shapes. The sacrifices were liable to be handed all kinds of gifts by worshipers—costly jewelry, strings of cowry coins, beautiful clothes, lavish amounts of expensive food. All these things were considered offerings to the gods and were thought to bring blessings in the coming year. Some of the sacrifices tried not to accept their gifts, which lay scattered on the ground around their cages where they’d flung them. Others wore what they’d been given, as though beauty or obedience might save them from what was coming.

Gerard saw a gazumelle, a gray foxling, a leopon, an ocelon, a zed, a hunti, and a selkie. The selkie had been placed in a little tub of water made from a single enormous clam shell—gleaming mother-of-pearl within. The little naun peered over the side with huge, soulful black eyes. It was perhaps as large as an ocelon, with cream-colored hair and a creamy, furred seal’s tail. Its hands were webbed, its skin milk white. Gerard peered at it through the bars. The few selkies he’d seen had been little more than streaks in the water—an excited babble of exclamations from onlookers, and then they were gone. 

“Do you speak grishnard?” he asked. 

The selkie looked back at him blankly, then made a kind of sobbing bark. “Don’t talk to them,” growled Silveo at his elbow. 

“Why not?”

Silveo just shook his head.

It was the third day of the festival, and two cages were already standing empty. The grishnard sacrifice always came first and never occupied a cage. The grishnard had to come willingly. It was said that grishnards who gave themselves in this way received a rich reward on the Shores Beyond the World. Most years there were several volunteers from which the Priestess chose a single offering.

They were met in the dungeon foyer by a minor priestess. She bowed to them, looking out of place there in her white robes, but infinitely confident. “Sirs are to accompany me. Bring the prisoners. There is no need for other guards.”

So Gerard’s new Police loitered in front of his office while he and Silveo and the prisoners continued on alone, following the priestess who carried a lamp. They went down several flights of stairs until they reached the basement level, where most of the cells were used as storage. Gerard noticed that Silveo’s tail had begun to bristle. “I thought so,” he muttered. “Whenever she gets a new idea, we end up down here.”

“Down where?” asked Gerard.

“The lower dungeons. I didn’t even know about them until I’d been admiral for three years. This is where Morchella brings prisoners when she wants to deal with them herself. There’s water—I think it connects to the sea.”

“My Police and my Sea Watch home at last.” Morchella had come up behind them so quietly that Gerard jumped, and Silveo flicked his ears in annoyance.

“As Mistress requested,” began Silveo, “we’ve brought you the prisoners from the Watersprite.”

The prisoners in question were beginning to look decidedly fretful. Even the tall zed was walking more slowly. “Yes, yes,” sang Morchella as she strode ahead of them. “I’ve got a new interrogator—Maven. I want to see how good he is.” She glanced over her shoulder at Gerard and smiled. “Not that I don’t have every confidence in my Captain of Police.”

But I’m no torturer, and you know it. Gerard’s stomach was beginning to churn. I knew this was part of my job even before I had any trouble with Morchella. I agreed to carry out a function. I can do this. If I don’t, she will call me weak. She’ll have even less reason to listen to me.

Morchella stopped at a low door and began to unlock it.

Silveo turned suddenly, took Gerard by the elbow, and dragged him several paces back up the passage. “Get out of here. I’ll handle this; just go.”

Gerard stared at him. “I have to do my job.”

“No you don’t!” hissed Silveo. “Gerard, you can’t do this. It will destroy you.” He leaned up on tip-toe, and Gerard bent to hear the whisper. “I already have so many nightmares in my head; one more won’t make a difference. Now go.” In a louder voice, he barked. “I know what you’re good for, Holovar, and if I need anyone bludgeoned to death, I’ll call you. But interrogation requires finesse. The last time I let you near a valuable prisoner, I ended up with a body and nothing to show for it. I’m sure your Police need someone to hold their hands while they explore their new domain.”

The door stood open now, and somewhere at the edge of the pool of light, a hulking shape moved. Morchella was watching Silveo and Gerard curiously. Gerard wasn’t sure she’d bought Silveo’s display, but she made no comment as Gerard turned and started back to his office. He felt immense relief, tempered with guilt. 

He tried to analyze the guilt and couldn’t. Is it because I’m not doing my job? But he was no good at this aspect of his job and probably never would be. 

Am I sorry for the prisoners? If free, these fauns would almost certainly be assisting their companions in torturing or killing captured Sea Watch sailors. Gerard knew some of those sailors; they were his friends. He could not feel wholly sympathetic for their enemies.

Is it because I left Silveo there alone? But that didn’t make any sense. Silveo can take care of himself. His voice in those last sentences had been the old Silveo—full of invective and scorn—but his eyes looking up at Gerard had been almost desperate. Gerard couldn’t stop thinking about that look as he returned to his office.
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Chapter 17. Messy
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Winged wolves have unusual reproductive habits. They lay a leathery, snake-like egg, from which hatches a well-developed pup. This pup licks milk from glands on the bellies of breeding females in the communal nest for a brief period before beginning to feed, first on blood regurgitated by adults and later on the blood of various prey.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Gerard spent the morning notifying his old Police of their retirement, mostly via his new Police. He fielded questions and dealt with a few angry grishnards. Gerard was inclined to be curt with them. He did not attempt to explain all his reasons for their dismissal, but he did occasionally use the words “incompetent” and “ineffectual.” He shamelessly used his size and presence to intimidate, and he employed prolonged silence like other shelts might have employed curse words. Even his new Police were beginning to tip-toe around him by the time he told them to take the rest of the day off and see to their own lodging and comfort. 

By noon, he was sitting alone in his office. He wished Marlo were there. Gerard hadn’t known him for very long, but he’d liked him. Marlo had been quiet and useful and untaxing. He would have known where to order food and tea. He would have known where to order the recruitment posters Gerard wanted made. He would have gone out and bought clothes to Gerard’s specifications and probably known where to order uniforms.

Was he really a spy? I suppose it doesn’t matter now.

Gerard’s office, at least, looked untouched, though he examined everything very carefully. He set to work on a new registry of Police shelts, their dates of enlistment, and every bit of information he knew about them. If he or another Police captain had to unearth another spy, Gerard thought this information would be useful. There had been no such registry when he arrived. He thought this odd and wondered whether the person who searched the office might have destroyed it. 

Dark fell early this time of year, and Gerard could see through his open door that the light had turned dusky when Silveo finally came jingling into his office. He leaned against Gerard’s doorframe. He looked tired. He had blood on one snowy sleeve.

“You wore the wrong color for today,” remarked Gerard without thinking.

Silveo gave a hollow laugh. He rubbed his eyes with both hands. “I did, didn’t I?”

He dropped his hands and stared vacantly at Gerard’s desk. “Do you want to get something to eat?”

Gerard nodded. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Silveo said nothing as Gerard locked his office and the main dungeon entrance. He thought about leaving it open for Morchella. But obviously she has a key. She seems to come and go as she pleases.

“Are the prisoners dead?” asked Gerard as they started out of the temple complex. 

“Mostly.”

“Do you mean most of them are dead or that all of them are partly—?”

“Don’t ask, Gerard!” snarled Silveo. “There was a reason I sent you out of there. Just don’t ask!” He was shivering in spite of his warm clothes.

Gerard watched him with a frown. For all he’d grown to like and trust Silveo, Gerard knew that he was capable of remorseless cruelty, and he was difficult to shock. Silveo had worked with Morchella for a long time; she couldn’t have many secrets left. What did you see in there that’s got you so upset?

The market was a blaze of light and noise—festival music, minstrels telling stories, dancing, drinking, booths selling trinkets. The excitement would build to Red Moon’s high around midnight, when the Priestess’s dragons would accept their next offering, and the worshipers would scatter until tomorrow. Silveo walked aimlessly through the throngs of shelts, who usually made way for him. Sometimes they encountered one of the Sea Watch sailors, who would call a greeting. Silveo ignored them. 

At last, they passed a restaurant with walled paper booths that offered some privacy. “Here alright?” asked Gerard.

Silveo glanced around, nodded.

They took a booth and ordered faun pie and merefruit wine—the specialty of the restaurant. Silveo was still shivering. Gerard took off his coat and dropped it around Silveo’s shoulders—completely entombing him in wool and silk. Silveo looked up and blinked. Gerard sat down across from him. “Now will you tell me what’s wrong?”

Silveo cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t do that.”

“Shouldn’t do what?”

“Coat.” Silveo shrugged out of it and pushed it across the table.

“Why? You’re cold; I’m not.”

“I’m not cold,” said Silveo in the face of all evidence. “Besides, it’s one of those reputation things.”

Their drinks had come. Silveo consumed his in two gulps and ordered another. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” snapped Gerard. “No one cares. No one’s paying attention. Besides, to hear Basil talk, you’d think it doesn’t matter what I do or say. Shelts are going to think any friend of yours is in bed with you.”

Silveo sniffed. “Basil says all kinds of ridiculous things.”

“I say all kinds of what?” Gerard looked up to see Basil poking his head into their booth. He was dressed in crimson and gold with a touch of lapis in his earrings. “Silvy! Gerard!” He proceeded into the booth in spite of Gerard’s scowl—or perhaps because of it—and deposited himself next to Silveo so close that their elbows were touching. “Mind if I join?”

Neither Gerard nor Silveo said anything, and Basil frowned. “I’m not interrupting a quarrel, am I?”

Gerard thought about saying yes in hopes that Basil would leave, but Silveo shook his head. “Nope. Just determined drinking.”

Basil clapped his hands. “Excellent! I’m good at that. I don’t need a reason, but you usually do. What’s wrong, Silvy?”

When Silveo said nothing, Basil glanced at Gerard. 

Gerard hesitated. “He helped the Priestess interrogate those prisoners. It must have been...messy.”

Basil put an arm around Silveo. “Messy doesn’t usually bother you, eh, boss? Must have been something else.”

Silveo’s eyes flicked up and he glared from Gerard to Basil. “Will you two stop nattering at me? Either eat your food and drink your wine or go away!” He didn’t actually shrug Basil’s arm off his shoulder, though—something that surprised Gerard and seemed to surprise Basil as well. 

“Easy, boss,” murmured Basil. He ran a thumb down Silveo’s throat, and Silveo tensed, but didn’t pull away. “You cold?” asked Basil.

“No, I’m not cold,” hissed Silveo. “Why does everyone keep asking that?”

“Probably because you’re shaking.”

Gerard was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Basil reached his other hand across Silveo’s belly to his hip and pulled the foxling into his lap. Silveo’s hat toppled to the ground. He growled and spread his hands on the table to steady himself, but he didn’t try to get away. “Gerard,” he said through clenched teeth, “I think you should leave now.”

“Yes,” muttered Basil, muffled with his mouth against the side of Silveo’s neck. “Go play somewhere else, Gerard.”

Gerard went. He could feel himself blushing, and he was also angry. At Basil? At Silveo? At Morchella? At all of them?

He shrugged on his coat and left the restaurant. Do you think this will make you feel better, Silveo? But then what do I know? Maybe it will.

He considered returning to his office, but the idea of sitting down to more paperwork in that cold, silent place, with Morchella perhaps lurking around some corner, made him feel ill. He was hungry, but none of the food in the stands looked appetizing. He wondered where Alsair had got to. Alsair liked festivals—liked the noise and crowds, the ready food (the bills for which would be sent to Gerard), the other griffins playing tag in the sky. It was the mating season for griffins, and they were not monogamous creatures. Thessalyn was still on the ship. Gerard had asked her to stay there until he had some idea of where he stood with Morchella. Thessalyn did not enjoy these festivals anyway, for all she was a minstrel—too much chaos, too many things to trip over, too much drunken singing. 

I’ll go back to the Fang, he thought. Talking to Thessalyn always helped him make sense of things.

He’d reached the edge of the market, beyond most of the festival clamor, when someone stumbled into him hard enough to make him stagger. Gerard had been walking fast with his head down, and the stranger—certainly drunk—came from the other side of the street and from the other direction. He grabbed at Gerard’s shoulder to steady himself while Gerard was still recovering his balance. Then somehow the drunk managed to get his feet tangled with Gerard’s and they hit the ground. Gerard sat up snarling, but before he could utter a word, something hit him in the chest, smacking him down onto the pavement. The back of his head struck so hard he saw white spots. 

Gerard gasped. It was difficult to breathe, and he couldn’t see properly. Someone was leaning over him with one foot on his chest. You.

Gwain grinned. “Hello, Gerard.” 
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Chapter 18. Interruption and Invitation
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The game lodge on Maijha Minor is famously neutral ground. No shelts of any kind are allowed to attack one another there, and the place has been used for peace talks by warring islands on several occasions.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Gwain was half kneeling, with one foot and most of his weight on Gerard’s chest. Gerard could feel the sharpened edge of the steel hoof-shoe digging into his sternum. He’d fallen with his sword under him, but his hand was inching towards his belt knife. “Don’t do that,” said Gwain conversationally. “I’ll cut your throat.”

Gerard had no doubt he could, probably with nothing more than that sharpened blade on his hoof. Gerard tried to speak, but couldn’t get enough air. Is no one paying attention to this? But of course they weren’t. Gerard had left the main festival. Most of the shelts passing them were going home. They saw only a couple of drunks having a fight and gave them a wide berth.

“You know,” said Gwain as he opened something in his hands, “I thought at first you’d be easy to kill, but you’re not. Everyone was sure you were dead after that spider dragged you off, but I had my doubts, and here you are. I heard you read one of my books.”

“Yes,” managed Gerard. You’re not going to kill me. If you were, you would have done it by now. He drew a painful breath. His lungs were recovering from the blow, but Gwain’s weight wasn’t making it easy. “Didn’t have much to say about spiders.”

Gwain laughed. “Neglectful of me.” He shook a few drops of something from a vial onto Gerard’s face. 

For a moment Gerard panicked. He flung Gwain off his chest, careless of his deadly hooves. He staggered up and backed against the wall of a building, rubbing his burning eyes. Has he blinded me? It was getting worse. He forced his eyes open and saw through a stinging haze that the street was empty. 

I should go tell Silveo. It hurt to breathe. Gerard could barely see and wondered whether he might really go blind. The pain was excruciating. He managed to weave his way to a vendor, where he demanded water. “Not a glass; a bucket!”

They brought it, and he doused his face repeatedly. Nevertheless, it was a quarter watch before the pain began to ebb and he could keep his eyes open long enough to find his way back to the restaurant. 

Gerard hesitated at the door. Surely Silveo and Basil are...finished. The booth was empty. Gerard caught the arm of a passing server. “Do you know where Admiral Lamire went? He was in this booth.”

The serving girl swallowed. “The admiral and his...lieutenant?”

Gerard’s tail lashed. “Yes, do you know when they left?”

“Actually, they didn’t leave, sir. They asked for one of the raised booths, but I wouldn’t recommend going up there.”

Of course you wouldn’t. “Where?”

She pointed. The room had a balcony along the back wall with a number of closed booth boxes. The booths were not designed for total privacy. Each had a waist-high wall, so that diners could look out over the restaurant. Gerard was tall enough to knock on the wall, which he proceeded to do. “Silveo?” 

No response. 

He spoke a little louder. “Silveo, I need to talk to you.”

A long pause. He was about to call again when he heard a faint voice from the back of the booth. “Gerard?”

“I need to talk to you,” repeated Gerard. “Something just happened—something important.”

“Does he never go away?” Basil—petulant, faintly breathless.

“Not now, Gerard,” came Silveo’s muffled mumble. “Go back to the Fang. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

Gerard wondered how much he should blurt out, even in the noisy restaurant. His eyes still burned, and he felt irritated. I should have brought that bucket of water and thrown it over them. He banged with his fist on the wall. “I said, it’s important, Silveo! It’s about Gwain.”

Nothing. 

Gerard felt intensely frustrated. He turned and climbed the stairs two at a time, then hammered on the door of the booth. “I’m coming in there.” He gave them about five counts and then walked in. 

Basil and Silveo were curled up in a tangle of arms, legs, and tails on an overstuffed pillow in a corner of the room. Gerard tried not to figure out who had what where. Silveo’s hat was lying in the middle of the floor, along with his lapis necklace. His bangles were everywhere, and Gerard spotted three throwing knives scattered among them.

Basil snarled. “Oh, for the love of—!”

“He’s here,” hissed Gerard. “He—” 

“Ge-rard!” Silveo barked. He was finally angry. “Is it not clear that I am busy? I don’t come barging into your cabin when you’re busy! Go away!”

“You’re not listening to me.”

“No, I’m not! I’m not in a listening mood.”

Gerard turned away from them and looked out at the restaurant. “Gwain is here. He knocked me down in the street and nearly blinded me with some burning concoction.” Gerard put his hands in his pockets. What’s this? He took out a sheet of paper. “And apparently he left us a note.”

Basil wasn’t attending any better than Silveo. “Is he the sort that likes to watch? Is that why he won’t go away?”

“Gerard, if you don’t—” began Silveo, and then he stopped. “What did you say?”

Gerard repeated himself. He heard the sounds of bodies shifting behind him, possibly clothes being assembled, a growl, a mutter, and then Silveo came padding over. His shirt was unbuttoned to the waist, and his hair had come out of its tie—a ripple of silvery white over his shoulders. “Alright, so what happened?”

Basil came up behind Silveo, slid one hand inside his shirt and kissed the top of his head. Gerard tried very hard not to notice what Basil was doing with his other hand. Silveo shifted minutely. “Stop that. Gerard, you smell like pepper and polecat musk.”

“Does that sting when it gets in your eyes?”

“Very much.”

“Is it permanent?”

“No. Basil, I said quit.”

Gerard handed him the note. It was the same sort of durable paper Gwain’s book had been printed on. It had been folded several times, and on the outside it said, “Silveo and Gerard” in phonetic characters.

Silveo opened it while Basil bent and started kissing his way down the side of Silveo’s throat and shoulder. The letter was handwritten in common grishnard:

Meet me in the game lodge in the neutral zone on Maijha Minor twenty days from now. About fifty of your Sea Watch are hoping you’ll come. The zeds are hoping you won’t. If you’re afraid to talk to me, I could send you more reading material, Silveo. Tea, Gerard?

Gerard scowled. “We’re being baited.”

Silveo flipped the paper over, sniffed it. “Of course we’re being baited. Maijha Minor. Well, you may get your wish. Basil, are you deaf? I said stop!”

Basil gave a frustrated growl. Silveo ducked out of his arms and rapidly finished dressing. “He knocked you down, slipped the letter into your pocket, and blinded you to keep you from following him. I might be able to scent track him. Unlikely among all these shelts and after this much time, but maybe.”

Basil sighed and leaned against the wall with a resigned expression. “Whatever you say, boss.” Neither Gerard nor Silveo looked at him as they left the room. 
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Chapter 19. No Claws
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Most species of fauns have two breeding seasons a year—around the last yellow month in fall and again at the end of spring. In most cases, these are the only times of year women can become pregnant, although biological mishaps do occur. Most panauns have only one breeding season in fall or winter.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

They walked without speaking for several moments. Finally, Silveo said, “I told you he was one of my bad habits.”

“You did,” agreed Gerard.

Silveo walked with his head down, not looking up. “He’s not a bad sort, though, really.”

No, thought Gerard. He’s just a mostly selfish sort.

“I sailed with him off and on over several years when I was a teenager. He was a royal privateer during Sern’s little war with Merdant on the coast of the Lawless Lands. Then he worked for a few of the Small Kingdoms, harrying whomever they were at war with. He did some freelancing, too. He was a successful pirate, never got caught, brought a lot of his own crew to the Sea Watch. He came here because of me.”

So the crew of the Dark Wind are a lot of criminals. Lovely.

“He’s never been unkind, and generally he stops when I say stop.”

Generally. After the third or fourth time. 

“He’s put up with a lot from me, including the sort of thing I just did.”

Gerard was trying hard to understand and failing. “Silveo, what I saw was him taking advantage of you when you were tired and unhappy. I don’t think you’re all that good at saying no.”

Silveo bristled. “What business is it of yours, Oh Happily Married One?”

Gerard held up his hands. “It’s not. I’m sorry.” But you’re the one who brought it up.

Silveo said nothing, didn’t even tell him not to apologize. Gerard tried to think of something to lighten the mood. “I do admire your ability to concentrate. I’m sure I wouldn’t have been able to carry on a coherent conversation with Thess doing anything like that to me.”

Silveo didn’t look up. “When you grow up a full-time rent boy, you learn to multitask.”

Gerard winced. 

Silveo raised his eyes with a bitter smile. “Gerard, you know what I am. You knew it from the moment you laid eyes on me. Please stop looking like you swallowed a lemon every time I say it.”

Gerard stopped walking. Every time your guard’s down, every time you feel overwhelmed or miserable, this thing in your past rises up and threatens to swallow you. Silveo had gotten several steps ahead of him and turned to look back. Gerard looked at him, really looked at him—with blood on his sleeve that he still hadn’t tried to wash off, his kohl a little smeared, a bruise on his neck where Basil had kissed him too hard. He was thinner than he’d been when they’d left Lecklock, and he was carrying his tail lower than usual. You got me out of a bad place today. Then, in that restaurant... I should have tried to get you out. You might not have come, but I should have tried and I didn’t. I just left you. Me and my stupid choices; I couldn’t even see that you needed help.

Silveo frowned. “We need to hurry.”

“No, we don’t.” Gerard came over and crouched down in front of Silveo. He took off his coat and put it around him. Silveo looked at him uncomprehendingly. Gerard picked him up, coat and all. 

Silveo finally started to struggle. “Gerard, no. You—”

“I don’t care what they think,” hissed Gerard. He caught Silveo’s hat as it slipped off and tucked it under one arm. “Besides, they can’t even see you.” He paused to tuck Silveo’s tail inside the coat. “I don’t care if we catch Gwain tonight. If Morchella asks why we didn’t chase him, I’ll tell her she incapacitated her officers with her behavior.” Right now, he felt certain he could say it to her face. “We’re not chasing any firedancers into any traps, and we’re not watching any wyvern sacrifices. We’re going back to the Fang, and then we’re both going to bed. Or maybe we’ll listen to Thess sing for a while; I don’t know.”

He was walking rapidly now, away from the festival lights. Silveo stared up at him from the recesses of his coat. “Thank you for getting me out of that dungeon,” continued Gerard. “I feel like I abandoned you.” Twice. “I’m sorry.”

Silveo tried to say something, but he couldn’t seem to get it out. Finally he put his head down against Gerard’s chest. Gerard was pretty sure he was crying, but he didn’t make a sound or a sob. That’s probably something else full-time rent boys learn to do.

When they reached the docks, but before they reached the Fang, Gerard stopped and set Silveo on his feet. Silveo kept his eyes on his boots. Gerard crouched down in front of him. “Look at me.”

Silveo obeyed. You are so biddable right now. No wonder Basil could do whatever he wanted. 

Silveo’s kohl had run in little tracks down his cheeks. His eyes looked as sad as anything Gerard had ever seen. “I’ll be better tomorrow,” he whispered.

“I know you will.” Gerard put Silveo’s hat on his head and put his own coat back on. “Listen: when I met you, I didn’t know anything about you. I’d never met anyone remotely like you. My initial assumptions were dead wrong. Please don’t throw that in my face. You’re not easy to get to know, Silveo. And you’re not yourself tonight; this isn’t you.”

Silveo gave a choking laugh and hugged himself. “Oh, it’s me, Gerard. It’s probably more me than what you usually see. I will get my claws back; just give me a night’s sleep.” He raised those sad, sad eyes. “Just for the record, you could have had me any time since Holovarus. But I didn’t think you wanted that, and, well...” He gave another hollow laugh. “I would be a considerably cheaper gift than your coat.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Silveo, please don’t talk like that. It hurts to listen to you. No, I don’t want that, but it doesn’t mean I don’t love you. Other than Thess, you’re the best friend I’ve got. I think you know me better even than Alsair, and I’ve known him most of my life. I don’t think you’re cheap in any way.”

Silveo looked down at his boots again. After a moment, Gerard thought to hand him his handkerchief. Silveo buried his face in it. After a moment, he said, “It’s going to kill me when I have to kill you.”

Gerard shook his head. “I’m not afraid of you, Silveo.”

“I know. It scares me.” He took another deep breath and looked up. “When I get like this, I say things I shouldn’t.”

“Understandable. Good thing I’m the only one here.”

Silveo’s voice came in a whisper. “I can sleep when you’re on the ship.”

Gerard had suspected as much, but he’d never expected to hear Silveo admit it. “I’m glad I can help.”

“You’re not,” growled Silveo. “It’ll be worse when you’re gone.”

Gerard watched him. You tell me things about yourself because you don’t know what else to give me. You can’t say ‘Thank you’ or ‘I’m sorry.’ You know I don’t want sex, don’t want much of anything, and you have to give me something, have to ‘pay for things,’ so you talk to me—give me little pieces of yourself that you don’t give anyone else.

“Your kohl’s run a bit.” He’d considered fixing the smudges himself, but thought it might be more physical contact than Silveo could take right now.

Silveo smiled faintly. He rubbed hard at his face with the handkerchief. “Basil wouldn’t dare pick me up the way you do. He knows better.”

“Oh?”

“I nearly stabbed him once. Scared him—scared me, too. I just panicked. Now, the first thing he does when he gets a hand inside my clothes is divest me of knives.” 

And I gave you one. Suddenly Silveo’s reaction to Gerard’s behavior on Mance made a lot more sense.

Silveo laughed, sniffled. “Let’s go back to the Fang before I say anything else I’ll regret in the morning. And I can walk. There really is nothing wrong with my legs.” 

They didn’t walk very fast, though—just ambled along the dock admiring all three moons full in the sky. Red moon was at its zenith. Morchella would be accepting one of the shelts from the cages about now. Gerard was glad he wasn’t there to watch, although the actual devouring took place in the inner sanctum out of sight.

“You sure you don’t want to talk about what happened in the lower dungeons?”

Silveo shook his head. “That would defeat the purpose of getting you out of there.”

“I wish I’d tried to get you out of that restaurant.”

Silveo laughed. He sounded more like himself now. “Not likely. Basil... If I were normal, we would probably be fine together, but I’m just not.”

“And he knows that,” said Gerard. “If he’d met you recently, his behavior might be excusable, but he knows you have a hard time saying no, and he just doesn’t care.”

Silveo shrugged. “Or just doesn’t think. He doesn’t brood like you do, Gerard. Basil acts. He’s an opportunist.”

“He’s a shark.”

“He’s a good sailor and a loyal lieutenant who will remain on my side in spite of the fact that I just left him half-finished.”

“In hopes he’ll get another chance.”

Silveo made a face. “If you can get along with something like me—”

“Someone.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “If you can get along with me, you can get along with him. At least tolerate him. Do not challenge him to some kind of duel over me. Gods, if the sailors get hold of that story—”

“I think I can manage ‘tolerate,’” said Gerard. “And, Silveo, I can look out for my own honor. I’ve been doing it for some time.”

Silveo grinned. “Not from me, you haven’t. I’ve been known to tarnish honor just by breathing on it.”

“And I’ve been known to ignore gossip as long as I’m satisfied with my own behavior. Didn’t you hear the sort of things Jaleel and my father said to me on Holovarus?”

“Jaleel and your father are fools. Gerard, I don’t know how you can maintain the illusion that there’s any justice in the world. You were snatched from a position of authority for which you were well-suited after making a splendid choice of queen, and for this the gods gave you to me! If that’s not sheer spiteful cruelty, I don’t know what is.”

Gerard smiled faintly. “Seems to have worked out alright.”

Silveo shook his head. “Nothing’s worked out yet.”

They were silent a moment. “Thess thinks we’ll have a child this spring. There’s no way to be sure, but she says it feels like last time.” Earlier in the season that would have made Gerard happy. Now it made him worried.

Silveo grinned. “She can teach it to sing. You can teach it to use a sword. I’ll teach it to curse and wear inappropriate clothing.”

Gerard smiled. “You don’t have any kids, do you? After...everything you’ve done?”

Silveo snickered. “‘Everything I’ve done.’ Great choice of words, Gerard.”

Gerard grimaced. “I didn’t mean—”

“I don’t think I’ve ever actually done a female foxling.”

“You had to think about that?”

Silveo grinned. “Yeah, I did. I’m almost sure. There were a couple of times when I’d had too much to drink, but I try hard to avoid female foxlings. It’s one thing that worries me about women in general—always that tiny chance, even with a faun. I’d hate to doom a child to existence.”

“I’d never have thought of it that way.”

Silveo gave a little snort. “I was angry at my mother for years once I figured out how conception works. I mean, all she had to do was not take any foxling customers at the wrong time of year. Is that so difficult?”

“Maybe your father wasn’t a customer.”

Silveo shook his head. “Sweet leaf merchant, perhaps? Oh, well. I exist. Damage done.”

Gerard looked out over the moonlit water. If I have a child next spring, that will make it even harder to leave. A crazy, half-formed thought stirred inside him. “Silveo, do you want to take a ride with Thess and me in the Meerkat?”

It was a beautiful night for sailing, but... Shelts on Holovarus always said I could sail the Meerkat anywhere. What if we just kept going? Forget Gwain and his traps and Morchella and her dungeons. We could head for one of the coastal cities of the Lawless Lands. It would be a hard crossing, but I know I could do it if we had some luck with the weather. Alsair would find us; he’d find me anywhere. We could travel inland where there are no wyverns and no Resistance. Thess could sing, and Silveo could translate books, and I...I’m sure I could find something. Something better than this.

Silveo was looking up at him with a strange expression. Do you have any idea what I’m thinking? What I’m asking? 

Silveo spoke softly. “Alright.”

You have an idea, thought Gerard. And tomorrow, you’d say I was crazy, but tonight you still haven’t got your claws back. Tonight, you’d come. 

“Gerard!” Alsair flew over them and dropped to the ground a few paces away. He sounded breathless. “Gerard, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Two things: first, the griffins are playing with one of your prisoners, and I thought you might like to know. Second, I just flew over the temple, and it’s in an uproar. Someone stole one of the sacrifices while they were busy offering another.”

Silveo blinked. “Which one?”

“I don’t know,” said Alsair. “I only just heard about it.”

“The griffins are playing with a prisoner from the Watersprite?” asked Gerard, incredulous. 

“Yes,” said Alsair. “Up on the hill above town. I think they might have picked her off the street. They’ll kill her shortly if nothing’s done.”

Gerard turned to stare at Silveo, who didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Forget about that,” he muttered. “Probably the best thing that could have happened to her.”

“Morchella released them?” Gerard was bewildered.

Silveo looked up at the stars. “She released something. Look, Gerard, they’re just shells. I doubt that zed even remembers how to feed herself.”

Gerard stared at him. “What did—?”

“I said forget it!” Silveo spoke with a returning note of command. “We have to go check on the sacrifices. It’s part of our function, and we should show Mistress Gwain’s note.”
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Chapter 20. Sacrifices
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Wyverns are not gods. They are merely a large, formidable animal that has preyed on the inhabitants of Wefrivain for generations. At the most basic level, the shelts and animals who worship wyverns mean just one thing to their gods: food.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The selkie was missing. Silveo examined its cage minutely while Gerard’s Police sent the confused, rowdy crowd of worshipers out of the temple grounds. Morchella stood outside the cage, arms crossed, tail lashing. She was wearing black silk, her hair piled on top of her head in a clasp of silver and lapis. She looked beautiful and as angry as Gerard had ever seen her. “Where were the two of you?”

“Discussing this,” said Silveo before Gerard could speak. He handed her the note. “Gwain slipped that in Gerard’s pocket just before throwing pepper extract in his eyes. Gwain was also the one who broke into this cage. I can smell him.”

Morchella read the note, her lip curling. “How did he get in? My locks are not easy to pick. I’ve never had a sacrifice stolen from the festival cages. Never!” 

Gerard had a sinking feeling. He knew before he put his hand in his pocket that his keys were missing. Well, maybe this will make her less anxious to go to bed with me. “I think he stole my keys.” And it took me half a watch to realize it. Of course, if you hadn’t left my friend a mess this afternoon, I might have given your business more thought.

Morchella turned to glare at him. “I see. I suppose we’d better change all the locks.” She was still looking at him, and Gerard felt that uncomfortable twitch behind his eyes. This time it hurt. He gasped. His heart was racing. He wondered belatedly if she’d been able to hear any of the things he’d just been thinking. He was falling. He couldn’t see properly. His eyes stung again. He fumbled in his mind for that image of Thessalyn with the pegasus, the song, the golden feather. The feather the Firebird had given him.

Gerard realized Morchella had had her hand on his arm, and she’d just jerked it away. She was staring at him with an intensity that made him bristle all over. “Gerard,” she said softly, “give me your hand.”

He didn’t want to. He didn’t want her to touch him.

Silveo cleared his throat. “Gwain’s pet was here—that winged wolf. Gerard, you might ask your griffin to look for it. I doubt it’s big enough to have carried that selkie, but maybe.”

Gerard looked down at his boots and put his hands in his pockets. “Shall I do that, Mistress?”

A pause. “Yes,” said Morchella at last, her voice more level, “and Silveo can try to track that thrice-cursed faun. I’ve already sent word to close every port on the island. He won’t leave by ship.”

Gerard shrugged. “A small boat could pull up on any number of beaches.”

“Not with my wyverns watching,” snapped Morchella. 

Gerard didn’t risk any more comments, but went to call Alsair, who was circling over the temple complex. “Look for a winged-wolf,” Gerard told him. “It might be flying heavy with that selkie strapped to it.”

Silveo was walking in slow circles around the cage. Periodically, he’d crouch and sniff. Gerard came over to him. “Anything?” 

Silveo made a face. “Not really. I can tell he was here, but everything’s all mixed up from so many shelts coming and going. He’s got some nerve. Here.” He handed Gerard a scrap of paper. “It was in the cage.”

Gerard opened it and read, “He says to tell you he can talk just fine.”

Gerard wadded up the paper with a scowl. Were you rescuing one of your own or just showing off, Gwain? Of all the sacrifices, the selkie would be the hardest to free, since he could only crawl on land and would need to be carried. Gerard organized his Police to go through the streets offering a reward for information about a selkie, a winged wolf, and any shavier fauns not belonging to a grishnard. Fauns had no legal rights on Lecklock, except in port, where they rarely left their ships. Gwain was almost certainly disguising himself as some kind of panaun. Gerard circulated his description, although he had no doubt Gwain had altered his appearance since their last meeting.

Silveo circled the courtyard for about a quarter watch before declaring any attempt to track a single individual hopeless. The lanterns in the courtyard were beginning to burn out. Silveo’s ears were drooping. He looked completely exhausted. Morchella watched him. “Go back to your ship, Silveo. You’ll be useless until you get some sleep.”

“Yes, Mistress.” He hesitated. 

Morchella crossed her arms. “Are you waiting for something, Admiral?”

“I was only wondering whether Gerard—”

“Gerard is not under your supervision at the moment. Go back to your ship.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She turned to Gerard. “Captain, you will follow me.” Her tone brooked no argument. She led him up the steps to the main temple entrance, through the columns of veined marble, into her long throne room with its pools of water and multi-colored pillars of crystal and precious stones. Two torches were burning in wall brackets, making cords of water-light dance on the walls and casting black shadows between the pillars. A grishnard woman in a white robe was playing a harp near the throne. She wore a slightly vacant expression. A season ago, Gerard might have thought nothing of that. Now it made him shudder. He remembered the last time he’d been here—after he’d drawn his sword on the deck of the Fang and Silveo had thrown a knife at him. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

Gerard watched Morchella walking ahead of him, her head proud and high, her body swaying. He’d been up almost all night with almost nothing to eat that day, been attacked by Gwain, and talked to Silveo about things that left him feeling drained. These are not the circumstances under which I wanted to talk to Morchella.

She led him all the way up the dais, behind the throne, and then she ducked through the gauzy curtains. Gerard hesitated. Only sacrifices go beyond this point. Only sacrifices. 

Morchella stuck her head back through the curtain with an impatient expression. “Admiring the view, Captain?”

“Are you going to make me take that selkie’s place?” He was amazed that he’d asked it aloud. I’m tired enough to say anything.

Morchella smiled and licked her lips. “I had considered it. Come.”

Gerard followed her, feeling no reassurance. They proceeded down a long, dark passage, through a curtain of beads and bells. Gerard saw the outline of a door swing silently open ahead and Morchella’s silhouette as she passed through. A single candle stood glowing on the edge of the water in the room beyond. Gerard entered, wondering whether it would be the last thing he ever saw. Morchella’s sacred pool glistened in the distorted moonlight falling through the ceiling of crystal and colored glass. She stood on the edge like a slender shadow in her dark robes. 

“Come in, Gerard. Shut the door.”

He obeyed. His hands were shaking. I have a sword. She didn’t disarm me. Somehow that didn’t make him feel any better.

Morchella turned to face him. She did not look angry now, only puzzled. “What are you doing to Silveo?”

Gerard blinked. 

“Are you sleeping with him?”

Gerard tried to control his indignant growl. Is Thess the only person who won’t believe this?

Morchella laughed. “No, I can see that’s not it. He doesn’t behave this way to lovers. I’ve never seen him behave this way to anyone. It’s somewhat amusing, but I think you’d better stop.”

“I’m not doing anything to him,” muttered Gerard.

“You are. You’re changing him.”

Gerard folded his hands behind his back and looked at the ceiling. “You did ask me to get along with him, Mistress.”

“If only you always obeyed so well.” Gerard couldn’t tell whether she was joking. She took a couple of steps back and forth. “I think he’s trying to protect you. But Silveo doesn’t protect anyone other than himself and perhaps me.” She shook her head. “It’s very strange.”

“I’m his friend,” said Gerard. “That’s all.”

Morchella laughed. “Friend is just a word to Silveo. For all his books, he doesn’t know what it means.”

That’s not true, thought Gerard. He’s had at least two close friends that I know of, other than Thess and me. “Nevertheless,” he said aloud. Her behavior made him a little bolder, and his exhaustion made him careless. And speaking of Silveo’s friends, “Did you kill Malpin?”

“Who?”

“Silveo’s mentor.” His parent. The closest thing he ever had to a parent. 

“Oh.” Morchella smiled. “Him. No, I didn’t kill him.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Did you send someone else to kill him?”

Morchella’s smile widened. “Gerard, you’re so clever. Silveo never thought to ask me that. Or maybe he just didn’t really want to know. Yes, I sent a wyvern to kill him. He was making Silveo less useful.”

Gerard looked into her serenely smiling eyes. I’m going to destroy you, he thought. I don’t know how or where or when, but I’m going to destroy you. And then he felt a stab of pure terror that she might have heard his thought. Concentrate! You had things you were going to say. Say them.

Morchella giggled. She crossed the room, put her arms around his neck and kissed him. Gerard backed against the wall. “Morchella, please listen to me for a moment.”

She started unbuttoning his shirt. “I’m listening.”

Gerard squirmed away. “Please listen without trying to undress me.”

“I wasn’t going to try.”

He caught her by both wrists and held her arms apart. “Enough!”

Morchella raised one eyebrow. “Are we going to do it that way again?”

Gerard felt himself blushing. “You’re beautiful and powerful, and I’m sure many grishnards in Wefrivain would kill for what you’re offering, but not me. I can do your work, and I can do a good job, but not with you tearing me apart. You asked me once whether my honor would let me interrogate prisoners, and I told you it would, but it won’t let me do this. Please.”

Morchella cocked her head. “When I first met you, I thought you were the most charmingly defenseless creature I’d ever seen.”

Gerard felt a knot of anger in his belly. He put a hand on his sword hilt. “You’ll find that assumption misguided.”

Morchella laughed—her vicious laugh, with no trace of real humor. “You’re going to use a sword on me? Here? That would be very stupid, Gerard.” As though to illustrate her point, the water of the sacred pool rippled, and the moonlight caught a flash of turquoise scales.

Gerard felt ill. “I wasn’t threatening you, Mistress.”

“Oh, I think you were. That’s alright.” She put her arms around his neck again. “I like feisty.”

Gerard stood there, rigid, trying to think of what to do. 

“What I was going to say,” she continued, “is that you’re not as helpless as you seem. In fact, I’m beginning to think you’re dangerous. I don’t mind, but I should warn you that I’ll only tolerate so much defiance.”

I haven’t defied you. Not yet. Gerard ducked out of her arms and backed away. He tried the handle of the silver inlaid door and found it locked. There’s got to be more than one way out of here. But he couldn’t see any. She was smirking at him.

“Morchella, I won’t do this again. I just won’t. You’ll find I fight a lot harder when I haven’t been poisoned.”

“You don’t think I could pin you down without poison? Ah, but I don’t need to. You said you love your wife?”

Gerard felt a chill. “Are you threatening Thess?”

“Gerard, Thessalyn is already living on borrowed time. You saved her life the night you got your promotion. I’d already sent an order to have her killed, but I called it back. Because of you—because I thought it might upset you too much. Wasn’t that nice of me?”

Gerard couldn’t breathe for a moment. “Why?” he whispered. “She’s your loyal servant.” 

“Because she sings songs I don’t like. If she was a nobody, I might ignore her, but she made a real stir when she started touring, and then when you joined the Sea Watch, she came out of seclusion on Holovarus and started touring again. You might tell her to stick to the newer ballads.” Morchella’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I don’t like pegasus songs.”

Gerard stared at her. “How did you know—?” And then he understood. “Arundel. You looked through his eyes. You do it all the time.”

Morchella waved a hand. “Not all the time. If I did that, he’d forget who he is and what he’s supposed to be doing.” She strolled around Gerard close enough that her twitching tail slapped his legs. “He’s very good with a bow. I’d hate for him to mistake your griffin for a pegasus. He can get mixed up when I start tinkering.”

Gerard shut his eyes. 

“You have so many weaknesses,” murmured Morchella. “Even Silveo. He thinks he’s safe because he doesn’t have any friends, but I know where all his buttons are and how to push them. Little things upset him so much.”

Gerard felt sick and dizzy and completely helpless. Morchella moved around in front of him and put her arms around his neck again. “I think you’d better just kiss me.” 
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Chapter 21. Monument
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The High Priestess of Wefrivain is a thoroughly indoctrinated grishnard who protects the interests of her cult—namely via the Temple Sea Watch and Police. She is, I suspect, culled from the order of lesser priestesses and probably fed to her own wyverns when she shows the first signs of anything other than youthful bloom. She is always a beautiful woman with dark hair and green eyes. Her few public appearances give the illusion of immortality, but in truth the role must change every ten or fifteen years.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard got back to the Fang just as the sun peeked over the rim of the ocean. He’d found Alsair asleep on the temple steps, and that was good, because he was so tired he could hardly see straight. As they landed on the deck of the Fang, Gerard was surprised to see Thessalyn and Silveo standing at the railing facing east, talking and watching the sunrise. Silveo looked up as Alsair flew over, but he didn’t turn around as Gerard came up beside them and leaned on the railing. No one said anything for a moment, and then Thessalyn put an arm around Gerard. He could have cried. Don’t be kind to me; I don’t deserve it.

Silveo had retouched his kohl and changed his clothes, but he still looked like he’d been awake all night. “Why didn’t you go to bed?” muttered Gerard. At least one of us should have.

Silveo gave a thin smile. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Oh.” Gerard buried his face in his hands. How did I become responsible for everyone?

Alsair nudged him from behind. “Gerard, can I go sleep now? Do you need me for anything else?”

Gerard shook his head.

Thessalyn pulled on his arm. “Come, love. I have a song for you.”

“Better administer it with a sleeping drought,” muttered Silveo.

“Blow to the head?” suggested Gerard.

Silveo gave a half-hysterical giggle. “Cyanide always works for me.”

Thessalyn reached out with a remarkable display of intuitive agility and gave Silveo’s tail a jerk. “To bed, both of you. Now.”

*  *  *  *
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SILVEO INVITED THESSALYN and Gerard to eat with him a little after noon. They sat alone in the officers’ dining cabin, drinking strong tea and not saying much. At last Silveo said, “We did learn a few things from those prisoners.”

“Oh?” Gerard glanced at him.

“Should I leave?” asked Thessalyn.

“Why?” snapped Silveo. “Gerard tells you everything anyway. Might as well spare one repetition.”

Well, you’ve certainly got your claws back. Gerard had never heard Silveo use that tone to Thessalyn. 

She looked startled and momentarily uncertain. Silveo screwed his eyes shut and massaged his temples. Then he reached out and patted her hand. Gerard tried unsuccessfully to remember a single instance when he’d seen Silveo initiate physical contact with anyone for anything other than utilitarian reasons. “Poor Thess. I’m tired and hung over, and I’m annoyed with myself for acting like an idiot yesterday. You certainly do not deserve to be subjected to me this morning. Gerard, on the other hand, is stuck with me.”

Thessalyn smiled. “I’ll stay if you don’t mind.”

Silveo shrugged. “Whatever the lady says. You’re welcome to reach over here and give my tail a jerk if I act too much like myself.” Before she could respond, he continued, “Seems Gwain is working to unite the Resistance. That’s his goal. He’s trying to make them work together. In addition, he’s interested in getting more grishnards involved. I think there was more to it, but Morchella’s interrogator, Maven, had a way of...um...breaking things before he was finished with them.”

Thessalyn wore a pained expression, and Gerard reached over to cover her ears. 

Silveo shook his head. “I’m not going to describe it. I’m just trying to tell you why we ended up with bits and pieces of information. Every one of those fauns thought Sky Town exists and that it’s somewhere on Maijha Minor, but either they didn’t know anything else or Maven pushed them too quickly beyond the point of no return.”

“Are we going to that rendezvous?” asked Gerard.

He expected Silveo to say yes at once, but he hesitated. “Well, I didn’t do so well with his last trap, did I?”

“Maybe it’s not a trap. Maybe he just wants to talk to us.”

“Maybe we’ll wake up tomorrow and find the sea has turned to plum wine.”

“What about your sailors?” asked Thessalyn. “He says he has fifty of them still alive.”

“Yes,” agreed Gerard. “We can’t just leave them.” He wondered how he could have considered running away last night. He knew some of those sailors, had served beside them. To abandon them would be base betrayal.

Silveo shook his head. “Maybe he does, and maybe he doesn’t. Those sailors might have all died the night the Watersprite got away. I won’t base a decision on them, not without more evidence.”

“Why don’t you go talk to the Maijhan king?” asked Thessalyn. “He might give you permission to search Maijha Minor, especially if you explained the situation. Fifty grishnards can’t be that easy to hide.”

Silveo smiled. “Thess, you’re the only person I know who thinks everything can be fixed simply by talking to someone. For you, maybe it’s true. My mouth tends to get me in trouble.”

She thought for a moment. “Would you like me to talk to him?”

Silveo leaned back in his chair. “Well, I’m sure you’d have better success. You, after all, never tried to kill him.”

Gerard raised his head. “So that’s why you don’t want to go.”

“It’s one reason among many.”

“You were hired to kill the Maijhan Prince back when you were a teenager, and you didn’t succeed, and now he’s the king. Does he know who you are, Silveo?”

“Yes, very good, Gerard. It only took you a yellow month to figure that out. He saw me, and he might recognize me, and so what? He can’t do anything to me now. I wouldn’t hold my breath for any favors, though.”

*  *  *  *
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GERARD DREAMED THAT night of Morchella’s inner sanctum. She’d made him get in the pool at one point. Something long and bright circled them in the water, brushed up against his legs. He was so frightened and tired, he could hardly do what she wanted. Afterward, she’d taken him back into the outer temple and down a side passage into her bedchamber, where there were at least pillows instead of cold marble underneath them. “You wouldn’t feel so tired if you’d let me in,” she’d murmured. 

He’d fought and fought to keep her out of his head. He was getting better at it, at finding the things that she couldn’t tolerate.

“Gerard, I’m not actually trying to hurt you. You’d know if I was. Let me in; you’ll like it.”

You wanted me exhausted, he thought, because it’s harder to fight when I’m tired. But he did fight. His mind was the only thing he had left. 

She hissed in frustration, took him by the hand, and dragged him out of her bedchamber, down a staircase, and along a hall. She was beautiful, with her unusual combination of dark hair and pale fur. Her skin seemed to glow faintly in the half light.

“There.” She pointed, the fingers of her other hand digging painfully into Gerard’s wrist. “You see that?”

Gerard saw a blackened, blobby shape, perhaps of iron, in an alcove of the passage. It stood perhaps chest high to Gerard on a tarnished metal pedestal. “What is it?” he asked, hoping it didn’t involve torture or assault. 

“It’s a monument,” sneered Morchella. “We’re directly beneath my throne.”

Gerard still didn’t understand.

“It used to be covered in gold,” she continued. “It used to have wings bigger than you. It used to get doused in flame at festival time. But I won. Don’t you see? This is my place, my islands. Mine! He may have made the world, but he couldn’t keep it.”

“The Firebird?” whispered Gerard.

“Yes,” she spat. “That old demon—he’s gone from here. He lost. Don’t you dare taunt me with your stupid feathers. Don’t you dare. I’ll hurt you, Gerard. I’ll break you.”

He didn’t know what to do, so he kissed her, tried to please her. “Yes,” she murmured. “Right here.” He knew he was dreaming then, because it hadn’t happened this way. She hadn’t actually pressed him against the statue, and it hadn’t actually burned his skin. It certainly hadn’t burst into flame.
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Chapter 22. Plans
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In Wefrivain, all mating bonds that are unlikely to produce offspring are considered perverse. This includes bonds between shelts of the same sex as well as those of different species. In spite of their social stigma, such perversions are often taken lightly, even laughingly, in the lower echelons of society. In the great houses, on the other hand, and especially among the nobility or royalty, such things are no laughing matter. The necessity of producing heirs and the need to maintain certain appearances makes such perversions matters worthy of bloodshed to some families.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

The Watch and Police combed the island that afternoon and over the next three days. They talked to every shelt in charge of every port on Lecklock, even the tiny ones. They went house to house, searching for a free faun, a selkie, or a winged wolf. They hired trained ocelon servants who would detect the unusual scents of the selkie or the wolf, but no one found any trace of Gwain or his companions. The festival was completely disrupted, although Morchella continued to accept the nightly sacrifices. 

By the fourth day, shelts were growing restless. The inhabitants of Wefrivain depended on trade for their lifestyle and survival. Winter was coming, and everyone was stocking provisions. Ships were standing off and on around the island, waiting for permission to make port. News of a storm made some merchants threaten to take their business elsewhere if they were not permitted to dock.

When Morchella heard about it, wyverns scrambled onto several ships and devoured a few merchants. She spread the word that the gods were angry and were considering the request of more sacrifices, preferably grishnards of royal or noble blood. This frightened the populace and their leaders. They stopped complaining about the closed harbors and increased their fervent hunt for the renegade faun. Shelts who’d never even heard of Gwain were now daily cursing his name. Gerard couldn’t decide whether this was a good thing or a bad one.

“Gwain is gone,” Silveo told Morchella on the fifth day. “He’s always been difficult to follow. If you want him caught, then we’ve got to find a way to get ahead of him. He has a lot of friends and a lot of resources. I’ll try to do something about him on Maijha Minor, but we won’t catch him on Lecklock—not this time. If you don’t let us leave soon, we won’t make the rendezvous.”

At last she relented and reopened the ports. “I want him,” she told Silveo and Gerard, “in one of these cages by the new red moon. If not, you will both be sorry.” She was looking at Gerard. 

“Yes, Mistress,” was all Silveo said. He cut his eyes sideways at Gerard as they returned to the ship. “I’ve never seen her like this. We really better catch that faun.”

That evening he invited all of his lieutenants to dinner, along with Gerard. “We’re sailing for Maijha tomorrow,” Silveo told them. “I haven’t decided what ships we’re taking. I’m thinking we’ll end up on Maijha Minor, and none of the Temple ships can get over the reef.”

Farell shook his head. “They don’t let any ships near that island, Silveo. If we go, they’ll send us as a hunting party on foot over the sandbar.”

“Mmm.” Silveo toyed with his drink. “As I was saying: ship over the reef. Basil, yours could do it.”

Basil attempted an innocent smile. “The Dark Wind?”

Silveo scowled. “The Nightingale.”

“A bird, Silvy?”

“A ship,” said Silveo, “with black sails and a deceptively shallow draft. I know you haven’t gotten rid of her.”

Basil frowned at his food. “The Nightingale is retired.”

“Well, unretire her. We’ve got to go in there, and I don’t want to be dependent upon Maijhan hospitality for our escape.” He spent some time talking about crew sizes and recruitment. He asked after the condition of each ship. By the time he was finished, they’d done eating and he sent Arundel and Farell to arrange provisions. He told Gerard and Basil to stay.

When they were alone, Basil spoke up. “Silvy, in all seriousness, I’m not sure I can get the Nightingale here in time.”

Silveo grimaced. “Don’t tell me she’s active.”

Basil threw up his hands. “Well, she is a pirate ship! Did you think I had her in dry dock?”

“I didn’t think you’d gotten rid of her.”

“I haven’t...exactly.” He shot a nervous glance at Gerard. “Do I have to explain this with the Police sitting here?”

Silveo waved a hand. “He’s one of ours.”

Basil thought for a moment. “If you just want something that would get in over the reef, Gerard’s little boat would do it.”

“The Meerkat? She’s small. What about spiders?”

Basil shrugged. “Around Maijha Minor, you worry about spiders with any ship. The Meerkat is quick. I’ve seen the way she handles. She might actually have a better chance on an unauthorized voyage, although whatever you do will be risky.”

Gerard felt compelled to make a comment. “We couldn’t fit fifty sailors in the Meerkat.”

“True,” agreed Silveo. “If there are really fifty sailors to bring off. The ship is only a backup anyway. I’m planning to walk in there over sand and walk out over bodies. But things don’t always go as planned, especially with this particular faun.”

Basil grinned at Gerard. “Silvy always has at least five plans. I don’t even need one.”

Silveo sniffed. “That’s because you’re good at tactics. I’m good at strategy, and Gerard here is good at diplomacy, which is why he’s going to talk to the Maijhan king about doing us a favor—although I doubt even Gerard can manage that. He’s been asking since he got here for decent maps of Maijha Minor. He doesn’t realize he’s been asking the wrong person.”

Basil shook his gold earrings. “There are no good maps of Maijha Minor.”

“No,” agreed Silveo, “there are just shelts like you.”

“Silvy, do you realize what you’re asking?”

“I’m asking you to participate.”

“You’re asking me to turn informer. You promised when I came you wouldn’t do that.”

“Honor got your tongue tied?”

Basil glared at him. “Self-preservation has my tongue tied. Those fauns take their secrets seriously. They’ll hunt me down—even here!”

“All I’m asking,” said Silveo, “is that you find a way to get a boat in over that reef so that we can get off the island some other way than via the front door. An idea of what to expect on the interior wouldn’t hurt either.”

“I don’t know anything about the interior,” said Basil.

Silveo scowled, and his voice sharpened. “Basil, how stupid do you think I am?”

Basil’s shoulders drooped a fraction. “Hey, you know I never thought you were stupid, boss. But what I know about Maijha Minor is limited, and I paid dearly even for that. It was explained to me in painful detail what would happen if I talked about it. And you did promise.”

“Do what you can,” growled Silveo. “Go see to your ship.” He’d pulled a paper out of his pocket and started making a list.

Basil got up, but hesitated at the door. The expression on his face made Gerard feel almost sorry for him. You want to apologize for your behavior in that restaurant, but Silveo doesn’t respect apologies, and I’m sitting here, which makes it awkward, and he’s probably not going to let you alone with him.

“I’ll try to get the Nightingale, Silvy.”

Silveo didn’t look up. “Do that.”

When he was gone, Gerard asked. “What was that about, Silvy?”

Silveo made a face. “Don’t call me that! It’s what they called me when I was a kid. I’ve told him over and over that I don’t like it, but he met me as Silvy, and he just cannot remember.”

“Why would he know anything about Maijha Minor?”

Silveo grinned. “Everyone who knows anything about piracy in Wefrivain knows the fauns run Maijha Minor. They trade with pirates and smugglers, and they’ll give permission to hide in their little coves for the right price. The fauns of Maijha Minor aren’t exactly Resistance. They look out for their own interests, and I suspect they are not totally supportive of Gwain.”
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Chapter 23. An Old Friend and a New Argument
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The Temple Sea Watch wields more power than is warranted by their numbers. Even the Small Kingdoms can field larger armies. However, the Sea Watch is not alone. Their most deadly allies lie, quite literally, beneath the surface.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

They left the next day with the Sea Feather and the Fang. Basil and a chunk of his crew had joined the Fang, with a few going to the Sea Feather as well, so that both ships were at full complement and more than capable of putting up a good fight. The weather was already choppy, and Thessalyn told them they could expect a storm, which struck the second day out. It was not a deadly monster like the one that had overtaken them earlier in the year, but it kept everyone busy. 

Silveo announced a stop on Haplag the fifth day out, and they docked in the port town of Seashine with thunder still booming in the sky overhead. The next morning dawned clear, however, and Silveo surprised Gerard by knocking on his cabin door very early. “Want to go into town?”

“Alright. Can I dress first?”

“It would make things less awkward.”

Gerard smiled. And you’re in a good mood. He came on deck a few minutes later, leaving Thessalyn snoozing in his cabin. Alsair had been given a nest box for the voyage, and Gerard did not wake him on his way out. Farell was on deck talking to Basil, which surprised Gerard. “Has someone died?”

Basil cocked an eyebrow. “Does someone need to?”

“You’re awake,” said Gerard, “and it’s not yet midmorning.”

Basil twitched his tail. “He just gets sassier and sassier,” he said to Farell. “Too much time with Silvy.”

Silveo came on deck a moment later, glittering in blue wool heavily trimmed with lace and tiny seed pearls. He was wearing a black hat with a monstrous blue plume and boots that looked to be trimmed in pegasus or shavier down in a variety of colors. “Well, we’re shiny today,” commented Gerard.

“Just makes you want to get him all sticky, eh?” said Basil.

Gerard tried to control his grimace.

Farell shook his head. “Don’t antagonize Basil in the morning, not before he’s had a drink.”

Basil’s humor seemed to be improving with Gerard’s embarrassment. “That charming blush rather spoils the dark and menacing persona, Gerard.”

Gerard wondered whether anything really bad would happen if he tossed Basil over the side.

Silveo came strolling over. He shot a suspicious glance at Basil. “Are you making a nuisance of yourself, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is there any particular reason you’re up before noon?”

Basil looked annoyed. “For everyone’s information, I do occasionally see a sunrise! I’m trying to do what you asked.”

Silveo grinned. “Good, good. And you’re snapping, which means you’re sober. Are you leaving us today?”

“I may. I don’t know yet. I have to talk to some shelts.”

Silveo nodded. He turned to Gerard. “Come.”

“Can I ask where you’re going?” said Basil.

“To visit an old girlfriend,” called Silveo over his shoulder.

“Well, that narrows it right down.”

Silveo snickered. “You do need a drink. I’m going to see Lu.”

“Tell her I said hello.”

“You ought to tell her yourself.”

“I will if I get time.”

“I should say,” continued Silveo to Gerard as they started away from the dock, “I’m taking you instead of a bodyguard this morning. I don’t anticipate trouble, but don’t go to sleep.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Also, keep your mouth shut and let me do the talking—not that that’s usually a problem with you.”

They were moving into the rougher district near the docks. A few sleepy-looking urchins peered up at them from doorsteps, and one very drunk prostitute babbled at them from a window. Silveo clicked his tongue. “Cardinal rule: never drink with the customers. It cuts into profits and makes it so much harder to pick their pockets.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Gerard.

Silveo snickered. “A few months ago, that would have upset you.”

“There were a lot of things I didn’t know a few months ago.”

“Pretend to drink with the customers,” continued Silveo critically. “And learn how to act inebriated.”

“This advice might be more appropriate for Basil.”

Silveo made a face. “The Watch is not good for him—too much time on his hands, not enough real danger. He always liked wine, but he’s gotten worse in the last few years because he just doesn’t need to be as quick on his feet. Maybe hunting down the Nightingale will do him some good.” Silveo paused. “What did he say to you this morning? You were turning an interesting color.”

And I’ll probably turn another if I repeat what he said. “Nothing embarrasses you, does it?” 

Silveo had a sprinkling of freckles across his nose, but his skin was otherwise nearly as pale as his fur, and yet he never blushed. Gerard had the olive-gold skin of most grishnards, but when truly embarrassed, he turned a deep and noticeable crimson. It didn’t seem fair.

Silveo grinned. “Nope. I do sunburn, though. It’s one reason I started wearing a lot of hats and kohl.”

They were in a very seedy area now, with bars on many of the windows. Silveo ducked into an alley, and trotted down a flight of steps into a stairwell that looked like the entrance to a basement. He took out his ring of keys. “Let’s see whether they’ve changed the locks.”

“Who are ‘they’?” asked Gerard.

Silveo didn’t answer. He tried one key, then another. “Sure, enough. Well, that’s alright.” He took out another ring of what looked like keys, but upon closer inspection were just slender bits of metal in various shapes. “Gerard, you’re looking at that like you’ve never seen a set of lock picks before.”

“I haven’t.”

Silveo laughed. “Welcome to the world of the specially employed.” He fiddled for a moment, and then the door clicked open. They were standing in a passage. Gerard realized they were actually under the sidewalk. Light filtered down through the grates above. Various doors along the passage lead to rooms that must be either the basements of surrounding buildings or spaces under the street. “This used to be the old city,” explained Silveo, “but there was a huge fire before either of us were born, and they built on top of everything. Now it’s all forgotten rooms and basements that don’t connect to the houses above. You can buy just about anything here.”

“And what are we buying?” asked Gerard.

Silveo smiled. “Let’s not continue your education too quickly; you might get a headache. Follow me, little lamb.”

He led the way along the dimly lit corridor to a low round door opposite the street. The door had a peep window, currently closed. Silveo knocked. “She’s not open yet,” he told Gerard. “Nothing here gets going until nightfall, but—unless things have changed—she’s generally up about now.”

He knocked again, then took out a charcoal pencil and a scrap of paper, scribbled his name on it, and pushed it under the door. A moment later, the little window slid back, and a pair of green eyes looked out at them. Gerard heard a female voice. “Silvy?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Open the door.”

There was a sound of bolts being drawn and locks turning, and finally the door creaked open. The room beyond looked like some kind of shop, with a counter and shelves stocked with tins and bottles. The shelt who’d opened the door was an ocelon. She was only about a head taller than Silveo—small and pretty with brown curls, bright green eyes, and a few elegant facial stripes. She was wearing worn cotton  trousers, shirt, and an apron, much stained. Gerard guessed from the “Silvy” that this was another person who’d met Silveo early in his career as an assassin.

She took Silveo’s hands, pulled him into the room, and spun him around. “Silvy-sweet! How are you, lovely?” She made a sound that Gerard had never heard from a shelt before. He realized a moment later that it was a true purr. He’d known ocelons could do that, but had never heard one.

“Gods, it’s been ages,” she continued. “You look like you’re doing well.” She flipped the plume on his hat.

Silveo grinned. “I’m better than the last shelt who tried to kill me.”

Lu looked past him to stare at Gerard. “Priestess’s sake, Silvy, your tastes have changed. For the better, I’d say. I’d definitely buy whatever he’s selling.”

Gerard couldn’t decide whether he wanted to glare at her or crawl under the counter.

Silveo smirked. He shut and bolted the door. “Lu, this is Gerard Holovar, the new Captain of the Temple Police. Gerard, this is Lu—best shelt in the islands for all your specialized medicinal needs.”

Lu stopped purring abruptly. “Oh, dear.” She made a little bow. “I didn’t mean any disrespect. Um...” She glanced sidelong at Silveo. “We are still friends, aren’t we, Silvy? I don’t remember doing anything to make you angry.”

Silveo nodded. “Gerard is not in an arresting mood today, and he probably doesn’t know what half this stuff is. He’s much too sweet to be Captain of Police and probably won’t last long, but he’s great for discouraging pickpockets. And he’s married.”

“Thank you for that introduction,” said Gerard, unable to keep his mouth shut any longer.

Lu laughed. “Well, as long as he promises to be blind, deaf, and ignorant of import laws, he’s welcome. And I still say I’d buy whatever he’s selling.”

“How about we buy something of yours instead?” Silveo turned to Gerard. “Lu makes the best stuff that you never want to find in your food. I nearly introduced you to something of hers last year.”

“Did you?” asked Gerard weakly.

“You want to come into the backroom?” asked Lu. “I have something on the stove.” They followed her into the back of the shop—a maze of counters, covered in drying plants, wet paper, glass trays, and racks of vials.

“How is Basil?” asked Lu, as she took a small pot off the fire.

“He’s fine. Or, more accurately, he’s himself, which is to say a rascal.”

“You could tell him to come be a rascal in here sometime.”

Silveo grinned. “Get yourself a pretty boy to mind your shelves, and he just might.”

“Well, that’s the problem,” quipped Lu. “I’d never find one who could compete with you.”

They both laughed. Lu set the pot down very carefully, took the lid off, sniffed once, and put it back on. “Good enough. Now what can I do for you, Silvy?”

“Three things,” said Silveo. “First, I was attacked earlier this year by a faun who used a topical poison on a book. I only held it for maybe two seconds, but I was violently ill with cramps and vomiting for two days, and then not really well for three days more.”

“Did you get the book?”

Silveo shook his head. “No, and I didn’t get a good sniff, either. I was too busy trying to get out alive. I’m sure it was a revenge poison, perhaps seraciad, but it was awfully concentrated. Do you have any idea what exactly it might have been or where he might have gotten it?”

Lu thought for a moment. “It could have been a lot of things. Hunti are best with topicals. Most of those drugs come from the Lawless Lands. Do you think this faun is making his own poisons or buying them?”

“Buying them. Although I think he has some idea of quality.”

“I can ask around,” said Lu. “But if he’s getting them from a hunti trader...”

Silveo nodded. “Yes. Now, the same person attacked Gerard a few days ago with a pepper concoction.” Silveo flicked his tail. “Lu, I know there are probably a dozen or more shelts in the islands who make pepper extract as potent as yours, but you’re the only one I know who cuts it with polecat musk for that little added kick to the lungs.”

Lu smiled madly. “It’s a shame someone is copying my recipes.”

Silveo glared at her. “Isn’t it?”

She started fiddling with a mortar and pestle. “Who is this faun you’re after?”

“We think his real name is Gwain. He might be calling himself Flag or something else. He’s also supposed to be half grishnard, half shavier, and he’s been known to disguise himself as an ocelon, among other things.”

Lu said nothing.

“Look, I’m not trying to get you in trouble,” said Silveo. “But he appears to be the main catalyst, if not the leader, of the Cowry Catchers right now—” 

Lu gave a nervous laugh. “That doesn’t help your case much, Silvy. The Cowry Catchers can make life difficult for shelts like me, and—”

“The gods,” interrupted Silveo, “have been known to make life impossible. My mistress is very anxious to find this faun.”

Lu sighed. “Does he have a winged wolf?”

“Yes.”

“Long hair, blue feathers?”

Silveo nodded.

“He was in here maybe two red months ago. He bought that pepper extract and he asked a lot of questions.”

“About?”

Lu shrugged. “Everything. He just seemed to be the curious sort.” She thought for a moment. “He did ask one question about you. I remember now; I thought it was odd. He wanted to know whether you were really the one who gave me the money to set up this shop.”

Silveo looked surprised and uncomfortable. “What did you tell him?”

Lu smiled. “Well...I told him yes. I mean, it was a long time ago, and it wasn’t really a secret. The way he asked, I thought he might be a friend of yours.”

“Quite the opposite. Did he buy anything else?”

“No.”

“Ever seen him before?”

“I don’t think so, but if he’s as versatile as you say, he could have been in here another time. He’s got the sort of hair and feathers that are easy to dye and the sort of eyes that would look a different color depending on what he’s wearing. He came as a faun. We have lots of free fauns on Haplag.”

Silveo nodded. “Fair enough. If you see him again, send me word via messenger griffin. Don’t try to stop him. He’s a firedancer; he’s dangerous. Just let me know. I’ll make it up to you.”

Lu giggled. “’He’s dangerous,’” she mimicked and clasped her hands like a frightened child. “Whatever shall a helpless little ocelon do?”

Silveo scowled. “He almost killed me. Twice. He nearly captured the Fang. Do not underestimate him, Lu.”

“No worries.”

“Alright. Lastly, I need something very small and very expensive.”

Lu brightened. “Two of my favorite words.”
“Do you remember two years ago I was in here, and you told me you had something unusual from the Pendalon jungles?”
Lu thought for a moment. “Oh, those. Silvy, I’m not sure—”

“I want some. I’ll pay whatever it costs, but I want them by tomorrow.”

Lu made a face. “That’s asking a lot, Silvy.”

He grinned. “I know. I’m good at that.”

“It will cost.”

“That’s alright. Just make sure they’re genuine. I do not like to be disappointed.”

“If you buy them from me, they won’t disappoint. If I can find them.”

Gerard and Silveo left a quarter watch later after many farewells and a large pot of tea. Lu and Silveo had a long, enthusiastic discussion of everything that could possibly be concealed within the tea. By the time they finished, Gerard was afraid to ever drink tea again.

Just before they left, Lu said in a quieter voice. “Are you happy, Silvy?”

He looked at her with a puzzled expression. “I’m at the top of my profession. There are few shelts in Wefrivain I couldn’t kill if I had a mind to.” He grinned. “And I get to wear whatever I want.”

She nodded. “Alright. Good. You deserve a happy ending, lovely.”

Silveo laughed. “You need better ventilation in that backroom, Lu. You’re inhaling too much of your own work.”

“She seemed nice,” said Gerard as they walked back down the passage.

Silveo sniffed. “You’d never guess she was the best poisoner in Wefrivain.”

“Is all that stuff really poison?”

Silveo shook his head. “She’s technically an apothecary, and she does sell real medicine, some of it very rare. She just does a brisk side business in dangerous substances, some of it very illegal.”

They walked for a moment in silence. Gerard was thinking about how to say what he wanted to say. “Silveo, we’re leaving next spring, sooner if I can figure out how. I do want to rescue these sailors from Gwain first, but after that—”

Silveo flicked back his ears. “I told you not to tell me these things.”

“I wish you’d come.”

“And I also told you—”

“Silveo, she killed Malpin.”

There was a moment of tense silence. “That’s not true. Gerard, do not try to manipulate me with—”

“I asked her.”

“So did I.”

“She lied to you.” 

Silveo shook his head. “She’s just trying to frighten you. She’d do anything to get you to do what she wants right now.”

“She threatened Thess,” continued Gerard. She threatened you. “Silveo—”

Silveo raised his head. Gerard was surprised to see a welter of emotions flicking across his face, dominated by fury. “I told you not to antagonize her,” he snarled. “I told you: you don’t have a choice about this. I told you she gets focused. Gerard, why can’t you just play along? Don’t give me any nonsense about honor!” His voice was shaking with rage. “I’ve had to put up with so much more of this than you’ll ever have to! Is anyone beating you? Starving you? Making you do unspeakable things in front of an audience? No! Just go to bed with her for a few months and then forget about it! Learn to enjoy it a little; that will keep you sane!”

Gerard stared at him. You’re angry, because I made you look at something you didn’t want to see. “Silveo,” said Gerard gently, “it’s not your fault.”

“Of course it’s not my fault!” spat Silveo. 

“I mean, it’s not your fault she killed Malpin.”

“She didn’t!” Silveo was turning red, but not with embarrassment. “I know you’re anxious to bring me along to navigate and pick locks and call in favors from dangerous shelts, but it’s just not going to happen that way!”
Gerard was momentarily speechless. The idea that having Silveo along would make escape easier had never occurred to him, although now that he thought about it, of course it was true. But you can’t really think I’d lie about Malpin to make you come! “That’s not why—” he began, but Silveo had veered away.
“I have more things to do,” he said over his shoulder. “I think I can take care of myself the rest of the day.”
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Chapter 24. Jealous
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Regulated game species on Maijha Minor:

	Fauns, including shavier, zeds, and gazumelle

	Nauns, including selkies and cowry catchers taken on the island or reef

	Hoofed animals, including pegasus, zebra, and gazelle

	Certain pawed animals, including foxes, ocelots, leopards, winged wolves, and lemurs


See the quarterly game charts for seasonal bag limits and prices. Also be aware that species not here listed may become subject to regulation without warning.

—notice from the gamekeepers of Maijha Minor

Silveo spent the whole of the evening meal talking to Basil and ignoring Gerard. Afterward, Gerard was pretty sure they went off to Silveo’s cabin for the night. Are you trying to get back at me? At yourself? Are you just trying not to think? Surely you can’t suppose you’re making me jealous!

They sailed the following afternoon. Gerard was unable to learn whether Lu had procured Silveo’s rare item or whether Basil had been able to contact the Nightingale. Silveo was as distant as Gerard had seen him since Holovarus. He did talk and joke with Gerard in public, but he did not confide in him, did not tell him his plans, and he kept his cabin locked. Gerard felt hurt and frustrated. 

He told Thessalyn about Lu and about Silveo’s reaction to the truth about Malpin. “He thought Morchella saved him from that brothel, but she saved him the same way she saved me from the spiders—at a high price. Malpin was the only adult who was ever kind to Silveo as a child, the only person who ever made him feel safe. Silveo never mourned him properly, because he was never sure Malpin was dead. Morchella did that to him, Thess. She just left him to search and search and hope and search for years! I don’t understand why he’s so loyal to her. He can’t really think I would lie about this just to manipulate him into helping us escape.”

Thessalyn was quiet for a while. Finally she said, “I think your first reaction was correct. If he believes you, then he has to believe that Malpin died because of him, and he’ll say that’s his fault, Gerard. Even though it isn’t, that’s the way he thinks. He was twelve years old when he met Morchella, and he’d been terribly abused. She was the only stable part of his life for years, and the choice to be loyal to her has become one of his basic assumptions. Mostly, he feels his life has been better as a result. Admitting any part of that might have been a mistake is extraordinarily difficult for him.”

On the third night out from Haplag, Gerard was on deck listening to Thessalyn play her harp and watching a few of the off-duty sailors dicing in a corner. Basil came strolling over to lounge beside him, invading his personal space as usual. Gerard inched away.

Basil laughed. “It is so easy to make you uncomfortable, Gerard. It actually gets dull, because there’s no challenge. I don’t know what Silvy sees in you.”

“If I’m so dull, why don’t you go away?”

“Mmm. A good question.” Basil watched the sailors dicing, called a few words of advice. Finally, he said in a low voice, “What did you do? I haven’t seen him like this in a while.”

Gerard glanced at Basil and finally noticed that he had a slight black eye. Basil shook his head. “Those dreams of his... Look, I’m perfectly happy if he wants to use me to get back at you, but I did mention what I’d do if you really hurt him.”

Gerard felt a wave of exasperation. “I was trying to help.”

Basil looked almost sympathetic. “Yeah, I’ve been there.”

“No, you haven’t!” snapped Gerard. “You take advantage of his weaknesses and all his worst insecurities. The fact that your behavior makes him panic should tell you something.”

Basil’s lip curled. “Ooh, the prince has come to tell us scoundrels how to behave.” His voice was thick with contempt. “What makes you think we need you to fix us?” He turned and stalked away.

Thessalyn had stopped playing. Gerard glanced at her and saw that she was talking to Silveo. At least he’s talking to one of us.

That night in their room, his frustration boiled over again. “I know he’s hurting and it’s not his fault, but it’s not mine, either! I’ve never lied to him. Thess, he’s mocked me in the past because I have such a difficult time lying, even when I want to. How can he convince himself I’d do it now?”

Thessalyn shrugged. “’Anyone will sell you for the right price,’” she quoted.

Gerard shook his head. “Maybe he really is beyond fixing.”

“Give him time. We’ve asked a lot of him this summer—an awful lot, Gerard. Maybe this was too much too fast. We can’t leave until spring anyway. Perhaps by then he’ll have time to sort things out.”

Alsair seemed to be the only person pleased with the situation. Gerard spent the better part of several clear fall days with him—flying, occasionally bringing back interesting edibles from islands they passed and sometimes hunting or fishing. Gerard felt a little guilty that he’d neglected Alsair recently. It had been a while since they’d done any flying just for fun.

Gerard was somewhat alarmed to discover that Alsair had been spending time talking to Arundel—something Gerard would have noticed if he’d been paying any attention. “He’s not a bad sort,” said Alsair one day as they fished on a little numerary, “just unhappy. I think he’d help us kill Silveo and his slimy pirate boyfriend.”

Gerard was momentarily speechless. “Alsair, I don’t want to kill Silveo.” He thought for a moment. “Or even Basil.” Usually.

Alsair snorted. “Gerard, Silveo treats you as though you were some kind of faun servant. Or worse. Do you know what the sailors say about you? Even about Thess? I thought you cared about honor.”

“I do, but I also care about doing the right thing. Silveo is an extraordinary person who has overcome a lot. If being his friend means that ignorant shelts think badly of me, so be it.”

“You want to think well of everyone,” muttered Alsair, “give everyone a chance, but Gerard, you’ve given him a chance, more than one. He’s making a fool of you. He doesn’t want help. He wants to be a scoundrel. He’s proud of his nasty reputation. He corrupts everything he touches. He’s like something you stepped in on a filthy street, and now you can’t wipe the smell off your boots.”

Gerard stared at him. “Alsair,” he said softly, “this doesn’t sound like you. This sounds like something you heard from someone else.”

Alsair shrugged with his wings. “Arundel doesn’t like him. He likes you, though. He’d serve under you, Gerard.”

Gerard felt a chill. “Of course he likes me. Morchella likes me right now. She gets into his head and tinkers. Arundel probably hasn’t got a thought she didn’t put there.”

Alsair looked uneasy. “He was her lover once. She’s a goddess, Gerard. At least she’s female.”

“She’s a monster!” He looked hard at Alsair. He hadn’t told him everything that Morchella had done in the detail he’d told Thessalyn or even Silveo. Maybe I should have been more forthright. “Alsair, she can look through Arundel’s eyes. She can hear things he hears. You haven’t been telling him any of the stuff about Thess and I running away, have you?”

Alsair thought for a moment. He actually had to think. Gerard felt ill. Finally, he shook his head. “No. I didn’t.”

Gerard let out a long breath. “Alsair, I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately. I didn’t mean to leave you alone. I’ll try to do better.”

He told Thessalyn about the conversation that night, and she looked deeply troubled. “Gerard, this is always going to be something of a problem. I’m not sure Alsair will forgive Silveo. I thought for a long time he wouldn’t forgive me.”

“Forgive you?”

She smiled faintly. “I never talked to you about it. I didn’t want to upset you.”

Gerard felt as though a little piece of his world had fallen in. Or maybe he’d just looked at something he’d been trying to ignore. “Talk to me about what?”

Thessalyn drew him down to sit on the bed beside her. “Alsair resents me just a bit, Gerard. He’s mostly gotten over it now, I think.”

Gerard didn’t want to understand, but he did.

“You had a place,” continued Thessalyn, “with power and authority, and so did he, and then I came along and upset all that. I took you away—at least in his eyes—set you adrift in a dangerously uncertain world, under the authority of shelts he considers your inferiors. Alsair values stability and safety and order. He’s good at protecting you, and he loves you, and, Gerard—this is important—he can’t be angry with you. It’s not just his personality; it’s part of his training. He directs his anger at other things.”

“Like you,” whispered Gerard. “Thess, I’m so sorry.” He thought of that terrible night on the Fang when he and Alsair had gone searching for the buoys during the storm in the Small Kingdoms. Alsair had wanted to take him off the ship before it foundered, and Gerard had asked how he could think of leaving Thessalyn. “I’ll come back for her,” Alsair had said. Would you really? wondered Gerard. Not that there would have been time. Now that he thought of it, there’d been several instances like that. Why did I never question them?

Thessalyn patted his arm. “Don’t fret, Gerard. I was never really afraid of him. He behaves that way because he loves you.”

That’s not love, thought Gerard. That’s something else.

“I think he’s accepted me now as part of you or at least as something permanent and unchangeable. But Silveo is another matter. Your honor is something Alsair thinks he needs to protect. Rumors that seem to threaten that will make him angry and bitter. Also, you spent time with him when you didn’t have either me or Silveo to talk to. Alsair misses you.”

“That’s no excuse,” growled Gerard. 

They were quiet for a while. Then Thessalyn cleared her throat. “And speaking of jealousy, I was talking to Silveo yesterday while you were fishing—talking about his childhood and his early days as an assassin, and I think I figured something out.”

“Oh?” Gerard shifted on the bed, pulled her down to lie beside him.

“I think,” said Thessalyn, laying her head on his chest, “that he might be a tiny bit jealous of you. Of Morchella’s...affection.”

Gerard was taken aback. “Thess, he knows—”

“He knows, yes. He knows she’s dangerous, that her lovers sometimes come to bad ends, that he’s lucky she has never taken an interest in him. He knows that, but I think he feels hurt. I think he’s been half in love with her since he was a boy. He takes her lack of interest as one more piece of evidence that he’s something dirty and unlovable.”

Gerard grimaced. “She likes to cause pain. I’ve told him that. She ignores him because she knows it hurts. She pays attention to me for the same reason.”

Thessalyn nodded. “Silveo has a hard time believing anyone would want to be around him just for his company. He’s always searching for ulterior motives. If not sex, then he assumes you must want other favors or need his skills.”

“Sometimes I think I’ve convinced him that’s not true,” said Gerard, “and then I think he talks himself out of it. He wakes up the next morning and says, ‘How ridiculous that I could have believed anyone loved me,’ and we’re right back where we started.”

“You’ve kept him a little off balance for months,” said Thessalyn, “because he can’t figure out what you want. Now he thinks he knows, and he’s both relieved and disappointed.”

Gerard put his arms around her and kissed her hair. “Let’s just leave. Take the Meerkat, sneak off in the night, forget Silveo.” His voice was half-joking. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Thessalyn laughed. “Think we’ll get good at sneaking off in the night?”

“I’ll sneak anywhere with you.”

Her voice turned serious. “Do you really think you could do it?”

Gerard sighed. “I don’t know. It would be a terribly hard crossing, and if a storm caught us, we’d probably die. Every day that passes makes those storms more likely. Also, if Morchella decided to send wyverns after us...”

“They’d have no trouble finding us,” finished Thessalyn, “and they’d make short work of us in a small boat.”

“We could ride Alsair instead of the Meerkat,” said Gerard. “That would help with wyverns—at least make us harder to find. But Alsair can’t fly non-stop all the way to the Lawless Lands. We’d need more provisions than he could carry or money to buy them, maps, languages we don’t speak...” Gerard trailed off. “It really would be easier with Silveo.”

“And,” said Thessalyn softly, “you’d never forgive yourself if you left him. I wouldn’t, either. Not without a more definitive ‘no.’”

“The way he’s behaving right now seems pretty definitive.”

“Give him time,” repeated Thessalyn. “He’s trying so hard, Gerard. You should have seen him that night Morchella kept you at the temple. He knocked on our cabin door and asked whether I was awake. I came out, and he was just pacing and pacing. He was so frustrated that he couldn’t think of some excuse to get you out of there. If you hadn’t come back, he would have been convinced it was his fault.”
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Chapter 25. A Familiar Face
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Potential dangers on Maijha Minor include, but are not limited to:

	Armed fauns and nauns

	Winged wolves, also called blood bats

	Several kinds of wildcat

	Diving spiders

	Giant sundew and several species of giant pitcher plants

	Quick-slime in the swampy areas

	Four species of venomous snakes

	Several topically poisonous plants


—notice from the gamekeepers of Maijha Minor

They arrived in Port Royal on Maijha Major the day before the rendezvous. Silveo had sent ahead to ask for an audience with King Leopaard. “They called him Le when he was a kid,” quipped Silveo, “although I almost called him successful target practice.” 

“Kid” was perhaps the wrong word for Leopaard when Silveo had first met him. Leopaard looked to be in his mid-forties, and Gerard figured he must have been no younger than thirty at the time of the abortive assassination. He met them in an informal courtyard in his winter palace on a hill overlooking the bay. 

The palace was an odd place. Gerard had an idea that the original builder had designed it as a traditional pleasure garden, much like the magister’s estate in Slag on Sern. The place still had many pleasing vistas, ornamented with elaborate screens, and adrift in fall leaves. However, another mind had obviously been at work since the building’s creation. They made their ascent to the palace in a little room that rose via a system of weights and pulleys—ungainly, but efficient. Gerard counted no fewer than five different kinds of sundials in the front courtyard, and the fountain had been turned into some kind of water clock. Following a servant into the palace complex, they passed several odd gardens—rows of plants that were neither flowers nor edibles, carefully labeled and staked. I bet the royal library is impressive.

Thessalyn said the palace smelled nice. She was dressed in the velvet gown Silveo had given her and looked strikingly elegant in her trailing sleeves with her heavy gold hair spilling down her back. Silveo was wearing his zed skin  trousers, frilly white shirt, red jacket lined with pegasus down, and red hat with enormous yellow plume. Basil was hardly less garish in bright green, blue, and yellow. “If his earrings catch the light, they’ll blind someone,” muttered Gerard to Thessalyn. She gave him a pinch.

“Be nice.”

“Why? He never is.”

Basil and Silveo had been flirting shamelessly at every meal since they left Haplag. The kind of things they said made Gerard want to crawl under the table. 

Gerard had worn his black and silver jacket and boots. After some consideration, he’d also put on the black hat with its silver-dusted plume. He hardly ever wore the hat. It was too fine and too formal, and he really didn’t like hats. This occasion warranted it, however, and he also wanted to send a message to Silveo: “I still value you and the things you’ve given me. I’m still on your side.”

Farell and Arundel looked less conspicuous in their wool and linen. Silveo had let each of his lieutenants bring their captains and Gerard had brought ten Police, so the group consisted of forty-six shelts—all fully armed, except Thessalyn. Of course, the real strength of Temple servants lay beneath the waves, but Silveo had certainly not walked onto Maijha Major looking helpless or beggarly. 

King Leopaard was a grishnard of modest height, classic blond hair, and small bright eyes. Gerard thought he looked vaguely familiar and wondered whether he’d met him on his coming of age tour eleven years ago. The king was dressed unpretentiously in gray linen suitable for the cool fall air, with just a touch of purple and gold in the collar and sleeves. He had half a dozen flashily-armed guards with him. He’d also brought his son, a child of three or four, looking small and elegant in clothes matching his father’s. The child had two attendants, both slender and wiry and lightly armed. Gerard suspected they were firedancers and probably more dangerous than the hulking guards behind Leopaard.

The child came forward first and, in a few well-rehearsed sentences, welcomed them to the Maijhan Court, both in the Maijhan dialect and in common grishnard. Then, at a nod from his father, he departed skipping for a presumably more interesting part of his day. The pleasantries were clearly over with the child’s departure. Leopaard gave them a tight smile and said something in Maijhan.

Silveo waited until he was finished and then said, “Your Majesty, my officers and I do not speak Maijhan.”

Leopaard raised one eyebrow. “Don’t you?” You remember Silveo all too well, thought Gerard, and you don’t mind letting him know. Something else was niggling at the back of his mind. Could Leopaard really have been king during my coming of age tour? Did I meet him as a prince? Something about Leopaard’s expression in that moment was extremely familiar. A younger face with that same expression.

“Very well,” continued the king in common grishnard. “To what do I owe the honor of a visit from the Temple Sea Watch and Police?” He did not sound like he thought it much of an honor. 

“We’re here to serve,” purred Silveo, in a voice of cheerful ill-will, “which is to say: protect the populace from dangerous troublemakers. We were invited by a Resistance pirate to rendezvous in the game lodge on Maijha Minor tomorrow. This person has captured fifty Sea Watch sailors and claims to be holding them hostage, presumably on the island. In addition, my Mistress has expressed interest in this pirate as next month’s sacrifice.”

Leopaard smiled thinly. “I know nothing of agreements made by or with pirates. Surely the Watch will forgive me for not feeling it is my duty to honor a pirate’s demands.”

“Certainly not,” chimed Silveo. “However, we do feel it’s your duty to honor ours. We need to get on that island, Sire, by tomorrow evening. We’ll be going with a hundred sailors and Police armed as per our choosing.”

Leopaard almost laughed. “It so happens, Admiral, that the hunting register for Maijha Minor is full until next red month. We allow only authorized hunting parties, only to quota, and only with the weapons we permit. The island is closed at present. You may take consolation, however, in knowing that no one else, certainly no pirates, could have arrived there in the last ten days—not unless they were part of an authorized hunting party. Is the pirate in question a grishnard?”

“The pirate is a faun,” said Silveo. “Most of them are.”

“Are they?” asked Leopaard with mock surprise and shot a look at Basil.

You do know us well, thought Gerard. Where have I seen you before? Sometime more recently than my coming of age tour.

Gerard couldn’t see Silveo’s face from where he was standing, but he could tell by his voice that he was no longer smiling. “Your Highness would do well to remember that we are not nobility seeking sport, but representatives of the gods seeking vengeance. A Moon Festival sacrifice was stolen from the High Priestess’s own sanctuary on Lecklock. The faun responsible will pay. We do not wish to hunt on Maijha Minor for any quarry other than this pirate and those who aid him. We will not disturb your game park.” Silveo said the last two words with all the contempt Gerard knew he felt for the place.

Leopaard responded with a mildness that belied his words. “If her Highness has lost a sacrifice, then perhaps her Highness should come retrieve it.”

Gerard stared at him. Are you perfectly mad? Or just ignorant?

Silveo laughed out loud. “I’ll tell her that.”

“In the meantime,” continued Leopaard more pleasantly, “you are welcome to stay and await the reopening of our little game park. Thessalyn, I would very much like to hear you sing.”

Thessalyn had been listening intently. Now she raised her head and gave a shy smile. “I would be happy to oblige, Your Majesty. I believe I sang for you once some years ago.”

Leopaard smiled, and this time it was genuine. “I didn’t know whether you’d remember; I’m sure you sang at so many places. I believe you were a student when you came here.”

“And I believe you were a prince.”

Gerard glanced at his wife. Thess, you keep so many secrets.

“There are a variety of diversions in town that your sailors may enjoy,” continued Leopaard to Silveo. “And I will provide you and your officers with lodging here in the palace if that is what you wish.” At that moment, Basil’s earrings really did catch the light and Gerard caught the flash out of the corner of his eye. A memory stirred—light reflecting off lenses.

Good gods. Gerard walked to the front of the group and crouched down beside Silveo. “Send everyone out,” he whispered. “We need to talk to him alone—just you and me and maybe Thess. No, on second thought, not Thess.”

Silveo glanced at him. For a moment, Gerard thought he would refuse, might completely ignore him. Then Silveo turned to the sailors and Police and said, “You heard His Majesty. Go divert yourselves, but be back at the ship by nightfall. Farell, be so good at to escort Thessalyn to the ship and help her get her harp; I suspect she will want it.”

The king looked at Silveo and Gerard with an expression of polite annoyance. “And you, Admiral? Captain? Are you waiting for me to escort you to your rooms?”

“We’re waiting for you to dismiss your guards,” said Gerard, “because I don’t think you want them to hear what I have to say.”

Leopaard laughed. “You must think I’m stupid.”

“That’s exactly what I think of anyone who challenges my Mistress,” put in Silveo.

Leopaard ignored him and looked at Gerard. “Why do you want to speak to me alone?”

“Because,” said Gerard, “I think your son is causing a lot of trouble.”
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Chapter 26. Several Princes
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The cult of the Priestess in Wefrivain maintains that she and her dragons saved the islands from an invasion of terrifying magical beings sometime in the distant past. It would seem from this story that the Priestess is contemporary with the coming of the dragons to the islands, but a careful study of historical documents and especially the remnants of ancient culture on Maijha Minor shows that this is not so. In fact, wyverns in Wefrivain pre-date the whole concept of a Priestess by many hundreds of years. During this time some form of wyvern worship existed on some islands, but it was scattered and unstandardized. In some cases, the dragons really may have been the islands’ defenders or even local pets. The rise of the Priestess cult seems to correspond with the rise of grishnard dominance in the islands, and at this point wyvern worship became more standardized and more abusive. 

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Silveo’s eyes snapped sideways at Gerard. His expression was perfectly clear: Are you sure?

Gerard inclined his head.

Leopaard went completely still. Even the faint twitching of his tail ceased. Finally, he turned to his guards and said, “Leave us.” He gestured to the one nearest him. “Except you, Merin.” Even after the others had gone Leopaard’s face remained an inscrutable blank. “My son is four years old. Exactly how is he a problem to the gods?”

“Your other son. The one about my age. He looks just like you.”

“I have no other sons,” said Leopaard.

Silveo had caught on completely. “Oh, I think you do. Gerard ought to know. They had a leisurely tea earlier this summer right before Gwain tried to poison him.” Silveo’s eyes brightened. “Is that why your dad wanted you dead? I always wondered.”

If Silveo was trying to make Leopaard lose his temper, then he failed. The king watched him and said nothing.

“It would be unfortunate,” continued Silveo, “if it were noised about the Great Islands that you fathered a bastard half-breed who is leading an organized assault on grishnard dominance in Wefrivain, a son whom you cannot or will not control and are willfully harboring and perhaps aiding. Sern is already sore with your ban on sweet leaf, Haplag is displeased that you’re not giving them back their runaway slaves, and Lecklock...well, everyone knows my Mistress can get overwrought when sacrifices go missing. I’d hate for such an inflammatory rumor about you to find its way into a few gossipy harbor towns.” 

Gerard had to admire Leopaard for his composure. His card-player’s face gave nothing away. When the silence had dragged just long enough to become uncomfortable, he said, “Our hunting parties normally consist of no more than six shelts.”

“A hundred,” said Silveo. “We’re not going to hunt.”

“Ten,” said Leopaard.

“Fifty,” said Silveo. He smiled. “We can take care of your little mistake, but we need enough shelts to do it.”

Leopaard’s mouth twitched, but Gerard could not tell whether the emotion that flitted across his face was anger, amusement, or fear. Do you acknowledge Gwain at all? Do you really help him, or do you ignore him? Are you afraid of him? Embarrassed? Would you be pleased if Silveo killed him? 

The timbre of Leopaard’s voice changed. “I’ll let you take thirty shelts onto that island tomorrow, so long as the party includes you and every one of your officers.”

Proud, thought Gerard with a jolt. You’re proud of him. And you think he can kill us! You’re betting on it. There was no mistaking the challenge in Leopaard’s eyes. 

Silveo sniffed. “Do you want his pelt, or shall I keep it? Oh, never mind. Mistress wants him for wyvern food.”

*  *  *  *
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“LEOPAARD’S SON!” THEY were back on the ship. Silveo was practically skipping. “No wonder he’s got so many resources. Thank the gods he was careless enough to let you get a good look at him, Gerard.”

“Well, he did intend to poison me afterward.”

“Ah, yes, and you have that inexplicable tendency not to die.” In his sudden good humor, Silveo seemed to have forgotten to be cold and distant. “Thess!” he chirped, seeing her come on deck from her cabin. “I’m glad you’re still here. I want to talk to you.”

“Oh?” She looked a little nervous. Gerard could guess why. “What about?”

“Not out here,” said Silveo. “In my cabin. Come.”

They both came. Silveo was pacing and rubbing his hands together. The second his office door closed, he said, “Did Leopaard confide in you when you were here as a student, Thess?”

Thessalyn shifted uncomfortably. “Lots of shelts confide in me, Silveo.”

Silveo flicked his tail. “I suppose you’re not anxious to tell me what he said?”
“I take confidences seriously, Admiral.”
“Seriously enough to jeopardize Gerard’s life?”

Thessalyn looked troubled.

Silveo sighed. “Look, I can already guess most of what he said. Gods, I might have been there! On the island, I mean, trying to figure out how to get a shot at him. I’m guessing he told you he’d fallen in love with a fauness—perhaps went on a hunting trip and became enamored of his quarry? That would explain Gwain’s knowledge of Maijha Minor—his mother’s home island.”

Thessalyn started. “Gwain is Leopaard’s son?”

“Yes, yes,” said Silveo. “Gerard put it together after getting a good look at the king.”

Thessalyn put a hand over her mouth. “Oh, dear. Gerard, I didn’t know. I just didn’t...”

“Of course you didn’t,” said Silveo impatiently, “but you do now. Leopaard must have been young when he fathered him, maybe fourteen or fifteen. And he was extraordinarily unfortunate in that his affair produced that oh-so-rare half-breed. Am I right so far?”

Thessalyn looked miserable.

Silveo drummed his fingers. “Us alive, Thess. You want that, right? These shelts are trying to kill us.”

She swallowed. “It was a bit more complicated than that, but yes.”

Silveo hopped up and sat on his desk. “Maijha is a liberal place, but not that liberal. I’m sure the king and queen were livid and humiliated—not even a panaun for Priestess’s sake—a faun for all love! He might as well have brought home a man!”

Thessalyn nodded faintly.

“But I’m curious,” continued Silveo, “why did Leopaard’s father hire me to kill him? Gwain must have been in his teens by then. Could King Nolan have really taken that long to find out about him? Or was there something else?”

Thessalyn said nothing for a moment. Silveo let the silence stretch. Finally, she spoke. “I’ll tell you if you promise not to harm King Le—not to get him into trouble about any of this.”

Silveo sighed. “I’ll try. I can’t quite help seeing him as a job half finished, but—” He grinned. “Don’t look so pained, Thess. I wasn’t really planning on killing Leopaard, not if I don’t have to. And if I can catch Gwain on Maijha Minor, I’ve got no reason to wreck his father’s life or kingdom.”

“Good,” she said softly. “I wish you wouldn’t kill his son.”

“I don’t see how that can be avoided. He keeps trying to kill us.”

“Le wanted to acknowledge him,” said Thessalyn. “That’s what pushed his father over the edge.”

Silveo clicked his tongue. “So Gwain is the Maijhan heir—by birth and in his father’s mind—if not officially.” He grinned at Gerard. “Exiled princes—always trouble.”

“Le’s parents,” said Thessalyn softly, “were hoping he might take an interest in me.” She laughed. “I can’t think why. I was only ten.”

Yes, thought Gerard, but it was already apparent what you would become. He felt a wave of sadness. You were good enough to be a queen of one of the Great Islands, but for some reason you weren’t good enough for Holovarus.

“He talked to me,” continued Thessalyn, “and by the time I left, we were friends. He was so much older, but he was lonely, and I suppose I was a rather grownup ten-year-old. You hear a lot as a touring minstrel. I think if he hadn’t been in love with his fauness, he would have made a four or five year engagement and married me. Instead, I finished my schooling and went home to Holovarus.”

“And fell in love with a different prince,” finished Silveo.
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Chapter 27. Another Argument
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A certain amount of irony is inherent in the story of wyverns saving Wefrivain from some kind of invasion. The only apparent invaders were the dragons themselves.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

They were invited that evening to a formal dinner at the palace with a small, but glittering company of Maijha’s elite. Thessalyn harped and sang afterward. She paused to mingle, to listen to Leopaard’s fine court musicians, and to dance with Gerard—something that always made him absurdly happy. Silveo was cheerful and talkative. He made a joke out of examining all edibles for poison and even managed to make Leopaard laugh out loud. You would think we were all old friends instead of mortal enemies, thought Gerard.

When the evening was winding down and most of the guests were departing, Gerard went looking for Silveo and found him alone at a corner table. He was listening to Thessalyn, who’d sat down to play again. “Nice hat,” he commented as Gerard sat down. 

Gerard smiled. “A friend gave it to me.”

“Mmm.” 

“I was wondering where you think Thess should stay for the next few days. Surely we’re not going to take her onto Maijha Minor. Do you think she’s safe here? Leopaard seems fond of her, but if we kill his son...”

Silveo shrugged. “She could stay on the Fang. I think she’ll be safe, though, because you’ll be with her.”

Gerard frowned. “What?”

“You’re not going to Maijha Minor.”

Gerard was momentarily speechless. “Didn’t you hear Leopaard? ‘You and every one of your officers’?”

“My officers technically consist of Basil, Farell, and Arundel. You are Morchella’s officer, not mine, and you’re not going, Gerard. This is a nice place; make yourself comfortable. Make friends with the king; that might help if we get into trouble.”

Gerard’s tail lashed. “Gwain’s invitation was to both of us. I served with those sailors he’s holding hostage. I was one of them. Silveo, you can’t keep me here.”

Silveo glared at him. “I can. I’m your admiral, Captain, so shut up and do as you’re told.”

Gerard’s spine stiffened. He looked down his nose at Silveo. “As you’ve mentioned, I am not your officer. You’re not in charge of the Police, Silveo. Specifically, you don’t have the right to give me orders on land. I let you do it, because I respect your judgment, but I won’t let you keep me off Maijha Minor, and you can’t. We don’t need to board a ship to get there.”

Silveo’s eyes brightened with anger. Before he could say anything, Gerard continued. “Why do you want to keep me here? Are you still punishing me for trying to save your life? Or are you afraid I’ll stop you from doing something despicable?”

“I don’t want a lamb along, no!” exploded Silveo. “We will need to be vicious and deceitful, Gerard. You’re a terrible liar.”

“Am I?” 

They glared at each other. Say it, thought Gerard. Say you know I didn’t lie to you.

“Fine,” snarled Silveo. “Come. Keep your mouth shut, and look intimidating. That’s what you’re good at.” He got up and stalked away.

Gerard felt angry at himself, at Silveo, at everything. After a few minutes, he got up and went across the room to where Leopaard was sitting, also listening to Thessalyn. “Can Thess stay here while we’re on Maijha Minor?” he demanded.

Leopaard looked startled. “Certainly.”

“Will you hurt her if we kill Gwain?”

The king stared at him. He glanced around to see whether anyone was listening, but only a couple of members of his bodyguard were standing nearby. “Captain,” said Leopaard softly, “I would never harm Thessalyn.”

Gerard swallowed, gritted his teeth. “Will you take care of her if I don’t come back?”

Leopaard stood up, so that Gerard wasn’t glaring down at him quite so sharply. He watched Thessalyn for a few moments. “You don’t have to go to Maijha Minor, Gerard.”

“So I’ve been told,” snapped Gerard. “I do, however, feel that it’s my duty.”

“That’s too bad,” said Leopaard, and Gerard thought he meant it.

“Please answer my question, Sire.”

“Should your wife ever find herself in need,” said Leopaard, “she is welcome in my court.”

Gerard nodded. “Good.” He thought for a moment. “Thank you.” 

Leopaard put a hand on his arm. “I was sorry to hear about what happened to you.” 

Gerard said nothing. The courts of Wefrivain were gossipy places. The royal families all tended to marry each other, and even though the Small Kingdoms were not as important or as involved as the Great Islands, most shelts at court would have heard that Mishael Holovar had disinherited his eldest. 

“I was also,” continued Leopaard, “just a little jealous.” He said it in a wistful way that made Gerard smile. “She seems happy,” continued Leopaard. “You must be a good person. Take care of yourself, Gerard.”
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Chapter 28. The Tidal Flats
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Maijha Minor is the only great island that is a holding of another. It is the third largest, second only to Maijha Major and Haplag. It is said that in the long-ago, fauns ruled Maijha Minor as an independent kingdom. Some say they still do.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

They left around midafternoon of the following day. They couldn’t leave earlier because the journey to Maijha Minor required a walk across the tidal flats. This was all part of the mystery and isolation of the place—an orchestrated experience. The journey had to be perfectly timed to avoid being trapped by the tide. Their guide would be a faun from Maijha Minor, a trained sand pilot. 

Leopaard had given Thessalyn a suite of rooms in the palace, along with several servants to answer her every need. Gerard spent the night there, and he felt confident that she would be safe. He left her exclaiming over an exquisitely tuned set of wind chimes Leopaard had left in her windows—a thoughtful touch for a blind girl who loved music.

Silveo had reverted to distant and unfriendly. He came to tell Thessalyn good-bye, but he didn’t even greet Gerard, who followed him wordlessly out of the palace and down towards the docks. Aside from his three lieutenants, the shelts Silveo selected for the expedition were all from Basil’s crew. Gerard had seen little of the crew of the Dark Wind until this voyage, and he could well believe that they’d been pirates before joining the Sea Watch. Most of them (and all of those going to Maijha Minor) were hunti—large, muscular hyena shelts with mottled skin and fur that looked a bit mangy even at its most groomed. Gerard suspected that a number of them were women, because hunti women were known to be taller and broader than hunti men. However, they were said to be indistinguishable from their male counterparts, even with their clothes off. They made an odd contrast to Basil, though they were obviously devoted to him. 

Alsair was displeased to learn that he would not be permitted on the island. “I’ll find you tomorrow,” he muttered. “They can’t keep me off.”

“Yes, they can,” growled Gerard. “They have watch towers and patrol officers on griffins. They shoot without asking questions.”

“They can’t be everywhere.”

“Alsair, please honor my wishes.” Silveo doesn’t want me coming at all. If he finds out you’re going to follow me, he may decide to take more forceful measures. In spite of his own words, Gerard had no doubt Silveo could keep him off the island. Gerard’s Police were still in their infancy as a working unit. Sea Watch sailors were more numerous and organized. If Silveo had been willing to use force, Gerard could not have countered without an appeal to Morchella—something he was not willing to do. “Alsair, we’re trying not to make the Maijhans needlessly angry. Your presence could put me in danger.”

That seemed to penetrate. “I wish there was a way for me to know if you get into trouble.” Alsair shook his ruff, lashed his tail. “I’ll try to do what you want, but if you’re not back in a few days, I will come looking.” He leapt into the air before Gerard could respond and flew off. He did not return before their departure. 

Gerard felt bad. I didn’t want to argue. I just wanted to say good-bye.

At noon, a servant in a brown and gold uniform arrived at the Fang to escort them to the tidal flats. After a quarter watch of walking through town and another quarter watch of walking through jungle, they arrived on a beach at a lodge designed to look more primitive than it actually was. There they took a leisurely meal, while their Maijhan guides inspected everything they’d brought, supplemented it with a few supplies deemed necessary, and took other things away. Their party was expected to return via the lodge and its sand pilots, and they were required to lay down a sizeable deposit to ensure this. Gerard was displeased to learn that the only weapons permitted on the island were standard issue from the lodge.

“You might be killed,” explained one of the gamekeepers. “Then the fauns would take your weapons, and we try to limit the quality of what they get hold of. Our swords and bows are basic, but serviceable. We’ll keep your own weapons safe here until your return. We feel this system evens the odds and makes the hunting experience more authentic.”

“I don’t want an authentic hunting experience,” growled Gerard. “I am here as Captain of the Temple Police, searching for a pirate. I want my sword.”

“You are certainly entitled to your own agenda,” continued the gamekeeper. “Nevertheless, we do not recognize such agendas. All parties are treated as hunting parties. I can assure you that the fauns will not make a distinction.”

Gerard argued at length, but the keepers were intractable. In the end, they were all relieved of their weapons and given standard issue. Even Silveo surrendered his throwing knives. He did not look surprised, nor did he argue much, which made Gerard wonder whether he’d hidden some elsewhere. If so, he must have hidden them well, because the gamekeepers searched their supplies exhaustively.

The tidal flats were not the open expanse Gerard had expected. He could see Maijha Minor—a vast mountainous jungle—rising in the distance, but in between lay a stretch of sand and water broken by tall grass and mangrove islands. The strange trees appeared to be standing on stilts in the water, forming twisted cages of roots. The water was brackish, their guide explained, because the huge Mustag River emptied here into the sea. Marsh grass grew waist high in scattered clumps. Footing was difficult to judge, even in good light, and it would be dark long before they reached their destination. The flats had a stink like seaweed and dead fish and swamp mud. It made Gerard’s nose itch. He wondered what Silveo thought of it.

“The tidal pools contain three kinds of jelly fish at this time of year,” said their guide cheerfully. She was a pretty little gazumelle, with huge, dark eyes and long lashes. She was dressed provocatively in a short, oiled tunic, the skirt falling barely to mid-thigh. “Our pink jelly fish will only make you yelp and itch. The zingers will make your foot swell up twice its normal size, and perhaps you’ll spend your vacation crying like a baby in the lodge. Those are the two nice jelly fish. The wasp wing will stop your breathing, and there’s nothing I can do about it, so try not to step anywhere I don’t tell you to.” 

They followed her single file. Silveo and Basil had taken the lead—both dressed today in sensible sailcloth—with Farell and Arundel coming behind and Gerard last of the officers, with the rest of the sailors after him.

“All this is underwater at high tide,” continued their guide, “some of it with a strong undertow. The last grishnard who decided to come out on his own got trapped and didn’t want to swim with the jellyfish, so he climbed a mangrove tree.” She giggled. “Ants lives in those trees. They have a vicious sting, but they only come out at night. That grishnard was so swollen when we found him that he couldn’t hold his eyes open. He did live though, which is more than I can say for the group who thought they’d sneak themselves a free hunting trip two yellow months ago. They never made the island, and no one has seen them since.”

Gerard wondered whether it was part of her job to invent these stories. Even if nothing interesting happened on the island, a hunter would have something to talk about when he got home.

“Oh,” she continued, “and there are spiders, but they come mostly at high tide. Mostly.” Her tone changed suddenly. “Looks like someone got caught in the wrong place.” She pointed, and several birds rose from a sodden mass of stinking flesh on the edge of a pool. Gerard realized it was a dead selkie, half-decayed and crawling with flies.

“He should have known better,” said the gazumelle with a click of her tongue. “Probably came looking for stranded fish and got stung by a wasp wing. Even shelts who know their way around die out here.”

Dark fell, and the tide began to rise. They had all been given lanterns, which they now lit. The gazumelle carried a red one. Gerard watched it bob ahead. How easy it would be for her to kill us—to disappear around one of these mangrove islands, to say ‘wait here a moment’ and never return. No wonder Silveo didn’t want to come out here. This is stupidly dangerous.

Gerard understood now why their sand pilot was dressed in a short tunic. His clothes were uncomfortably soaked to the waist. Looking back, he saw that many of the hunti had partially or fully undressed—their stocky, muscular bodies lavishly mottled and tattooed. 

They were slogging through thigh deep water by the time they saw the lights of the hunting lodge rising out of the trees ahead. They crawled gratefully up a muddy bank, and their sand pilot led them on, up a flight of steps in the cliff face, through a gate which she unlocked, onto a balcony, and into the grounds of a complex of buildings full of flaming torches. The Great Lodge was at least as large as Leopaard’s winter palace, and unlike the palace it was groomed to impress. The high-ceilinged buildings were full of dark, scrolled-carved wood, gleaming banisters, old-fashioned tapestries, vast fireplaces, and heavy fur rugs. Pelts and stuffed creatures were everywhere. Gerard had never seen an entire stuffed faun. It turned his stomach a little.

The gazumelle brought them into the foyer of one building and then made a bow. “This is your hall,” she told them, “blue wing of the third building. You will find hot water for baths in your bedrooms upstairs. Refreshment and entertainment are available in the main hall, or we can have a variety of diversions brought here. You must wait until morning to hunt, as the gates are shut and locked at sunset each day, and no violence is permitted in the Lodge proper on pain of death.”

Silveo thanked her and gave her what must have been a generous tip, because she smiled sweetly at him. “Would sirs care to make a wager on me?”

“How does that work?” asked Basil, who’d already gone over to the fire and started ringing out his clothes. 

“All players lay down a pre-arranged price—say two hundred cowries. You give it to the gamekeeper here at the Lodge, and we all sign an agreement. You try to catch me when you go hunting. Whoever brings me back, dead or alive, gets the money. And my pelt if that’s what you want.”

“What if we don’t want your pelt?” asked Basil. Gerard had never seen him so obviously interested in a woman.

“I’m sure sir can think of something he wants,” she said and batted her long lashes. 

“And if we don’t come back, you keep the money,” interrupted Silveo. “Sounds like a good way to make sure we get ambushed and killed. Goodnight, my dear.”

When she was gone, he turned to Basil with a scowl. “Leave the locals alone, Lieutenant.” He glanced around the room. “That goes for the rest of you as well. These shelts are not your friends. At best they’ll rob you; at worst we’ll never find your body. We are very much at their mercy here, so do not anger them or fight with them or make love to them. Just be polite and leave them alone. That even goes for shelts from other hunting parties. You don’t know who’s who. If I find you have disregarded my orders, I’ll make sure you regret it even if they don’t. Understand?”

There was a murmur of assent. 

“Right,” said Silveo. “I expect the person we are meeting this evening is already waiting for us in the main hall. Clean up and meet me down here as soon as possible. Come armed, but do not use a weapon without my direct order. The keepers of this island do not make idle threats.” 
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Chapter 29. Gwain
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Superstitions surrounding the Priestess and her cult have robbed the Resistance of valuable resources on more than one occasion. Specifically, the Resistance is afraid of accepting defectors from the Temple Sea Watch or Police, because fauns believe that dragons can look through the eyes of such shelts, speak inside their heads, and perhaps even control their actions. Such benighted fears must be overcome if the Resistance is to be successful.

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

The main hall of the Great Lodge was as impressive as the rest of the complex—soaring rafters full of dark shadows, four fireplaces, each large enough to walk around in, beautiful paintings of the island and its creatures, and an array of stuffed beasts and shelts, some of which Gerard didn’t even recognize. In particular, the far wall had the head of some enormous antlered animal that must, in life, have been considerably larger than Alsair. 

One of the fireplaces stood directly beneath this monstrosity, and one of the many tables had been drawn up before it. The only other group of shelts in the hall were sitting there. They stood as the Sea Watch entered, and a gazumelle left the group and came forward.

Silveo led the way across the hall. If Gwain could be distracted by shinies, then Silveo certainly intended to distract. He was jingling with bracelets and earrings. He had bells in his tail and a hat trimmed with multicolored pegasus feathers. His jacket and  trousers were lavender trimmed with brilliant yellow and crimson. He’d worn his boots trimmed with down. Gerard doubted he’d worn so many feathers by accident. Although it doesn’t seem like such an insult in a place already full of stuffed fauns.

The gazumelle met them halfway across the room. “Our leader would like to meet with you and you.” He pointed to Silveo and Gerard. “At that table.” He pointed to a table about halfway between the two groups. “The rest can wait here.”

Gerard understood immediately. The table was within bowshot, and some shelts on both sides had bows, which should discourage treachery. On the other hand, the table was well out of earshot for casual conversation. 

Silveo hesitated. You’d rather have Basil along than me, thought Gerard, but then Silveo nodded.

The messenger moved away and Silveo and Gerard proceeded to the table. “Let me talk,” hissed Silveo. “Don’t touch anything of his unless I tell you to. For gods’ sakes don’t eat anything.”

A shelt detached himself from the group and came towards them, his lenses flashing in the firelight. A brown-ish creature that must be his winged wolf came with him. Gerard saw that Gwain’s hair was not brown today, but a very pale blue. Of course. Many shavier had hair the same color as their feathers. No dye today. You’ve come as yourself. Gerard could see the shelts by the fire better now—a handful of zeds, several shavier fauns, an ocelon, and a little red foxling, perhaps the same one that had been in the hold of the Watersprite. 

Gwain reached the table first. He smiled at them. “Silveo Lamire. Gerard Holovar. You can stop there.”

Silveo stopped a few paces from the table and gave a chime of his tail. “Gwain Maijha.”

Gwain raised an eyebrow. “Very good. I knew you were smart, but I didn’t think you were that smart.”

“I’m not,” said Silveo. “You’re just that careless. Gerard says you look a lot like your father. You’re not all that good with poison, princeling.”

Gwain laughed and his eyes crinkled into amused points of light. “Well, he had just tried to recruit me. Caught me a little off guard.”

Gerard glowered at him. “I should have taken those lenses.”

“You should have,” agreed Gwain. “You were kind, and I wasn’t. However, you don’t seem any the worse for it, and in spite of my bad example, I intend for this to be a peaceful conference in which nobody gets poisoned or stabbed. Can we agree to that?”

Silveo spread his hands. “Absolutely.”

“You’re not very convincing, Admiral.”

“Neither are you, Highness.”

“I really won’t harm you,” said Gwain, his voice growing serious, “not unless you try to harm me or my shelts. But just to make certain...” He gave a flick of his hand, and his winged wolf came forward. “Tzu will examine you. She has a good nose.”

The winged wolf came slouching towards them. The elongated dewclaw and fourth toe of her front legs rose above her back. A thick fold of skin connected the entire arm to a point near her hips. Gerard had never seen even a picture of the creatures, and he tried to imagine what she must look like in the air. Rather like a kite, perhaps. In spite of her ungainly silhouette, her movements had a strange grace—serpentine, as though her shoulders had too many joints. 

Tzu’s head came to Gerard’s waist, but she could almost look Silveo squarely in the eye. Silveo kept looking at Gwain and didn’t flinch as Tzu sniffed her way over him, her fangs just visible as she curled her lip to better read the scent. Gerard crouched down and let her examine him as well. Her face looked more like some kind of bat than anything else, with enormous black eyes and huge ears. After a moment she returned to Silveo. She sniffed at his right hand, then growled. 

Silveo took off a bangle and tossed it on the table. Tzu returned to her master. “Poison,” she said in a soft, hissing voice. 

Gwain examined the bangle. “What is it?”

Silveo smirked. “Why don’t you poke around and find out?”

Gwain placed the bangle at the end of the table. “Do you wish to have anyone examine me?”

Silveo waved a hand. “My own nose works fine, thanks.” He came forward without further invitation and sat down across from Gwain. Gerard sat at the end of the table, so that he could see them both. He felt like a witness or perhaps a bodyguard.

“You’re the Maijhan heir,” said Silveo. “So how does that work? Your little grishnard brother inherits Maijha Major, and you get Maijha Minor?”

Gwain shook his head. “I didn’t come here to talk about me.”

“Oh, did we come to talk about me?” asked Silveo in mock astonishment. He propped his chin in one hand and looked up through his lashes in a way that was almost flirtatious. 

Gerard might have been disgusted a year ago. Now he wondered what Silveo was doing while he had his opponent’s attention elsewhere. If Silveo was trying to make Gwain uncomfortable, then he might have been successful. The faun sat back a little. “Well, I suppose we could. I’m curious about why you side with wyverns and grishnards. Wefrivain isn’t good to foxlings. It wasn’t good to you. Why do you support an abusive system?”

Silveo yawned. “Please tell me we didn’t come here to discuss philosophy. Because if that’s the case, I’ll excuse myself and go play cards. Kill you later, lovely.”

Gwain refused to be annoyed. “So you don’t think about these things? I had supposed you were the sort of shelt who thinks.”

Silveo sniffed. “I think I like to win.”

“So you side with the wyverns because you think they are certain to win?”

“There, you see? You don’t even need me to answer your questions.”

Gwain nodded. “It’s a valid position. Amoral, but valid.”

“I’ve been called lots of things,” said Silveo, “but moral was never one of them. Come to that, I’m somewhat suspicious of altruism in others. You, for instance—helping all these creatures to fight injustice and such. Here you are, a prince with no kingdom, and your daddy’s willing, but society isn’t. You’ve got this beautiful island full of fauns who look mostly like you, and so you set out to make fauns a force to be reckoned with in Wefrivain. You’d like to make Maijha Minor an independent kingdom, and you’re anything but disinterested.” Silveo’s voice turned to ice. “So don’t yap at me about morals and altruism, Maijha.”

Gerard thought Silveo had hit a nerve, because Gwain’s tail fanned briefly, and he gave a bitter little smile. “I used to think you burned my books, but you don’t. I found out recently you’ve been reading them.”

“Who told you that?” asked Silveo. “Marlo Snale?”

Gwain ignored him. “I might be willing to trade your sailors for my library. I like my books.”

“I like them, too,” beamed Silveo. “And you are welcome to come join them. I think you’d make a nice lampshade.”

Gwain had regained his balance. “Think I’d match the carpet?”

“Not quite. Might need to dye those feathers.”

“If you won’t give my books back, then perhaps you’ll accept another.” Gwain pulled a slim volume from inside his coat. He laid it in front of Silveo. Gerard saw the title: The Truth About Wyverns.

Silveo sniffed it without touching. Gwain grinned. “It’s not poisoned this time. Take it. Read it. Tell me what you think. Here, Gerard, you can have a copy, too. It’ll soon be all over Wefrivain.” 

Silveo eyed the books, still without touching them. “Of course, because you’ve invented a way to mass produce them—moveable type. Clever, but it requires a knowledge of the phonetic that isn’t universal in Wefrivain, and grishnard characters are unsuitable for your technique.”

Gwain stared at him. “You figured that out with just—? Silveo, what would it take to get you on our side?”

Silveo laughed out loud. “I tried to join your side once a long time ago, and your kind lied to me and tried to shoot me.”

Gwain frowned. “I’m sorry about that.”

Gerard winced. Wrong choice of words.

“You’re sorry,” mimicked Silveo. “Come to apologize by doing a more thorough job?”

Gwain shook his head. “I came to talk to you and get you to read this. When you’re finished, come meet me here.” He slid a scrap of vellum across the table. It was a crude map of Maijha Minor with a trail outlined in red. 

Silveo looked skeptical. “The results of your last map don’t make me excited about following this one.”

“No spiders this time.” Gwain smiled. “Everyone said we needed a way to open that door in the Watersprite—everyone except me. I knew you’d find it, open it, knew you’d outsmart yourself.”

Silveo scowled. Before he could say anything, Gwain continued. “Don’t do that here, though.” He looked from Gerard to Silveo. “There’s no trick. I won’t shoot you or poison you. I’ll give you your sailors back even if you do nothing except read that book and tell me what you think about it.” He stood up. “You can’t leave until morning, but that’s not true for us. Goodnight, Silveo, Gerard.” He turned and walked towards the nearest door. His winged wolf followed close on his heels, and the group by the fire trailed after him. 

Silveo waited until they were gone, then stood and stretched. Basil had come up to the table. “So, how’s our pirate?”

“Arrogant.” Silveo handed him the map. “See if this makes any sense to you.” He picked up the book. Gerard had already put his own copy in his pocket.

“Are we going to chase him?” asked Basil.

The rest of the sailors had drifted over to the table. Silveo stepped up on the bench and turned to them. “We’re leaving in two days. Make yourselves comfortable in our assigned lodge.”

“Two days?” repeated Basil with a frown.

“Two days.” Silveo would say no more.
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Chapter 30. Right and Wrong
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Not so long ago moose and their shelts still lived in the isolated heights of Maijha Minor. They are gone now, hunted to extinction for their grandeur. They were true giants, but too gentle for the savage place that Wefrivain has become.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

There were at least fifty bedrooms in the lodge assigned to the Temple Sea Watch—more than enough for everyone to have his own. Silveo had food brought into their common room, inspected all of it himself, and pronounced it both harmless and tasty. The cabinets in the common room turned out to contain books, a variety of instruments, and every card and board game known to Wefrivain. 

The sailors set up a happy clamber downstairs. The meal seemed to include a never-ending supply of alcohol. Gerard had no doubt the Maijhans were anxious for hunters to be as drunk as possible before stepping into the jungle. 

After he finished eating, Gerard went upstairs to his bedroom and read Gwain’s book. It wasn’t very long, and he was getting better at the phonetic. He read it twice. Afterward, he lay there for a long time and stared at the ceiling. He forgot to undress. He didn’t hear the sounds from downstairs. He was not entirely aware of going to sleep or of waking up. 

When he finally rose, he saw dawn light shining through his window. He went looking for Silveo and found him on the balcony that ran along the back of the building, giving a breathtaking view over the cliffs towards the tidal flats and the sea beyond. Gerard leaned against the rail beside him. “Did you read Gwain’s book?”

Silveo nodded. He was eating a piece of fruit.

Gerard said nothing for a moment. “Do you think he’s right?”

Silveo shrugged. “About what?”

“That wyverns aren’t gods, that they’re just a predatory animal, that they treat the islands as a food source, that they only side with grishnards because we’re larger and more aggressive and can keep everyone else submissive for them.”

Silveo shrugged. “Sure. I mean, that’s one way to look at it.” He frowned at Gerard. In the morning light his pale blue eyes were almost the color of Gwain’s hair. “Isn’t every god you’ve ever heard of somewhat parasitic?”

Gerard said nothing for a moment. “If he’s right, then he’s...right.”

“And that means?”

“It means I am on the wrong side,” snapped Gerard. “It means...” It changes everything. He wondered what Thessalyn would say if she had the situation presented to her the way Gwain had presented it, what she would do if she believed him. She’s the one with the theological training. I wish she was here.

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Gerard, don’t be an idiot. When it comes to Morchella, Gwain obviously doesn’t know what he’s talking about. We both know she can do things he claims not to believe in.”

“That’s true.” 

“He’s living in his own little faun-centered world,” continued Silveo. “He’s arrogant, and it’s going to cost him.”

“What did you do to him?” whispered Gerard. “Did you poison him, Silveo?”

“No.” Silveo pulled away from the rail with a scowl. “We’re not going to talk about this, Gerard. It’s better for you not to know.”

Gerard didn’t see Silveo for the rest of the day. He spent some time walking the extensive grounds of the Great Lodge, following the black iron fence that rose at least three times his height. The jungle had been cleared for some distance around it. The Lodge seemed to be empty except for the Sea Watch and staff. Gerard learned from a gazumelle servant that all the other parties were in the jungle hunting. It was, after all, what they’d come to do. A dozen smaller lodges occupied various safe zones throughout the island, and grishnard hunting parties often made journeys between these points. The Maijhans sold simple maps with major trails and lodges marked. They hinted that other trails and even other lodges might be discovered by the curious or adventurous.

Gerard was disgusted to find cages containing a number of frightened looking fauns. A grishnard gamekeeper explained that these were not native to the island. Apparently some grishnards preferred the easier entertainment of hunting fauns who were as ignorant of Maijha Minor as their pursuers. The fauns in the cages could be purchased and turned loose at leisure. If caught, their meat could be cooked to taste by the lodge chefs.

The hunti sailors had stayed up most of the night and they slept for about half the day. By evening, they were boisterous again, gambling and laughing and singing in the common room. Apparently several of them had shared the cost of a faun, killed it right outside the gates of the Lodge (no pretense of a hunt), and ordered it roasted in grand style for dinner.

Silveo was displeased, and the sailors involved earned a reprimand and the threat of a pay cut. However, they hadn’t actually disobeyed any of his orders. The faun killed had not been local, nor had the sailors been anything but polite and business-like with the staff. They were annoyed that Silveo would not permit them to hire dancers for entertainment. 

Gerard came down and watched them for a while. He’d found some interesting books in the cabinets, but he was restless. The contents of Gwain’s book ate away in the back of his mind like vinegar in a troubled stomach.

Arundel was sitting in a corner alone. He had a glass of wine in front of him, but Gerard hadn’t seen him do more than sip it all evening. What are you thinking? Are you lonely? Jealous? Angry? Watching him, Gerard wondered why Arundel had such a reputation for cruelty. Is it close association with Morchella—a more clumsy version of her character? Is it a trait he always possessed that she exacerbated? Or is he just angry at the world for what’s happened to him?

On an impulse, Gerard came over and sat down beside him. Arundel looked at him with mild surprise. He had the same dark good looks as Gerard—evidence that he had mountain grishnard somewhere in his lineage. However, he didn’t have Gerard’s height or broad shoulders, and his yellow eyes added a disturbing element. “Evening, Gerard.”

“Evening, Arundel. I hear you’ve been spending some time with my griffin.”

Arundel hesitated, then nodded. “Have I offended you?”

Gerard shook his head. “Alsair gets lonely. He’s a sociable creature, and I haven’t had as much time with him as I’d like lately.”

“Mmm.” Arundel took another minute sip from his glass. “Did he tell you any of the things I’ve said?”

About killing Silveo? “A few.” Gerard didn’t want to talk about Silveo, and he didn’t know how to gracefully bring up the topic on his mind, so he just leaned close and whispered. “Arundel, there are ways to keep her out of your mind. You don’t have to live like this.”

Arundel’s eyes fell to his drink, and he laughed softly. He kept laughing just long enough to make Gerard uncomfortable, and then his laughter changed. When he looked up, his pupils were huge and faintly ragged. “Nice try, Gerard.” The voice was still Arundel’s, but the tone and timbre were entirely Morchella’s. His lip curled, baring his teeth, and he hissed, “However, you are getting dangerously close to making me angry, sweet. Better not do that. Really. You’d better not.”

Gerard stood up so fast he turned the chair over and backed away. Arundel kept leering at him. It was Morchella’s leer—the exact curve of her lip. Gerard turned and headed for the door. It was all he could do not to run.
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Chapter 31. Not Poison
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In spite of their differences, it would be wrong to say that a state of conflict exists between the Lawless Lands and Wefrivain. Certain of the city states on the coast carry on a brisk trade with merchants from Wefrivain. 

—Gwain, The Truth About Wyverns

Gerard didn’t come out of his room for the rest of the evening. He was beginning to hate Maijha Minor. He missed Thessalyn acutely. He needed to talk to someone he trusted. He almost wished he hadn’t been so firm with Alsair about not trying to sneak onto the island. He wished badly that he wasn’t still fighting with Silveo.

Dawn found him cranky and unrested. He was displeased to learn that they were not leaving the Lodge that afternoon. When Silveo said two days, he meant two full days. They would not be leaving until tomorrow morning. Gerard ran the perimeter of the lodge fence four times and felt marginally better. He brought food and a book up to his room and determined to spend a quiet evening there. He didn’t want to set eyes on Arundel again before he had to.

It was getting late, and he was thinking about undressing for bed, when someone knocked on his door. It was one of the hunti. “Lieutenant Basil sent me to get you,” he told Gerard. “He’s down in the common room.”

Gerard was surprised. “Why?”

The sailor shrugged. “No idea, sir.” Gerard doubted that was true, but the hunti had already padded off. 

Gerard followed him downstairs and saw with relief that Arundel was not there. In fact, most of the sailors seemed to have gone to bed, and only a handful were playing cards at a table in front of the fire. Basil was sitting there, and Silveo was sitting sideways in his lap, slumped against his chest. Basil was trying to play cards around him, but he was not quite tall enough, and the top of Silveo’s head did not fit comfortably under his chin. 

Basil waved at Gerard. “Come on, Tall, Dark, and Nervous; have a seat. You want to play?”

The hunti looked instantly interested. Gerard was sure they could smell inexperience like fear. “I don’t gamble,” he said.

“Of course you don’t,” cooed Basil. “You mostly just talk and swing that sword of yours.”

“Is he alright?” Gerard had rarely seen Silveo so completely off guard in public. He was certain that sailors from the Fang would have been gaping, but these hunti seemed unsurprised by the sight of their admiral more or less comatose in the lap of their commanding officer. The untroubled looks on their faces made him wonder whether they’d sailed with Basil for a long time—maybe back when Silveo was...What? thought Gerard, Maybe fifteen? And Basil would have been about thirty? 

Basil grinned. “You’d think he’d have a high tolerance for alcohol, wouldn’t you? But he really doesn’t. Half of it’s his size and the other half is that he only drinks when he’s really upset. He’s terrified of addictive substances—comes of watching his mother smoke herself to death. But I suppose you know all about that.”

Gerard didn’t, but he could have guessed. “Why is he upset?”

Basil played a card, considered his hand, brushed Silveo’s hair out of his face. “Because he can’t sleep, Gerard,” he snapped when he was finished.

Gerard wasn’t sure what he was expected to do about this. He sat down cautiously.

Basil exchanged a few jokes with another player, then ducked his head and said in Silveo’s ear, “Silvy, why don’t you go talk to Gerard? I know it’s what you want. Gods, but you are your own worst enemy!”

Silveo stirred, muttered something unintelligible. 

“You are making me lose this game,” continued Basil. “If you don’t want to play or talk, go to bed! I’ll be along in a bit.”

Silveo growled like a small, aggravated animal and still didn’t open his eyes.

Basil sighed, lifted him with an effort, and dumped him in Gerard’s lap. “There. He’s all yours. Go do whatever it is you do for him, so he can sleep.”

Gerard had put his arms out to keep Silveo’s head from hitting the table. The foxling felt as boneless as a sleeping cat. He made a small, pitiful mew as Basil let go of him, but Basil had already turned back to his cards and seemed determined to show no further interest. Silveo made another unhappy sound and tried to wriggle out of Gerard’s lap. Gerard let him go, but then he staggered and would have hit the floor if Gerard hadn’t reached out and caught him.

“Silveo?”

Silveo looked up at him—a sad, lost expression. “Gerard?”

“Can I take you to your room?”

Silveo nodded.

Gerard lifted him, cradling him like a child. He looped Silveo’s tail so it wouldn’t drag, and carried him out of the main hall. Silveo caught a fistful of Gerard’s coat and buried his face against it. He mumbled something Gerard couldn’t understand.

“Why did you do this to yourself, Silveo?” Are you trying not to think about Gwain’s book? About whatever you did to him? About what you’re going to do?

Gerard found the room Silveo and Basil had been occupying. He had trouble opening the door with his arms full of foxling, but he managed. He tried to put Silveo down on the bed, but Silveo wouldn’t let go, so he just walked around the room for a few moments. He pushed back the curtains and opened the window. Maybe the cool air will wake you up. Red moon hung like a drop of blood above the sea. 

“Silveo, what did you do to Gwain?”

He didn’t expect Silveo to answer, but after a moment he whispered. “I made him sick.”

Gerard looked down at him. I shouldn’t do this, he thought. It’s taking advantage. But he felt that he needed to know. “How? With what? You said no poison, and that winged wolf—”

“Not poison,” whispered Silveo, his eyes half shut. “Fleas.”

“Fleas?”

Silveo nodded. “It’s a faun disease.” His voice came out clear. He wasn’t slurring. Gerard hoped that meant he was actually choosing to say this. “Panauns can’t get it. Carried by fleas.” He scooted up against Gerard’s shoulder and said in his ear. “I put them on his wolf when I tossed that bracelet. Everyone was looking at the shiny.” He giggled, and his voice dropped to a barely audible murmur. “It will kill half the fauns on this island—anything with a hoof. If the Maijhans find out, they’ll skin us alive. You mustn’t tell.”

Gerard felt ill. His duty and his honor were at war and he could no longer tell them apart. This is why you didn’t want me along. He reminded himself that the fauns were trying to kill him, that those fauns had hostages, that his friend was in distress. He put the rest away. “Silveo, I can keep a secret.”

“Mmm.” Silveo shifted, slid his arms around Gerard’s neck and kissed him. As drunk as he was, it wasn’t a sloppy kiss. It probably would have had a lot of finesse if Gerard hadn’t been trying so hard to get out of it. 

He almost dropped Silveo, almost threw him across the room. Instead, he hugged him tightly enough to force Silveo’s head against his shoulder. “What is the matter with you?” he hissed. 

“Drunk?” suggested Silveo cheerfully.

“I’ve noticed.”

“Do you any way you like?”

“I thought we established I don’t want that.”

“Shelts say so,” mumbled Silveo, “but then they change their minds.”

“Not me.”

Silveo sighed. “I’ve been an ass for the last few days, and now I’m making a nuisance of myself.”

“A bit.”

“I’m sorry.”

Gerard nearly dropped him in surprise. “I’ve never heard you say that.”

Silveo’s voice came out small and sad. “Haven’t you?”

Gerard sighed. “I suppose I have.” They were quiet for a few moments, and then Gerard said, “I still want to leave, and I still want you to come. Silveo?”

But he was sound asleep.
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Chapter 32. Vicious and Deceitful
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Hunti pirates are perhaps the most feared seafaring predators in the water around Wefrivain. They will steal anything, but they are particularly fond of prisoners, which they sell as slaves all over Wefrivain and the Lawless Lands, depending on where each species is valued. 

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Basil found Gerard the next morning, eating breakfast. He sat down beside him, humming. “I knew you could do it.”

“Do what?” muttered Gerard into his tea.

“He slept like a kitten,” purred Basil. “All he needed was a good dose of you. Maybe you could arrange some sort of brief nightly session. You know—so he doesn’t go into withdrawal again.”

Gerard wondered if he could manage to dump his scalding tea into Basil’s lap without appearing to do it on purpose.

“Lieutenant, are you making a nuisance of yourself?” came Silveo’s voice behind them.

“Yes, sir.”

“Please go find someone else to bother.”

Basil hopped up. “Absolutely.”

Silveo came over and sat down across from Gerard. He poured himself some tea. After a moment he said. “Can we forget about the way I behaved last night?”

Gerard was more than willing. However, he felt like he’d behaved just as badly. “Silveo, do you remember what I asked you? What you said?”

Silveo screwed up his face. “Said and did.”

“I shouldn’t have asked you those things. You weren’t yourself, and I—” took advantage.

Silveo sniffed. “I was myself. That was the whole problem. You’re not going to like what you see today, Gerard. Just do as I say, and maybe we’ll get out of this alive.”

Silveo’s officers clearly expected to leave early, but Silveo seemed in no hurry. He let the sailors sleep in and spent some time strolling the grounds. Gerard came with him, and Silveo didn’t seem to mind, but for once he wasn’t in a mood to talk. Around midmorning, a hunting party returned to the Lodge from the jungle. They looked unhappy and went straight to the administration building. Silveo waited for a bit and then asked some of the grishnard staff if there was a problem.

The gamekeeper looked uncomfortable. “The hunters are saying there’s something wrong with the fauns out there. Sirs might like to wait until later to go hunting.”

“Oh, I think we’re ready now,” said Silveo. “If there’s something wrong with them, they’ll be easy to catch, eh?”
The gamekeeper looked troubled, but Silveo had turned and walked away. “I’m not planning on coming back here,” he told Gerard, “so bring anything you value.”
The sailors were roused and within an eighth- watch they’d started into the jungle. It was a fine, crisp morning. The trail marked on Gwain’s map was one of the major arteries that ran along the outer rim of the island. “Watch for traps,” Silveo warned them. “Be careful of your feet.”

They hadn’t been walking very long when they encountered the body of a pegasus—a foal, half off the path. It didn’t have any visible wounds, and it hadn’t been dead for long. Silveo barely glanced at it. 

A little further on, they found half a dozen gazelle, all dead. They were lying in black pools of bloody vomit and excrement, and the flies were already walking on their corpses. Gerard also found a gazumelle child among the bodies. His stiff arms were wrapped around the neck of one of the dead creatures, his face buried in its bloody fur. 

Silveo caught Gerard staring. “Do remember,” he hissed, “that mistress may make you and Thess take that selkie’s place if we don’t bring her this faun or at least proof of his death. Focus, Gerard, and keep up.” 

Vicious and deceitful, thought Gerard. Right.

Silveo had not understated the virulence of the plague he had released on Maijha Minor. Gerard figured it must not require fleas to spread after the initial infection. It had obviously traveled rapidly through the island’s hoofed population. As they continued, the bodies became more frequent. Sometimes they found living shelts just sitting beside the path, their fur and clothes sticky with vomit and stinking of blood. They did not run, even when the hunti shoved them with swords. Arundel tried cutting off one’s ear to see if that got a response, and Farell stepped forward and finished it.

Basil looked as uneasy as Gerard had ever seen him. “Silvy,” he whispered. “This is jungle plague.”

“Mmm.” 

Gerard was walking just behind them and heard Basil’s low mutter. “There’s a reason they call it ‘fear’ in the Lawless Lands. You know some strains can infect panauns.”

“Not this one,” said Silveo.

Basil stopped walking for a moment. “Oh.”

“That ship of yours going to show?”

“I think so.”

“Good, because I don’t think it would be smart of us to go back via the Lodge.”

“Wyverns preserve us,” Basil murmured. “The Maijhans will want to eat us for dinner.”

Silveo sniffed. “They won’t be doing anything for a while, except panicking.”

He was right. Gerard suspected the plague had totally disrupted any network the fauns used to communicate with each other. By the end of the day, every hoofed creature on the island was clearly dead or extremely ill. They passed whole herds of zebra that had collapsed in the mountain clearings—their bodies arching in dreadful spasms.

They found beautifully colored jungle pegasus thrashing in the weeds beside the trail. One had fallen into a plant with huge flat leaves larger than a shelt. Each leaf had tiny beaded stalks of pink moisture like strange fur. “Poison sundew,” explained Basil. “It burns like acid and sticks like glue. Sometimes the fauns cut it up and use it in traps.”

The pegasus was thrashing in the heart of the sundew, adhered to half a dozen leaves. It was making a pitiful squawking sound. Gerard wanted to ask someone to shoot it, put it out of its misery. Everywhere he looked, he saw death and blood and pain. He remembered the flock of jungle pegasus who had sung with Thessalyn that night before they reached Lecklock. Are any of them dying on this island now?

He caught up with Silveo and Basil again and asked in a low voice, “Will half of them really survive?”

Basil shot him a glance. “Well...no. I mean, they would if they had someone to bring them food and water, keep them bathed and warm, stop them from taking all their clothes off and wandering away in delirium. Trouble with jungle plague is everyone tends to get sick at once, so there’s no one to do those things.”

Gerard looked at him curiously. “Have you had experience with it?”

Basil hesitated. “Yeah. I have. Don’t want to do it again.”

“You can’t usually catch it twice,” said Silveo.

“I don’t want to find out.”

“Most of the crew of the Dark Wind have had it,” said Silveo to Gerard. “That’s part of the reason I brought them—just in case.”

Basil gave a little laugh. “There’s a story for you, Gerard. I hired Silvy because someone told me he was good with poison, and I thought my whole crew had been poisoned. They went down that fast. By the time he got there the next day, I had it, too—fever so high I could hardly crawl up on deck.” He grinned at Silveo. “And I still thought you were the cutest thing I’d ever seen.”

Silveo shook his head. “You were very ill.”

“I was delirious; I was probably dying, but I wasn’t blind. If you hadn’t stuck around, I don’t know what would have happened to us. The harbor quarantined us, which amounted to leaving us alone to die.”

Gerard said nothing. Silveo, you knew what this disease could do, and you gave it to a shelt who came to you for a peace conference. Gerard remembered what Silveo had said before they left Lecklock. “I’m planning to walk in there over sand and walk out over bodies.” I didn’t think you meant it literally.

He wondered whether Gwain was still alive. It seemed unlikely, since he would have been the first to sicken. Still, he was half grishnard; maybe that would help him. At last they came to a point where Gwain’s map instructed them to leave the main trail and continue up a side path towards the interior. So far, they hadn’t encountered a single trap or obstacle, but Silveo told everyone to be even more vigilant from now on.

They found no traps, though, all the way down into the little jungle gully where the path grew so faint that it almost vanished. At last they came to a ruin of stone that might once have been a mansion or a temple, complete with crumbling outbuildings and a partial wall. The body of a gazumelle woman crouched by the entrance. Gerard thought she might be alive, but when he touched her she was stone cold.

Basil gave a long sigh. It was the sand pilot who’d brought them in. The one who didn’t kill us, thought Gerard.

Dead and dying fauns were everywhere inside the ruin—sitting or lying, sometimes twisted into agonized postures. Many of them had taken off their clothes in their delirium, and a pool near the main courtyard was thick with shelts who had, for some reason, crawled in there to die. Gerard spotted a tarnished statue in the center of the complex—a pair of brooding wings, shielding a bracket for a torch or candle. A Firebird monument, he thought. It had been hung with skulls, which Gerard suspected were grishnard. However, the bones were mostly old. Not enough new ones to account for fifty Sea Watch sailors. 

They searched the ruin. Gerard didn’t think the fauns had actually been living here. It was probably just a meeting place. It would be a good spot to make a stand against hunters—lots of nooks to hide and shoot from. Gerard half expected to be attacked at any moment. Even if all the fauns were too sick to move, there had been a few panauns in Gwain’s group. However, either they’d run away, or they were smart enough not to challenge a large company of Sea Watch with their own forces in tatters. Silveo attempted to question several of the half-dead fauns, but they were either delirious or very good actors. Those well enough to run away obviously had. 

The sailors found a passage into the basement level of the ruin, and one of the hunti gave an excited yip as he entered. “I smell grishnards,” he called. Silveo picked the lock on a newer looking metal door and in the black cell beyond, they found most of the sailors who’d been lost on the Watersprite. They were thin and weak, but alive. 

“The fauns stopped coming to feed and water us a while ago,” they said. “We thought they’d left us to die.”

Gerard wanted to be pleased to see them, but he just felt ill. No traps, no poison. He didn’t lie to us. Silveo seemed dissatisfied. He set the sailors to work looking through the bodies for a blue-haired faun with dew claws. 

After a while, they found a crumbled outbuilding with a zed fauness who did not appear to be sick. She was ancient and apparently too arthritic to bathe. Grime clung to her hair, and her clothes looked as though they hadn’t been washed since last spring. She seemed more than a little mad, muttering and tittering to herself while they examined her dirty cottage. Unlike the other buildings, this one looked truly lived in.

“I don’t suppose she needs to hide,” said Basil. “You’d have to be desperate to want to bag this one.”

However, Silveo got excited when he started sniffing around the cottage. “Gwain was here recently,” he said. He went to the backdoor, opened it, sniffed around. “He and his wolf left within the watch.” He thought a moment. “Basil, please tell Farell exactly how to reach the rendezvous point for the ship. Farell, I want you to start in that direction with the sailors who were prisoners. They’re weak and unarmed, and they need to get out of here. Take fifteen of ours with you. Basil, pick the fastest ten to go with us.”

“Hunting?” asked Basil. 

“Oh, yes.”

The groups assembled and split up quickly. Gerard watched them and said nothing. Silveo started into the forest with ten hunti sailors, Basil, Arundel, and Gerard. The shadows were growing long. “If we get separated,” said Silveo, “meet back at that ruin by dawn. This island isn’t as deadly right now as usual, but it’s still dangerous. Watch out for traps, poison sundew, and the odd panaun. The faun we’re chasing is sick. I smell blood, but there’ll be nothing wrong with his wolf.”

Silveo was leading, occasionally crouching down to catch the scent. No one seemed to notice when Gerard dropped back. He let himself drift to the rear of the group. In the gathering shadows, he stopped walking, waited until the party was out of sight, and then turned back towards the ruin.
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Chapter 33. Caught
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Unlike slaves native to Wefrivain, slaves sold by hunti are often mentally and physically groomed for their task. Hunti sometimes castrate male slaves to make them more docile, and slaves who have been blinded, made deaf, dumb, or clawless often come from hunti ships.

—Gwain, A Guide to Wefrivain

Gerard was thinking about a lot of things, but mostly he was remembering the hold of the Watersprite. He crouched down and watched the ruin and the cottage. He listened to the sigh of wind and thought about the winged monument standing now among the dead. After a while, he saw a half grown jungle pegasus flitting through the trees. It landed near the cottage.

Gerard stood up and allowed his boots to crunch the stones as he approached. The pegasus saw him and fled. It was savvy enough, though, to see that he didn’t have a bow. It landed on the roof of one of the buildings and watched.

Gerard paced off the length of the cottage. He was almost sure now. He went inside. The mad old fauness—Gwain’s caregiver—had gone. Only ten. The outside had been fully fifteen paces in length. He stopped before the only wall without windows—the one with the fireplace. Gerard wondered whether the cottage was even contemporary with the rest of the ruin or whether it had been added later. 

Gerard remembered the old fauness’s filthy hair and almost smiled. Not dirt. Soot. It was everywhere in the cottage.

He knelt and put a hand into the fireplace. It was cold and much deeper than it ought to be. He ducked inside and stood up. He was in another room. The false chimney rose a little past his waist, and he climbed out over it. He saw a tiny desk and a chair. Nothing else. No papers. No shelts.

Gerard relaxed. I shouldn’t have expected anything. Of course, he’s already gone. Silveo will deal with him.

Unless. Gerard walked across the little room. One. Two. And a half. He looked back at the wall and the fireplace, then at the wall in front of him. I’m missing another two and a half paces. 

Gerard felt his way over the far wall. It looked seamless. Then his hand touched something...sticky? No, springy. The wall looked exactly the same, yet it gave in one place and bounded and wobbled at the touch. Silveo thinks it’s rendered spider web. He reached into the silken hollow and found a knob. Still, the material did not tear. He turned the knob, and a door inside swung open. He could hear it swing softly, but he saw only a ripple in the wall in front of him. Gerard put out his hand to the wall that was no more than a veil. He pushed up the veil and ducked beneath. 

The second secret chamber was tiny. A bed filled over half of it. A faun was curled on the bed, reading by the light of a tiny candle.

“Hello, Gerard.” Gwain did not look surprised to see him, only tired. His skin was blotchy. His eyes were fever bright. Still, he didn’t seem delirious. “Where’s Silveo?”

“Following the trail your wolf left,” said Gerard. “She dragged some of your clothes, I expect.”

Gwain nodded. “Silveo trusts his nose, doesn’t he? You trust your eyes.” 

“Can you walk?” asked Gerard.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” And Gerard finally heard the fear in his voice. 

You’re not very dangerous now, are you?

Gwain pulled himself up on his elbows and then gingerly sat on the side of the bed, trying to avoid knocking over the bucket of bloody filth beneath. He was trembling with the effort and perhaps with fright. “You know,” he said, without looking at Gerard. “I had poison for such an occasion, but the old one took it away. She thought I might hallucinate and kill myself, and now I’m not sure where she’s put it, and I’m too weak to use a dagger.” He was almost babbling.

Gerard crouched beside him. “Gwain.”
The faun glanced at him. His eyes were huge and dilated. “I don’t think you enjoy cruelty,” he whispered. “You could say you found me dead.”
“I want to join you,” said Gerard. “I want to help.”

Gwain blinked. 

You’re so sure you’ve lost, and you’re so sick. You can’t even process this.

“I won’t come without my wife,” continued Gerard. “I need to go and get her, and then I’ll go wherever you like, meet you wherever you like, tell you anything you want to know, just as long as there’s protection from wyverns and from the Priestess. I’ll try to get Silveo to come, but I will even if he won’t.”

Gwain gave a little laugh. His eyes darted back and forth. He licked his lips. “This would have been a lot easier a few days ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

Gwain crumpled in a spasm. “I underestimated Silveo,” he managed. “You only get to do that once.”

No, thought Gerard, you overestimated him. You thought he had the faintest trace of honor. 

“I’m not sure I’ll survive,” continued Gwain, “and if I do, I’m not sure what the Resistance will look like afterward.”

Gerard nodded. “I understand that.”

“They may blame you for this, and they’ll have a hard time trusting any Captain of Police.”

“They have good reasons for that,” said Gerard. “You got some things wrong in your book. Nevertheless, I’m willing to try. You have no idea what I’m running from.”

“Oh?”

Gerard smiled. Even violently ill, badly frightened and burning with fever, Gwain was curious. “I’ll tell you later. Do you have a way out of here?”

Gwain shrugged. “A pegasus was supposed to come, but I don’t know whether there are any well enough, whether the message even got through.”

“There’s a pegasus outside,” said Gerard. “At least, there was when I came in.” 

He was still there. Gerard helped Gwain out of the cabin and onto the back of the nervous pegasus. “If I survive this, I’ll be in contact,” said Gwain. “I’m sorry I can’t give you more.”

We took everything you had to give. 

Gerard watched the pegasus flit away between the trees. When he turned around, he jumped. Alsair was standing behind him. His eyes were faintly unfocused.
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Chapter 34. Wind Chimes
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There are many reasons that fauns or minor panauns might find themselves on Maijha Minor. For most, a pirate ship is the only way off the island alive. The majority will never have that option. Pirates can afford to be picky.

—Gwain, The Non-grishnards of Wefrivain

Gerard felt like he’d swallowed a ball of ice. “Alsair?”

The griffin blinked. “Gerard, I’ve been looking for you all day. I dodged two patrols, but they’re not as vigilant as I expected.”

Gerard took Alsair’s head in his hands and looked into his eyes. They stared back at him, puzzled, warm, honey-gold. My friend. Closer than my brother. He started to relax. Arundel has me frightened, jumping at everything. The ruins were shadowy, the light poor. Gerard didn’t even know how he could have seen what he thought he saw. 

“Did you just do what I thought you did?” asked Alsair. “That faun and that pegasus?”

“What do you mean?” asked Gerard. 

Alsair snorted. “Gerard, it’s alright. I mean, he has to be better than Silveo. If you want to leave the Temple service, I’m with you.”

Gerard nodded, ran a hand through Alsair’s downy feathers. 

“You used to tell me everything,” whispered Alsair. “Now you hardly trust me.”

Gerard felt a pang. “I’m sorry. I’m frightened and worried. It will be better when this is over, when we’re away. I promise, Alsair. I’ll be a better friend.”

The griffin nuzzled him. “You worry so much. You always did. Everything will be alright.” He paused. “Do you want to go now? We could winter on some forgotten numerary, spend the season fishing and hunting, fly on to the Lawless Lands in the spring. No one will find us. We could do that, Gerard.” 

Gerard felt a wave of anger. “And leave Thess?”

Alsair hesitated. “No, of course not.”

You’re disappointed.

The distance between them bloomed again. Gerard paced the courtyard without saying anything. Dawn. Silveo said to meet back here at dawn. I wonder if Tzu will really keep them busy all night or whether they’ll be back in a quarter watch. He tried to think of a convincing story to explain his departure from the group. The idea of trying to successfully lie to Silveo made him nervous all over again.

I could say I figured out the cottage, but found the room empty. It could have happened that way. He wondered whether Silveo’s nose would be able to detect the real story on the ground. He had no idea. He felt tired.

“There’s a ship in a little cove not far from here,” said Alsair. “I saw it as I was flying—a fast looking ship with black sails.”

Gerard nodded. “The Nightingale—Basil’s pirate ship. Silveo doesn’t want to go back via the Great Lodge. He’s afraid they might have figured out we brought jungle plague to the island. That’s probably why the griffin patrols aren’t vigilant. They’re probably busy trying to figure out what’s happening to all their game animals.”

Alsair thought a moment. “I could take you back to Maijha Major. We don’t have to sail with that obnoxious wine sack.”

Gerard thought about it. I could fly straight to Maijha Major, get Thess, and leave. He couldn’t think of where to go, though. Gwain hadn’t told him anywhere.

Gerard shook his head. “We were supposed to meet back here at dawn. We’ll wait for them.” He paced the ruins until red moon started to set behind the trees. In the starlight, the twisted bodies of the fauns gave the place a macabre atmosphere of doom. Still, the hunting party did not return. It grew chilly and Gerard considered a fire, but he didn’t want to attract the unwanted attention of any of the island’s inhabitants that were not sick. At last, Alsair lay down against a wall, and Gerard curled up in the warm crook of his body. He fell asleep, listening to the chirp of insects and the call of night birds among the trees.

Gerard woke in a cold sweat, trembling. He jumped up, disoriented, feeling that he was late for something. Much, much too late. 

Alsair rose from the ground with a yawn. The bodies in the ruins were beginning to stink.

“They didn’t come back.” 

Gerard nodded. He felt more panicky than the situation warranted. I should wait a little longer. That winged wolf probably just led them up into the mountains, but Silveo’s good with directions and Basil knows something about Maijha Minor. I should wait.

“Let’s go to the ship,” he said suddenly. “Maybe they went there for some reason.” He couldn’t imagine Silveo leaving him, but maybe something unexpected had happened.

The morning was excessively foggy, for which Gerard was grateful. It would help with any patrols that weren’t busy trying to save their game animals. Alsair flew low towards the main path, over the ridge, and down the cliffs to the sea. They were on the outer side of the island with big waves beating on the rocks below. Gerard strained his eyes in the mist, trying to catch sight of a ship. They flew until they reached a little rocky inlet at the mouth of a small river. Alsair circled. “I don’t understand. I’m sure this is where they were. They’ve gone, Gerard.”

Gerard felt the panic rise again. Gone without me? Without even coming back to the ruins to look for me? Gerard couldn’t imagine Silveo doing such a thing. 

“Do you want to go back to the ruins?” asked Alsair. “Or we could fly along the coast. I might have the wrong inlet, but I’m pretty sure—”

“No,” said Gerard more harshly than he had intended. “We’re going back to Maijha Major. We’ll look for the ship along the way. They can’t be long gone.”

The flight back to Maijha Major would have taken less than a quarter watch if they’d used the most direct route over the island, but Gerard made Alsair follow the ship’s likely route. They saw nothing—no ships, no patrols, no other creatures in the air, just fog and sea and glimpses of jungle coast. Alsair skirted the tidal flats, rose higher now that they were away from the island, and shot towards Port Royal. 

They finally saw the Nightingale as they passed over the harbor—a sleek little vessel, perhaps the size of the Watersprite, gleaming black. Alsair dropped down on the deck. Gerard didn’t even dismount. “Is Admiral Lamire here?” he called to a sailor on deck.

The sailor looked startled. Gerard didn’t recognize him. “No,” he said. “He went up to the palace.”

“How long ago?” asked Gerard. 

“Recently. Less than an eighth watch. We just got in. Are you Captain—?”

But Gerard had already nudged Alsair into the air. They flew up the cliff, over the courtyard gardens of Leopaard’s winter palace. “There,” said Gerard, his voice taut. “Land there.”

It was as close as he could get to Thessalyn’s rooms. I have to check on her first. I’ll find Silveo later, apologize for disappearing, do whatever I need to, but first I have to make sure...

She’ll be harping, thought Gerard as he bounded up the stairs. She probably won’t even be in her rooms. Or she’ll be composing. She’ll laugh at me.

He stopped at the head of the stairs. The door to Thessalyn’s suite was standing open, with several Sea Watch outside. They were perfectly still, not talking, not laughing. Gerard couldn’t see their faces. He didn’t run. He walked—slower and slower. He wanted to stop everything. Stop time. Stop breathing. Just stop.

He reached the door. He wasn’t conscious of the shelts parting for him, although they did. Gerard didn’t take in all the details of the room at once. He felt as though his mind were shutting down. Something was stuck in his throat. It was hard to breathe.

The window was open, the curtains torn and blowing gently in the sea breeze. The windowsill and surrounding plaster were deeply scratched, as though something large had passed through. One of the wind chimes Leopaard had given Thessalyn hung askew. It made a faintly discordant resonance, a soft, bright tinkle. Another of the chimes had broken and was scattered in glittering pieces across the floor. 

The floor. Something lay in the middle of it. Gerard forced his mind to understand what it was. Thessalyn’s harp—broken, twisted, shattered, its glossy curves like wounded skin around protruding bits of broken bone, the strings like the entrails of some sad and lovely beast. 

It’s bleeding, thought Gerard. The harp was lying in a pool of blood. Bright droplets everywhere, and in the middle of the floor, angling towards the door on the far side of the room, a perfect, clawed wyvern footprint.

Gerard took several steps into the room. He had to go through that door. He had to.

He couldn’t. 

He sank to his knees. He was drowning. Dimly, through his tears he saw shelts coming through the door on the far side of the room. Basil’s voice: “There you are at last. Well, I did tell you what I’d do if you hurt him. I think this qualifies.”

Yes, thought Gerard. Please end this.

Silveo’s voice, an octave too high, shaking, half hysterical: “Gerard, I told you. I warned you and warned you, and you just wouldn’t listen! You wouldn’t listen!”

Do it, thought Gerard. Put a knife in me. No acts of mercy. No exceptions, Silveo.

Something hit him in the back of the head so hard it felt like his eyeballs had exploded. The world shrank to a vanishing tunnel of watery light, the sound of wind chimes. Silveo was making a noise. Gerard couldn’t tell whether he was laughing or sobbing.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Part III
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Now we come to the nadir,

the twilight of the tale,

where even music stutters, 

and all words fail.

—Thessalyn Holovar, ballad
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Chapter 1. A Leon

[image: image]


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

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

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

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

“Some harbor masters—”

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

“No airships until spring, though.”

“Mill, perhaps?”

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

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

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

“Eat.”

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

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

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

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

“Yes, but it only killed fauns.”

“Whatever. Something’s wrong with him.”

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

Laughter.

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

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

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

“We can fix that.”

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

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

“None of that.”

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

“Well, that won’t work.”

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

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

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

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

Wind chimes. Don’t remember.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But no one came.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’m going insane.

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

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

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

The days began to lengthen and the nights got a little warmer. The spring rains came. Gerard heard his owners commenting that the rains were particularly heavy this year. Then, one night, the river flooded.
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Chapter 2. The Flood
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The river exploded down the mountain in a roiling wall of snowmelt and debris, crashed over its banks, and swept through the mill. Gerard barely woke in time to leap up onto his beam, but that was as far as his chains would allow. He stood on the beam and pressed himself against the lee of the windlass. The icy torrent rose rapidly to his chest. A branch caught him in the ribs and nearly swept him from his perch. Something metal from the mill sliced into his leg.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Look up, Gerard.” 

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

“Where did you come from?” asked Gerard.

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

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

“Phoenix,” said the griffin. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

In one of his more lucid moments, he thought, They’ll give me to the pots now, because I can’t turn the windlass. I’ll be the first month’s meal for the next slave. And then he dreamed for a long time, and when he woke, it was dark and he could smell the sea.
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Chapter 3. Dakar
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Gerard woke to the familiar motion of a ship. He was lying in a hammock. He could hear voices. 

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

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

Gerard felt a moment of panic. He’d grown almost comfortable in his anonymity. Was this some shelt he’d wronged? Some relative of one of those grishnard prisoners he’d killed so long ago on the Foam? A friend of Resistance workers? A friend of one of those countless fauns who’d died on Maijha Minor (and, for all Gerard knew, all over Wefrivain)? Was she even a grishnard? He couldn’t tell from where he lay. Her skin was the right color, but gazumelle 
had skin that shade, too.
The woman watched him. Her face was difficult to read. Curious, maybe? She didn’t look angry or excited. Gerard started to relax. He risked words. “Where am I?”

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

Gerard thought about that. It felt amazing to speak and be spoken to and not 
hit.
“You’re very sick,” said the woman.

As if to illustrate this, Gerard began to cough—a thick, bubbly sound. “Who 
are you?” he managed between hacking.
“Ship’s healer,” said the woman.

Gerard stared at her.

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

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

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

Gerard thought about Basil’s story of how he’d met Silveo. “Was the ship in 
quarantine?”
She nodded. “In Merdent.”

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

“Rest,” she said.

“What’s your name?” asked Gerard.

She hesitated. “Dark Heart.”

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

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

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

“They shortened it to Dakar,” she continued.

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

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

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

She thought for a moment and nodded. 

Something else occurred to him. She looked like a young adult, and yet... “Dakar, 
how old are you?”
She just looked at him—that perfectly blank expression. Then she walked away. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerard nodded, still staring. 

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

“Well. Yes.”

“Why?”

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

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

Gerard looked down at the planks. “Nevertheless.”

She thought for a moment. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

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

No wonder no one bothers her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Just before they stepped out the door, Gerard heard Dakar mutter under her breath. “Dangerous means me.”
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Chapter 4. Near Miss
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The officer turned out to be one of the warders in charge of the slaves. He led Gerard down a level and stopped in an empty hallway. Gerard could hear the distant beat of a gavel. “So,” said the warder, “you’re the reason she’s so reclusive. What a nice pet you must make.” And he hit Gerard in the belly with his fist. Gerard could have stayed on his feet, but he crumpled and sank to his knees, partially as a submissive gesture to avoid being hit again. 

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

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

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

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

The warder hesitated. Gerard heard the sound of feet. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He shouted. The other warders would have stopped this if they’d seen it, but the chaos of the storm and the crack of the thunder drowned Gerard’s cries. “Let’s see you row now,” sneered Ruel, and he brought the butt of his whip down so hard that Gerard heard his rib snap. Pain followed like thunder after lightning. Gerard screamed, tried to pull away, but Ruel was still hammering at him. “Soon,” he snarled, “we’ll throw you into the sea.” Then he brought his fist down again, and Gerard fainted.
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Chapter 5. Ruel
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The storm blew itself out by morning. Gerard woke to a different warder poking the customary hunk of meat into his face. He was sure the warder saw his bruises, probably guessed what had happened, but he made no comment. He doesn’t care enough, thought Gerard. He has to work with Ruel, has to live with him. It’s not worth the life of one slave to make a fuss.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Instead, he found Ruel still performing his accustomed duties, but with the bizarre addition of a tendency to favor Gerard. Now instead of withholding Gerard’s ration, Ruel gave him an extra piece. He gave him extra water, too. At all other times, he avoided Gerard and made rounds as infrequently as possible. There was no mistaking his expression whenever their eyes met: sheer terror. Then one day he disappeared. Gerard heard the warders whispering that he had gone mad.
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Chapter 6. Pirates
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One cool, crisp day in fall, the rowers were wakened from a morning’s nap to instant double time at the oars. The warders announced, loudly and publicly, that hunti pirates had been sighted. This added an edge of personal investment to the rowers’ activity. No one wanted to be blinded, deafened, or castrated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Resistance pirates? 

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

Gladly!

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

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

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

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

The hooves stopped, and Gerard heard a gasp. He looked up. Lenses. Bright hazel eyes. His hair was brown today. Gwain stared. “Gerard?”
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Chapter 7. Invitation
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“Don’t worry. I’ll get this straightened out.” Gwain was standing outside one of the holding cells, talking to Gerard through the bars. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tea, Gerard?”

“With you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Giving up on Wefrivain?” asked Gerard.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And did he want to?” asked Gwain.

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

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

Gerard shook his head. Do I want to?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It seems...interesting.” Sort of.

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

“A tour?” repeated Gerard.

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

“So you’re really leaving Wefrivain?”

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

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

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

Gerard shrugged. “I’ve got nothing else to do. Someone told me once that I’m good for discouraging pickpockets.” And for some reason that made him feel sick, and he didn’t want to talk anymore.
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Chapter 8. Acts of Mercy
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Gwain ate breakfast with Gerard the morning the Ripple reached port in Merdent and then went with the captain to talk to their financer about setting Gerard loose. Gerard wasn’t worried. I have perhaps grown a little complacent. He did not find himself thinking or brooding about the future as he once had. You can’t control anything as a slave, and eventually you stop trying. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I might be in trouble.

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

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

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

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

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

“I know, I know,” muttered Gerard. “Shut up.” He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “I’m having conversations with a dead person. I must be going mad.” Then the wooden back wall of his cage gave a rattle and lifted.
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Chapter 9. Felbane
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Gerard blinked at the bright sunlight. The pit looked bigger from the bottom. On the far side he saw... Oh, mercy. Gerard had never seen a mountain griffin, but he knew he was looking at one now. The beast was at least half again as large as most lowland griffins and much shaggier. It had a black head and ruff and mad yellow eyes. It was standing on the body of a large, spotted cat. Leopard? Gerard had never seen a live leopard, although he’d handled the skins. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Felbane,” he said.

The griffin stopped, stared at him suspiciously. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She shook her head. 

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

She nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Merdent flashed beneath them—the town, the hill, mansions, markets, the glistening bay. They were flying northwest. Gerard saw the forest beyond the town. He’s not going to stop any time soon. Gerard thought the griffin might have forgotten the shelts on his back, and he wasn’t sure it would be smart to remind him. If he does a flip, we’ll have a hard time staying on with no saddle strap. So he kept his mouth shut and tried to be still while Felbane flew beyond the settled area around Merdent, over the vast coastal forests of the Lawless Lands.
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Chapter 10. A New Plan
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Felbane flew until about midnight, when he finally dropped heavily into the forest beside a river. Gerard had no idea where they were, except that they’d flown inland and a long way from Merdent. Red moon was only a sliver in the sky, yellow moon had already set, and blue moon was too low on the horizon to give much light. It was very dark under the trees.

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

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

A long silence.

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

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

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

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

“I was worried about you on the ship,” said Gerard. “No one seemed to have seen you after the boarding. Did you hide somewhere?”
A silence. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Perhaps I shouldn’t have taught her that phrase. He sighed. “If we don’t have any water or a way to carry it, then we’d better go back to the river. We can circle wide of Felbane, but we’ll need water, and, frankly, I’m not much of a hunter.” Jaleel would fare better in this situation than me. “I can fish, though.” A plan was forming in his head. “If we follow the river downstream, we’ll come to the sea, and then if we go south, we’ll eventually reach Merdent.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

They walked until the first traces of dawn touched the horizon. Gerard knew he had to sleep soon. Dakar insisted on taking the first watch. She said she could stay awake, and he was too exhausted to argue. They sat down under a tree that overhung the river. Gerard made a nest in the leaves and fell asleep.
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Chapter 11. Slavers
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When Gerard woke, he was horrified to see late morning sunlight. Dakar must be asleep! That’s dangerous with—

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

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

“You should have woken me,” he said.

“I was alright.”

“I mean when the griffin came.”

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

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

Dakar nodded. “So am I.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She nodded.

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

“Yes,” said Dakar without even blinking.

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

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

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

“What supplies do you need?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Get rid of what?” 

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

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

It looked up.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He saw Silveo flinch. 

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

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

“Do you have a knife?”

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

“Here, here!” the slaver was exclaiming. “You don’t need to touch him. He’s filthy and full of fleas! I’ll get you a sack.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “Oh, and he can’t speak. We cut out his tongue.”
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Chapter 12. A Sack
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Gerard’s head snapped around. “You—did—what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

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

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

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

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

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

Then Silveo caught sight of Dakar. To Gerard’s astonishment, he gave a whimper and tried to sit up. He began to truly hyperventilate. She put out a hand, but he flinched away, tried to crawl into Gerard’s lap. He got two handfuls of Gerard’s coat and looked up at him with huge, desperate eyes. He was making a noise, trying to speak, but only produced a painful mewling. Gerard stared at him. You’re more afraid of her than of me or the griffin! Then Silveo fainted.
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Chapter 13. Bleeding
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Silveo did not wake that night, not even when they dipped him in the cold river water. They bathed him and picked off most of the fleas. His skin was mottled green and blue and black and purple. His fur was so thin Gerard could see the bruises under it as well. His scalp had bloody patches where hair had been ripped out. His teeth were brown with old blood. “He’s very sick,” said Dakar. “He’s dying. Do you want me to try to heal him, Gerard?”

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

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

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

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

Hurt him? “Physically?”

Dakar considered. “No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo curled over, his bony tail wrapping around him. 

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

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps you shouldn’t do that again.”

Gerard stood and walked away from the fire. He was angry at himself, and Dakar was no comfort. Sometimes she hardly acted like a shelt. Gerard went to his pack and found a hook and line. He fished in the starlight for a long time. He knew his technique was all wrong, and he didn’t care. He never caught anything.
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Chapter 14. The Sea
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Silveo didn’t properly wake that night or the next morning. He was burning with fever. In his delirium, he would mew or whimper or even open his eyes and look vaguely around. He shivered violently all day as Gerard carried him. Dakar made them stop periodically and dip him in the cool river. Then sometimes he would clutch at whoever was holding him, plead inarticulately. “Silveo, we won’t drop you,” Gerard said. “We won’t drown you.” But he didn’t really seem aware. 

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

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

*  *  *  *
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GERARD WOKE IN THE dark. The fire had burned down to embers. He wasn’t sure what had woken him—a sound, a smell, a dream? He glanced around. 

Alone. He was alone.

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

No answer.

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

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

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

“Gerard?” 

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

Gerard nodded. He didn’t dare hope.

“He’s over here.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Dakar?” 

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

She nodded. 

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

He withdrew his hand, buried his face in his arms, and rocked back and forth. Gerard sat with him the rest of the night. He didn’t feel like he could ever sleep again. “Silveo, what I said to you wasn’t fair. You told me to take Thessalyn and leave.” You told me not to trust you. “You said it in the clearest possible terms, and I didn’t listen. I have no one to blame for that but myself.”

Silveo’s already drooping ears quivered. He still had his face in his arms. Gerard took out some of the cloth the slavers had given them and started working on clothes for Silveo. Gerard measured him with a bit of twine from their packs, allowed a little extra room for something close to a normal weight. Silveo did whatever Gerard asked as well as he could, although he was weak and clumsy. Their eyes met once, and Silveo looked quickly away. Please don’t look at me like that—like you’re afraid of me.

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

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

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

Silveo’s shoulders shook. Gerard scooped him up, blanket and all. This time, Silveo put his arms around Gerard’s neck and buried his face against his shoulder. Gerard thought he might have been crying, but Silveo cried so soundlessly, it was hard to tell. Gerard held him until dawn turned the sky overhead to gold, until the sun came up, until Dakar woke, until he relaxed and went to sleep.
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Chapter 15. Nightmares
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Gerard had been planning on fishing that day and letting Dakar finish Silveo’s clothes. However, Dakar, it seemed, knew very little about sewing anything other than wounded flesh. She said that she could fish and went off towards the sea with line, hooks, and a newly-cut pole. Gerard wanted to get Silveo’s clothes finished. The air smelled of fall. The forest was mostly evergreen, but the few leafy trees near the water were turning extravagant shades of red and gold. Soon the winter storms would come—icy rain and sleet. Silveo would need something warm to wear. Besides, Gerard had an idea that clothes would make him feel better. They did me.

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

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

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

“I didn’t kill Thess.”

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

Silveo looked relieved and slumped back down. 

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

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

Gerard shut his eyes. You’re probably right.

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

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

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

“Yes, yes,” said Gerard, “I know.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Hurts.”

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

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

Very slowly, Felbane dipped his head.

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

Another long pause, then Felbane dipped his head again.

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

“Hurts,” repeated Felbane in a near whisper.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo burrowed back into his blankets. 

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

*  *  *  *
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“GERARD?” 

He jerked awake. “What? What?”

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

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

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

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

“Nightmare?” asked Gerard.

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

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

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

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

“Dakar, are you discovering sarcasm?”

“Discovering what?”

“Never mind.”

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

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

Gerard wanted to say, “How many times do I have to tell you?” Instead, he reached out and pulled Silveo down beside him. “Rest. You’re safe.” It was what Malpin had said to him as a child. You don’t have to pay for this. Silveo gave a long sigh. He crawled under the blankets, curled up against Gerard’s ribs, and laid his head on his shoulder. Gerard hesitated, then put an arm around him. Moments later, Silveo was sound asleep, breathing softly and evenly. He had no more nightmares that month.
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Chapter 16. Desolate
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The next few days were clear and cool, but not too cold. It had begun to rain off and on, and Gerard decided they’d better hike to the cabin Dakar had discovered. It would be better shelter than the half-cured pelts from Felbane’s kills that they were currently using as fly sheets. They needed salt and a few other chemicals to cure the pelts properly, but all they had was smoke and sea water. They also needed material for a few more clothes. “We should look for someone to trade with,” said Gerard, but in the meantime the cabin seemed likely to solve at least their shelter problems. 

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

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

He told Silveo and Dakar about the song and about some of the things Thessalyn used to do. Dakar was almost as quiet as Silveo, but that didn’t bother Gerard today. They stopped around noon and sat on driftwood logs, eating fish they’d cooked the day before. Silveo seemed to have mostly overcome his fear of Dakar, although he never sat too near her if he could avoid it. Several times, though, Gerard caught Dakar sitting near him, sometimes with her hand on his arm or knee, saying nothing. Gerard wasn’t sure whether she was trying to offer comfort or whether something else was going on.

Dakar finished eating before Gerard and Silveo (she never seemed to eat very much) and went down to the water to look for shells. Gerard glanced at Silveo. Finally, he said in a low voice, “Silveo, who is she? Why are you afraid of her?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It gets thinner in the summer?”

Silveo nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Silveo!” barked Gerard—too sharply. 

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

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

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

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

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

“Just spell it,” he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo just dropped his gaze to the sand. Gerard sighed. It was beginning to rain—a cold, gray rain on a cold, gray beach. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go back to the cabin.”
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Chapter 17. Another Name
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The rains came, and the weather grew colder. Dakar turned up one day with three seal-skin coats—waterproof and lined with tight wool. They were roughly the right size and Gerard had no difficulty tailoring them to fit well. Dakar would not tell him where she’d gotten them no matter how many times he asked. He decided she must have stolen them, although from where he couldn’t imagine.

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

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

“Alright,” said Gerard.

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

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

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

Gerard leapt to his feet. “Silveo!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Neither are you.”

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

“Alright.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finally, Dakar gave a little nod. Silveo wrote a word in the phonetic. Gerard looked at it. The word was Maven.
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Chapter 18. Bridge

[image: image]


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That must have surprised you, too.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerard stared at her. “How did you—?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You had me.”

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

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

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

Gerard was shocked. “I didn’t know you were worried about that.”
“Of course I’m worried about that! He’ll kill me, Gerard! But if that’s where you want to go, then...I’m your foxling.”
The way he said it made Gerard’s chest constrict. “Silveo, you belong to yourself. You can go wherever you want. You don’t have to stay with me.”

Silveo didn’t say anything.

“Gwain won’t kill you,” said Gerard. “He’s not the grudge-holding type. I suppose there’s a small chance he might refuse to sail with you, and if that happens, we’ll do something else. But I really think he’ll welcome you aboard.”
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Chapter 19. All or Nothing
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Back in the cabin, everyone changed into dry clothes. Silveo glanced at Gerard’s leon tattoo and shuddered. “I couldn’t kill you.” His voice came through in a whisper. “I knew you wanted to die. I just couldn’t.”

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

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

“Yes. Why did you think?”

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

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

Silveo bowed his head. “Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerard thought about it. There’d been a time when he would have given a lot to hear what had happened just before and after his life as a leon. Now he found that he didn’t care so much. Still... Perhaps I should try to care. “Go ahead and tell me.”

“A wyvern messenger found us while we were trying to follow Gwain’s trail. It told us to go straight back to the ship and sail for Maijha Major. It said you were with your griffin and he would take you back. I didn’t like that, but I thought if you were with Alsair, you’d be alright.

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

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

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

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

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

Gerard sighed. “You did save my life.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why not?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not me. I’m pretty simple that way.”

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

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

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

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

Silveo wrinkled his nose. “Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I can. I can do tasteful.”

“And boring?” 

“You’re not boring.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerard yawned. “Time is something we have right now. You can stay here as long as you need to.”
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Chapter 20. Gifts from Dakar
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Gerard woke the next morning with Silveo completely wrapped around his head. The foxling was lying with his torso perpendicular across Gerard’s chest, facing him, his legs curled up behind Gerard’s head, and his tail completing the circle across Gerard’s throat and getting in his mouth and nose. He sat up coughing. Silveo slithered down into his lap and lay blinking up at him. Gerard groaned and lay back. He pulled Silveo up alongside him. “You’re worse than a griffin cub.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Unlike me.”

“Just like you.”

“Do you like it?” asked Dakar.

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo almost dropped his tin of kohl. 

“Mother?” said Gerard weakly.

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

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

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

“I see.”

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

Silveo giggled. “I’ll bet it didn’t.”

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

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

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

“Shut up, Silveo.”

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

“Why?”

“Just ask. I already did.”

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

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

“Ah.”

Silveo: “Totally reasonable, that.”

“Didn’t I just ask you to be quiet?”

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

Dakar smiled. “Alright.”

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

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

Dakar considered. “Sometimes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gerard reached over and jerked his tail. 
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Chapter 21. Fishing
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The weather grew colder and stormier. The rain turned to sleet and sometimes hail. The stream froze. They were all extremely glad of the coats Dakar had brought. Apart from those, their clothes were ill-suited to the weather. They had no winter hats or gloves. Silveo had no boots, and Gerard and Dakar had summer boots. Gerard attempted to make some of the things they needed out of the pelts of Felbane’s kills, but he had neither the supplies nor the knowledge to correctly prepare the leather, nor did he have any experience making these things. He wondered belatedly whether he should have tried to get nearer a town before the worst weather hit. Then they could have attempted to trade or beg or even steal what they needed. 

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

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

Dakar smiled shyly. “Do you like it?”

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

Dakar nodded.

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

Dakar said nothing. 

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

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

Silveo let it go.

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

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

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

“No, that’s enough.”

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

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

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

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

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

“If you’re going, then I’m going.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Irresistibly something. Do you actually need kohl in the wintertime, or does it just make you feel more like yourself?”
“Well, it does help with the glare off the snow.” Silveo looked at his paws. “But, yeah, it does make me feel more like myself. Does it annoy you? Do you want me to take it off?”
Silveo was getting more of his old stubbornness back, but sometimes he still said things like that. It made Gerard feel odd and a little sad. “Of course not.”

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

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

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

Silveo laughed. “Your ears are cold.” 

“Your hands aren’t a lot warmer.” 

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

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

“You’re making me a bit uncomfortable.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

At that moment there was a crackling in the underbrush behind them. Gerard felt Silveo go rigid even before he turned. Felbane was standing on the edge of the ice. 
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Chapter 22. Several Predators
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Gerard noticed immediately that Felbane’s hips looked angular and bony. His eyes looked a little dull, and when he took a step, he seemed unsteady. Overall, he looked considerably less healthy than he’d looked in the pit.

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

“It’s alright. Just ignore him.” 

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

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

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

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

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

“I won’t do it again. I won’t.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He probably ate her,” said Silveo. 

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

“Under your leg?”

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

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

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

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

Silveo grew very still. 

“Foxlings?” asked Gerard in confusion.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ve heard of this,” said Silveo suddenly. “The wealthiest foxlings are mostly healers. Sometimes they purchase large animals for protection. Felbane... It’s the kind of name a healer might give—a poisonous herb—especially if he wanted the animal to be protective and aggressive.”

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

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

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

“He’d trust you better than me.”

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

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

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

“The wound is probably festering,” said Silveo.

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

Felbane considered this. “Fire? Warm?”

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo looked at his paws.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I am,” mumbled Silveo and giggled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo smiled shyly. “Do I?”

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t really know hunti.”

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

“Dakar knows a lot.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silveo had crowded back against Gerard’s leg. Gerard looked down at him. “Are you alright?” Silveo had watched Felbane eat plenty of times before. The griffin was some distance away and thoroughly distracted.

Silveo’s voice came in a whisper. “I want to see what’s in the cabin.” 

Gerard remembered the smoke. “Maybe Dakar’s home.” He leaned his fishing pole against the wall and pushed open the door. The fire was blazing, and Gerard took a moment to process what was curled up in front of it. Glistening black scales, leathery wings, clawed feet—a wyvern.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 23. Talented
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Gerard backed up so fast he nearly ran over Silveo. He remembered an instant later that his sword was in the cabin. The ax. It was leaning against the wall beside his pole. 

“Gerard!” barked Silveo in his head. “Calm down! It’s not what you think.”

“I don’t think anything,” Gerard snarled. “I don’t know what to think.” How did it get in? Did it eat Dakar? Has Morchella found us?

To his astonishment, Silveo pushed past him into the cabin and walked cautiously towards the sleeping wyvern. Gerard registered that it wasn’t very large—not quite twice the size of Silveo. Gerard pulled himself together and followed with the ax. 

Silveo was sniffing. He seemed more confident as he drew nearer, and at last he reached out his hand. “Silveo!”

That woke the dragon. It raised its glistening black head and Silveo drew back his hand. The wyvern blinked at them. Then, to Gerard’s horror and amazement, its form shimmered, blurred, and shifted. Dakar looked up at them. She was naked, her black hair spread around her in a tangle—that glistening, iridescent black hair. Those iridescent black eyes—like an oil slick on water. 

Gerard swallowed. He tried to say something, but no sound came.

Dakar made a face as though in pain. Her body shimmered again, wavered, shifted. For a confused moment, she flickered on the edge of two shapes and then resolved into the wyvern. “I’m so tired,” she whispered. “I can’t hold my shape.” She sounded like she might cry. “Is the ax for me, Gerard?”

Gerard tried to put the ax down and dropped it. He turned to Silveo with a growl. “You knew! You knew and didn’t tell me!”

Silveo shook his head. “I knew some things that didn’t make sense—about Morchella and Dakar.”

“Are you going to kill me?” asked Dakar. Somehow her dragon’s face contrived to look worried. 

Gerard tried to smile. “No, Dakar. Are you going to kill us?”

She shook her head. 

“Is...” He tried to gather his thoughts. “Is your mother like you? Can she change shape?”

Dakar nodded. “She’s a lot bigger,” she whispered. 

“Well, that explains how she managed to turn up at odd times,” commented Silveo. He’d put a hand on Dakar’s neck so she could hear him. “But why was she never naked?” It was perhaps the last thing Gerard would have thought to ask.

Dakar looked down. She had long black eyelashes. She was, Gerard had to admit, an elegant creature. “Because,” she said softly, “a good shifter can incorporate something as simple as clothes. I’m not that good yet.”

“Can all the wyverns shift?” asked Gerard. As the shock wore off, he began to feel excited. This was a secret as old and guarded as any in Wefrivain.

Dakar shook her head. “Most of them have forgotten how or they never learned. She says I’m strange. I started shifting when I was little. Mother likes me because I’m talented, but she doesn’t like me because she’s afraid I’ll embarrass her—shift where shelts can see me. I didn’t have much control at first.”

“She doesn’t like you because you’re a threat,” said Silveo. “Were your assistants in the dungeons other wyverns?”

Dakar nodded. “So was my father. I think he’s the god on Maijha, but she won’t tell me for sure.”

Gerard almost laughed. “No wonder you don’t act like a shelt. There’s not a drop of shelt blood in your veins.”
The expression on Dakar’s face made him regret it at once. “I try to be.”
“You do a good job,” said Silveo. “You fooled my nose, and that’s not easy.”

“I’ve been mostly a grishnard since I left Mother,” said Dakar, “but there were a few times... When the pirates boarded the Mantis, someone pushed me into the sea, so I shifted and followed the ship. Then I went looking for Gerard and found him in the griffin pit. Later, when we came to the beach, I started shifting again. I love to swim. I know I shouldn’t, but sometimes I want to. I stay near shore. I was so afraid I’d run into other wyverns and they’d see me and tell Mother where I am, but there aren’t many wyverns in the Lawless Lands. I saw Silveo jump in the water that day when I made the bridge, so I brought him to shore.”

Silveo nodded. “There was one confused moment when I wasn’t sure what had hold of me. I actually thought it might be a shark, but then it was you, and I wasn’t...thinking clearly.”

“The fishing hasn’t been good lately near shore,” continued Dakar, “and fish don’t last long anyway, so I thought I’d try to get something bigger for us to eat. I found the leopard seal, but it was hard to kill. It bit me and made me bleed. I shifted and healed myself, but that took a lot of energy, and then I dragged it all the way back here. I’m so tired. I just can’t hold my grishnard shape.”

“It’s alright.” Gerard finally managed to reach out and pat her head. Her skin was cool and smooth, almost metallic. “You’re still you. Now we just...know a little more about you.”

Dakar slept for the rest of the evening while Gerard and Silveo had as much fish and seal as they cared to eat. “The meat will last a long time in this cold,” commented Gerard, “but I bet it still goes bad before we can eat all of it.” Felbane lay beside the outdoor fire, a happy, glazed look on his face. That night when they were getting ready for bed, Silveo dragged his blankets out of their mutual pile and made a nest a couple of paces away.

Gerard looked at him quizzically. “What are you doing?”

Silveo sat down with a sea shell full of water and proceeded to scrub the kohl off his face for the night. “I’d like to try sleeping alone.”

Gerard frowned. “Are you trying to pay for something?”

Silveo smiled. “No. I’d just like to try. I always hated needing other shelts—having to have someone in my bed.”

“Not having any choice?”

“It’s not that I don’t like choices, Gerard. It just never seemed like I had many. That summer when you sailed with us, it almost seemed like I did.”

Later, when they lay in near-dark with the banked fire faintly glowing, Silveo muttered, “Gerard, I can be so manipulative. You’re right to beware of me.”

Gerard grunted. “Why do I feel like we’ve had this conversation before?”

“I’m not comfortable unless everyone around me owes me something. I don’t give gifts because I’m nice. I give them because I need to own everyone to feel safe.”

“You tell yourself that because you don’t think ‘nice’ people survive.”

“Well, they don’t seem to have much staying power.”

“I’m still here.”

“You’re just too sweet; no one can bear to kill you.”

Gerard laughed. “I wish someone had told my warders that on the Mantis.” He hesitated. “Silveo, have you ever actually gone to bed with someone because you wanted to and no other reason?” Have you ever been in love, Silveo? Ever even been close?

Silveo considered. “Sort of. I’ve never done anything like what you did—take a lover that amounted to social and political suicide. But mildly inconvenient? Maybe Basil the time before last when I changed my flagship. Not last time. Last time, I was trying to get him to tell me about Maijha Minor.” Silveo laughed. “You thought I was just trying to irritate you, didn’t you?”

“Was that just an added bonus?”

“I wanted him to tell me about the island. You said something once about him taking advantage of me, but I did the same thing, only I was a lot worse.”

Gerard didn’t really want to hear about that. “The time before last?”

“Yeah, I liked him. He liked me. He followed me to the Watch, where he wasn’t comfortable and mostly wasn’t welcome, and it nearly destroyed him—turned him into a caricature of himself. We were bad for each other. I couldn’t get over how easy he was to manipulate—blow in his ear, and he’d do anything for me—and he couldn’t understand why my past couldn’t stay in the past, why it kept affecting my present. That stuff doesn’t make any sense to Basil. Things are exactly what they are to him; they never remind him of anything else.” He stopped. “Am I boring you, Gerard?”

“No. Did you...love him?”

Silveo hesitated. “Maybe. A little. I liked him a lot. I wish him well. I liked Lu, too. She’s such a homebody, though; you’d never get her on a ship.” Silveo yawned. “Lu was a long time ago, back when I was still stabbing and poisoning shelts for a living. She was the property of some idiot apothecary on Sern—did all his work for him, did it better than he ever could. I got her off Sern to Haplag, where non-grishnards have more rights. She’s done well, there. We were lovers mostly incidentally, because...well, I crawled into her bed like I always do, and she thought I was pretty. Back then I guess I was.”

Gerard almost said, “You still are,” but decided he shouldn’t.

“She hid me a couple of times when I needed to hide,” continued Silveo, “and she does make the best nasty stuff in Wefrivain.” He laughed. “Have I ever been in love? Gerard, sometimes you ask the stupidest questions. Goodnight.”

Did you pick that out of my thoughts? wondered Gerard, because I didn’t actually say it out loud. He didn’t dare say anything else.
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Silveo slept alright that night and the night after. Gerard kept a low fire in the outdoor pit, and Felbane stretched out beside it, sated with seal meat. He allowed Gerard to approach him and even to place a hand on his beak and rub the feathers around his ears, but when Gerard tried to move down his shoulders, Felbane grew restless and started to growl.

Dakar came out yawning that morning, looking like a grishnard again. Gerard had gone down to the beach the night before and found her clothes, hidden in the weeds. “Dakar, do you think you could get Felbane to let you take that javelin head out from under his leg?” asked Gerard. “It’s preventing him from hunting properly.”

She tried, but Felbane growled every time she came within a few paces. “She’s a healer,” Gerard told him. “She can help you.”

“Dragon,” muttered Felbane. 

“He saw me shift on the beach,” said Dakar. “I flew near him once, too. I tried to talk to him, but he got scared.”

“You’ve flown a lot for us,” commented Silveo with his hand on her arm. “It’s how you cover so much ground, isn’t it?”

Dakar nodded. “I found a town a few days ago, off that way.” She waved a hand to the north.

Gerard was immediately interested. “How far?”

Dakar thought about it. “Several days walking.”

Silveo laughed. “Gerard wants to know whether we can ride you.”

“Silveo!”

“Well, that’s what you’re thinking.”

“She’s too small, even for you.”

“I’m not sure I could get off the ground,” said Dakar. “I could try.” She thought for a moment. “There were children in the town. I haven’t seen many shelt children.”

Silveo looked at her curiously. “Children, Dakar?”

She nodded. “There weren’t any in the dungeons. The only shelts I saw were prisoners and Mother and Silveo and sometimes the girls in white gowns and some of them are wyverns.”

“Oh.” Gerard thought of the vacuous—or was it hungry?—stares of the white-clad harpers. 

“I saw you once,” she said to Gerard. “The only female shelts I saw were Mother and the harpers, so I made myself look like them.”

Gerard remembered one of the first questions he’d ever asked her. “Dakar, how old are you?”

She frowned. “I’m not sure, but I think I should look more like this.” She shimmered, shrank, and Gerard was staring down into the eyes of a little girl grishnard—perhaps eight, certainly no older than ten. She was skinny and flat-chested, but she still had Dakar’s waist-length black hair and black eyes. Dakar’s  trousers had fallen right off her, and her shirt hung down to her knees, which came approximately to the top of her boots. Her black-furred tail twitched nervously. “I didn’t know,” she said in a child’s voice. “I didn’t know what I was supposed to look like. I don’t think they would have let me on the ship like this anyway—not as a healer.”

“Wyverns preserve us,” whispered Silveo and then laughed at what he’d just said.

Suddenly all kinds of things about Dakar made a whole lot more sense to Gerard—the way she was sometimes completely reliable and other times not, her fascination with collecting worthless, pretty objects, her failure to grasp certain kinds of humor, her childish pleasure at being praised. She’s a very grown-up little girl and extremely bright, but she’s still a little girl.

“Do you want me to stay like this?” she asked.

Gerard thought a moment. “I think you should try to look your age, unless it’s unsafe. I think it would be less confusing for others and better for you. I’ll make you another set of clothes.”

Dakar wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t seem like a very useful shape. I may forget.”

“We’ll remind you,” said Silveo with a grin. “Finally, someone around here is my height.”

In fact, they were close enough in size that Dakar could wear one of Silveo’s extra sets of clothes. However, her boots and coat were more of a problem, and at last Gerard admitted reluctantly that she ought to keep her adult form until they found better clothes for her.

The day felt a little warmer than usual. The sun came out and sparkled on the snow. Silveo was working on turning one of their skinning knives into a throwing knife. He’d taken the guard off the handle and was painstakingly grinding down the blade. Gerard was alternately working on new clothes for Dakar and trying to make a pack for Silveo out of skins from Felbane’s old kills. He figured that even stiff, poorly tanned skins ought to be able to hold a few supplies. Silveo complained good-naturedly that they smelled like fermented rat urine with a hint of blood and rancid fat. 

“But there were times as a kid that I would have tried to eat them.” 

“That bad?” asked Gerard.

Silveo inspected his knife, flipped it up in the air and caught it, started sanding again. “Nix and I used to catch rats when the master didn’t feed us. If we were lucky, we could get the cook to roast them for us. If we weren’t lucky...well, you’ve got to eat something. You get worms from raw rats, sometimes. Do you know what cheap wormer tastes like?”

“Yuck, Silveo.”

“Yes, exactly. It makes you throw up, and it gives you terrible cramps.”

“No wonder you always wanted good food on the Fang.”

“Well, I swore I’d never eat another rat again after I left Sern. Haven’t, so far.”

Gerard smiled. “You may get tired of seal before the end of winter. Can I show you some things about swords this morning?”

Silveo grew instantly quiet.

Gerard sighed. “Look, you’re right that in a fair fight, you wouldn’t have a chance—not against most grishnards. But ship battles aren’t duels. They’re chaotic. Your opponent is often distracted or off-balance or fighting more than one shelt at a time. I think I could teach you some things that would make you more competitive in that situation.”

Silveo looked up. “And this involves you swinging a sword at me.”

Gerard was surprised. “You’re afraid of me?”

Silveo made a face. “Gerard...on the deck of a ship...with a sword in your hand...you turn into another person! You do things you’d never do in cold blood. You’re—” He looked down at his knife. “—different.”

Gerard was both touched and saddened. “Silveo, please trust me to have enough self-control not to hurt you. I won’t swing a sword at you, in any case. We’d practice with sticks.”

“So you’ll hit me with a stick?” asked Silveo without looking up.

Gerard opened his mouth and shut it again. Silveo had a point. You couldn’t practice sword fighting without getting hit. When he’d started with the royal swordmaster on Holovarus, he’d been covered in bruises for months. The idea of putting bruises on Silveo with a stick made him feel ill. “A target?” he suggested. “And I know some katas that are useful. It’s probably not as good as sparring, but you’re right; I couldn’t hit you, not with anything. You can’t duplicate a boarding fight anyway. It’s not really like sparring.”

Silveo brightened. “I could throw my knife at a target.”

“Alright, then. But first: your basic problem, at least from what I’ve seen.”

Silveo grinned. “Oh, yes, Gerard, do tell me my basic problem. I’ve always wondered which it was.”

Gerard gave his tail a jerk. “With sword fighting, smart-aleck. You tend to use your sword like a knife—with most of the movement in your arm and wrist. You’re very quick and you keep your blades extremely sharp, so you just slash and dance away. But you waste a lot of energy like that, and you don’t get maximum force behind your blows. You’re supposed to put your whole body into a sword. It’s not just something you’re holding in your hand. It’s an extension of your arm, which is an extension of the rest of you. Using a sword correctly, even someone your size could deliver the kind of blow that shelts don’t come back from. That’s what you want in a ship fight—to completely debilitate your opponent with the minimum number of blows.”

“Well, you certainly do that,” muttered Silveo. “Gerard, I’ve seen you cut shelts in half in a ship fight. If someone told you to do that in a dungeon, you’d probably throw up.”

Gerard thought about it. “Whether the other person is armed and can defend themselves matters a lot to me. Whether they chose to fight matters.”

A little later, Silveo went into the woods and cut himself a stick of the appropriate length. He tried to find a thick one, but it still didn’t weigh enough. “You could use my sword,” said Gerard. “One of yours will feel light as a feather afterward, although some of the katas would be awkward.”

Gerard showed him the exercises. It had been a long time since Gerard had done much with his sword. I could use some practice of my own. 

The katas came back easily, though—clean, simple, calming exercise. Silveo watched with perfect attention and he duplicated the movements so precisely that Gerard hardly had to correct him. “Kind of like a dance,” he commented.

“Do you know how to dance?” asked Gerard. He’d never seen Silveo dance, but that might just be because he was never around shelts his own size.

Silveo gave a mirthless chuckle. “Not the kind of dances you do.”

Gerard made a target out of branches and half-cured hides, and they practiced swinging at it. Silveo tried flicking his knife at the target. It worked pretty well, although he said he still needed to grind it down a bit more. He showed Gerard how to throw the knife. “Although, to become accurate, you have to do it over and over and over...”

Dakar was gone most of the day, but that evening she returned with her pockets full of shells and an armload of driftwood. “Silveo says it burns pretty colors.”

Gerard glanced at Silveo, who laughed. “What I said was: ‘If I die out here, I want a driftwood pyre; they burn pretty colors.’ That was a while back, before I could talk to you.” He grinned. “Dakar loves pretty, doesn’t she?”

“You’d think she was a wyvern or something.”

“What did you say?” asked Dakar.

“Nothing. I was talking to Silveo.”

The driftwood did burn beautifully. They all sat around the outdoor fire after supper, watching the logs flare an occasional lavender or blue or brilliant red. Dakar was making a necklace out of shells. Silveo showed her how to string them with a knot in between each, so they hung separately. After a while, Silveo said, “When you say something ‘matters,’ you mean it affects whether you feel guilty?”

Gerard struggled to recapture the thread of their previous conversation. “I guess you could say that.”

“All kinds of things make you feel guilty, Gerard. You fret about the silliest things. I think Thess helped you with that.”

Gerard smiled. “I suppose she did.”

Silveo stared into the fire. “The two of you...when you danced... You were so beautiful.”

“Oh?” Gerard was curious. “You liked to watch us dance?”

“Gods, yes! You’d probably have noticed, except that you were paying so much attention to her.” He drew his knees up and wrapped his tail around his legs. “I watched you dance that last time at Leopaard’s court and tried to figure out how to keep you both in one piece.”

“Was that when you decided I wasn’t going to Maijha Minor?”

He nodded. 

“I should have listened to you.”

Silveo looked into the fire and didn’t say anything.

Gerard reached out and touched his shoulder. “Silveo... It wasn’t your fault.”

He nodded again, but he didn’t say much for the rest of the evening.
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Chapter 25. Thank You and I’m Sorry
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That night, Gerard woke to the sound of a low, persistent whine. He sat up. Dakar was not in the cabin. The air in the room had cooled enough that he guessed it must be just before dawn. That whine. “Silveo?”

He was twisted into a knot of blankets and clothing, fists clenched, jaw locked. Gerard shook him, and he woke with a sound like he was trying to swallow all the air in the room. He sat up and rocked back and forth for a moment with the heels of his hands pressed to his face. “Gerard, I’m sorry.”

Gerard sat down beside him. “It’s alright. Do you want me to pick you up?”

He shook his head. “Not right now.”

Gerard tried to smile. “I think that’s the second ‘sorry’ I’ve heard from you. You must need to be drunk or sleepy.”

Gerard got the fire going again, and after a moment Silveo untangled himself from his blankets and came over to get warm. “Sorry actually means something to you, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. Why don’t you ever say it? I know you’re sorry for things. You go to the most elaborate measures to show it.”

Silveo was quiet for so long that Gerard thought he might have fallen asleep sitting there. Finally he said, “My mother used to say she was sorry. And I always thought, ‘If you were, you’d stop hurting me.’” He was already huddled into a ball, but he curled even tighter. “I say I was six when it started, but that’s only because six is my first clear memory. I can’t ever remember not knowing what was expected when she shoved me into a room with some stranger. She’d say, ‘I’m sorry, Silvy.’”

Gerard leaned forward and picked him up. Silveo squirmed. “I’m alright. I don’t need that. I’m alright.” Then his whole body convulsed on a sob. Gerard held onto him.

Silveo buried his face against Gerard’s shoulder. He wouldn’t have been able to speak with his mouth, but his voice came through clearly in Gerard’s head. “Afterward, she’d say, ‘Thank you.’ Like I’d taken out the trash for her or made dinner. ‘Thank you, Silvy, for putting your mouth on some drunk bastard and letting him touch you all over so I can lie on the floor and smoke sweet leaf and forget everything.’

“No problem, Mother. You’re welcome.”

Gerard held him tighter. “Stop.”

“So,” continued Silveo, “‘thank you’ and ‘I’m sorry’ just don’t seem very meaningful to me. I have found ‘please’ to be a useful word. ‘Please don’t hurt me’ worked pretty well sometimes.”

“Enough,” growled Gerard. Pain was radiating off Silveo like heat off a furnace—a white hot ember of torment that seeped through the bridge Dakar had created. Gerard wanted to put him down, get as far away from him as possible, but he didn’t. He let the pain sit there, looked at it, shared it.

After a while, the intensity began to ebb. Silveo raised his head. “I’m being a nuisance again.”

“You’re fine, Silveo.”

He sighed and relaxed. “I am, actually. I’m a happy little squirrel right now.”

“Don’t call yourself that.”

“But it’s what I am,” said Silveo meekly. “I’ve never really been anything else.”

Gerard set him down so that he could look him in the face. “That’s completely untrue. You were an excellent admiral. Farell said the Watch wasn’t so stable for fifty years before you came. You can throw a knife like nobody I’ve ever seen. You can do wizardry with navigational instruments. You read and write more languages than anyone else I know, except perhaps Gwain. You could probably kill me ten different ways I don’t even know about with ten different substances I’ve never heard of. You’re brilliant, Silveo.” He sighed. “And, yes, you’re pretty, too. Don’t do this to yourself.”

Silveo looked down at his paws. His face was streaked with tears, and Gerard knew he hated to cry. He tilted Silveo’s face up and wiped the tears away with his thumbs. Silveo’s eyes promptly filled up again. “Can I just be your squirrel for now, Gerard? I’m too tired to be anything else. It hurts too much.”

Gerard sighed. I’m not completely sure what you mean by ‘squirrel,’ and I’m afraid to ask. “Silveo, there’s a word for what you want, and the word is ‘cuddle.’”

Silveo bit his lower lip.

“You keep pushing the limits of this relationship,” continued Gerard, “and I’m not sure I can be what you want, but I think I can just about handle cuddle.”

“I really did want to be able to sleep alone.”

“I know, but this was just too soon. We’ll try again later.” The room was getting warmer, and it was still dark outside. “Do you want to go back to bed?”
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Chapter 26. More Dreams
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Gerard woke by degrees. He was walking in a corridor of some ancient, musty building. He saw doors to his left every few paces—all numbered, all closed. The floor and walls were dingy with cheap lamp soot. There was a smell of sweat and urine and incense and cheap scent. He didn’t want to touch anything. It looked like the kind of place you could get lice or fleas.

In the light of the smoky lamps, he saw a stairway at the end of the hall, and beneath the stairwell, a couple of children. They paid no attention to Gerard as he approached. They were foxlings—a boy and a girl, both with white fur and hair. They looked tiny, but Gerard guessed from their proportions that they were probably seven or eight. They were skinny as broom handles, and they had almost nothing on except jewelry—brightly-colored earrings with stones that were probably glass, bangles, bells in their tails. The girl was wearing a garish necklace that even Gerard’s untrained eye could identify as fake lapis. The boy was wearing a choker of purple velvet studded with pearls and matching purple velvet gloves with the fingers cut out. His hair was braided with purple ribbon and bells, but it looked a little messy. The girl had bright red boots, trimmed with bells and feathers. Their eyes were extravagantly painted, the kohl flaring out past the edges in curlicues. Children of this age often went naked at the beach in warm weather, but their jewelry and accessories made them seem more naked, rather than less.

The boy was pressed into the corner of the stairwell, and he looked like he’d been crying. His kohl was smeared a little, and the girl was trying to fix it. “Silvy, what happened?” she whispered. “Was it Edible Parts? Did he hurt you?”

The child that was Silveo shook his head. “Not much, but I think I’m in trouble.” He tried to push her away. “Go on, Nix, before he sees you!”

“Silvy Lamire!” a grating voice bellowed from further down the hall. 

Gerard turned to see a tall, thin grishnard with a beak-like nose and permanent scowl lines etched around his mouth and forehead. He was wearing a gray suit of moderately expensive cut and several gaudy rings. He didn’t seem to see Gerard as he stormed up the hall towards the children. Nix and Silveo both backed into the shadow of the stairwell, but he dragged them out, each by an ear. He had long, spider-like fingers that looked made for pinching. “Stupid little cunts—if you two were worth a few cowries less, I’d skin you both and turn you into bed pillows! I might get more use out of you!” He gave Nix’s ear a vicious twist before shoving her away. “You, room five, now.”

He turned to Silveo and gave him an open-handed smack across the face that sent him sprawling. “You are going back in there and putting that mouth of yours to good use, and I don’t mean talk. Not a word. Not a single word; do you understand?”

Silveo nodded. He kept his eyes on the floor. 

“Get up!”

Silveo obeyed.

“Have you been crying?” snarled his master, and raised his hand as though to hit him again. 

Silveo flinched.

The brothel owner bent and ran the hand through Silveo’s hair instead, got a fistful, and tilted the child’s face up. “Oh, gods, I’m the one who should be crying with sorry chits like you earning our meat.” He licked his finger and fixed Silveo’s kohl with rough strokes of his thumb. “Listen, Silvy, you’re still new, so I’ll give you a hint. There’s nothing uglier than a kid with a red puffy face and a runny nose. One or two tears? That’s cute, kind of sweet, but crying is ugly, and clients want to look at pretty. They’ll find other things to do with ugly kids. You want to make them like looking at you, puppy, because I won’t always be there to keep them from hurting you. Understand?” He let go of the child’s hair.

Silveo nodded. He wiped his nose on his glove. “I’m tired,” he whispered. “I’ve done more than anybody today.”

“I’m tired,” mimicked his owner. “Wait ‘til you’re twelve, brat; you haven’t even started working. Be glad you’re high rent and get back in that room.”

“He has done more than anyone,” piped up Nix. She hadn’t moved. “I’ll finish in his room.”

The brothel owner turned with a look of fury. “You’ll do as you’re told if you want to eat tomorrow!” And he lashed out with his paw, kicking her in the belly so hard that she flew across the hall and smacked into the wall with a sharp tinkle of bells. Silveo ran to her, but the brothel owner caught him by the scruff and shook him. Silveo was so small—no bigger than the foxling Gerard had rescued from Alsair on the pier. He let out a strangled scream. Gerard thought his neck would break.

I can’t watch this. Gerard stepped forward, reaching with all his willpower to be real. And suddenly he had the brothel owner by the throat, pinned against the wall. The shelt was staring at him in perfect astonishment. “Drop him!” snarled Gerard, and Silveo slithered to the ground at their feet. 

The brothel owner tried to speak, but Gerard was choking him. Silveo stared up at them. “Gerard?” he whispered, and suddenly Gerard understood. 

“Silveo, wake up. Wake up!” Then they were both waking, swimming out of the darkness into the warm firelight of the cabin. Silveo had his arms locked around Gerard’s neck, breathing in ragged gulps. Gerard was rubbing his back. “Shh, shh... Just a dream, just a dream.” 

He sat up, but Silveo didn’t want to let go. “How did you do that?” 

“I don’t know. I’m guessing it has something to do with Dakar’s bridge. Was that one of your nightmares?”

Silveo shook his head. “Just a bad dream...bad memory.”

Gerard held him tighter. “Oh, Silveo.” He settled Silveo’s legs across his lap in a more comfortable position. “You were a cute kid.” With the saddest eyes in the world.

Silveo gave a shaky laugh that ended in a hiccup. “I wasn’t exactly at my best.”

“Crying doesn’t make you ugly. Nothing could make you ugly, Silveo.”

Silveo slid down and rested his head against Gerard’s chest. Deliberately, he unlocked one of his fists from the fabric of Gerard’s shirt, leaving a damp wad of cloth. “Gerard, you are patient beyond all reason.” He smoothed the fabric with his hand. “You got to see Nix. I wish we could have taken her with us.”

“So do I.”

They were quiet for a while, and Silveo’s breathing returned to normal. At last, Silveo murmured, “I killed him...my master. He died screaming, but he doesn’t stay dead. He comes back. Over and over. All of them do.”

Gerard tucked Silveo’s head under his chin, and rocked slowly back and forth. Silveo let out a long sigh. He was perfectly relaxed now. Outside, Gerard could hear morning birds beginning to sing. “You said that was a memory? It really happened?”

Silveo nodded. “The customer—Nix and I called him Edible Parts because he’d say things like, ‘Are you hungry, kid?’ or ‘Want some candy?’ before shoving his cock in our mouths. That day, I was really tired, and he said that, and I proceeded to explain that, Yes, I was hungry and, frankly, semen on an empty stomach made me nauseated—and, furthermore, his didn’t taste like candy so much as rusty nails soaked in cat piss.”

Gerard laughed. He could have just as easily cried.

Silveo smiled against his chest. “Which was all true, but it wasn’t very sexy. He was so angry that he picked me up by the hair and shook me. My mother had disappeared maybe a red month before, so I wasn’t quite used to things like that, and it scared me. I ran out of the room and hid under the stairwell. Nix found me, and then I guess you saw what happened next.”

“Did the owner make you go back in?”

Silveo nodded. “Edible Parts was pretty angry. He said if I didn’t like his cum, he could give me something else from the same hole, and he peed in a cup and made me drink it.”

Gerard felt his stomach churn. 

“Making you sick?” asked Silveo cautiously. 

“Yes, but I still want to hear what happened.”

Silveo shrugged. “I threw up. Edible Parts thought that was really funny. He made me finish him off, and he left in a good mood.” Silveo’s voice was acid. “Happy ending.”

Anything but. “Did you...did you kill him later?”

“No. Rumor was he drowned himself a year or two later. He wasn’t a very happy person.”

Gerard couldn’t imagine how any of the inhabitants of the squalid world he’d visited in Silveo’s dream could have been happy people.

Silveo gave a little giggle. “We used to call the owner Master Rice Bottom since he had these bouts of tapeworms, and he was always looking for a cure.” Silveo grinned up at Gerard’s blank expression. “Ever had tapeworms, Gerard? Of course you haven’t. No, please don’t apologize.”

“I wasn’t actually going to.”

“If we eat enough poorly cooked game, you might get to have the experience. Basically, the worms live in your guts and share your food, so you have a hard time putting on weight. I’ve always had a little trouble with that, because I have to run twice as fast as everyone else to keep up, and it was worse when I was a kid. Sometimes with bigger, healthier shelts, no one notices. Until the rice appears.”

“This is going to make me sick again, isn’t it?”

Silveo snickered. “The ‘rice,’ of course, is the little worms that start crawling out your backside. They look kind of like grains of rice and shed onto anywhere you sit. Customers tend to find that sort of thing extremely unattractive, so the moment we showed signs, we got violent dewormers that would have us sitting on the privy, vomiting into a bucket for a day. Worms out both ends, and then you were done until the next round.”

Gerard thought of how he’d complained of the occasional mild flea soap his tutors had insisted upon. “That’s horrible, Silveo.”

Silveo nodded. “The master wouldn’t use those caustic poisons he gave us, but he was continually trying gentler treatments on himself and buying all kinds of nonsense from cheap healers. He fancied himself an aristocrat, and it just killed him to start shedding tapeworms everywhere. Sometimes, he got so bad that little rice-worms would start falling out the bottoms of his pant legs, leaving a little trail where he’d been walking.”

Gerard made a face. “That is disgusting, Silveo.”

Silveo flipped his tail. “I suspect the master got his tapeworms from using the same privy we did, and of course we were getting them from eating raw rats, so he might have avoided the whole thing by feeding us properly. Nix and I were continually on short rations for one offense or another. Our master really wasn’t very bright. Malpin told me years later that tapeworms and fleas usually go together, so maybe he should have been defleaing us. Gods know we always had our share of fleas.”

Outside, it had started to rain. Gerard suspected it would be one of those warm rains that heralded the spring. Maybe the snow will melt. Maybe we can start walking towards Zorn.

He thought Silveo had fallen asleep again, but then he said, “Kids can be so stupid. When you’re that age, you want to believe adults are on your side, that they care about you at least a little—especially the ones who feed you and put a roof over your head. Even when all the facts insist that the adults in your life aren’t your friends, you want to think they are—or that they would be if you just did the right thing.”

Gerard petted Silveo’s hair. He stopped when he thought about what he was doing. 

Silveo didn’t seem to notice. “At the beginning, when Mother and I were still living in a shack down the street, he’d bring little gifts when he came to take her to the brothel in the evenings. He’d give me jewelry and gloves and feathers and bells—shinies. I didn’t know adults thought I looked erotic wearing them. I just knew they were bright and pretty, and I didn’t have anything bright or pretty. I tried so hard to please him. I started taking the dangerous customers to impress him. I wanted him to like me, and he’d give me just enough kindness to keep me hoping for a little more. When he hit me or called me names, I thought it was my fault—because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. I tried so hard to please him. Until he killed Nix. I never forgave him for that.”

Silveo shook himself suddenly and struggled to his feet. “Gerard, I’ve got more sad stories than even you have patience. You start tugging on a bit of thread, and the whole ugly mess unravels in your lap. Feel free to interrupt me and talk about something else.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “I don’t know what the date is, but my birthday should be around this time. On Holovarus, the royal family used to give gifts to the citizens on our birthdays. We’d have a party, and then we’d ride around throwing cowries on the street—only time my father ever gave away money. Sometimes, Jaleel would throw them hard enough to hurt a peasant. He thought that was funny. It’s no wonder they liked me better.”

Silveo smiled. “I never knew when my birthday was. I’m pretty sure my master did. I meant to ask him before I killed him, but I forgot.” He shook his head. “There I go again. Gods, I hate it when I get like this!” He struggled suddenly out of Gerard’s lap and stood up. “I’m going running on the beach, Gerard. I used to like doing that. I haven’t done it in a long time.”

Gerard was surprised. “Alright.” I think.

Silveo smiled. “I’ll stay away from the water. I wasn’t joking when I said I’m happy right now. Back in a bit.”
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Chapter 27. A Stupid Thing to Do
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Gerard came out of the cabin and toasted a few strips of seal meat over the outdoor fire for breakfast. Felbane was lying by the fire, as usual. He hadn’t gone far from the seal since its arrival, and although his stomach looked round, he did not look well. He was lethargic and dull-eyed and during their brief physical contact, Gerard had been certain he had a fever. 

As he had expected, the rain was warm. The stream was running again at the center, and the woods were wet with snowmelt. Gerard went through his katas with his sword. He chopped some firewood, even though they didn’t need any more. He tried to pretend he didn’t feel anxious about letting Silveo go running on the beach alone after having nightmares. He’s an adult. I can’t make his decisions for him.

Still, he let out a sigh of relief when Silveo and Dakar came trooping up the path from the beach together, laughing and carrying several large crabs. “Gerard, look what Dakar showed me!” Silveo’s voice came through in...bright orange. Gerard couldn’t have explained it in any way that made sense, but somehow Silveo was talking in colors.

He grinned at Gerard’s expression. “It’s almost worth losing my tongue to be able to do that.” This time it was vivid green.

“That kind of hurts my head, Silveo.”

“One more, one more!” Gleaming silver.

“That’s lovely,” said Gerard, trying not to wince.

“And it’s about to make you sick, isn’t it? Alright, I’ll stop.” Silveo and Dakar went into the cabin to cook the crabs in the pot the hunti had given them, which fit better over the indoor fire. The rain had intensified, and Gerard had just decided that maybe he’d go inside as well, when Felbane rose and walked over to pick at the seal again. Only he never got there. After about three unsteady paces, he collapsed. He lay on his side with his back to Gerard, breathing heavily. 

This is ridiculous. By the time he lets us get to that javelin, he’ll be too far gone to recover. He may be already.

Gerard walked around the fire pit and approached Felbane. The griffin didn’t open his eyes as Gerard crouched near his head and touched his beak. “Felbane?”

No response. Is he unconscious? That might be even better. Gerard brushed Felbane’s face and ears with his fingertips. Felbane didn’t stir. He felt very warm, and he had an odor of wet feathers, sickness and decay. Gerard moved around to his chest. He ran a hand over the jutting breastbone—much too prominent—until he could slide his fingers under Felbane’s right leg. The skin was even hotter there, and most of the feathers had fallen off. Gerard realized that Felbane’s body had begun to heal itself and almost succeeded. The skin had closed over the javelin head, but then the wound had festered and corrupted. Gerard could feel a trickle of pus and just the tip of something metallic. He tried to get his fingers around it. Too slippery, too much under the skin. I’ll need to cut him a little.

But he didn’t want to leave now that he’d gotten this far. He decided to give it one more try before going for a knife. Dimly, some part of his mind informed him that he was being reckless, and he ignored it. Silveo is afraid of Felbane, and Felbane is afraid of Dakar. I’m the only one who can do this.

Felbane stirred. Gerard had two fingers around the bit of metal now, and he was pulling on it, making the wound wider. All at once, Felbane jerked up with an eagle’s scream. His head whipped around, quick as a snake, and his huge beak closed around Gerard’s arm. Oh, mercy. Gerard stared into half-crazed yellow eyes. Felbane’s throat was throbbing on a snarl. The black feathers of his ruff stood on end. Gerard could feel Felbane’s beak tightening on his arm as the griffin assessed the situation and didn’t like what he saw or felt. 

“Felbane,” said Gerard, trying to keep his voice calm, “if we don’t get that javelin head out soon, you’ll die. I know it hurts, but you’ve got to let me—”

He broke off with a gasp as Felbane gave his arm a painful jerk. Bright red began to ooze around Felbane’s beak. Gerard remembered that the griffin was accustomed to eating and probably toying with shelts and also that he’d been mistreated by grishnards. 

If I panic and start thrashing, he will rip my arm off. “Felbane, please. I’m trying to help you.”

Gerard heard the door of the cabin shut and looked up to see Silveo coming out. He stopped, stared, and then started towards them—not running, but walking very quickly. “Gerard, get Dakar. Call her; I can’t.”

“Silveo,” said Gerard, trying to keep his voice even, “Felbane is afraid of Dakar. I don’t think—”

Felbane growled and clamped down again. Gerard shut his eyes. The pain was becoming intense. He wanted badly to just hammer Felbane over the head with this free fist and jerk his arm away, but he knew it wouldn’t work. Griffins had very thick skulls. Felbane’s claws would be every bit as dangerous as his beak if he got excited. Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t panic.

“Gerard, call her now!” Silveo sounded as much like an admiral as he ever had. He also sounded very close.

Gerard opened his eyes. Silveo was crouching beside him. His mouth was pressed into a straight line. He looked ice-calm. “I need to be able to speak to him, and I can’t. Please get Dakar.”

“Dakar!” Gerard shouted in his quarterdeck voice.

Felbane snarled and gave Gerard’s arm another jerk, but then Silveo put a hand on his beak. Silveo was crouching beside Felbane’s right paw and Gerard couldn’t help thinking that one slash would leave Silveo in bloody ribbons. 

But Felbane didn’t slash. He’d cut his eyes away from Gerard to watch Silveo. He seemed confused, curious. His grip lost some of its intensity. Gerard didn’t dare move. Silveo put out a hand and petted the top of Felbane’s head. He made what reassuring noises he could. “Shh, shh...”

And then Dakar was beside him. Felbane’s growl escalated, but she put one hand on Felbane’s head and one on Silveo’s arm, and Felbane’s snarl tapered off abruptly. Felbane and Silveo were watching each other. Slowly Felbane relaxed his grip on Gerard’s arm and at last he opened his beak. 

Gerard resisted the urge to jerk free and run. He didn’t want to do anything to startle Felbane with Silveo crouching between his paws. Felbane turned his full attention to the foxling. He whined softly. Then, to Gerard’s relief, he laid his head down alongside Silveo—a friendly, submissive gesture. 

“Alright,” said Silveo without changing his expression. “We’re going to get that thing out of him. Gerard, go get some hot water and some rags. There’s a pot already simmering over the fire.”

“And a knife?”

“You think I’d be here without one? Just do as I say, please.”

When Gerard returned, Felbane was stretched almost on his back, his body in the crescent favored by sunning griffins who felt completely safe. Felbane clearly didn’t feel safe. He was trembling, but he let Silveo and Dakar stretch his right leg out and look underneath. It was a nasty mess of crusted puss and swollen tissue. Silveo soaked the rags in warm water and laid them over the wound for a few moments to soften things up. He cleaned the wound as best he could. Then he slipped his knife out of one sleeve and made a couple of cuts. The knife was razor sharp, and that helped a lot. Gerard fancied the cuts were already made before Felbane even felt them. He gave a hiss and a snarl, and everyone stepped back for a moment, but then he whined and kept his leg in place.

Creamy pink fluid was running freely from the wound. Silveo managed to ease his small fingers inside the opening and get a good grip on the javelin head. He gave a jerk, and it slid free, along with a flood of pus and blood. The metal barb was impressive—nearly as long as Gerard’s hand. “Well, that’s got to feel better,” muttered Gerard.

Felbane whimpered. Dakar was milking the wound. She continued until it bled bright red. “Now,” she said to Felbane. “You should go swim in the sea. Salt water is good for wounds. If you don’t want to, we can pack it with seaweed, but I think it would be better if you’d swim. Every day, we should look at it and squeeze out any pus.”

“Stings,” whined Felbane.

“It’s good for you,” said Dakar with a stubbornness that made Gerard almost laugh. 

At last the griffin rose and limped off towards the beach. Gerard turned to Silveo. “That was impressive.”

Silveo shut his eyes. “Watch me throw up in a moment.” He was breathing deeply in through his nose and out through his mouth. He crouched and began to wash his unsteady hands in the bucket. “If I were big enough, I’d box your ears, Gerard. I can’t believe you tried to do that by yourself!”

“It was stupid,” agreed Gerard. “I’m sorry.”

“You should be!” Silveo sounded truly angry for the first time since they’d come to the beach. “Let me see your arm.”

Gerard had two sets of cuts, one between his shoulder and elbow and the other between his elbow and his hand. He could move the arm without pain, and he was primarily unhappy about the damage to their scant supply of clothing. Silveo inspected the wounds with a scowl. “One moment longer, and I’d have cut his throat.”

“That’s what you were going to do?”

“If he didn’t let go of you? Absolutely.”

Having Silveo angry at him was a novel experience and brought back memories of the Fang. Gerard wondered how long Silveo could maintain it.

Not long, as it turned out. All three of them came inside, put on dry clothes, and sat around the fire eating crab. Gerard was sitting on a block of wood, and Silveo was sitting on the floor. After a few moments, Silveo inched over until he was leaning against Gerard’s leg. “I didn’t mean to snap,” he muttered.

“I think you had every right to snap. I nearly got us both killed.”

Silveo grunted and wrapped his tail around both himself and Gerard’s leg. After they’d finished eating, Gerard asked Dakar if she knew any songs. She said she knew some sailor songs. That made Silveo laugh. “I bet she doesn’t know what they mean.”

“I bet you’re not going to teach her at this age,” replied Gerard with a frown.

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

“You want to learn some of Thessalyn’s songs?” he asked Dakar. “She had some silly ones she liked to sing in the rain. She liked these warm spring rains especially.” I always told her not to walk in them; she’d get sick. And she always walked anyway, and she never did get sick.

For the next quarter watch, they sang about sea slugs with feathers and a hundred ways to eat seaweed and the day the rain fell backwards. Afterward, Gerard mended his shirt and coat, Dakar taught them both some hunti, and then she and Silveo played her favorite game with shells and bits of stone until the twilight faded into wet darkness outside.
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Chapter 28. Confused
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The weather grew steadily warmer and the snow melted. The seal carcass rotted and began to stink. Gerard complained about it and came out the next morning to find it gone. Dakar told him she’d dragged it away. Gerard hadn’t seen her in wyvern form since the day the seal arrived, although he knew she sometimes went fishing that way. She was shy of shifting where Gerard and Silveo could see. She clearly wanted to be treated as a shelt. Gerard couldn’t decide whether that was healthy or not. Silveo thought it was funny that he would even worry about it. 

“Let her be what she wants to be, Gerard. She’s got lots of choices.”

“But she is a dragon.”

“She’s a shape-shifter.” 

“And also a dragon.”

“Apparently all dragons are shape-shifters. Let her be. She’s happy.”

She was increasingly so. Spending time with Silveo had improved her understanding of humor, and she was responding more appropriately to sarcasm and irony. “She was raised in isolation,” said Silveo, “but she’s a quick learner. All she needs is exposure. She’s really a lot more normal than me.”

Felbane was hunting again and starting to put on weight. For all his grumbling, he followed Dakar’s orders and swam every day in the ocean. To Gerard’s amazement, Felbane also allowed her to milk the wound of pus. He was shy for the first few days, but as his fever broke and his health improved, he became increasingly willing to do whatever Dakar asked. However, it was Silveo he really liked. His eyes followed the foxling everywhere when they were both in camp, and he would trail along behind Silveo when he ran on the beach or walked by the stream. 

At first, Silveo found it unnerving and didn’t want to go out without Gerard or Dakar. “I can’t help thinking he’d like to eat me.”

“But he wouldn’t. I think you’ve got a pet griffin, Silveo.”

“Just what I needed.”

“He’d probably let you ride him.”

“Not a chance, Gerard.”

“Have you ever ridden a griffin?”

“What do you think?”

Gerard was surprised, even though he knew he shouldn’t be. “You’ve lived your whole life in Wefrivain, and you’ve never ridden a griffin?”

“I’ve ridden pegasus when I had to. Flying is flying.”

“It’s not! Griffins are a lot more maneuverable in the air.”

“So they can throw you off more easily. You’re the avian, Gerard. I’m a land species.”

When the snow had completely melted and the stream was running high, Gerard decided it was time for them to start walking. They tidied up the cabin before they left, cleaned the fireplace and fire pit, swept the floor, and even left a thank you note scrawled in charcoal on a bit of wood for anyone who might come to hunt or fish later that year. 

Then they started down the beach with their packs and Felbane trailing along behind or gliding overhead. They had flysheets made of skins, but they didn’t use them that night. The sky was completely clear for the first time in a yellow month. Silveo and Gerard taught Dakar the names of all the constellations they could see. Silveo knew more of them, and some of the names he knew were different. He started telling Gerard how to navigate by them. They ate roasted fish and burned their fingers and laughed about it. Dakar was developing a cautious taste for cooked food.

They hiked for days that way—sometimes on the beach and sometimes along the edge of the forest. Sometimes they passed streams where they could get water, and if not they boiled rainwater that collected in the rocky puddles. Occasionally, Felbane brought them rabbits or birds. Sometimes Gerard fished in the rivers, and sometimes Dakar fished in the sea. Twice they passed little hunti villages, the beaches around them littered with fishing boats. 

Dakar translated for everyone. The hunti told them that they were going in the right direction to reach Zorn, but they measured distance in units foreign to Gerard and Silveo. They didn’t seem very friendly or interested in trading. Gerard did manage to get them to take the javelin head in exchange for some boots for Silveo, who promptly gave them to Dakar so that she could run about more comfortably as a little girl. 

The woods smelled like spring. Silveo sniffed out wild mint, basil, onions, and mushrooms, which improved the quality of their meals. The trees were leafing and budding. A few early flowers dotted the meadows, bright green with new grass.

Gerard felt more content than he’d been since Thessalyn died. Silveo seemed as happy as Gerard had ever seen him. He and Dakar made jewelry out of shells and he showed her a number of elaborate ways to arrange hair with nothing more than a few straight, clean sticks. On sunny days, he wore his hat with the red band and the iridescent feather, and he painstakingly trimmed Dakar’s boots with feathers from birds Felbane caught. 

The weather was fitful. Some days were so warm that they all took their coats off. Dakar would run about as a little girl with just her shirt hanging down to her knees. Every now and then she could not resist swimming all night as a wyvern, even though she knew she would be walking all day. Then, sometimes, Gerard would carry her in her little girl shape, and she’d sleep in his arms as they ambled down the beach. 

Silveo had no more nightmares, or even bad dreams, but he didn’t seem anxious to leave Gerard’s pallet. He’d taken Gerard’s invitation to cuddle seriously, and he liked to sleep with his head on Gerard’s chest and at least one arm around him. Gerard kept thinking that he ought to make Silveo try sleeping alone, but somehow he never got around to it, even when the weather got warm enough that Silveo started kicking off all the blankets again.

Gerard knew they had to be getting near Zorn. He could tell by the angle of the coastline and the direction of the sun that they were nearing the tip of the peninsula. He hoped they hadn’t missed the Defiance, although he was pretty sure that this was still early spring. Just when the weather seemed to be getting truly warm, they would have another day of gray skies and cold rain. Those days were growing rarer, though. 

Gerard woke one particularly warm night to find himself alone. They’d camped in some sand dunes. He couldn’t see the ocean, but he could hear it not far away. He was actually sweating under his blankets. He removed one of the two shirts he’d been sleeping in and walked around a little. He wondered whether Dakar and Silveo had taken a walk together or separately. The night was clear, the moons bright overhead. A bird sang beautifully but loudly in the underbrush. Felbane was almost certainly hunting, and Dakar could easily be well out to sea.

On an impulse, he dressed and walked towards the beach. He took his coat, because he knew the wind would be strong, and probably cool beyond the lee of the dunes. Gerard came out onto the flat sand and saw two figures some distance away, in the place where the tide was running in and out. One of them was Silveo. Gerard took a moment to realize that the second was Dakar. She was trying out the form of a foxling, with ink black hair and fur. She’d made herself about Silveo’s height, which ought to make her an adult foxling, but her face and figure looked closer to her true age. 

Silveo was teaching her to dance. It was not the sort of dance Thessalyn or Gerard had ever learned. It was the sort of dance one was likely to see in the pleasure districts of Sern. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. Dakar was wearing the shirt she’d gone to bed in. Silveo was wearing nothing at all. Gerard realized that he hadn’t seen Silveo without clothes in a long time—not since he’d been starving and sick. His fur was not only thick, but glossy, his skin ghost-pale in the moonlight. His gleaming hair had grown down past his shoulder blades, and it whipped and tangled in the wind. He contrasted sharply with Dakar’s black fur and hair, which even from this distance had the sheen of a raven’s wing. 

Silveo twirled, then moved in a ripple that suggested he’d dislocated every bone in his body. Dakar cocked her head, copied it, added something of her own. Silveo laughed, did it again. They were disturbingly beautiful.

Gerard sat down on a log and watched. After a while, Dakar stopped and said something that Gerard couldn’t hear over the surf. Then she seemed to drop out of her shirt—as though for an instant her body was made of water. An iridescent flash amid the swells, and she was gone. Silveo waved, then bent and picked up her wet shirt before it went out with the tide. He came sauntering up the beach, wringing out her shirt and shaking the water from his tail. He did not look surprised to see Gerard. “I couldn’t sleep. She wanted to do something.” 

Gerard said nothing.

Silveo made a face. “I know, I know! And I swore I’d never do those dances again after I left Sern, but...they’re what I can do.”

“Yes, but do you have to do them without clothes?”

“Well, that’s how they’re supposed to be done; clothes get in the way. I should have bells, though—bells on my tail and ankles and wrists.” He grinned. “Am I making you uncomfortable, Gerard?”

“You’re making me something.”

“Would you like me to make you a little more something?”

“I’d like you to put on some clothes.”

Silveo sat down on the log beside Gerard, who promptly took off his coat and put it around Silveo. Silveo snickered. “Afraid I’ll crawl into your lap naked?”

“It had crossed my mind.”

“You’re blushing, Gerard.”

Gerard was losing patience. “I said you’re pretty, didn’t I?”

“Even to men who don’t like men?”

“Yes, Silveo. Stop trying to seduce me.”

Silveo sighed and leaned against him. “I’m just a flirt, Gerard. I’m happy with the way things are, but I’m terribly afraid you’ll get bored. And you are fun to tease.”

“I don’t get bored of my friends. I realize that you’ve always delighted in teasing me, but I don’t like feeling confused.”

Silveo looked at him with a critical expression. “Am I being confusing? I thought I was being pretty obvious. Let me un-confuse you.” Silveo took Gerard’s hand, turned it over, and kissed his wrist.

Gerard pulled away with a growl and stood up. He could feel Silveo’s eyes on his back, and he didn’t want to talk to him right now. He started towards camp, hoping Silveo would stay on the beach. Go dance; get it out of your system. But Silveo followed him back through the dunes. He watched Gerard get the fire going. It had been cold on the beach, but Gerard also found that he desperately wanted something to do.

Silveo waited until Gerard had finished and then sat down beside him on the ground, still wearing Gerard’s coat like a cape. “I don’t understand,” he said softly. “I love you. I think you know that, and it doesn’t seem to bother you. I’m not trying to manipulate you or control you or pay for anything. But I do want to give you something, and I don’t have anything to give you except me. Why won’t you let me?”

Gerard buried his head in his hands. How can I explain this?

Silveo thought for a moment. He drew his legs up and wrapped his tail around them—a sure sign that he was feeling less certain of himself. “Is it because I don’t have a tongue? Is that too disgusting to—”

“Oh, Silveo, no.” Gerard put an arm around him. “No, no, that’s not it.”

“I know I’m not as good as I used to be,” continued Silveo gloomily. “But the slavers didn’t actually do a very thorough job, and I can improvise.”

Gerard gave him a shake. “Stop it. I don’t think you’re unattractive. You’re just...male.”

Silveo frowned. “I really never understood why that makes any difference beyond technique unless you want kids. But maybe I just don’t understand because of what happened to me. Maybe it’s one of those things you have to be normal to understand. Gerard, I don’t mean to annoy you. I’m not being like Morchella, am I?”

Gerard almost laughed. “You’re nothing at all like Morchella.”

“I just want to give you something, anything. Would you let me try once? And if you don’t like it, we won’t do it again?”

Gerard could feel himself going red. “I— Silveo, I wouldn’t even know what to do.”

Silveo smiled. “Is that all?” He took Gerard’s hand and kissed his wrist again. Gerard could feel the nibble of teeth, along with the occasional caress of something soft and wet that was not lips. Silveo kept at it in a way that made Gerard feel as though all the blood in his body were rushing uncomfortably to one spot. When Gerard’s breath caught, Silveo stopped, put his arms around Gerard’s neck and twisted so that he was straddling his lap. He leaned up on his knees, put his cheek against Gerard’s, and laughed softly. “Your face is already on fire. I’m going to make you blush all over, Gerard.”

“Silveo—” But Gerard couldn’t actually think of what he wanted to say. He felt as though his insides had turned to warm jelly.

Silveo nuzzled under Gerard’s chin. He managed to find the most sensitive spot on his throat and proceeded to pay it exquisite attention. Gerard heard himself whimper and then he slid back onto his elbows. Silveo leaned into him, fingers busy in the buttons of his shirt. 

“Relax.” Silveo’s happy murmur felt like a caress inside his head. “It’s just me. This isn’t difficult, Gerard. This is the easiest thing in the world. Just relax.”
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Chapter 29. Closer than Close
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Half a watch later, they were lying in a pleasantly exhausted pile a little way from the fire. Gerard felt surreal. He was fairly certain his brain had stopped functioning some time ago. Or perhaps it had merely split with one part watching his behavior in horror and the other part offering helpful suggestions and babbling away with his mouth. 

Silveo giggled. “You’re so gentle. You’re almost too gentle. Were you like this with Thessalyn?”

“Thess wasn’t half my size.” And she hadn’t been hurt the way you have. 

“I’m more than half!” complained Silveo. 

“By height—barely. You can’t be more than a quarter of my weight.”

“Whatever. You could be rougher without hurting me.”

“Do you want that?”

“I want to see what you like.”

“I was wondering what you like,” said Gerard, “because a conventional climax doesn’t seem to be it.”

Silveo laughed out loud. “Conventional—never my adjective.”

Gerard shifted him up a fraction so that Silveo’s head was under his chin. “You seem to be giving a lot and not getting much. Am I doing something wrong?”

Silveo sighed. “You’re not doing anything wrong, Gerard. I could fake it. I’m pretty good at that, but I’d rather not with you.” 

Gerard stroked his hair. “Can you just not get really excited? Because of what happened to you?”

“I can. It takes a bit of work, and the results aren’t very satisfying. I enjoy it for a few seconds, and then I have bad memories and nightmares for days. It’s not worth those few seconds.” 

Gerard thought about what Morchella had done to him. What if my first time had been like that? And what if it had happened again and again when I was a child and couldn’t reason very well? It’s amazing that Silveo can enjoy being close to anyone at all.

Gerard traced Silveo’s spine, ran his fingertips over his back. Silveo sighed. “Basil really wanted me to enjoy a ‘conventional climax.’ He seemed to take it as a personal affront that I couldn’t. His ego was big enough, he felt like he should be able to give me that, and it made me miserable. I’ll try for you if you like, but I know how this goes.”

Gerard shook his head. He ran both hands down Silveo’s back, through the dense, silky fur of his flanks, and up his sides. “You like this, though?”

Silveo pushed himself up so that he could look Gerard in the face. His eyes were nearly black in the moonlight, the irises only a glint of blue. “I love this. I’ve never been so happy, Gerard. Please believe that.”

“I believe you.” He hesitated. “But if cuddle is what you really want, can we just do that? You’re very good at what you do, but it makes me feel so strange.”

Silveo smiled. He laid his face against Gerard’s cheek. “I’ll be whatever you want, Gerard. I’ll try.”

Gerard took Silveo’s face in both hands and moved him back so he could look at him again. “I think you have a hard time believing that anyone would want to be near you for any reason other than sex.”

Silveo bowed his head.

“I do,” said Gerard. “You don’t have to buy me. You couldn’t.”

Silveo settled back down against his chest. They were quiet for a while. Finally, Gerard said, “I miss Thess so much.”

“I know. You said her name once.”

“I did?” Gerard was a whole new kind of embarrassed.

Silveo nodded. “I didn’t know whether you realized.” He gave a little chuckle. “Don’t feel bad. I’m flattered. I don’t deserve the comparison.”

“No, you don’t. You deserve to be loved for yourself.”

“I’d bring her back if I could, if you could just trade her for me.”

“Stop that.” Gerard spoke more sharply than he had intended. “It’s a ridiculous thing to think.”

“I worry that I’m just taking advantage of your missing her. I thought perhaps tonight you were more starved than hungry.”

Gerard laughed. “Silveo, when I said you’re good at what you do, I was understating.” He sat up a little. “And before we call this a failed experiment, I want to do one more thing.”

“Oh?” Silveo looked down at him with a hint of mischief and twitched his tail.

Gerard turned so that Silveo slithered off into the blankets. Gerard leaned over him, put one hand behind Silveo’s head, and kissed him. “Open your mouth, Silveo.”

Silveo had squirmed a little at the kiss, and now he went rigid. He’d kissed Gerard just about everywhere except on the mouth, and Gerard thought he knew why. 

“Gerard, no,” whimpered Silveo in his head, “please.” 

“You’re alright,” said Gerard. “You’re safe. Trust me.”

Silveo trembled. “Ugly,” he muttered. “Disgusting.”

“Nothing about you is ugly or disgusting.” Gerard moved his hand down Silveo’s neck, over his shoulder and along his side to his hip, so that it wouldn’t feel like Gerard was trying to force anything. He ran his thumb in circles on Silveo’s belly. “You said it yourself. This isn’t difficult. Relax.”

He did—very slowly. When his breathing had quieted, Gerard teased his lips apart and finally his teeth. He didn’t push, let Silveo decide to do it. Finally he eased his tongue inside, explored gently. As Silveo had said, the slavers had not done a very “good job.” They’d left about the back third of his tongue. Gerard traced the pebbled surface of the old wound, felt Silveo flinch. “It’s alright. I’m not disgusted.”

Gerard stopped exploring then and really kissed him. Silveo caught his breath. He reached a hand up to bury it in Gerard’s hair, arched his back and pressed the length of their bodies together. Silveo broke away a moment later, panting. “Well, that almost did it. Gods, Gerard. Be still a moment.”

Gerard considered reaching down and finishing what he’d started. But that would make me a lot like Basil.

They were quiet for a while, and then Silveo said, “Alright, you can move now.” He settled into the crook of Gerard’s arm and pulled a blanket over them. Just before they drifted off, Silveo said, “Are you going to regret this in the morning?”

“Probably.”

“Enough to hit me?”

Gerard woke up a little. “Never enough to hit you, Silveo.” He turned on his side and wrapped himself all the way around the foxling. “You’re safe. You couldn’t be safer. Go to sleep.”

Silveo gave a little sigh of perfect contentment. He snuggled against Gerard, tried to get closer than close. Gerard fell asleep with Silveo’s downy fur like a whisper of velvet against his belly, his breath a soft sigh across his chest.
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Chapter 30. Differences
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Gerard woke from deep sleep to loud birdsong. He was lying on his side, his head under a blanket, and he could tell the blankets were cool with a light frost. He felt more relaxed and rested than he had in ages. What happened yesterday?

Silveo stirred against him. He was pleasantly warm, his head on Gerard’s arm, his fur soft against Gerard’s belly. Gerard realized suddenly that neither of them was wearing anything. Oh. Gerard screwed up his face as last night came back with crystal clarity. Oh, gods.

Silveo opened his eyes. He looked up at Gerard in the softly lit world under the blankets. He blinked a couple of times, saw Gerard watching him, and his face became suddenly worried. His body tensed. “Gerard...are you angry?”

Gerard groaned and sat up. The day was clear and cool with a bright sun rapidly burning off the frost. They were alone in camp. He actually felt a little stiff. Oh, mercy; what have I done? 

Silveo crawled out of the blankets. He pulled on his shirt, and crouched with his tail wrapped protectively around him. He really did look nervous. Gerard ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not angry, Silveo, not at you.”

Silveo did not look entirely reassured. 

Gerard grimaced. If I can do what I did last night, I can certainly put an arm around you this morning. “Silveo, come here.”

He stood and came hesitantly. Gerard drew Silveo down beside him. “I’m not angry at you. I’m a little angry at myself and very confused.”

Silveo nodded, watching his face. “You seemed happy last night.”

I was happy last night. I woke up happy this morning. Gerard buried his head in his hands. This is not a situation I ever expected to find myself in. “Silveo, when you look at me like you’re afraid, it makes me feel horrible. Do I do anything that makes you feel threatened? Because no matter how unhappy I am with my own behavior, I won’t hurt you.”

Silveo wrinkled his nose. He straightened a little. “Which story shall I tell? How about this one: a group of shelts came into our place once. One of them was just along with his friends. Said he didn’t like kids, especially didn’t like boys. But all his friends got busy, and the master wanted his money. So I got him drunk and flirted and flirted and finally I got him into bed. The next morning...well, he didn’t try to get his money back, but on his way out he spotted me. He grabbed me by the tail and flung me across the room. I limped for a month.”

Gerard put an arm around him. 

Silveo shrugged it off. “I’m not trying to make you feel sorry for me. I’m just saying... You’re not the first man who didn’t like men who liked me, and you wouldn’t be the first who was angry about it in the morning.”

Gerard sighed. “I’m not angry.”

Silveo glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. His mouth twitched up. “I could count the times on one hand I’ve heard a grishnard purr, Gerard.”

Gerard wanted the ground to open up and swallow him. 

Silveo touched his hand and Gerard looked down at him—pale skin and blue eyes and freckles. “I’m already in your head. If that’s not intimate contact, I don’t know what is.”

Gerard said nothing. 

Silveo laid his head against Gerard’s arm. “Are you sorry you kissed me?”

Gerard thought about it. “No. I’m not sorry about that.”

“Good. Because it was certainly the nicest thing anyone’s ever done to me.” He watched Gerard’s face. “Please don’t be embarrassed. It’s just me.”

Gerard sighed and got up. “But it’s really not me. And I don’t think it’s very good for you. I think you need at least one friend who doesn’t want to...take advantage of your specialized skill set.”

Silveo shrugged. “Dakar doesn’t seem too interested.”

“Dakar is about ten!”

“I was joking, Gerard. You didn’t take advantage of me. Like you said, cuddle is all I really need.” He grinned. “But just once I made you whimper.”

Gerard could feel himself going red.

Silveo giggled. “I wouldn’t take that back for anything. And what I was saying last night...what I meant with every kiss was: I love you, I love you, I love you.”

Gerard didn’t know how to respond to that. A moment later, a small, black wyvern shot over the dunes, flying so low that Gerard ducked. She was followed by Felbane. Gerard wondered for one moment whether Felbane was trying to kill her, but then he heard Dakar laugh. They darted back over the trees—nimble as dragonflies—and were gone. 

Silveo grinned. “They’re finally playing tag! Dakar’s been trying to get him to interact with her in the air for months. She’s land, sea, and sky, you know. She gets a little bored with us.”

Gerard began putting away their blankets. “We’re raising Morchella’s daughter, aren’t we?”

“Did that just now occur to you?”

“This is not how I planned on being a parent.”

“Well, we don’t always get what we plan on. Almost never, actually. What did I say a long time ago...? Thess can teach her to sing, you can teach her to use a sword, and I’ll teach her to curse and wear inappropriate clothes.”

Gerard smiled. He felt a little better. We’re still us. Last night didn’t change anything. Maybe we just needed to put the possibility behind us. Maybe I made a mistake, and maybe we can forget about it.

Silveo certainly acted like his usual perky, sarcastic self as they started up the beach. Gerard was carrying Dakar’s pack as well as his own, because she was still playing tag with Felbane, occasionally passing low over their heads. The sea was aquamarine and very calm. Strange blue jellyfish had washed up on the white sand. They were like blocks of glistening colored ice, catching the light like prisms.

Finally, Gerard screwed up his courage to ask, “Silveo, when you were with Lu...were you...happier? I mean, could you...”

Silveo laughed out loud. Gerard wished he hadn’t asked.

“Gerard...” said Silveo, deeply amused. “There’s more than one way to make a woman happy, and besides...you and Lu are felids. I’m a canid. We’re different.”

Gerard reddened. “I sort of...figured that.”

“In the brothel, we used to get the occasional idiot who knew so little of foxlings that he would ask the master whether I was deformed. Even the ones who knew we have different anatomy seemed to think we were just little grishnards. We’re not.”

“Oh?” Gerard was curious in spite of himself and embarrassed for being curious. 

“I mean, for the love of all that’s holy! If felids weren’t comparatively smaller than canids, I don’t know how I’d be able to do half of what I do without getting hurt!”

Gerard wasn’t sure what he was talking about and didn’t dare ask.

Silveo patted his leg. “Gerard, I don’t know how you managed to father children; you’re practically innocent. I didn’t use anywhere near my full repertoire last night; I didn’t want to startle you.”

Gerard tried desperately to think of a way to change the subject.

“Foxlings tie,” continued Silveo patiently. “And I can’t tell you more than that, because I haven’t been with any foxling women. Even drunk, I’m pretty sure I’d remember that.”

“Tie?” repeated Gerard.

“Tie. Lock. Cannot separate for...I’ve heard up to a quarter watch. That’s another thing about us. We’re supposed to have one long climax, and then we don’t mate for a while. Grishnards, on the other hand, can mate over and over for half the night, and they have to if they want to get pregnant. I’m told there’s something like a hundred matings per child.”

Gerard made a face. “Usually.”

“Your first kid defied the rules?”

Gerard nodded. “And she came out of season. We weren’t completely stupid. But sometimes odd things happen.” He hesitated. “If I were Gwain, I’d be writing all this down. He’s terribly interested in biology and shelt differences, and he’s about as unembarrassable as you are.”

“If you were Gwain, you’d have drowned me a long time ago.”

Gerard shook his head. “Are foxlings the only shelts that...tie?”

Silveo shrugged. “I’m pretty sure it’s a canid thing. We’re just the only canid shelts left in Wefrivain. Wolflings probably did it, but they’re extinct. Hunti...” Silveo rolled his eyes. “I don’t think hunti are proper canids, and they rarely mate outside their species, thank the gods. They are odd in every conceivable way, but I don’t think they tie. One of the ocelons in the place where I worked claimed to have done a hunti once, and from what she said, I’d say no.”

Gerard knew he shouldn’t ask, but... “So, hunti really do...all look the same?”

Silveo giggled. “If what I did last night made you feel confused, be glad you’re not a hunti. They all have penises, and when they mate, the woman’s sort of...retracts or turns inside out or something. About half of the women die the first time they give birth, because the baby has to tear through their sheath. Either they can’t push it out, or they bleed to death. Sometimes the midwives cut them, but it’s considered an act of weakness and permanent disgrace. Most would rather die. Usually the first child is stillborn even if the mother survives. Gerard, you look really silly with your mouth hanging open.”

Gerard shut his mouth. “How do you know all this?”

“Basil. He was raised by hunti.”

“Oh.” Suddenly some things about Basil made a lot more sense to Gerard. “How did that happen?”

Silveo thought for a moment. “I’ve only heard the story once, and it was years ago. I believe his family were peasants on one of the little numeraries of Haplag—small, poor place. Haplag got into a tiff with Lecklock, and there was some raiding—small scale by the standards of the great islands, but they burned that little numerary to the ground. Killed everyone. Except...I guess Basil was about four, and he hid. A few days later, a hunti merchant ship came sniffing around for anything they could scavenge and found him hungry and dirty and miserable. They took him aboard as a ship’s boy, and he was basically raised by the crew. He doesn’t remember any of this; he was told later.”

“Poor kid.”

“Yeah, I think he was kind of a lonely kid. Hunti are really different, and he understands them, but he can never be one. He has a love/hate relationship with grishnards. They’re his species, and it’s useful to be one in Wefrivain, but he doesn’t like most of them. He identifies with non-grishnard panauns like me who end up in the gutter. Someone like you, coming from an upper class background...”

“He can’t stand.”

Silveo nodded. “He still likes to crew his ships with hunti. They’re tough as old leather, and he says they make excellent sailors if you take the trouble to understand them. They will insist on carrying on their normal pack behavior, though, which includes having babies. We had a few on the Dark Wind every year—kept it quiet, because the idea of women aboard ship bothered the grishnard sailors.”

Silveo gave Gerard a thump on the back with his tail. “Grishnards think that just because they’re the dominant species in Wefrivain, everyone is just like them. It’s not so. Shelts are all different. Ocelon men have little spines on theirs.” Silveo made a face. “That’s a major ouch if you’re not careful.”

“Spines?!” Gerard was horrified.

Silveo nodded. “I think grishnards are the only felids who don’t have them. Comes from the avian in you, maybe. There’s an easy way to prove you’re not a leon if anyone asks about that tattoo.”

If Gerard had harbored any hope of becoming immune to embarrassment, it was instantly dispelled.

“Most felids can get pregnant any time of year, too, and the spines have something to do with it. I’m not a healer so I don’t know what, but I know that felid eunuchs lose them.” He grinned. “Oh, here comes Dakar on two legs again. Shall I stop making you turn pretty colors?”

“That would be nice of you.”

“And we both know I’m the very soul of niceness.”

“You are an utter rascal.”

“Happy to be your rascal.”

“I’m still more comfortable with friend.”

Silveo shrugged. “I’ll be whatever you want if you let me stay around. You can just feed me table scraps and keep me in your desk drawer.”

Gerard laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind when I have a desk again.”

“You will. Shelts put you in charge of things. You’ve got king written all over you.”

Gerard sighed. “I stopped wanting to be king a long time ago. All I want to be now is a sailor—just a regular sailor on a regular ship somewhere far away from Wefrivain.”
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Chapter 31. Good Days and a Bad Night
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Gerard was on edge for the next couple of nights, but he worried needlessly. Silveo slept curled against him the same as always. He didn’t try to kiss or put his hands in inappropriate places, nor did he tease or joke about what had happened in the dunes. The next yellow month was warm and mostly clear, with occasional rainstorms in the afternoon. Silveo remained perfectly behaved and increasingly like himself, giving lectures on random subjects as they walked and practicing his hand signs. Sometimes, especially in the woods, he’d go along, throwing his knife at whatever targets presented themselves. He always named the target before he threw. Twice he picked flying birds out of the air, which were then added to the evening’s meal.

He also cheerfully identified a variety of poisonous plants to both Gerard and Dakar and described how they could be prepared and what they could be expected to do to a victim. Dakar absorbed this with great attention. She knew the medical uses of quite a few plants, and would occasionally have mild arguments with Silveo about the quality or efficaciousness of particular medical herbs.

Felbane had become tame enough to sleep next to Dakar at night. Gerard objected to this at first on the grounds that Felbane could still be dangerous if startled. Dakar gave him a puzzled look. “You sleep with Silveo. He’s dangerous if startled.” 

Silveo thought that was the funniest thing he’d heard all day. “Who knows what I might do if startled?” He kept laughing at random moments until Gerard glared him into silence.

One day they came to a little inlet of the sea—calm and turquoise blue, with small, rolling waves. The day was warm and the water pleasantly cool. Gerard could tell that it was shallow for a long ways out, and he decided to fish. Dakar thought it was a grand idea. Silveo started to wander off along the beach. 

Gerard hesitated. “Do you want to learn to swim?”

Silveo turned with a smile. “Can’t I keep any of my illogical fears?”

“You’re afraid of the water?”

He shrugged. “The trouble is my tail. It’s heavy when it’s soaked, and it feels like it’s dragging me down. I’ve been told that if I wave it like a paddle, it could probably push me through the water, but instead I panic and start thrashing and then it just jerks me in all directions. I sunburn without a shirt, and the wet cloth drags me down, too.”

“It’s usually easy to float in the sea,” said Gerard. “If Dakar and I are both watching, I don’t see how you can drown.”

Silveo shrugged. “I’ll try. The water’s pretty.”

It was beautiful. Gerard waded well out from the shore with Silveo on his shoulders and Dakar circling them. She was becoming less shy about shifting in their presence, and Gerard thought that was a good thing. Far off towards the ocean, he could see the really big waves breaking over a distant sandbar, but around them the water only undulated gently. The sky was an intense blue, and cloudless except for a few high white flecks. Felbane gave an eagle’s scream somewhere far above. Gerard was reminded of summers on Holovarus, and right now he hardly cared whether they ever found the Defiance.

Silveo got down into the water. It was above Gerard’s waist and over Silveo’s head at the peak of the swells. Gerard made him float on his back, and he managed that well enough as long as Gerard’s hand was right under him. He did tend to move his tail when he got nervous, and this had the unfortunate tendency to flip him around in the water. After a while, Dakar came up beside him, water beading and glistening on her onyx hide. She nudged Silveo upright, got under him, and then took off at high speed just below the surface. 

Silveo gave a squeak and then a whoop. Gerard watched them for a moment with a grin. Then he baited his line and started fishing. He let his mind wander, enjoyed the feel of the sun on his back and the cool sand under his paws. He caught two fish and attached them to a belt, which he’d worn for the purpose. About a quarter watch later, Silveo and Dakar came zooming back. Dakar left Silveo in the water beside Gerard and shot off without a word.

Silveo was laughing and breathless. “Oh, gods, that was fun. She took me all the way to the breakers and back. She can really move!”

“And teach? You’re treading water.”

“Yes, she showed me. It wasn’t really so hard. I just sort of wave my tail in a circle.” He hesitated. “I’m kind of tired. Can I get on your shoulders? Or can you take me back to shore? I’m not sure I can swim that far.”

Gerard picked him up and swung him onto his shoulders—dripping shirt and fur and tail. Silveo rested his arms and face on top of Gerard’s head, and Gerard was pretty sure he went to sleep for a bit. Gerard caught another fish. He wondered whether Gwain would find Leopaard in the distant Pendalon mountains. He wondered whether Gwain would be, as he put it, a prince or a clerk when he got there. Gerard didn’t really care as long as there were ships and beaches and open water.

Warm fingers—tracing little patterns from his collarbone to his jaw and back again. Gerard’s tail lashed, churning the water around him. Silveo stopped. “Making you uncomfortable?” His voice turned playful. “Or just making you something?”

“Mostly, you’re making me frustrated from about the waist down.” He was surprised to hear himself admit it out loud. Cold water is my friend.

“I could fix that.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

Silveo sighed. “Gerard, sometimes you really don’t make any sense to me. You wouldn’t respond to me the way you do if you didn’t like me. Your type just don’t. And if you like me, I don’t understand why you won’t let me make you happy.”

“I don’t know why you push for something you don’t even enjoy.”

“I don’t not enjoy it. I’m neutral. I don’t need it, but I think you do.”

And you’re the only other adult around, and maybe that’s clouding my judgment. “Silveo, can you give me some time to think about this? Right now I’m not sure what I want or what I should do. I know that to you this seems really silly, but can you humor me for a bit?”

Silveo ran a hand through Gerard’s hair. “Consider yourself humored.” He hesitated. “Bothering you?” He was brushing over Gerard’s ear tufts, rubbing his temples, and combing through his hair.

Gerard sighed. “That’s more of a put-me-to-sleep sort of thing.”

“You like it? Does it make you guilty?”

“Yes.”

Silveo laughed. “To both?”

“You can keep doing it. As long as I don’t fall asleep in the water.”

By the time Gerard waded to shore, he was feeling very relaxed. A small voice in the back of his mind complained that his behavior was not advancing the goal of forgetting about what had happened in the sand dunes. Gerard ignored it. He’d had a pleasant head and neck massage and enough time in the open to make him faintly sun-drunk. He’d caught four tasty fish, which they ate around the fire that night. Dakar told them she’d managed to ride Felbane briefly as a shelt (before he threw her off into the air). A light rain began shortly after sunset, so they went to sleep under their fly sheets.

Gerard woke in the middle of the night to a feeling of intense arousal. He didn’t know who had started it, but he was already halfway finished by the time he was fully awake—kissing and licking and biting and thrusting against Silveo’s belly. Silveo dipped his head, caught Gerard in his mouth and it was over in seconds.

Gerard sat up gasping, shuddering, feeling confused and angry with himself. He flipped over on his side, away from Silveo. Am I choosing or just reacting? What had just happened felt a lot like reacting. It certainly didn’t feel like love. Was I dreaming about Thess? Did he start that or did I? We’ve got to stop sleeping like this.

Gerard realized after a moment that Silveo hadn’t spoken, hadn’t tried to get his attention or even touched him. Gerard risked a glance over his shoulder. Silveo was facing away from him, curled into a little ball with his tail over his head. In that position, he actually did resemble a sleeping squirrel.

Was he even awake? Was he dreaming the whole time? Gerard rather hoped so. He almost turned over and went back to sleep, but... Something was wrong. Silveo always slept touching him. Even when he was facing away, he’d inch over in his sleep.

“Silveo?” whispered Gerard.

No response, but Gerard thought he heard a tiny sound. He turned all the way over and levered himself up on one elbow. “Hey.” He put a hand on Silveo’s shoulder and now he was certain. Silveo was crying very softly, his face buried in his fluffy tail. Gerard turned him over and pushed his tail out of his face. Silveo was swallowing sniffles and didn’t want to look at him.

Gerard felt wretched. “Did I hurt you?”

Silveo’s wet eyes flicked up. “After...afterward, you...don’t want anything to do with me.”

“Oh.” Gerard felt really bad. “Silveo, I didn’t even realize—”

“C-c-customers, especially the ones who liked to pretend I was a girl, they never wanted...t-touch me afterwards. They just...finished and...left...or they wanted me to leave.”

Gerard scooped him up. “No, no, no. Silveo, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I was half dreaming, and I wasn’t even sure you were awake, and I was...annoyed with myself. I didn’t... I didn’t mean to just take something and leave.” Especially since cuddle is all you really get out of this. In a burst of insight, Gerard realized that this was probably the only way Silveo had gotten held as a child.

Silveo was still sniffling and he buried his face against Gerard’s shirt. 

Gerard stroked his hair. “Silveo, I didn’t know what to do, and I did the worst possible thing. I’m really sorry.”

“S’alright,” came Silveo’s whisper. “I’m being silly. You can go back to sleep. I’m— This is silly.”

“It’s not.” Gerard rubbed his back. “I am not a customer.” And you are not Thess. She actually liked sex. You mostly like what comes before and after. “Silveo, please tell me when I do stupid things. You’re precious to me; I hate to hurt you, but sometimes you read my mind a lot better than I read yours.”

Silveo gave a weak laugh. “‘Worst possible’ is a bit of an overstatement. You’re not trying to beat me senseless. That’s always been high on my list of least favorite ways shelts respond to sex.”

Gerard laughed and then groaned. “Silveo, I’m really not sure this is good for you.”

A trace of irritation crept into Silveo’s voice. “I wish you’d stop worrying about what’s good for me.”

“I thought that’s what I did just now.”

“What you did just now was fine until you tried to pretend it didn’t happen.”

“It wasn’t fine. It was...not my choice.” He took a deep breath. “Silveo, could you try sleeping by yourself again? Until I get this sorted out in my own mind? If you have nightmares, you’re welcome to come back, but would you try? For me? For now?”
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Chapter 32. Tired and Angry
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The next few days were gray and soaking wet. The air was warm, but it rained heavily from dawn to dusk. Their clothes chafed, and their paws became gritty with mud. It was impossible to get anything dry by morning, even with a good fire. No one talked much. Silveo hadn’t argued about sleeping alone, but he seemed increasingly withdrawn. Gerard didn’t think he was having nightmares, although the rain beating on the flysheet drowned out noises at night. Gerard was having disturbing dreams of his own, although he tried to forget them in the morning.

They walked and they walked and they walked. Six days later, the weather finally cleared. Dakar told them that she’d seen Zorn from the air. They were getting close. 

On the first clear night, Gerard found that he could not sleep. He actually missed the sound of the rain. He sat up at last and saw that Silveo was gone, and Dakar was sitting near the fire as a little girl grishnard. Gerard got up and came over. “Have you been fishing?” 

Dakar nodded. She looked pleased with herself. “I incorporated my shirt,” she informed him with a grin. “And then I excorporated it.”

Gerard looked appropriately impressed. Dakar had been trying mightily to incorporate clothing for some time. Once she managed to take her boots with her when she shifted and then couldn’t excorporate them for two days. “I ate them!” she wailed. When she did manage to bring them back, they looked like they’d been lying in an attic full of hungry rodents for a season. 

Gerard examined her shirt with interest. It didn’t look battered—no holes or threadbare places. “Looks like you did a good job. Maybe you won’t have to turn up naked so often.” He said it jokingly, and she smacked his back with her tail—a trick she’d learned from Silveo.

“Where is Silveo?” he asked.

Dakar shrugged. “I think he went to the beach. He doesn’t sleep much lately.”

Gerard frowned. He should have guessed that. Silveo always grew more morose and ill-tempered when he wasn’t sleeping. I just didn’t want to know.

He turned and went towards the beach. Gerard stopped on the edge of the trees and blinked hard. Felbane was standing there in the moonlight, and Silveo within arm’s length of his beak. Silveo was signing with his hands, and to Gerard’s amazement Felbane was watching with perfect attention. The griffin had been talking in more complete sentences lately, and Gerard had put it down to time spent with Dakar.

“I’m afraid you’ll fall off,” said Felbane.

Silveo signed some more, and this time, Gerard heard him. He couldn’t see Silveo’s hands clearly, but he caught the faint sound of Silveo talking in his own head as he signed. “I want to try anyway.”

“Silly foxling,” said the griffin. 

Gerard put his palm to his forehead. “Silveo, no.” He started walking towards them. “Not a good idea. You’ve never ridden a griffin, and he’s never willingly carried a rider. Bad, bad idea without a saddle harness.”

Felbane looked startled, Silveo annoyed. Gerard reached them, still shaking his head. “Why didn’t you tell me you were trying to do this? We could rig a saddle harness, but without one—”

“Yap, yap, yap,” snapped Silveo. He signed good-bye to Felbane and started away. “I don’t need your help to do everything, Holovar. Why don’t you go sleep? You’re good at sleeping.”

“Have you been talking to him every night?” Gerard remembered Silveo’s frenzied activity when he couldn’t sleep on the Fang.

“Well, it’s more interesting than listening to you whimper my name.”

Gerard was mortified and then angry. Don’t you dare throw this in my face; you’re the one who started it! He wondered if Silveo had made that up to embarrass him. “I didn’t realize you weren’t sleeping. You can come back to my pallet if you need to—”

“What, so you can fuck me and pretend it didn’t happen? I can see inside your head, Gerard. I know what you dream about.”

Gerard was speechless with fury. He knew what he wanted, and suddenly he saw how to do it. He severed the link Dakar had created. It was easy, really. He just broke it. For the first time in months, he was completely alone in his own head.

Silveo gasped. His face crumpled and he dropped to his knees like a puppet with all the strings cut. Gerard expected him to say something, but of course he didn’t. He couldn’t.

Regret came in a wave. Gerard tried to reopen the link. It was much more difficult than he’d expected. He realized in that moment that the character of the link had changed. It was no longer made entirely of Thessalyn’s memory. It had—or had had—a nature and life of its own. For the first time, he saw Dakar’s bridge as something fragile and precious that could be lost or destroyed. After what seemed an eternity of struggle, he heard Silveo’s voice as though at a distance, coming closer. “I’msorryI’msorryI’msorry.”

Gerard bent down and scooped him up. His own hands were shaking. Silveo’s voice came in a panicked stammer. “Gerard? Can...you...hear...? I-I-I’ll do whatever you want...be whatever you want...Just don’t...don’t...I’d rather you hit me. Please, I’d rather you hit...I’m sorry, sorry...” 

“No,” Gerard said in his ear, “I’m sorry. I did something cruel, something wrong. Can you forgive me? Please? Don’t tell me I have nothing to apologize for; I do.”

He set Silveo on his feet and knelt beside him. Silveo was still breathing in ragged gulps. He kept his head down. Gerard tilted his chin up. “Silveo, I’d do anything to take back what I just did, but I can’t. I promise I won’t do it again.”

Silveo’s eyes still looked frantic. “Until I say something stupid.”

Gerard dropped his own face in his hands. “Silveo, sometimes I remind myself of my father, and I hate that. If you can’t forgive me, I suppose I deserve it.”

After a moment, he felt Silveo’s hand—light, hesitant. “Gerard?” Silveo wrapped both arms around Gerard’s neck and one shoulder. He sounded a little calmer. “Sometimes,” he whispered, “I remind myself of my mother. And I hate that. Gerard, don’t cry.”

“Why not? I just hurt someone who trusted me.”

“He’ll forgive you. He’ll always forgive you.”

“I hope he doesn’t need to very often.”

Gerard took a deep breath. He was already kneeling. He sat down on the ground and pulled Silveo into his lap. Silveo curled up against his chest. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cry. Except when Thess died.”

“I did the night I thought you drowned yourself,” muttered Gerard.

“The first time?” asked Silveo with a little smile.

Gerard gave a choking laugh. “The first time.”

“Gerard, I say really stupid things when I’m tired.”

“I say really stupid things when I’m angry.”

They didn’t say anything else as red moon set into the sea. Gerard looked down at last and saw that Silveo had his eyes closed. Are you really asleep? Or are you only trying to make me feel like you still trust me?

Silveo certainly felt relaxed, and when Gerard picked him up, he murmured something unintelligible—trying to talk with his mouth, usually a sure sign of sleep. Gerard carried him back to their camp, listening to the distant susurrus of the ocean and the soft calls of night birds. 
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Chapter 33. Faults
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Gerard woke late the next morning. He felt like he’d been chasing his troubles through his sleep all night, arguing with the ghost of Alsair and the memory of his father and Jaleel, but most of all with himself. The sun was already well up the sky when he opened his eyes. Silveo was curled up tight in the crook of his arm. Gerard could tell from the way he was breathing that he was awake. “Silveo?”

“Hmm?”

“What are you thinking?”

Silveo was quiet a moment. At last he gave a little broken laugh. “I’m thinking that I don’t know what’s wrong with me—what makes me think I have the right to be so picky. I said I’d be your squirrel. If you want to pretend you’re dreaming, well...”

Gerard made a face. So you’ll let me be just like all the other abusers you’ve tried to please. “Silveo—”

“I’ll take whatever you give me, Gerard. I’ll stop asking for more; I know I’m already asking for too much.”

Gerard drew a hand across his face. “Silveo, we need to talk.”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

“No, I mean... I’ve been an ass for the last few days. I’ve behaved badly, and you’re right that apologies are cheap. I need to do more than apologize. I need to tell you what I’m thinking. I’m not always very good at that, Silveo.”

Gerard felt him smile. “Not always?”

“Hardly ever.”

“You don’t have to, Gerard. I’m being too demanding. I’m ruining this like I ruin everything. Soon you won’t pick me up or hold me anymore, and I—” He buried his head against Gerard’s chest. “I don’t know if I could bear that...knowing I lost it by stupidly reaching for more.”

Gerard stroked his hair. It was soft and smooth as silk, warm from the heat of his body. Silveo lifted his head and turned his face into Gerard’s palm. It was an oddly elegant gesture—trusting and vulnerable. Gerard felt as though his heart had flopped into his stomach. Silveo opened his eyes and looked at him—those same sad eyes Gerard had seen in Silveo’s dream. 

Gerard pushed him gently back down against his shoulder and wrapped his arm around him. “Silveo, I think non-erotic touch is important to you, and you are making that more difficult with some of your behavior.”

Silveo’s ears drooped.

Gerard sighed. “Difficult, but not impossible. And it’s partially my fault, because I won’t let you...finish what you start. So then I can’t think about anything else. That’s my problem, but you need to understand it.”

Dakar came running over at that moment and peered under the flysheet. “Are we walking today? Because it’s almost noon.”

Gerard sat up. “No, I think we’ll take today off.”

“Alright.” Dakar looked pleased. “There are pretty blue shells on the beach this morning. Do you want to make something out of them, Silveo?”

Silveo started to sign an answer, but Gerard spoke first. “I want to talk to Silveo alone this morning. I think we might walk up the ridge. Is that alright?”

Dakar shrugged. “I’ll save you some shells. They’re washing away.”

Silveo nodded and she dashed off. Gerard got up and started assembling breakfast. “I would have told you most of my life that I could never get tired of fish, but I am tired of fish.”

Silveo smiled. “Thank you for being so patient with me.”

Gerard sighed. “I think you’re the patient one. I’m a little conflicted, but you’re not difficult to love, Silveo.”

“You’re the first person who’s ever thought so.”

“I doubt that. I think I’m just the first person who’s made you believe it.”

They started into the forest a little while later, carrying water in the battered skins from the hunti slavers. The ridge to which Gerard referred had been building on their left for days. Gerard remembered from maps that it rose in a spine along the narrowing tip of the peninsula. They hiked through the flowering, leafing spring trees, through dappled sunlight, up and up. Finally, Gerard said, “Silveo, your maleness is not the only thing that bothers me.”

Silveo gave him a look of mock astonishment. “I have other faults?”

“Being a man is not a fault; it’s just something that makes it difficult for me to relate to you as a mate.”

“I know that, Gerard. And I know I am not easy to love.”

“You are, actually. You are ridiculously easy to become fond of, and in the right frame of mind, you’re easy to be attracted to, but, Silveo, sometimes it seems like you have more personalities than Dakar has shapes.”

Silveo looked confused.

“Sometimes,” continued Gerard, “you behave like a child, and I’m not into kids, Silveo.”

Silveo winced.

“I don’t mean you’re childish. You’re hardly ever that. But sometimes you seem to react to things and cope with them like a kid, and I find that disturbing, not sexy. It makes me feel sorry for you, but it certainly doesn’t make me want to go to bed with you.”

Silveo frowned. “I suppose it doesn’t help that I’m about the right size.”

Gerard glanced down at him. “That’s why some shelts like you. You know that, don’t you?”

Silveo nodded. “I know.”

“I’m not one of those.”

“I know that, too.”

Gerard took a deep breath. This was getting easier. He’d been struggling through it all night in his head. “You’ve got at least three clear personalities that I’ve seen—the belligerent adult, the confident, joking rascal, and the submissive child. The first is about all I saw for the first year I was in the Sea Watch. I’m sure you were other things to other shelts, but to me, you were relentlessly vicious, unfriendly, and dangerous. Thess brought out the second one, and that was the first time I got a clear look at what I consider to be you. That’s who I made friends with, and that’s the person I...respond to.”

Silveo smiled faintly. “You managed to say that without gritting your teeth.”

Gerard plunged on. “In the Watch, I only saw you act like a child a few times—after Dakar messed with your head, after you thought the spiders killed me, when you got drunk on Maijha Minor. When you’re overwhelmed, you start to cope like that. When you lost your tongue, it took you a long time to come back from it. I can understand that, especially since I’ve gotten a better look at what happened to you when you were a kid. What I can’t understand is why you seem to consider this your true self. You’ve said as much several times, and I don’t think of you that way at all.”

Silveo had slowed his walking. He put his hands in his pockets. Gerard could tell he was thinking.

“Are you aware of doing it? Of flipping back and forth?”

“Sort of.” Silveo’s voice was hesitant. “I understand what you’re saying. I just never thought of it that way.”

“Can you explain to me why you feel like ‘scared little kid’ is the most accurate version of yourself?”

Silveo laughed nervously. “Because the rest of the time I’m holding myself together with both hands. I go out and do what needs doing, and then I crawl into a dark hole and fall apart. I can’t even tell you how many times aboard the Fang I worked all night because I was too afraid to sleep. I’d work myself to exhaustion and then crawl into the arms of anyone who made me feel a little safer. I’d pay whatever I had to pay. That doesn’t seem confident or dignified or even belligerent to me. That just seems like scared little kid.”

Gerard shook his head. “I think you’re taking your darkest moments and making them the center. I’ve seen you do things that required enormous courage, confidence, and skill without blinking. You can improvise clever solutions under intense pressure. You speak and act in ways that are calculated to produce the results you want, even when you’re ‘falling apart.’ You certainly let me see some of your less dignified moments, knowing very well it would make me feel closer to you.”

“Oh!” Silveo’s voice sounded wounded. “I didn’t—!”

“You didn’t make it up,” said Gerard a little sternly. “But you did let me see those things when you didn’t have to. What was it you said—‘I know you need something to protect’?”

Silveo stopped walking. He looked up at Gerard with a pleading expression. “I wasn’t trying to manipulate you. I wasn’t—”

Gerard crouched down and took Silveo’s hands. “Silveo, you are legitimately pitiful when you’re hurt or upset, and I’m not saying you can help it. I’m just saying, I think you know it and show me because you trust me and because you want me to...well, protect you. I think underneath everything, you’re still mostly calculating rascal.”

Silveo bit his lip and looked down.

Gerard tilted his chin up. “I hope so, Silveo, because I’d hate to think I’m falling in love with an eight-year-old.”

Silveo’s eyes flicked to his face. He smiled suddenly and threw his arms around Gerard’s neck. Gerard made frantic noises of protest. “What I just said does not negate—!”

“I know. I know. Just be quiet for a moment before you tell me all the other things that are wrong with me.”

Gerard sighed and rubbed his back. “Can I pick you up?”

“You don’t need to ask.”

“I probably will continue to do so anyway.”

“I probably will continue behaving like an eight-year-old periodically in spite of my best efforts.”

“I know. I just wanted you to understand what I’m thinking. And if it helps you understand yourself a little better, good.” Gerard carried him for a bit, then put him down and they hiked the steepest part in silence until they arrived, panting, at the top of the ridge. Gerard was surprised to see that the peninsula really wasn’t very wide at this point. Far off in the distance, lower down beside the sea, he could make out the cluster of irregular structures that must be Zorn. Silveo didn’t have a grishnard’s eyes, so he just took Gerard’s word for it. He did say he could smell something interesting in that direction.

They sat down and drank some water and caught their breaths. Silveo flipped his tail over against Gerard and managed to get it under the edge of his shirt. The fur tickled and prickled along his bare skin. Silveo looked up at him through his lashes. “You want—?”

“I want to finish talking to you,” said Gerard patiently and disentangled himself from Silveo’s tail. 

Silveo sighed. “So what else is wrong with me?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Silveo, I’m pretty sure that one of the reasons you were able to be friends with me in the beginning is that I didn’t want to go to bed with you. I like being your friend. I don’t want to be just another of your lovelies.”

Silveo looked surprised. “One of...” He thought for a moment. Finally, he said, “Gerard, I want to show you something. I’m not sure I can do it, but I’ll try.”

He scooted around in front of Gerard, took both his hands, and looked intently into his face. At first, Gerard didn’t notice anything different. Then, very slowly, he felt something growing in the back of his mind—a warm, bright thing like a candle flame in a window on a very dark night. There was something green about it, too, like a sunlit meadow in a dark, dark wood. It reminded him of the little numeraries around Holovarus, of Thessalyn, of the Meerkat, of sea grass, of Alsair, of fishing. Those were not the images that came into his head, but it reminded him of those things in his own life. 

“What is it?” whispered Gerard. “What are you showing me?”

Silveo swallowed. “It's home, Gerard. That’s what you smell like to me. That’s your signature scent...to me.” He bowed his head. “The very first time you picked me up, I was home. You could never be one of anything.”

Gerard found that he really wasn’t interested in telling Silveo anything else that was wrong with him that afternoon. They sat on the ridge and watched the hawks soar overhead. By the time they started back yellow moon was visible in the late afternoon sky, a nearly transparent disc of beaten gold that grew brighter with sunset—a light in a very dark place.
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Chapter 34. More Faults
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Gerard expected to sleep well that night. He’d had a long hike, even if it hadn’t been down the beach. However, he couldn’t seem to get comfortable. He kept thinking about his conversation with Silveo and other things he wanted to add to it. He fidgeted until midnight. He knew he was keeping Silveo awake, and finally he whispered. “I’m not helping you sleep much this evening.”

“Mmm.” Gerard was lying on his side and Silveo was curled up facing him with his head against Gerard’s chest. They hadn’t actually spoken since they’d gone to bed.

Silveo uncurled, yawned, and stretched. He ran a hand under Gerard’s shirt and grinned at the way he jumped. “You want me to make you sleep?”

Gerard was annoyed and embarrassed at the way all his senses twanged at once. Silveo lightly traced the muscles of his belly. “All that rowing didn’t do any harm to your physique, Gerard. You were always nice to look at, but now—” Gerard shifted uncomfortably, suddenly too warm. Silveo was tracing little patterns right above the fur line. He stopped and scooted up to Gerard’s ear. He kissed the sensitive inner rim. “Yes or no, Gerard? I’m not going to do anything you don’t want.”

Gerard was breathing as though he’d just climbed that ridge again. He shut his eyes. “Alright,” he whispered.

Silveo snickered. He nibbled the corner of Gerard’s ear. “Alright? Just alright?” 

Gerard growled, pulled him down and kissed him—on the mouth and down the side of his jaw and throat. “Please.” He pushed a hand under Silveo’s shirt, ran it over his warm skin. “Please, please, please.” 

Silveo gave a happy sigh. He pulled away from Gerard’s arms, pushed his shirt up and started down his body, kissing as he went. Gerard had rather liked the feel of his skin and wanted him to come back, but he quickly forgot about it when Silveo got below his waist. Warm and wet and so sweet he could hardly stand it. Gerard buried his head in a blanket and bit down on the cloth. “Silveo, don’t make me wake up Dakar!”

Silveo gave a muffled giggle. “It’s kind of nice to be able to talk and do this at the same time.” When he finally crawled back into Gerard’s arms, Gerard was damp with sweat and still shuddering. Silveo nestled his head under Gerard’s chin. “Now,” he said in a businesslike voice, “being a grishnard, you could probably do that all over again in an eighth watch, but I want to go to sleep. This is something I’ve always found bothersome about your species. I’ll do it again tomorrow, but not six times a night—not unless you want to start earlier in the evening.”

In spite of what they’d just done, Gerard managed to feel embarrassed. “I think I’ll sleep fine, Silveo.”

He slept so well that they didn’t get going the next day until near noon. Silveo was awake long before Gerard. Apparently he’d gone out to the beach, caught several sea birds, and then roasted them over the fire with herbs Dakar had found the day before. “You said you were tired of fish,” he commented, when Gerard emerged, yawning, from under the flysheet. Silveo had also made tea. He’d found a bush in the woods which, he said, had some of the stimulant properties of the tea favored by grishnards. He’d added mint. Gerard hadn’t had tea since he spoke with Gwain on the Mantis, and it tasted wonderful.

“I would like to try riding Felbane,” Silveo said as they ate breakfast. “I think he’d let me. He’s actually very gentle. I spent most of several nights with him.”

Gerard nodded. “I think it’s a great idea, but I do think you need something to hang onto. I rode Alsair without a harness because we’d been doing it our whole lives. He was good at keeping me on, and I was good at staying there. Felbane is not going to be good at keeping anyone on at first, and you’re so light... Can I ride with you the first time?”

Silveo laughed. “I’m not sure I can get up the nerve to climb on him without you.”

“You seemed willing enough the other evening.”

Silveo looked into his tea. “I was angry at you the other evening. That helps with fear, at least temporarily.”

“Belligerent adult?”

He smiled. “I suppose.”

Dakar wanted her ears pierced. She remembered Silveo’s earrings and she thought the shells would look pretty that way. Most of Silveo’s piercings had disappeared before Gerard and Dakar got him from the hunti. Silveo pointed out that Dakar ought to be able to shift and make her own piercings, but she said she didn’t know what it ought to feel like. If she’d had them once, maybe she could do it. “In Zorn,” Silveo promised her. “I’m sure we can find something or someone to do it.” He thought a moment. “Dakar, can you look like an adult zed?”

She considered this. “Let me practice a little. I’ve seen them, but I’ve never done it before.” She did not like to practice in front of Gerard and Silveo, and they didn’t see her for most of the day. Dakar was more than capable of catching up if she fell behind. 

They started down the beach with their packs, the sun warm on their shoulders. After a while, Silveo said, with a trace of humor, “I didn’t think you were finished enumerating my deficiencies yesterday.”

Gerard sighed. “How about you enumerate some of mine? I feel like I’ve complained at you a lot lately.”

Silveo shrugged. “Alright. You try so hard to be nice to everyone that you save up your anger, and every now and then it tumbles out with a boom.”

“I have a temper.”

“Yes. It sort of scares me...when you get angry.” 

Gerard nodded. “I know that. I’m sorry. I’m not sure it’s because I try to be nice to everyone, though. I brood and don’t say anything until I’m really upset. That’s a fault. Thess was good at reading me and making me talk. So was Alsair. Words aren’t my strong point.”

“But you’re good with them,” said Silveo. “You say things well when you decide to talk.”

Gerard shrugged. “Sometimes. So, temper. What else?”

Silveo thought for a moment. “You can be reckless. I have to have good reasons for doing things.”

Gerard looked a little skeptical. “And what was your good reason for doing what you did last night?”

Silveo snickered. “You couldn’t sleep.”

“Was that all?”

“It was fun. I’m not against fun as long as it’s not unreasonable or reckless.”

“I have a hard time understanding how it was fun for you.” The more he thought about it, the more the one-sidedness of the whole thing bothered Gerard. Basil had a legitimate complaint.

Silveo smacked him with his tail. “What could be more fun than making you beg?”

Gerard was really glad that Dakar couldn’t hear this conversation. 

Silveo watched him. “I do wish you wouldn’t get so embarrassed, Gerard. I wish you wouldn’t put blankets over your head. I like to see your face; it tells me whether I’m doing a good job. I know this is not your first time, so why are you so cagey?”

Gerard was momentarily speechless. Then he thought about it. “Well...for one thing...I’m not used to being looked at.”

Silveo’s eyebrows rose. “Oh...” He reached out and patted Gerard’s arm. “That didn’t even occur to me.” He thought a little more. “So Thess was your only—?”

“Well, aside from Morchella, and there were so many things bothering me about that situation... Her looking at me was pretty low on the list.”

“Gerard, the word for what happened with Morchella is at best coercion and more likely rape.”

Gerard looked miserable. An old guilt surfaced in his mind. “You can’t rape a—”

“You can!” shot Silveo. “Trust me, you can. A man will respond to stimulation in the absence of choice. You did say you believe choice counts?”

Gerard nodded.

“Well, then, you were raped. It’s happened to me. A lot. It’s probably one of the reasons I’m not so keen on climaxes.”

Gerard reached down for his hand, brushed his shoulder, and Silveo actually flinched. He hadn’t done that in ages. He tried to recover, took Gerard’s hand. “I’m sorry, Gerard.” He took a deep breath. “I’m trying not to act like an eight-year-old.”

Silveo’s whole hand was just about large enough to cover Gerard’s palm. Gerard ran his thumb over Silveo’s knuckles and back up the top of his wrist. After a few moments, the tension left him. “Thank you,” whispered Silveo.

“I didn’t do anything except be a friend.”

Silveo dropped his hand. “Basil hated it when I’d do things like that. We’d be having a normal conversation, and then something would remind me of something else, and I’d just go to pieces for no reason.”

“I think you had a reason.” Gerard hesitated. “I do think it’s a little difficult to enjoy a physical relationship with someone who doesn’t seem to enjoy it themselves.”

“I told you I do. And you didn’t seem to have any trouble enjoying it last night.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Yes, but...sometimes it seems like this is just mechanics to you—a useful skill, like throwing knives.”

Silveo shrugged. “It kind of is. So what?”

Gerard stared at him. “Sex is not about mechanics to me. It’s about bonding.”

Silveo gave him a look that was almost a sneer. “‘It’s about bonding.’ I’ll say this for you, Gerard, you have the most iron self-control of anyone I’ve ever met, but you are a bit delusional. For the last yellow month, you’ve wanted desperately to just fuck me, but you wouldn’t because you weren’t sure it was the right thing to do. Your body needed it; last night I fixed it. Troubleshooting over.”

Gerard opened his mouth, shut it, took a deep breath. He found Silveo’s words repulsive on so many levels that he wasn’t sure what to attack first. “Must you talk that way?”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “What, fuck? Well, I admit I use the term loosely. Would you rather I call it ‘making love’? Or just a lot of mutual licking?”

Gerard growled. “Do you remember when you said your mother treated you as though you’d just made dinner for her or taken out the trash?”

Silveo’s bravado disintegrated. He stopped walking and looked down at the sand. Finally, he said, “Sorry.”

Gerard was still a little angry. “Please don’t treat me as though you’re meeting some basic function like eating or urinating. That’s not what it’s about. Not to me. And I don’t think it really is to you, either. If it was, you wouldn’t have been so bothered by what happened years ago.”

Silveo nodded. The comparison to his mother seemed to have mortified him. He still hadn’t looked up.

Gerard sighed. He crouched down and brushed Silveo’s hair out of his face. “Did I mess up? Did I hurt you?”

Silveo wasn’t crying. He just looked miserable. “No. Yes. You’re right.”

Gerard hugged him. “Silveo, you’re really good at everything you do, but there’s more to this than being skillful.”

Silveo nodded. “You’re right. Gerard, can we talk about something besides my deficiencies for a while?”

“Of course. We can talk about how I’m too blunt if you like.”

Silveo smiled. “Why don’t you tell me about riding griffins instead.”
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Chapter 35. Zorn from the Air
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“Saddle harnesses,” said Gerard, “come in more styles than summer hats, but I personally prefer the simple ones. They give the griffin more freedom of movement. The fancier ones tend to be more comfortable for the rider and less comfortable for the griffin. I feel that, since they’re doing all the work, their comfort ought to come first.”

“Seems fair,” said Silveo. They were standing beside Felbane on the beach the next day. Gerard had spent all evening and most of that morning taking apart one of their fly sheets and making a very simple harness. He’d used two of the buckles from his pack.

“Also,” continued Gerard, “the simpler harnesses can be left on indefinitely and only removed for cleaning or if you observe chafing. That’s convenient at sea when you don’t always have time or room to take off an elaborate harness every evening.”

Silveo nodded. The harness Gerard had made consisted of a loop around Felbane’s neck and a loop around his ribs with two straps connecting them between his wings and between his front legs. The loop around his body had two sets of stirrups. Gerard had made one high up where Silveo’s feet would land and one lower for his own feet. “You can put stirrups in any number of other places. You can hang several off the top strap to give yourself some options for standing or leaning. That’s always a good idea, especially if you’re going to be shooting from griffin-back in a fight. I haven’t got enough leather, though, to make extras.” 

Gerard showed Silveo how to tighten the harness without putting pressure on Felbane’s throat or across the tops of his wings. Felbane accepted all this with considerable forbearance. Gerard was impressed that he laid down on his belly and let them tug and tighten and poke. Silveo would stop sometimes and sign to him.

“That may be a problem,” commented Gerard. “He won’t be able to see your signing in the air. I’m not sure how you’ll communicate with him.”

“You’re assuming I’m planning on doing lots of flying alone,” muttered Silveo. “Just because I said I’d go up doesn’t mean I’m going to become a ship’s scout.”

Gerard laughed. “But he’s your griffin.”

Silveo looked uncomfortable. “He may have to be my griffin on the ground most of the time.”

Gerard shrugged. “You could easily work out some simple codes for ‘land,’ ‘higher,’ and ‘lower.” If you talk about what you want to do before you go up, that may be enough. Felbane isn’t exactly a chatterbox. Now, a word about how griffins fly: they are very maneuverable. They can flip and roll. They can dive straight down, and they can leap into the air without a running start. Most pegasus can’t do those things. Griffins are predators, and they’re made for chasing. They do it with great agility. They cannot fly backward, though, and they cannot hover. I’m told that some of the really tiny breeds of jungle pegasus can do that. Griffins aren’t as rock-solid in the air as the big pegasus you’ve probably ridden before, either. They tend to drop and weave and feel as though they’re about to fall out of the sky, but they’re not.”

Silveo nodded. He was looking more and more nervous, and Gerard wondered whether he shouldn’t have left some of that for later. “Ready?”

“No.”

“Willing to try anyway?”

Silveo took a deep breath. He stroked Felbane’s ears a couple of times and then walked around behind his wings. Felbane was still lying on his belly, and Silveo used Gerard’s stirrup as a step to get up to his own. Gerard climbed on behind him. He would have felt more comfortable with Silveo hanging on behind him, but he was pretty sure Silveo would feel safer this way. 

Felbane stood up and shook himself. Silveo hunkered down and scrambled instinctively for a grip on the top strap. He was as tense as a frightened cat. Gerard bent over him and got a grip on one of the loops he’d put on the strap. “Here we go,” he said and kissed the back of Silveo’s neck. Silveo wasn’t expecting that. It made him laugh and relax a little, and then Felbane gave a bound and leapt into the air. 

It was a splendid day for flying—still a little cold with the wind in their faces, but blue and clear. The air smelled of brine, and the sun laughed down on green woods and white sand and turquoise sea. They could see the shadows of clouds on the water. Felbane had had more practice at flying since the last time Gerard rode him, and he exhibited a touching concern for his riders—not moving too quickly or turning too sharply. He soared on the stiff ocean wind—circling higher and higher until they could clearly see Zorn at the tip of the peninsula. Gerard thought he caught a glimpse of Merdent far off the way they’d come. 

“Felbane, can you fly over Zorn’s harbor?” shouted Gerard over the wind. “I want to see if the Defiance is there.”

Silveo had been almost relaxed, but he tensed at the mention of the Defiance. Gerard bent and spoke in his ear. “I’m not going aboard today. I just want to see whether they’re there.”

They were. Felbane circled the harbor twice, but Gerard and Silveo both recognized the ship easily on the first pass. It was a swift-looking vessel—not as large as the Fang, but not as small as the Watersprite. Gerard’s heart leapt at the distant, familiar sounds of sea life—hammers and saws, sailors shouting to one another, vendors on the key crying their wares. Zorn might be a town with a distinct personality, but harbors tended to be the same everywhere. Silveo pricked up his ears, too. He sniffed the wind.

You always were more comfortable aboard the Fang than on land, thought Gerard. Land was never especially good to you.

“Looks like they’re making repairs,” commented Gerard, and Silveo nodded.

The Defiance had some damaged rigging, and it looked like they were doing painting and carpentry on the deck. “They won’t be leaving today or tomorrow,” said Silveo.

Gerard was tempted to land near the town and stay there, but they needed their supplies and hadn’t money to buy more. Dakar had been gone all day and wouldn’t know where to find them. Gerard hadn’t seen Gwain on the deck of the Defiance, and he didn’t know whether they’d be welcome on the ship if Gwain had not yet arrived. If Gerard had been alone, he might still have landed and spoken to someone aboard ship, but Silveo was clearly frightened by the idea. He’d been an enemy of the Resistance much longer than Gerard, and unfriendly eyes were more likely to recognize him. “Alright, Felbane, let’s go back to camp.”

Felbane banked and rose. He seemed to be growing more confident in his ability to fly with shelts and decided to show off a bit. He sped up and covered the distance to camp in about a quarter of the time he’d spent going. Silveo liked it. He leaned into the wind and shut his eyes. 

“Think you could get used to this?”

“There are so many smells at once,” murmured Silveo. “Makes me dizzy. Good dizzy.”

When they landed, Silveo spent some time signing to Felbane with considerable energy, telling him how well he had done. Gerard was amused, and Felbane was clearly pleased. “Come again?” he asked. 

“I will definitely come again,” signed Silveo. “Gerard says we can leave the harness on, but does it bother you? We can take it off.”

Felbane considered. “It’s not bad.”

Silveo patted his beak. Gerard thought they made an interesting juxtaposition—the enormous griffin and the tiny foxling. 

Dakar did not appear that evening. Gerard and Silveo tried to pretend they weren’t worried about her. “She can take care of herself,” said Gerard.

“She could be anywhere,” said Silveo.

“Or anything.”

“Finding us can’t be hard.”

“All she has to do is fly over the beach.”

“She’s a wyvern.”

But, thought Gerard, she’s also a little girl. He couldn’t help remembering how exhausted she’d been after her fight with the leopard seal.

That night when they were lying with Silveo’s head on his shoulder, Silveo asked, “What are you going to tell Gwain about Dakar?”

Gerard shifted uncomfortably. This was something he’d thought about on and off since they learned what and who Dakar was. “I don’t think he’ll mind. I think he’ll be interested.”

Silveo snorted. “His book called wyverns the greatest evil in Wefrivain. But let’s assume you’re right and he’s just fascinated and thrilled to have her aboard. Do you think his crew will ‘mind’? A captain can only force so much down the throat of a resisting crew. Assuming they’re willing to accept her as a wyvern—she is useful, after all—how do you think they’ll feel if she starts shifting? Sailors are superstitious, and they’re not the most accepting of new ideas. Shape-shifters are monsters out of legend, Gerard. Are you going to make her hide it? Not shift in public? Always be a shelt or always be a dragon? Stifle her true nature just so you and I can go sailing?” 

Gerard drew a hand across his face. “I don’t know, Silveo. I can’t see that far ahead. Yes, I’m worried about it, but I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

Silveo was quiet a moment. “Gerard, why can’t we just stay here in the Lawless Lands? Some cities along the coast are accepting of panauns. I know we could find work. Why do we have to go seek out someone who has good reasons to want to hurt Dakar and me?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Silveo, Morchella is probably still looking for Dakar, and she may still be looking for me. If she finds you, she’ll certainly kill you. I’d rather take my chances with Gwain.”

“We could go inland,” persisted Silveo. “Or we could find another ship headed for the Pendalons or the Sunkissed Isles. There are merchants who make that run or parts of it—not many, but this is a good time of year to look for them and a good place.”

“Silveo, I think Dakar would have the same problem on any ship, and she won’t be happy away from the sea. I think she’s actually got a better chance of being accepted aboard the Defiance.”

Silveo levered himself up on one elbow. He sounded a little exasperated. “What makes you think that, Gerard?”

Gerard made a face. “I don’t know! It’s just a...feeling. I’m sorry. I can’t explain it. An impression I got from talking to Gwain, maybe.” Gerard remembered something Basil had once said: “Silvy always has at least five plans. I don’t even need one.”

“If you’re just contingency planning, then go ahead,” said Gerard. “Plan away, but I want to try this first. You really don’t have to stay with me if you don’t want to.”

Silveo looked sad. “Don’t you want me?”

Gerard pulled him down and tucked Silveo’s head under his chin. “Yes, I do.” Desperately. “But I don’t want you to feel trapped.”

“Too late.” Silveo shifted his head and kissed Gerard’s collarbone. 

Gerard laughed. “Can you argue with me and do that at the same time?”

“I’m good at multitasking.”

“I don’t want to right now.”

“Why not? Dakar’s not here to wake up.”

That’s probably why I don’t feel like it. “I just don’t.”

The next morning, Dakar still wasn’t back, and Silveo had a bruise on his neck. Gerard noticed it while they were eating breakfast. “How did you get that?”

Silveo raised an eyebrow. “Well, I didn’t give it to myself.”

Gerard grimaced. He had absolutely no memory of doing anything other than sleeping last night. Silveo watched him. “You were dreaming,” he said quietly. “You kept calling me Thess. I started to wake you up, but... It seemed like a good dream.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Oh, Silveo.”

“It’s alright.”

“It’s not alright! You don’t deserve this.” Gerard ran a hand through his hair. “Silveo, I am clearly not done mourning my dead wife.”

Silveo looked at his paws. “Are you going to ask me to go away again?”

Gerard stared miserably into his tea. The last thing Silveo needs is to be constantly compared to Thessalyn. A few months ago, it had seemed like reaching Zorn would solve nearly all their problems. Now it only seemed to make things more complicated. 

Silveo broke into his thoughts. “Gerard...whatever ship or town we end up in...you don’t have to...I mean...” He swallowed. “I know I’ll embarrass you. You don’t have to claim me.”

If possible, Gerard felt even worse. “Silveo, whether or not I am embarrassed is my problem, not yours. Please, let’s figure things out as we go along. I know you want a plan and so do I, but lately I seem to be a poor predictor of what’s going to happen next.”
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Chapter 36. The Defiance
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Dakar did not appear the next morning. Gerard had intended to simply don their packs, get on Felbane, and fly to Zorn that day, but he didn’t want to get too far away from where Dakar would expect to find them, so they kept walking down the beach. Some of the things Silveo had said were niggling in the back of his mind. He realized he’d been trying not to think about them, and now that he'd heard them in clear language, he could no longer pretend. Gerard suspected that a determined day’s walk tomorrow would get them to Zorn. He wondered whether Silveo was right, whether he was stubbornly jeopardizing those who’d become precious to him just for the sake of following an old plan made when his life had been simpler.

Silveo wasn’t talking much, and Gerard had an idea he was trying not to argue. He asked Felbane to fly around and look for Dakar, but the griffin reported no sign of her. Gerard wondered if his own increasing agitation as they neared Zorn had anything to do with the dreams about Thessalyn. He almost asked Silveo not to sleep with him, but he thought that might make things worse. He went to bed feeling conflicted, worried, and sad.

Gerard woke sometime later to the feeling of someone watching him. He opened his eyes and saw Silveo propped on one elbow, running his fingers through Gerard’s hair. “You’re still making a noise.”

“A noise? Still?”

“I’ve woken you up twice now.”

Gerard didn’t remember being woken, but he knew he’d been dreaming about wind chimes. Silveo brushed through his hair until Gerard fell asleep again, but he woke with a start and that awful sound in his head. Next thing he knew, Silveo had crawled inside his shirt. It was a shapeless homemade shirt, and Silveo didn’t have much trouble fitting. He’d apparently stripped off his own shirt first, because they were skin to skin. “Wanted...closer,” whispered Silveo in his head.

Gerard turned over on his side and wrapped himself around the foxling. “Are you dreaming about Thess?” whispered Silveo. 

Gerard nodded. “I—” He wanted to talk about it. Why was it so difficult? “For some reason, I focused on those stupid wind chimes. I hear them in my dreams. On the floor...that was her harp, right? Because sometimes I dream it was her body.”

“It was her harp,” agreed Silveo. “Her body was in the next room. I’m glad you didn’t go in there.”

“Then they didn’t—” Gerard couldn’t say it.

“They didn’t eat her, no. And I don’t think she suffered much.”

Much. Gerard choked on a sob. Silveo wrapped his arms around Gerard’s neck, his face against his cheek, got as close as he possibly could. It felt good. It felt so much better than crying alone.

After a while, Silveo said, “I could make you forget the dreams, make you think of nothing but me until morning.” His voice was half playful.

Gerard drew a deep breath. “I just don’t want to right now.”

Silveo was quiet for a while. Finally, he said, “Will you let me try something else, then?”

“What?” Gerard was a little wary.

He could feel Silveo grin against his shoulder. “Not sex.”

“Alright.”

So Silveo crawled back out of his shirt and made Gerard turn over on his stomach. He crawled up on top of Gerard and started to work on his back. He used the whole weight of his body, sometimes his feet—walked around, used his claws, his pads, his hands, his elbows. It hurt sometimes, and it also felt wonderful. Gerard was only dimly aware of Silveo finally lying back down beside him. Then he was asleep.

He woke to the sound of a girl’s voice. “—found me and chased me and chased me, and I just couldn’t—”

“Dakar?” Gerard sat up, praying to the Firebird that he wasn’t dreaming. 

She was sitting beside the fire in her little girl grishnard shape, talking to Silveo. Gerard noted distractedly as he scrambled to his feet that it was late morning. “Dakar, what happened to you? We were worried.”

She looked tired and somehow less solid than usual. “She was chased by wyverns,” said Silveo flatly.

Dakar nodded. “They found me. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to. I just...I was practicing being a zed, and I thought I’d take a break and go for a swim, and I ran into some other wyverns. They wanted me to talk to them, and I wouldn’t, and then one of them thought he recognized me, and I ran from them, and they caught me once and hurt me, but I got away again, and then they chased me all day, and then I hid for a while.”

“Did they recognize you?” asked Gerard.

“I don’t know,” said Dakar miserably. “Maybe. I think Mother will when they tell her what happened.”

“We’ll be well away from here by then,” said Gerard. “Dakar, please stay out of the water for a while.”

She nodded.

“We should probably not walk on the beach, either,” said Silveo. 

Gerard agreed. Felbane told them that Zorn was more-or-less just over the ridge. It was steep at this point, but they could certainly hike it. They all started into the woods, away from the water. Gerard was thinking as they walked. Silveo cut into his thoughts. “You slept pretty well the rest of last night.”

Gerard smiled faintly. “I don’t deserve you.”

“You don’t deserve me the way you don’t deserve a toothache.”

Gerard shook his head. “More like the way that nobody deserves love.” He took a deep breath. “Silveo, I’d like to fly over to the Defiance, see if Gwain’s there, and talk to him if he is. You don’t have to come. You can stay in the woods with Dakar. I’ll tell him exactly who’s with me—including everything about Dakar. If he reacts badly, then I’ll come back and we’ll do something else. None of you will be in danger, and I promise that I will come back.”

Silveo was quiet. They’d reached the steep part of the ridge and continued to climb in silence. The trees thinned, and finally they topped the crest. The view was even better than Gerard had expected—the whole tip of the peninsula laid out before them and Zorn squarely below. They could see the harbor. They could see the Defiance and half a dozen other ships lying at anchor. They could hear the wind in the trees and the distant cry of sea birds and the nearer cry of hawks in the open air.

Dakar glanced at Silveo. “Do you want me to look like a zed this afternoon? I kind of have it...sort of... I’ll try.”

Silveo sighed and looked at the ground. Dakar glanced between him and Gerard. “What’s wrong?”

“We’re trying to make a decision,” said Gerard.

Silveo kicked at a rock. “Of course he likes you. Everyone likes you, and besides you saved his life. You never tried to kill him at a peace conference.”

“And he tried to kill you,” said Gerard. “We all tried very hard to kill each other, and we all lost on Maijha Minor, Silveo—you, me, Gwain, Leopaard. Even Morchella ultimately lost the best admiral she ever had, and in her own twisted way, I think she was pretty fond of me. We fought, and nobody won, and now it’s over. He knows that.”

Silveo reached up and took his hand. “I’ll go with you,” he whispered.

“You don’t have to,” said Gerard.

“I want to. No sense in waiting. Let’s all go and get it over with.”

So they strapped their packs to Felbane, dividing the weight evenly on either side of the harness. Dakar was instructed to look like a little girl grishnard until asked to do otherwise. They put Silveo’s spare clothes on her. Then they all climbed onto Felbane. Gerard knew he was better at hanging on, and he didn’t want to take any chances with three of them, so he sat in front with Silveo hanging onto his waist and Dakar behind. 

Then they leapt into the air and glided gently down the tree-lined ridge, out of the wilds that had sheltered and fed them, over the rooftops of Zorn, past the curious upturned faces, their black and white stripes flashing in the sunshine. They glided over the docks, lower and lower, and landed at last on the deck of the Defiance.
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Professionals

In the darkest hour of a fall night, a little white foxling stood at the top of a landing and tried to get up his nerve to knock on a door. It was either too late or too early for any reputable person to be about, but no one would have mistaken him for reputable. He was wearing too much lace, a shirt that could not possibly have been his own, and a cloak that didn’t quite hide it. He hadn’t been here in more than a yellow month, and he’d left on poor terms. Well, Malpin, you were right. If I tell you what happened, will you feel justified or angry? Silveo wasn’t sure, but he was bone-tired and achingly hungry. 

“Professionals always have three plans,” Malpin had told him. 

I guess I’m not very professional right now. I wonder if he still keeps the key in the same place.

He did. Silveo unlocked the door, grateful to be off the street. Seashine was not as rough a port town as Slag or even Port Royal, but he still didn’t want to be mistaken for a dock rat by the kind of shelts out at this hour. He pressed his hand to the lining of his coat. Still there. He’d brought a book with him—not a storybook, although Malpin would have liked that, too. This was an herbal—the one Malpin always quoted and complained about having lost years ago. He can’t be too angry when I come with a book. 

Silveo felt his way down the hall in total darkness. He nearly ran into a table that hadn’t been there before. He stiffened. Another scent. Grishnard. Female. Wyvern piss.

He turned and made his way carefully through the door to the sitting room. He found the sofa and sat down. The flat was completely quiet. They must be asleep. His stomach growled, even as his eyes fluttered closed and his body relaxed for the first time in days. Silveo didn’t really lie down, but he pulled his legs up and curled into the corner of the sofa. Before he fell asleep, he had the presence of mind to shrug off his cloak—surely his dirtiest layer of clothing—to protect Malpin’s furniture. He curled around the book he’d brought as though it were a talisman, and dreamed.

In the dream, he was walking the halls of the palace on Maijha, dressed in blue and gold like the prettiest of serving boys. He was fifteen, but he could have been ten or twelve—dainty, rail thin, with eyes like blue glass and skin as pale as his fur. The real serving boy, the one whose clothes he wore, was lying beneath a bush in the palace garden. He’d been an ocelon. 

Silveo adjusted the lace cuffs to make his dagger more accessible, and he rearranged the sweets on their little silver tray. His employer had told him that the prince had a “perversion.” That means he’ll like me. There were so many ways he could play this.

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

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

“Yes?”

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

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

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

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

“What’s your name?”

“Holan.” 

“How long have you been lost, Holan?”

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

“Are you living on the grounds here?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Aldan!”

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

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

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

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

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

“He was sleeping,” said Malpin crossly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s good.” 

Silveo’s stomach growled loudly.

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

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

“Stab wound,” muttered Silveo.

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

“Yes.”

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

Thank you. “I brought you a book.”

“Did you?”

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

“Really?”

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

Malpin stood, yawning. “Well, let’s go see it.”
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Dark Heart
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Maven thinks of each prisoner as a pool full of brightly colored fish. Later—years later—she will come to think of them as houses full of rooms. But right now, pools and fish are what she knows.

When she touches their skin, it is as though she drops through the dungeon floor into a deep, sun-dappled grotto. The fish dart past in every shade—green, turquoise, red, yellow, and aquamarine. She sees things when she touches them, things she doesn’t understand, but wants to: strange-looking people, bizarre food, impossible places full of light and color.

At first, when she was very little, she would become confused and begin chasing the fish, trying to eat them. Then the water would fill with blood, and she would have to leave the pool, because the prisoners would scream and scream, or sometimes they would just stop. Mother explained that she must not attack the fish or even startle them too much. But sometimes, it is right to eat just one. Mother tells her which one, and she must hunt it very carefully. 

Eating the fish inside the prisoners is not like eating fish from the ocean. She never knows beforehand what the prisoners’ fish will taste like, and she can’t always describe it later. The taste is not bad, but sometimes there is a moment of confusion. She is uncertain, just for an instant, where the prisoner ends and she begins. She has a vague sense of danger. But then she feels herself flooding back, and the fish is part of her, and it is not part of the prisoner any longer, and they are separate again.

Sometimes the prisoners cry when she eats their fish, but more often, they don’t seem to know what is happening. Mother talks calmly and gently no matter what the prisoners say or what kind of sounds they make. This is reassuring to Maven. Mother is not concerned. There is nothing to be concerned about.

More often than eating the fish, Mother wants her to hold one and tell what she sees. Maven describes people she has never met, repeats conversations she doesn’t understand, lists cities and places that she can’t even imagine. Mother is very proud when she is able to do this. Mother’s attention is precious and fleeting, so Maven tries hard to catch the correct fish.

Most pools have rocks at the bottom. At first, she was scared to go near them, and she is still cautious. Bad things live under the rocks—eels with sharp teeth, scuttling crabs with oversized claws, water spiders, giant centipedes, and things for which she has no name, but which haunt her nightmares. If one of the things brushes against her, she sees images of fear, disappointment, loneliness, and death.

The first time she saw one of the rock monsters, she was terrified that Mother would send her after it to eat it. But Mother never does that. Sometimes, she will send Maven down to touch one of the monsters and tell what she sees. This is frightening, but brief.

More frequently, Mother will just ask Maven to turn over all the rocks. This can be a little scary, because it sends the monsters scuttling everywhere, and it stirs up the water in clouds. Sometimes the monsters start attacking the fish, and there is blood and screaming. Then the prisoners will answer questions that they didn’t want to answer before. 

Mother tries to teach Maven how to alter the fish and then let them go again, but Maven isn’t very good at it. Mother tells her to imagine the fish as blocks—blocks that she can rearrange—but Maven is stuck on fish. She is five. She has never had blocks. Mother brings her some to practice with, but it doesn’t work.

One day, Maven turns over a rock on the bottom of a pool, and the thing that comes out from under it looks like her—long and slender, with delicate wings that end in clawed fingers. The monster bares its needle-sharp teeth, and the frill around its head stands out like spikes. Maven is confused and frightened. She doesn’t dare touch it, but later, she asks her mother, “Do I have a pool inside me, too?”

Mother cocks her head. Maven knows that she thinks of the prisoners differently—that Mother sees their insides differently, but she understands the pool. “Yes.”

Maven looks around at the dripping cave. Nothing inside her could possibly be filled with light and colored fish. She is certain that her pool must be very dark. “Am I a monster, Mother?”

Mother hesitates. “You’re a goddess, child.”

“Am I a monster goddess?”

This makes Mother smile, and Maven forgets to be worried. “You are exactly what you should be. You’re not a shelt. Don’t confuse yourself with them.”

Maven nods, although she doesn’t understand. Mother is in a mood to hold her and stroke her head, and so nothing else matters. But later, when she is curled alone in the shadowy vaults, she wonders if somewhere inside her is a dark pool. She imagines it sloshing around where her heart ought to be—a pool full of white, eyeless fish...and monsters.

Thank you for reading Pirates of Wefrivain Book 1!

The story continues in Book 2: Shores Beyond the World

Gerard and Silveo have made peace with their pasts...or so they think. They've joined the pirates they once hunted and are prepared to leave Wefrivain in quest for a new life. However, an unexpected cry for help brings them unwillingly back into home waters.

The fauns of Maijha Minor are in trouble, and helping them seems like the right thing to do. To succeed, they must circulate Gwain's forbidden book, which tells the truth about the wyvern gods. Gwain himself has already given up the task as hopeless, but Silveo has other ideas. Together, they will get into more trouble than anyone thought possible.

Start reading...

Curious about what these characters look like? You can get a free comic version of the “Professionals” short story, along with Chapter 1 of the novel, by joining Abigail Hilton’s newsletter. 
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Shelt Species of Wefrivain
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Glossary
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blue month: one cycle of blue moon, usually 30 to 90 days.

canid: any creature in the canine family, either two-legged or four-legged, including canine-type shelts, such as foxlings.

cowry catchers: manatee shelts.

fauns: shelts with hooves.

felid: any creature in the cat family, either two-legged or four-legged, including cat-type shelts, such as grishnards.

nauns: shelts with neither hooves nor paws, e.g. manatee shelts and seal shelts.

panauns: shelts with paws.

red month: one cycle of red moon, about 60 days.

shelt: a two-legged creature having a humanoid body from the waist up and resembling some kind of animal from the waist down. Shelts have pointed, tufted ears.

watch: a period of time approximately four hours long. Shelts count four watches for the day and two watches for the night.

yellow month: one cycle of yellow moon, about 15 days.
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